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      Fire washed over me and filled my vision. I remained cool inside my plate armor, its protective runes keeping me safe. Within moments, the flames passed and the battlefield returned.

      Hundreds of soldiers stood in formation beside me, their shields raised and braced for assault. Many of them had a single black horn sticking out of their forehead, which marked them as demi-oni. All of them had easily withstood the magical blaze without injury.

      A mass of armored knights charged toward us. I felt the snap of magic behind me and magical lances of light soared overhead, downing dozens of the enemy. The knights kept coming and ran into the ditch in front of us.

      I raised my arm. Magic welled up within me, then burst out of my fist as a red flare of light. The flare signaled that we were entering melee and that my mages needed to watch their aim. I didn’t care to be shot in the back by my own artillery.

      “Charge,” I ordered. Magic amplified my voice, carrying it over the chaos of the battle. The screams and shouts of thousands of soldiers almost deafened me.

      We slammed into the enemy knights. They had only begun to climb out of the ditch, and we sent them tumbling back in. They carried a lot of their friends with them. My greatsword hummed as it cleaved through flesh and steel alike. A massive press of enemies formed beyond the ditch. If we had to cut down all these knights, it would be a very long day.

      Light caught my eye, and I looked up in time to see another inferno roar toward us. I could use this. A rune on my sword glowed as I slashed at the flames crashing down on us. A whirlpool of fire formed around the rune as I sucked the magic into my blade, leaving nothing but air behind. I grinned.

      My greatsword swept across the ditch in front of me. Another rune on my sword flared to life, this one next to the one that had activated earlier. White-hot flames burst forth and consumed the knights packed within the ditch. For several seconds, all I heard were screams. Then, silence.

      I slipped into the ditch, cutting down the few survivors around me. My soldiers followed me, before charging up the other side of the ditch. The enemy fled and we chased, taking advantage of the gap in their lines.

      Firing off another flare, this one yellow, I took stock of the situation. Red flares burst in the air along the entire front line. Both sides traded magical lances. Smoke filled the air and ate at my nostrils. This had been good farmland, but it would take some time to recover from this battle.

      A demi-oni slipped into the ditch next to me. Yasno was my second-in-command at the moment, and his heavily armored appearance reflected my own. His unkempt black hair looked a little singed, but I kept silent. I suspected my beard was in similar shape.

      “They’re coming at us pretty hard today. Does the Empire usually waste their soldiers trying nothing new?” he said.

      “Did you hit your head? Or have you not seen the rampant inferno that has been haunting the battlefield,” I said.

      The demi-oni chuckled. I looked at him. His face was as dour as usual. Yasno never seemed to show much emotion on his face, but I had been learning more about him these past few months.

      “I saw it. It just doesn’t seem that effective against our enchanted plate. The stuff we’ve been producing from Talepolis is holding up quite nicely compared to the Empire’s plate armor,” Yasno said. “Look at these toasted chumps.”

      “Don’t get cocky,” I warned. “The enemy is using disruption magic to make it hard for me to tell, but I think we’re dealing with a powerful fire elemental. I can’t imagine any other way for the Empire to sweep so much of the battlefield with such powerful magical flames at this distance.”

      “A dragon? Actually, don’t answer. I’ve felt dragonfire now. This isn’t that,” Yasno said. “What’s the plan then, Bulwark?”

      “One day you’ll stop calling me that.” I sighed. “I’ll leave the front line to you. I need to reach their rear and find out what we’re dealing with.”

      Yasno hefted his hammer over one shoulder and grimaced. He wouldn’t look me in the eye. “You’re taking Hish with you?”

      An odd suggestion from Yasno, which meant he knew something. Things had been awkward up north the past few months, and I’d struggled to keep up with the interpersonal issues of my officers. Lyria, the Empire’s marshal up north and the overall commander of these forces, didn’t seem keen to give me the peace and quiet I needed to get my affairs in order. Funny that. It was almost as though Lyria and I were enemies and had a long and storied past.

      “I will. Hish can hold her own well enough,” I said.

      I clapped Yasno on the shoulder and retreated within my own lines. Finding Hish was the easy part. I merely had to follow the trail of corpses leading deep into the enemy formation. Convincing her to come with me might be harder, given she had a tendency to get caught up in her fun.

      True to my expectations, I found the blonde-haired berserker almost a hundred meters deep in enemy lines. Countless corpses of soldiers surrounded her, each of them clad in the black and gold uniforms of Aghram, the Empire province we were battling.

      I broke through the rear of the Imperial soldiers to get closer to her. A circle had formed around Hish and her unit of blood-soaked demi-oni. Unlike the rest of my army, Hish didn’t appreciate uniforms. Instead, she and her company wore the looted remains of whoever they killed, giving her company the appearance of berserk barbarians instead of a unit of elite knights. She felt that her appearance intimidated her enemies. The shaking Imperial soldiers seemed to agree, given how flimsy their shield wall looked.

      A yell erupted next to me. Dozens more followed when the Imperial soldiers close to me finally noticed who I was. Enemies fell over themselves as they scattered in every direction. The shield wall collapsed. The battlefield filled with the mixed roar of screams, yells, and the clatter of armor.

      “You’re ruining the fun, boss,” Hish shouted at me. She was grinning. Blood ran down her face, although I knew it wasn’t hers.

      I strode toward her and her unit, ignoring the fleeing soldiers around me. The Imperials were fodder—levies that barely knew which way the pointy end of the spear went. The more of them that ran away, the fewer people I needed to kill today.

      “We have more important things to do than indulge ourselves,” I said, staring down at the little demi-oni. Hish’s height was deceptive, like the rest of her appearance. I’d describe her as attractive if she weren’t covered in blood, and more on the lithe side.

      Hish’s grin broadened. She hefted her massive sickle-like blade over her shoulders. “Sounds fun. Lead the way, boss.” Then she shouted to the rest of her company, “Follow the chief, girls. We have a real slaughter to get to.”

      At some point, everybody would call me by the same title. Today was not that day, and I lived with being the “chief” to Hish’s company of butchers. They chatted and cheered as they sliced their way to the rear lines of the enemy army. I didn’t need to do anything as the Imperial soldiers were too incompetent to stop my elite unit from carving a path through them. Instead, I reflected on how I wound up leading a unit of demi-oni berserkers against the Empire.

      Until a year ago, the oni and demi-oni had been my lifelong foe. I had earned the name of “Bulwark” because I dedicated sixty years to protecting a line of fortresses that kept the oni out of the Rogistran Empire. As Magister General Mykah Arium, I had been one of the most respected and powerful people in the Empire and the seven princedoms that formed it. I protected countless millions of people, worked with the many races that lived in the Empire, and served the emperor directly.

      Then a cabal of conspirators assassinated the emperor and the princes, seizing power from within. They carved up the princedoms and turned them into six racial provinces, each ruled by a separate race. Anybody without magical ability was stripped of status. Humanity no longer ruled the Rogistran Empire that they had built up over a thousand years.

      I swore revenge on the conspirators, allied with the oni, and now waged a war against the corrupted Empire.

      A fuzzy feeling pulled me from my thoughts. The disruption magic that coated the battlefield thickened. We were close. My magical senses felt suppressed, almost as if they were gagged and blindfolded, and the fuzziness of the magic in the air prevented me from sensing the surrounding energy. Disruption magic was a versatile art, and here it prevented me from detecting other uses of magic. It might not stop others, however.

      “Hish, can you sense any large amounts of magic nearby?” I asked my lieutenant.

      “You’re asking me?” Hish responded, giving me a lopsided look.

      “Try it. Along with anybody else who thinks they can find our target,” I said.

      Hish grumbled at me. “I can do it better than anybody else. Just give me a second, boss.”

      Sticking out her tongue, Hish stared at the company of archers we were cutting down. The Empire hadn’t fired any flares for some time. I wondered if they had lost their commanding officer at some point.

      “There’s something over that way. Everything feels kind of funny, like I’m feeling my way through a really thick fog, but then it’s not really that thick when I actually get into it,” Hish rambled. “What is it?”

      “A bunch of mages who think they’re smarter than they are,” I said. “Let’s put them in their place.”

      Hish cackled and her company laughed along with her. I was fortunate to have the demi-oni with me. Their magic worked differently than that of humans, so disruption magic was less effective. Hish might have some real potential for magic given how quickly she found the mages.

      A circle of knights stood around the mages. Standing this close, I sensed the ritual at work. Rituals, even. A hundred mages, maybe even two hundred, were casting two separate spells. I knew why they had been so desperately hiding their activities.

      Disruption magic at this scale was wasteful. A hundred mages could destroy entire companies of knights with barrages of fireballs or magical lances. Instead, the Empire tied up a massive amount of mages merely to hide another ritual and, more importantly, a very nasty guest.

      I raised my arm and fired three golden flares into the air. Startled shouts rose from within the Imperial ranks.

      Hish squawked at me, “What are you doing?”

      “We may need every bit of help we can get. Hish, take care of the knights, but leave the woman to me. You’ll know who I’m talking about once you see her,” I said, being more cryptic than I preferred.

      “I can deal with whatever they have, Mykah,” Hish shouted. “We don’t need the other oni.”

      “Then take care of the knights,” I repeated and glared at Hish. She glowered at me in return for a moment, before barking orders to her demi-oni. Had she ever called me by my first name like that before? I filed away the incident for later.

      Magic poured into my body, and my muscles filled with heat at the strain. I glanced at my sword and confirmed the runes that had lit up along it—strength, cutting power, anti-regeneration, durability, and momentum. The momentum rune flickered out a moment later. I didn’t need that yet, but it soothed my mind to know it was available should I need it.

      Hish’s company tore through the Imperial knights, shattering their formation in seconds. The runic weapons that her oni used left molten steel and cauterized flesh in their wake. The Empire had the ability to mass produce high quality enchanted steel, but it was nothing against what I could equip my elites with. I had acquired the Empire’s greatest foundries in my recent campaign and they still served me well.

      I slipped past Hish’s unit. A pair of knights attempted to pincer me. The runes on my sword were still active, but I didn’t want to waste the magic in them. Instead, I focused power in my arms. I slipped within the guard of the closest knight. My hands closed around his axe-arm and I twisted. A muffled scream followed the crunch of me snapping his arm through his heavy plate.

      The other Imperial knight hacked at me. His axe slammed into his comrade’s back as I spun with the first knight still in my arms. I let go and momentum did the rest. Both knights tumbled across the battlefield, right into the waiting arms of Hish’s company.

      I turned away, and moved toward the mages. There were two rings of them. Each ring of mages had a different glowing circle underneath it.

      There, right in the center of a huge grouping of robed mages, was the woman I was looking for. Or girl, in this case, given I’d only barely consider her an adult if she was human.

      She had deeply tanned skin and fiery red hair that came down to her hips. Her skin stood out, not only because of how dark it was in the Empire, but because of how much she showed. She wore a couple of strips of cloth to cover her chest and groin, but that was all. A falchion glowed white-hot in her hands, planted in the ground and emanating as much magic as a dragon might spit out.

      Her name was Ruyit, and she was a pure fire elemental: a magical being created by the world with an innate mastery over fire.

      I ignored her for the time being. Instead, I walked over to the inner ring of mages and cut off the head of the first mage I reached. The ritual circle flickered. I didn’t give the mages a chance to react to my actions and moved to the next with blinding speed. My sword and body blurred as I hacked through dozens of mages. They began running for their lives. I stopped. Their ritual was pointless now.

      A surge of magic rose behind me. I activated the momentum rune on my sword and flickered twenty meters to my left, crashing into a demi-oni. A solid wall of flames consumed the ground I had stood on an instant earlier.

      Ruyit turned to face me, her sword now held in both hands but still glowing. She smirked at me.

      “You didn’t like my fireworks, General?” she asked me. “Or did you want a more personal show?”

      I doubted whatever I wanted mattered. I was getting a very personal show, regardless. Ruyit’s flames were a match even for a dragon, if not worse. If that ritual had been completed, how little would have been left of my army?

      Movement behind Ruyit caught my attention. Hish charged her from behind. I scowled and pumped magic into my muscles. This was exactly what I had ordered her not to do.

      Ruyit spat another wall of flames at me, blocking my view of her. I threw the demi-oni next to me to safety, then hurled myself at the fire. My sword hummed with magic as I collided with Ruyit’s wall of flames. The runes on my armor burst into bright light as I threw as much magic into the world through my body and sword as possible.

      I burst through the other side. The world took a few seconds to come into relief after the white flames nearly blinded me.

      Hish bled from a half-dozen wounds, one big enough that her breastplate couldn’t even be called armor anymore. She screeched and hurled herself at Ruyit, swinging her blade toward the elemental’s neck. With moves like a dancer, Ruyit knocked Hish’s blade aside, tripped the demi-oni, and plunged her blade toward Hish’s neck.

      Pain flooded my legs as I pushed myself forward. My momentum rune wasn’t charged yet. I wouldn’t make it.

      Magic thundered throughout the battlefield, like somebody had planted a sledgehammer into the magical plane. Hish exploded backward in a burst of red light, her body seeming to appear in multiple places at once. All was still for several moments as Hish whined on the ground and Ruyit and I confirmed what had happened. Hish had used some form of magic I didn’t recognize, but it hadn’t harmed anybody.

      Ruyit shrugged. Then she looked toward me and pointed her sword at the immobile demi-oni.

      “Oops?” Ruyit said, before unleashing a column of fire through her blade.

      I cannoned into Ruyit. The flames went wild, veering off into the air. We tumbled along the ground. I was on top of her. We looked at each other for a moment.

      “Oh, what are we going to do on the ground, General?” Ruyit asked me with a giggle.

      My response was to slam my head into hers. Or to try. She dodged and rolled away. Pulling ourselves to our feet, we took up stances again.

      “Where’s your master, Ruyit?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes, I’ll just tell you where he is so you can go chop his head off. I don’t see any problems with that at all, General Arium,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “It’s Duke Arium, now. Or Grand Duke, technically.”

      “And you can call me mistress, if you like,” Ruyit mocked as she stretched her arms and legs. “Are we going to get back to the fun part? This whole battle has been such a bore. I thought it would be fun under Lyria, burning down villages and armies, but instead it’s a bunch of idiots under her who are playing at being commander. At least fighting you will remind me that I am a pure fire elemental.”

      I held her gaze but reached out with my magical senses. Oni approached us, which meant the longer I stalled, the better.

      Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately—Ruyit noticed their presence as well. I shouldn’t be surprised. If I could magically sense something, a pure elemental could.

      “Friends of yours? A pity. This was getting fun,” Ruyit said.

      A surge of magic burst forth from her and she rose into the air. Great wings of fire stretched out from her back. I could feel her overwhelming power bearing down on me, like Lyria’s power had when I had fought her in Talepolis. Ruyit wasn’t as powerful, but I was far from equipped to battle her.

      “Perhaps another day, General. I’m under strict orders not to risk my life, and you seem to be doing a good job of that. Maybe you can seek me out again for another… roll in the dirt?” Ruyit smirked and gave me a wink before flying off.

      I watched her leave, her tanned figure quickly becoming nothing more than a dot in the distance. Behind me, two dozen burly men and women burst into the clearing. Each of them had a pair of black horns on their head and carried blades far larger than I felt necessary. Oni swordmasters. These were full-blooded oni, as they had two horns, unlike the demi-oni that served under me.

      The battle was all but over. Ruyit had fled, the Imperial soldiers were retreating, and my soldiers were mopping up. Fireballs arced across the battlefield from my mage companies into the fleeing troops. A mixture of banners shifted within my lines. Most of them held my black and blue colors, but there were a smaller number in gray and purple. The oni swordmasters wore gray and purple war paint across their armor.

      “We’re late, Bulwark,” the largest of the swordmasters grunted out as he approached me. The rest of the swordmasters fanned out across the clearing.

      “You scared her off. It worked out,” I said. “Fighting a pure elemental would have been unwise.”

      “Maybe,” he replied, then looked over at Hish’s wounded figure. “Should’ve gotten here sooner. Would’ve saved you trouble.”

      The swordmaster spat on the ground and shook his head. My helmet kept my expression a secret from the oni. I was unimpressed with the attitude the oni showed toward the demi-oni. The swordmasters were powerful, but they didn’t serve me. The oni were reluctant allies, unlike the demi-oni that served in my military.

      “Damn good battle. Can see why Miyasa never took you down,” the swordmaster continued, looking back at me with a toothy grin. “Anything the Empire throws at us collapses.”

      I looked west, toward where Ruyit had flown away and where Lyria waited. This was the calm before the storm, and I knew it.

      “That’s why I’m the Bulwark,” I said. I needed to speak with Vasi, the representative of the oni mothers.
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      “Once again, your strength has proved vital to protecting our territory, Grand Duke Mykah,” Vasi said.

      She sat on a large pile of velvet cushions. We were inside an empty room in a nearby wooden fort. The building was so small it lacked anything that could be called a main hall. The rest of us stood, including the oni swordmasters who had actually fought in the battle. Vasi’s armor gleamed and the beautiful furs that decorated her neck had never seen dirt in their lives, but everybody else in the room was still bloody from the battle.

      “I’ve been vital to nothing,” I replied. “Lyria’s strategy hasn’t changed since she began her assaults in summer. She’s wearing us down, to prepare for something much larger.”

      Vasi waved her hand dismissively. Yasno clicked his tongue next to me, scowling. Vasi’s attitude was also unchanged since summer, although she had become much kinder to me since that summer day when she openly confronted me in Tornfrost Watch.

      For all of Vasi’s arrogance, she did appear genuine in her support for her people. I had spent the last couple of months repelling the Empire’s assaults along the oni’s borders, and Vasi praised me each and every time. If I chose to dedicate the rest of my life to supporting the oni, I had no doubt she would be my greatest supporter. Unfortunately, I had no such plans.

      “It is almost winter. Even the almighty Marshal Lyria cannot marshal her armies in the snow and bitter frost. Don’t dragons hibernate, or is Lyria an exception?” Vasi asked me with a smile.

      “Dragons don’t hibernate. They just sleep all the time,” I said dryly.

      I gauged the mood of the room. Vasi relaxed in her pile of cushions, willfully unaware of the danger about to swoop down upon us. Her three commanders, all oni swordmasters, wore grim faces, but I couldn’t read them. The only other person in the room was Yasno, a demi-oni whose tactical knowledge I had grown to trust far more than almost any of my human officers.

      Catching my eye, Yasno spoke up. “Winter’s well over a month away,” he said. “Governor Serat is building an army to the south. We can’t wait for her to finish, we need to strike first. Every battle we win means more losses and an easier victory for Lyria when she finally attacks with her elite forces.”

      The room fell silent after Yasno’s words. For several seconds, it was as if he had never spoken. The swordmasters glanced at him before turning their attention back to me. Only Vasi maintained her attention on the demi-oni. Her face was stony, like she was debating between screeching for him to be silent and completely ignoring him.

      Instead, she glanced back to me with a raised eyebrow and a thin smile. Was she giving me a hint? I took it, and repeated Yasno’s words.

      “Yasno is correct,” I said and waited to see a tiny nod from Vasi before continuing. “Lyria and Aladria are old friends and are working together. I’ve said this before. While Lyria’s war of attrition against us is dangerous, it is far worse to allow Aladria to build up her army without interruption. The moment she finds a suitable marshal to lead her army against me, she will attack. Lyria will attack the north at the same time.”

      Governor Aladria Serat was the true thorn in my side of my current plans. I had defeated Lyria at Talepolis, causing her to retreat into hiding and change her strategy in an attempt to wear me down. Aladria was far more conniving and was biding her time. I had a long history with Aladria, as she had advised and taught me in my younger years until I became a magister-general.

      I also lacked an appropriate counter to Aladria’s vampiric powers. She was an old daywalker vampire, with mastery over both of their magic disciplines: their shadow and blood powers. Her regeneration was potentially the strongest of all vampires, and her claws of shadow could eat through even my runic plate armor at a touch.

      More importantly, she had been my lover in the past. I still felt conflicted over my failure to kill Lyria at Talepolis. Could I kill Aladria given the opportunity? I said that I hated her, but I had said the same about Lyria.

      Vasi drummed her fingers on her pillow chair, before glaring at her fingers because they didn’t make a sound. With a sigh, she instead placed a hand under her chin in an attempt to look openly thoughtful.

      “The Empire made use of a powerful pure elemental this time, did they not? I worry that if you changed your focus, then we would take considerable losses,” Vasi said after a few moments of appearing lost in thought. She was changing tact, now that we had brought up the genuine risk that the oni would be pincered and crushed.

      “Ruyit is powerful, but nothing you haven’t fought before,” I said.

      “That may be true, but we have some rather terrifying memories of battling pure elementals. Raging infernos that reduce hundreds to ash, bottomless pits that appear from nowhere, flash floods that swallow entire battlefronts, companies of elite knights being teleported into our back lines,” Vasi said, ticking off her fingers as she ran down the four types of pure elementals. Respectively, they had been fire, earth, water, and wind.

      Vasi continued, “Given the opportunity, I would prefer having somebody of your caliber to deal with such powerful foes. Particularly when Herald Miyasa is in your service.”

      I saw Vasi’s eyes flash and realized her true aim. She didn’t want me up north. She wanted Miya back. I doubted Miya wanted to come back, however.

      “Ruyit retreated at the first sign of danger, when the oni swordmasters closed in,” I said. “Again, Lyria is fighting a war of attrition. She won’t commit resources she cannot afford to lose until she launches her true assault. If we deal with Aladria before then, it won’t come to that.”

      “We lost a lot of men this battle,” one of the swordmasters chimed in.

      “That’s the point of a war of attrition,” Yasno said.

      The swordmasters glared at him for a split second before they remembered they were supposed to ignore him. I caught Vasi sighing as she rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      This discussion was going nowhere. The double-horned oni thought so lowly of the demi-oni they would ignore anything Yasno said. I appreciated the raw power and skill the oni possessed, but the demi-oni were talented and powerful in their own right. The oni had even stunted the education of the demi-oni, which made the ability of those such as Yasno and Hish even more impressive.

      “Vasi, can we talk alone?” I asked.

      Yasno looked at me in surprise. I clapped him on the shoulder, before turning back to face Vasi.

      I knew the look of confusion on Vasi’s face was feigned. I didn’t know her that well, but she wasn’t the best actor. Although she could win an award if put up against her swordmasters. The brutes spent several seconds looking like fish, opening and closing their mouths, before they remembered where they were.

      “Of course, Grand Duke,” Vasi said.

      Everybody but the two of us slowly filed out of the room. I waited close to a minute afterward before I said anything.

      “I get the distinct impression you’re going through the motions,” I said.

      Vasi sighed. She leaned farther back into her pillows and stared at the ceiling. “The mothers do not want to force so many oni to the front line. Now that I better appreciate how enormous the Empire’s armies are, as well as… certain other matters relating to your military might that best remain unspoken, I understand my role better.”

      I blinked. If Vasi’s words were genuine, this meant that she was supporting me. Or at least, trying her best to support me.

      “And that role is?” I asked.

      “The better I understand your arguments, the easier it is to convince the mothers in words that they will understand,” she said. “The two of us are very logical beings, Mykah. We understand that to get what you want, you sometimes need to do things that don’t help you right now. But the mothers are driven by pure emotion and short-term desires.”

      Vasi smirked. “There’s a very good reason I have prevented you from meeting them. What you say and what they hear are very different things. They would never have agreed to the alliance in the first place had I told them why you wanted it.”

      Okay, maybe Vasi wasn’t on my side. She had admitted that she was lying to the leaders of her race and twisting everything I said. So far, Vasi’s interests aligned with mine. What would happen when they didn’t?

      Now it was my turn to sigh and rub the bridge of my nose. “Understood. Even if you can’t convince the mothers, I will need to move soldiers south to fight Aladria.”

      Vasi shrugged. “I understand. I do not want to be pincered by two armies.”

      I turned and made to leave. As I was about to open the door, Vasi called out to me.

      “You need to practice saying her name, Mykah,” she said. “It’s a little too obvious what your feelings are every time you say ‘Aladria.’”
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      “Can we talk about something other than taxes now?” I asked.

      “Like the fact that you haven’t returned to your own capital for over a month?” Ilsa’s voice responded from the glowing black-and-white projection.

      As my closest adviser, Ilsa contacted me each day using a long-distance magetalk device I had. Magetalk was one of the most impressive inventions that mage towers had introduced into the world these past few centuries, enabling instantaneous communication across the world.

      This particular device was large and took up most of my quarters. The disk that projected Ilsa’s body was almost a meter wide. A magical battery sat next to it, glowing faintly. Magetalk devices capable of long-distance communication were usually connected to a magical generator, but most of the tiny forts up north lacked one, so I made do with a battery.

      Ilsa wore a severely cut nightgown. Her brown hair was down from its usual ponytail, although I couldn’t see the color in the projection. The modest cleavage she showed made me wonder if she planned on talking about something else after we talked business. I had old memories of inappropriate “chats” over magetalk with Aladria.

      “I’m pushing Vasi so I can return to Talepolis,” I said. “She seems to realize that it’s important but convincing the mothers is harder.”

      “So we’re stuck in status quo until then? Wonderful,” Ilsa responded. “Mykah, I’m talking about taxes because we need to be expanding our territory. We barely have enough food to keep everybody fed and collect taxes from the villages.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you wanted to wait until after winter before expansion.”

      “That was before I saw the taxes from the harvest. Professional armies are expensive. We’re damned lucky this is a good harvest, or else we would be short on money,” Ilsa said, biting her lip and looking away. “It annoys me that both Legislator Jared and Administrator Harold knew about this before I did.”

      Leaning back against the wall behind my bed, I considered the issue. I had a large army, many of them veterans. On the other hand, I held a fairly large amount of territory—given my duchy amounted to a large city-state—and all of it was prime farmland. The Nahaum Mountains to the east caught a lot of the rain, so my rebellious little duchy was in the perfect location. If I was falling short on funds, then something else normally propped things up.

      I sighed. I was a general, not a paper pusher or accountant. Ilsa probably already knew why.

      “The legislator and administrator knew because it’s their job to know. You’re my adviser, Ilsa. Not a glorified accountant,” I said. “So, we need more territory?”

      “To start with, yes. More cities, more farmland, more towns. Every piece of land a buffer for our army’s wages. If possible, we also need to find allies,” Ilsa said, with a wry smile. “I know that sounds stupid, given we’re fighting the Empire and our only other neighbors are demons. But allies mean trade, and trade means more taxes.”

      “Plus, we’ll need fewer soldiers, as an ally would have once been an enemy,” I mused. “I’ll look into it when I return. There might be some nobles who don’t support the Regency Council that Aladria sits on. Or that are at least willing to hedge their bets and trade with both sides.”

      “Both sides? They’re just trading with an Imperial noble,” Ilsa said with a laugh. “You’re Grand Duke Mykah, who never announced his rebellion. It’s not treason if they trade with you. What does it matter if there’s a civil war going on?”

      I gave Ilsa a wry smile. That had been one of the luckier breaks I had encountered. When the emperor had been assassinated, I did not formally announce to anybody that I was rebelling. As far as the official record was concerned, I remained an Imperial noble.

      My rebellion became a civil war. I had announced myself as Grand Duke, as I couldn’t claim the title of emperor without angering too many people. Plus, my goal was to restore the Empire to its former glory. Eventually, a true emperor would be elected as per the rules and laws of the Empire—unless I burn the whole thing to the ground. I still didn’t know what I wanted. Did I reform a corrupt Empire? Or destroy it all and let somebody else start again?

      I heard a loud noise from the magetalk device, but Ilsa didn’t react to it. Probably interference.

      “If we’re going to expand, we’ll need to mobilize the army. I trust you and Miya can handle that?” I said.

      “Easily,” Ilsa said. “Just get down here.”

      “Vasi still wants support up north to keep the mothers happy. If she can’t have me, she wants Miya.”

      A spluttering noise came through the magetalk device. This time, Ilsa reacted and looked to her side with concern.

      “I’m sorry, she wants me?” another female voice asked, belonging to Miyasa, who I referred to as “Miya”. Ilsa’s figure vanished from the magetalk projection and a double-horned oni replaced her.

      Miya’s long white hair seemed to glow in the black-and-white projection. She wore her normal clothes, namely the red dress she wore under her armor. I was disappointed that she wasn’t in her nightgown, as it had been a long time since I had seen Miya’s massive cleavage. No man could feel shame admitting that fact, so I didn’t either.

      “She wants a powerful warrior and general to lead the oni’s defense,” I hurriedly corrected, wishing Ilsa was still in the magetalk projection so I could signal to her with my eyes. Then I realized both women could see my projection on the other side and began moving my eyes.

      Ilsa caught on and said, “The oni are resisting the idea of us focusing on Serat’s armies in the south. The mothers still want more defenders to help them.”

      To my left, I heard my door click open. I raised my hand to signal for silence, and both Miya and Ilsa quietened. A few moments passed. The door crept open.

      A tiny blonde-haired face poked through the tiny gap made, a black horn visible.

      “Um, are you busy, Mykah?” Hish asked. Her eyes glanced between Miya and me. “I can come back in a little while. Or a long while, if you only just started. You’re still wearing clothes, after all.”

      Is that what it looked like? Miya still had all of her clothes on, unlike Ilsa. I sighed.

      “Come in, Hish. Close the door,” I said.

      Once Hish had entered and crept into a corner of the room, I motioned to Miya and Ilsa to continue. My eyes remained focused on the demi-oni, however. She had curled up in the corner, arms wrapped around her legs. Not very Hish-like behavior.

      Miya spoke first. “If Vasi won’t agree to let you join us, what will you do?”

      “What else can I do? I won’t let you battle Aladria by yourselves. I’ll work something out and head south anyway,” I said.

      “Won’t that strain relations?” Ilsa asked. “I mean, I want you to return. I don’t exactly appreciate being alone in bed and I think Miya feels the same way, but even so…”

      “The oni are straining relations with me,” I said. “If I put everything on hold because they want me to play protector for the rest of my life, then what was the point of the alliance to begin with? Every action needs to have a purpose. Protecting the oni is beginning to lack one. Vasi knows it, but if she can’t convince the mothers otherwise, then that’s her problem.”

      It’s not like I couldn’t go it alone if necessary. I had the demi-oni, like Hish and Yasno. Miya was by side. I had forged my own empire to battle the Rogistran Empire and root out the corruption. Stopping now was out of the question, and I wouldn’t let my enemy gain the upper hand. Not after I had been so easily cornered in Talepolis earlier this year.

      I said goodnight to both Ilsa and Miya. Then I turned to Hish.

      “So, let’s talk,” I said. “You’re not acting like yourself.”
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      Hish squirmed in the corner. She was sitting on the floor, which made me feel awkward. The room had nowhere for her to sit besides the bed. These little forts weren’t accommodating and chairs were low on my priority list when it came to cargo. I preferred food, armor, and weapons in an army.

      “Sit up here,” I said, patting the bed. Hish shook her head.

      I didn’t want to hold the discussion while talking down to Hish, so I slipped off the bed and sat on the floor with her. She squirmed again, refusing to look at me.

      Not long after I had allied with the oni and Hish had first joined me, she had invited me to her bedroom to ask me for advice. She had been a ball of energy. Now, she’s anything but. I struggled to think of a time that she had been this upset and came up empty.

      “Do you think I’m weak?” she blurted out. Ah, so this was about the battle.

      “No,” I said.

      “Then why didn’t you trust me to help against that fire bitch?”

      I kept my expression still and considered my answer carefully. In truth, Hish wasn’t strong enough to fight Ruyit head on. If I simply said that, Hish would think I’m saying that she’s weak and spiral further into whatever this was. I needed to couch the truth so that I could lift her up.

      “You defeated a dragon back in Talepolis, didn’t you?” I asked.

      Hish frowned, appearing confused. “With my company, yeah. What does that have to do with this?”

      “Do you think you could have defeated Lyria in that same battle?” I asked. “You saw the damage she did to the city. She disintegrated entire blocks of buildings and knocked over countless more with her sheer bulk.”

      “Well, no. We could all hear the explosions of you and Miya fighting her. It was crazy,” Hish said. “That’s why you’re the boss and Miya is the Herald. You’re the biggest, baddest people around.”

      I found it cute that Hish felt that raw power decided who was in charge. It was coincidence that it happened to be that way in my army, and it likely appeared to be the case with Lyria, but most of those in command were far from the most powerful. Vasi, for example, would melt if Yasno or Hish looked at her too hard. And Ruyit had been under the command of Imperial officers that she could tear limb from limb without even using magic.

      “So you can defeat a dragon, but you know you can’t fight one of the most powerful people in the Empire. Do you think that makes you weak?” I pressed.

      Her face screwed up in thought as Hish tried to find a way to counter what I had said. She was clearly very upset about her failure in the battle if she was still trying to question me.

      I pushed further before she could get her thoughts in order. “Hish, if I had ten of you then I would have let you fight Ruyit. It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s that I don’t want you to die against an opponent who is far too powerful for you to fight by yourself. A living ally is a hell of a lot more useful than a dead one.”

      “Doesn’t that just mean I’m not strong enough?” Hish mumbled, before pushing her face into her knees. Her horn poked out above her knees cutely.

      The conversation now felt more familiar. Mentally at least, Hish was closer to where she had been when we had spoken last year in her bedroom at Tornfrost Watch. The problem was that the conversation last time hadn’t helped as much as I thought at the time.

      “That doesn’t make you weak. I’d have you by my side over any of the oni here,” I said, reaching out and placing my hands on Hish’s shoulders. She looked up at me. “Didn’t you want to become as strong as Miya? Didn’t I say that there was no reason you couldn’t become that strong? Or even stronger?”

      Hish nodded, her purple eyes wavering with tears. “I do.”

      “So?”

      “Can you help me? I don’t know how,” Hish mumbled.

      “I will. That means you have to pay attention when I tell you things, however,” I said. “And remember them later.”

      “I don’t promise that.” Hish giggled, then sprung to her feet. “So, tell me your secrets, Mykah! How did you become so strong?”

      I stared up at her. Like most female oni, Hish wore a skirt or dress under her armor. Was this the right time to tell her not to stand over men’s faces when wearing a skirt? Hish should be old enough to realize that already.

      Leaning back so that I saw a little less of Hish, I said, “Practice, mostly. It’s the way that almost everybody becomes truly strong.”

      Hish scowled and leaned over me. It felt more like seduction than intimidation. I considered how Miya and Ilsa would react if anything happened between me and Hish before I returned. My mind came up blank, particularly in the case of Miya. Perhaps it would be better to ask them for their opinions before I acted rashly.

      “Lies,” Hish said. “You have all of your runes, you’re super strong, you know loads of tactics and strategies, plus you don’t age. That’s not practice. You have another trick up your sleeve.”

      “I don’t age because I’m a powerful magic-user,” I explained. “Pumping enough magical energy through your body causes it to stop or slow aging, and most mages learn how to do this at some point before they’re too old. It’s why non-human races have longer lifespans—magic is more common and powerful in races such as the oni than in humans.”

      I continued, “I’m as fast and strong as I am because I’ve spent decades honing the spells that strengthen my body. Most mages prefer to use ranged spells, but I always intended to remain a front line warrior. And my runes…”

      I sighed. I had never really spoken about my study of runes with any of the oni. Even Ilsa didn’t know how much of a struggle it had been, and she had been a mage before transferring to the army. I felt Hish could learn from my story, however.

      “I told you before that humans use a type of magic called sorcery, remember?” I asked, and Hish nodded. “To be more exact, almost all humans use a more specific type of sorcery known as evocation. This form of sorcery is unique to humanity, although we don’t know why.”

      I began to explain to Hish as well as I could about my time in the mage towers, as well as my magical studies. We shifted to the bed, now that she had calmed down.

      Evocation remained the most efficient method of spellcasting humanity possessed. Every other race uses a form of sorcery known as transmutation. Evocation casts magic indirectly, using the ambient magical energy nearby and a small amount of energy within the caster. Transmutation changes the world directly, injecting the caster’s magical energy and its spell directly into the world.

      The simplest way to compare the two was to imagine two people moving a rock in a village. An evocationist would ask a member of the village to move the rock for them, because he can’t do anything himself. A transmuter would walk up and move the rock directly. Moving the rock directly used more of the caster’s energy and was therefore less efficient, but got the job done far quicker and the rock was moved exactly where the transmuter wanted it.

      Humans needed evocation because we lacked much magical energy. The discovery of evocation by the six great archmages countless centuries ago led directly to the rise of humanity as the dominant power in the world.

      “What does this have to do with your runes?” Hish asked, crossing her arms in impatience.

      “Not all forms of magic can be easily cast with evocation,” I said. “Runes are one of them. While humans can use transmutation, it uses too much magical energy to be effective. Instead, we developed a complex technique that lets us use transmutation through evocation. I won’t explain the details, but it’s exceptionally difficult. I spent months on end training endlessly to learn it for even basic rune-crafting.

      “Unfortunately, not all schools of magic are considered equal within the mage towers. Rune-crafting is looked down on by most mages. I struggled to have it taken seriously.”

      Not that I was the only person in the mage towers who ran into difficulty due to the school of magic I pursued. Sorcery had a handful of primary schools, and a set hierarchy within the mage towers.

      Channeling held the throne, as it was the flashiest school—it covered the use of magic to generate some physical effect in the world, from fireballs, to meteors, to parting an ocean. Every magic-user was a channeler to some extent, including myself when I physically strengthened my body.

      Next in line was disruption, with the ability to interfere with the spells of other mages. Enchantment was also considered important, but never as important as the other schools given enchanters produced tools for others. Structural magic fell into a similar situation, as it created the magical wards and increased the durability of buildings.

      The hierarchy within the towers was simple when I thought about it from the lens of enchanters. The bigger and flashier one’s magic, the more important it was. But if a mage supports other mages, they became servants—important, but lesser.

      Finally, there were all the other schools. Known collectively as esoteric schools, almost nobody took them seriously. Necromancy, golem-crafting, summoning, spatial manipulation, and countless more. Each of these schools was dangerous to research, extremely complex, useless in practice, and viewed as a taboo.

      Except rune-crafting, which was esoteric because humans were almost universally awful at it.

      “Huh?” Hush blurted out. “Doesn’t Talepolis have a bunch of burly guys who smash runes into stuff? Like my sword and armor.”

      “And Talepolis is considered the industrial capital of the Empire because of that,” I said. “Dwarves, elves, oni, and even mystic foxes are all capable of rune-crafting. But because humans use evocation, they struggle to make runes that hold a candle to anything a non-human can make. It’s like comparing ancient tools to modern ones: human runes are like hunks of rocks on the end of sticks, while dwarven runes are enchanted steel axes.”

      “But your runes are amazing,” Hish said.

      “I was taught by a dwarf. You met Malenko back in Talepolis? His master came to Talepolis when its foundries were built and taught whoever had the talent. Then I joined a mage tower, became a magister, then went north and became a magister-general. I’m sure you know the rest. I have a lot of experience to back up my power,” I said.

      I had spent close to sixty years fighting the oni in the Nahaum Pass and fifty of those years as a magister-general, the highest military position in the Rogistran Empire.

      “And now you have the honor of having Hish as your apprentice,” Hish said, before getting up from the bed and clapping her very modest chest with one hand.

      “Squire,” I corrected. “Unless you intend on becoming a mage?”

      “Same difference,” Hish said. “You’re going to make me strong. Then I’ll carve that fire bitch into little pieces.”

      I hope she didn’t. Killing a pure elemental would anger almost every mage in the Empire, plus all the other pure elementals. Not to mention the fact that every pure elemental was a living piece of history, given how old they tended to be. Ruyit was only a few centuries old, but she predated the Reforms of Emperor Evigilus. She had seen what the Empire looked like before the modern era.

      The door opened as Hish bounded toward it, and she windmilled her arms to stop herself from crashing into Yasno. His face was grim, although he grew confused as he looked between Hish and me.

      “Adding to your collection?” Yasno asked, his dour expression quickly returning.

      “Not what you think,” I said. “What is it?”

      “Your old friend is here,” Yasno said. “A messenger arrived from Vasi’s border guards. Governor Aladria Serat will arrive tomorrow at midday.”
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      Noon arrived faster than I liked. I slept poorly, my dreams haunted by Aladria’s red eyes, black hair, and fangs.

      It had been decades since I had last met her in the flesh. It still felt too soon to meet again now.

      Yasno found me in the dining hall of the fort, sitting with Hish. Not that it was much of a hall, with a few tables and maybe ten oni inside, all of them sipping at weak ales to pass the time. Hish had been talking my ear off all morning about various nonsense: where she had gotten her various trophies, her time in the marshes before the oni allied with me, why she liked her particular sword.

      Most of what Hish said went in one ear and out the other, but I appreciated the sentiment. My past with Aladria was a poorly kept secret at this point, and I wasn’t exactly hiding my current mood. She was distracting me.

      “Have you wasted Mykah’s entire morning?” Yasno asked as he leaned on the table.

      “He’s been learning everything he needs to know about his new apprentice,” Hish said, sticking out her chest.

      “You’re becoming a mage now?” Yasno raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know oni could learn sorcery.”

      “They can’t,” I said. “She’s my squire.”

      “Same difference,” Hish said, grinning lopsidedly. “Don’t the words mean the same thing?”

      “Yes, but also no.” I stood up, downing the rest of my ale as I did so. Hish followed suit, although she had a lot more to get through than me. There were fewer tankards in front of the demi-oni than myself, which I considered fortunate. Certain rooms in Talepolis’s citadel stood as testament to Hish’s low alcohol tolerance.

      I briefly considered getting Hish drunk, if only for the amusement factor of watching Aladria deal with her. Then the reality of how Aladria might deal with her sunk in, and I dismissed the thought.

      Gesturing to the demi-oni to follow me, I made my way toward the courtyard of the fort. They fell into step behind me. Yasno was on my left and Hish on my right.

      “How do you think this will play out?” Yasno asked.

      “Aladria said she is coming to negotiate, and there’s no reason to refuse,” I explained. “She’ll make a scene, as she has a flair for the dramatic, but we’ll let her talk. Anything she lets slip is vital information. It’s not like I expect her to offer anything acceptable, but I can’t say I know why she is coming here to begin with.”

      “Do we need to be careful about being thralled?”

      I frowned at the thought. Vampiric thralldom was one of the nastiest tricks available to vampires, particularly daywalkers. Nightwalker vampires fed blood to their victims and turned them into zombies that couldn’t refuse their master’s orders. But daywalkers were more sophisticated, and could control people without leaving physical signs. Each daywalker also had their own method of creating thralls.

      In my days as an Imperial Knight in the royal court, much of my time had been spent managing the risk of thralldom. If the emperor or a powerful member of the court had been thralled by a vampire, then they could have done enormous damage to the Empire. The same could be said about us. A thrall in our midst was enormously dangerous.

      “Not here, or at least not with Aladria,” I explained. “She creates her thralls by mentally dominating people who enter her home—referred to as her domain, in the magical sense. If she has a strong enough attachment to a location and is physically present there, she will automatically attempt to thrall anybody who enters. Naturally, she was considered one of the most dangerous vampires in the royal court because of this. Accepting an invitation from her for tea could turn you into her slave for the rest of your life.”

      Yasno’s eyebrows shot up. “I can guess why she’s at the center of this new Regency Council. What if she brings other daywalkers?”

      The courtyard was almost empty when we stepped into it, so I felt that I could answer this honestly. I drew both demi-oni close to the wooden gate that Aladria would have to enter through.

      “The short answer is: it depends,” I said. “There was a vampire in the royal court that thralled people through song. The Imperial Knights were under strict orders to kill her immediately if she ever attempted to sing while court was in session. On the other hand, you have vampires who can only thrall their subordinates, or need their victims to sign a contract. Knowledge is power when it comes to handling daywalkers. I’m fortunate to know most of the powerful ones by reputation, if not personally.”

      “And the less powerful ones?” Yasno asked.

      I shrugged. “The better you are at magic, the harder it is to thrall you. It’s not a mental attack, so much as it’s a magical attack that affects your mind. That’s why dragons can’t be thralled, and non-human thralls are far rarer than humans.”

      We stood in silence for several minutes. My flag and the oni flag fluttered in the wind above the walls while we waited. The sun hovered directly above us, and my magic told me that it was noon. Aladria was late.

      Eventually, Hish got bored and spoke up. “Did this Serat woman ever try to thrall you?”

      I kept my face impassive. The fact that this question had never been asked by anybody else was amazing. Ilsa and Miya had steered clear of the matter completely, but they also disliked talking about my past with Aladria and Lyria too much.

      Crossing my arms, I thought about the most accurate answer I could provide without saying too much. “She did, but she also didn’t. Daywalkers only get one shot at thralldom—if it’s resisted, then the target cannot be thralled by that vampire ever. I’m sure you can guess the benefits of this knowledge?”

      “Have the vampire fail to thrall somebody, so they become immune,” Yasno said, but he was frowning. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Very. If the target doesn’t resist it, they’re bound to the vampire for life, and thralldom is easily detected. In any case, I went down that path with Aladria in spite of the risk, back when we were close. She can’t thrall me,” I explained.

      The thralldom attempt was something I was not keen to re-explore. I left the conversation topic at that and changed the subject.

      Time passed. The sun moved a short distance before I sensed an approaching power. Aladria could hide herself quite well, so her display was intentional. I signaled to a nearby guard to convince Vasi to come outside. Our guest had arrived.

      Three carriages trundled up to the wooden gatehouse. A pair of wingless griffins pulled each carriage, their reins held by heavily armored knights in Imperial uniforms. I scowled at their black and purple uniforms and the platinum emblem embossed on the carriages. They were the colors and emblem of the emperor, and they could only be used by the Imperial household. Aladria was flaunting her position in the Regency Council. She and her fellow conspirators had replaced the emperor.

      Long ago, I had worn the same colors and that same emblem when I had served as an Imperial Knight in the royal court. The black and blue uniform and banners that I used now were those of the Imperial Army and magister-generals. Each province had its own colors. As the governor of Aghram, Aladria’s carriages and uniforms should be black and brown. That didn’t send the message she wanted, however.

      The carriages entered rolled through the open gates. I glanced around the courtyard again, while standing with both arms crossed behind my back. Vasi had joined us at some stage. Flanking her were a half-dozen oni swordmasters, all fully armed and armored. A dozen more spread out across the courtyard, and I thought I saw one through a window above us.

      I frowned, noting I was in full armor as well. So were Hish and Yasno. Meeting Aladria undefended was pure idiocy, given how dangerous she was, but I felt my intentions had been misinterpreted.

      “I don’t think Vasi is making the right decision here,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “Decision?” Yasno asked. “You mean to attack? Isn’t this the perfect chance?”

      “Aladria is as capable in combat as I am. Even if we can threaten her, she can simply teleport away,” I said. My eyes tracked the carriages. “I thought I mentioned to Vasi we were going to negotiate.”

      “I didn’t think you were being serious,” Yasno muttered.

      I raised a hand and gestured Yasno and Hish to follow as the carriages came to a stop. They had lined up next to each other in front of the fort, but with their doors facing inward. If we wanted to see Aladria, we needed to move around to the front where Vasi stood. It didn’t exactly hurt not to be the first thing the vampire saw.

      Murmurs rose among the oni as we approached. I looked over and saw Aladria standing between the carriages. She was as lithe and beautiful as I remembered her. The nearby soldiers made her look tiny. Her red eyes glimmered in the bright sunlight, but she had covered up almost all of her skin in a figure-hugging dress that reached her wrists and ankles. The dress was cut to reveal what little cleavage she had and revealed the most skin on her body other than her face. Her hands were even covered with black silk gloves.

      Light flickered in the air between the carriages, although I couldn’t see what it was striking. Aladria’s dark power smothered my magical senses.

      I hid a scowl as I recognized what she was doing. Many people thought that daywalkers were weaker during the day. A rumor that had been started due to young vampires taking time to adjust, and the fact that vampires did have keener senses at night. Aladria loved to play up the idea, covering most of her skin as if she was weak to the sun.

      She held up a hand to block out the sun above her and pouted. It was now an hour past the originally indicated meeting time of noon. Even a fool should know that a vampire weak against sunlight wouldn’t propose a meeting at the weakest time of day.

      A soldier stepped out of a carriage. He carried a frilly black sunhat almost as large as Aladria. When she reached out to take it, the oni struck.

      The two swordsmasters standing next to Vasi blurred. I barely caught their movements. They shot across the clearing, hands grasping their sheathed swords, and closed on Aladria in the blink of an eye.

      As if moving in slow motion, Aladria turned to face the swordmasters even as they charged at lightning speed. She smiled at them.

      Blood splattered all over the ground. Much of it got on Aladria, who simply licked a red-stained finger and made a face. Two piles of meat splashed to a halt on the ground, instead of two oni swordmasters. Their horns clattered to the ground nearby.

      I saw now what the light had been catching between the carriages. Threads. Dozens of threads stretched between the carriages, each thread formed of Aladria’s shadow magic. They blocked the path between her and the oni. I hadn’t seen this technique before, but it had Aladria’s brutal efficiency all over it. In battle, I imagined her stretching these threads in front of an attacker or even an entire company of soldiers, and watching them fall to pieces.

      Movement above caught my attention and I glanced up. A figure descended, the sun making it hard to make him out. I must have given him away, as Aladria followed my gaze.

      The oni swordmaster slammed into the ground next to Aladria, his greatsword billowing dust from his leaping attack. A hand fell to the ground. Blood coated his blade. Aladria whirled, her right hand reduced to a bloody stump that blended in with the rest of the blood covering her.

      Both combatants swung at one another. Aladria caught the blade in mid-air and smiled. Shadows swelled around her remaining hand and the sword split in two, the pointed end falling into the dirt. The oni hurled away the hilt—the sword was useless now that Aladria had disintegrated most of it.

      Before the oni could react, the shadows around Aladria’s hand formed into a massive claw the size of my torso. She flicked the claw toward him and reduced his chest and face to a gory mess. His armor burned away into nothingness. I couldn’t even see any prismatic light. Aladria’s shadow claws simply consumed whatever they touched.

      “Holy shit,” Yasno said from next to me. His eyes were wide and hands slack. The rest of the oni were in a similar state of shock. Only Vasi seemed to have maintained her composure, at least on the outside.

      “That’s why we’re not fighting her,” I said.

      I stepped forward and approached Aladria. She brushed herself off, shadows rolling off her clothes as she cleaned off the blood. Spotting my approach, she looked at me with a seductive smile.

      “Now that’s the Mykah I know and love,” she purred. “Never afraid to approach danger. Could you give me a moment before we tango? I’m a little short on hands. I like to look my best before a date, in case it turns into something more.”

      She picked up the hand that had been cut off and clicked her tongue. “This glove is ruined.”

      Without a second glance, Aladria tossed the hand on top of the corpses near her. In the blink of an eye, her missing hand regenerated. Blood burst out from the stump, congealed, and transformed into a beautiful pale hand. She used her new hand to strip off the glove on her other hand and threw that on top of the corpses as well.

      The Imperial soldier from earlier coughed, still holding the sunhat. He hadn’t moved, in spite of the chaos surrounding him. None of the Imperial soldiers had, for that matter. These were elites from the capital. They knew what the most powerful beings in the Empire were capable of.

      “Milady?” the soldier asked, raising the sunhat.

      Aladria waved him off. “No need. I think they get the picture now. Besides, Mykah is here and there’s nothing he doesn’t know about me.” She leered at me. “Nothing.”

      I held back a sigh. One day, Aladria would stop filling everything she says with sexual innuendo. Today is not that day. Maybe that day will be when I permanently separate her head from her shoulders.

      The threads stood resolutely in front of me. I could dismiss them with a rune. Instead, I walked into them.

      Several oni around me screamed. I heard Hish’s voice above them all.

      The threads fell apart the instant before I struck them. Aladria smiled at me.

      “I’m happy to see that at least somebody is being polite,” Aladria said, before curtsying. She lifted her dress up far too high, revealing the jet black stockings beneath.

      “Governor Serat, on behalf of my ally, the oni of the northern reaches, I welcome you as Grand Duke,” I said, bowing in return and sounding as pompous as possible.

      There was no reply. I looked up and saw that Aladria’s smile had slipped. She glared at me.

      I held her glare for several moments before she pouted.

      “I am not Serat. Not to you,” she mumbled. “Say it again, Mykah.”

      I opened my mouth to call her Governor again, but saw her eyes flash. I paused.

      “That’s the formal address of governors. You call them by their last name. Or are you not a governor?” I asked.

      “Mykah.”

      One of my greatest enemies was upset that I wasn’t calling her by her first name. How long had it been since I had met her face-to-face and seen her pout like this? I almost wanted to tease her more, if only to see how her face would distort in more amusing ways.

      “Aladria, shall we head inside and begin the negotiations?” I asked and held out my hand.

      “That’s better,” she said, her smile returning. “But what do you mean by ‘negotiations?’ We don’t need anything fancy. Merely a bedroom and plenty of time to ourselves. It’s been some time since we’ve been together, after all.”

      Aladria’s fangs gleamed as her gaze fixed on my neck. I sighed, not bothering to hide my exasperation this time. Maybe I should have joined the oni in their mad rush to kill Aladria. This was going to be an interesting meeting.
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      Vasi’s pile of cushions still occupied much of the room we moved to. She had at least added a few chairs since yesterday, but most people would have to stand.

      Nine of us remained after Vasi dismissed most of her subordinates. I kept Yasno with me and intended to dismiss Hish, but she puffed out her cheeks when I gestured for her to leave. In the end, Hish stayed. Hopefully she didn’t fall asleep and start snoring.

      Aladria brought two aides, both young. The male wore a page’s outfit and busied himself taking notes, no doubt writing detailed descriptions of everybody in the room. The young girl wore the robes of a mage, but her vacant expression made me suspect that she was a thrall. Probably not Aladria’s. The vampire preferred older men and tended to dismiss anybody who wasn’t talented enough. No, this mage was a spy for some other vampire working for Aladria and would report back everything that happened.

      I suspected that Vasi kept a pair of swordmasters purely because everybody else had two subordinates in the room. They stood, as did Aladria’s aides. The rest of us sat. I tried not to stare when Vasi sunk into her cushion throne.

      “I get the impression that we may be of like minds,” Aladria said as she directed a smile at Vasi. The oni frowned and straightened up in her seat, trying to puzzle out the meaning behind the comment.

      I had never seen Aladria use large amounts of cushions as a seat or bed, like Hish and Vasi did, so her comment meant something else. In my experience, her ability to read people was second-to-none. It came with being centuries old and with considerable work experience as a strategist, schemer, and adviser.

      “Shall we get to the point?” I asked.

      Aladria tutted me. “I have only just arrived, although I expected a better reception. Then again, these forts are quite antiquated. Unlike all of those state-of-the-art fortresses you filled your precious Bulwark with, Mykah. Tornfrost Watch was very impressive. I like to imagine that you built so many phallic structures out of frustration from being apart from me.”

      “I built the Bulwark while you were still my advisor,” I said coldly.

      Aladria knew very well what happened in that time. The Arium Bulwark had been a system of fortresses I designed and constructed in the Nahaum Pass in the north-east reaches of the Empire. It kept the oni in their marsh and my people safe. At the time, I had served Magister-General Matthew Tornfrost as his second-in-command, with Aladria as my adviser. Lyria had served the Taranth Princedom as a general, supporting me from afar.

      “It’s been a long time since that happened, Mykah,” Aladria said, her voice soft but eyes sharp. She had read my expression and knew what I was thinking about.

      “You and Lyria betrayed me, betrayed the Empire, and Matthew died for it. Tens of thousands of soldiers and civilians were slaughtered. It doesn’t matter how long it’s been.” My hands balled into fists as I glared at the vampire. The rest of the room remained silent, their gazes fixed on the two of us.

      “I never betrayed you,” Aladria ground out, before she calmed herself and spoke normally. “But I would do it again, if I had to. Maybe this time I would make sure you don’t find out until later, so you don’t get cold feet.”

      “Cold feet?” Vasi asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Aladria laughed. It sounded like cute chiming to my ears.

      “Did Mykah never tell you? The plan was to make him emperor. Become magister-general, exterminate the oni menace, return to the capital as the greatest hero the Empire has ever seen, and then establish him as the only suitable successor to the throne. A pity that didn’t happen.”

      Then she smiles brightly, looking at me again. “Of course, now we have a second chance. You have the armies, the political power, and the popular support. You’re a beloved hero across the Empire. Although we might need to find a way to extend your lifespan now that you’ve wasted so much of it up north. Mages don’t live forever, after all.”

      Nobody gasped or looked surprised. If anything, Vasi seemed happy to hear Aladria’s words. Probably because it made me sound more like her.

      Yasno muttered quietly, “Miya will be thrilled to hear this.” I had to agree. She probably would be. She constantly pressured me to become emperor.

      “This is what you came here to do? Ask me to join you, claim the Empire, get back together, and we pretend that the last fifty years didn’t happen?” I scoffed. “You’re delusional.”

      “I know better than you do that history doesn’t vanish, Mykah,” Aladria said. “But yes, you should join me. There’s plenty of room on the Regency Council and you’re more than capable of removing any problems we may run into while appointing you as emperor. Plus, you’re the perfect candidate.”

      “I’m not going to be emperor. I won’t play any role in this farce that you’ve turned the Empire into,” I said.

      “We spoke about this in Talepolis. Emperor Somnulus has driven the Empire to the brink. Change is needed, before it's too late,” Aladria retorted. “If we can’t have another Emperor Evigilus to bring light and hope to us all, then we will have to make do with what we have. You could change that.”

      “Make do? You killed the emperor, all seven princes, and their retinues.” I was standing now, but didn’t remember getting up. I took a deep breath and sat back down.

      I continued, “Carving the Rogistran Empire up into six provinces will kill it. You were barely keeping Aghram together even without me, given the rebellions in the south. I can’t imagine how the elves are holding up in the Labruze province farther south. How about the rest? How are they doing?”

      Clicking her tongue, Aladria raised her hands and began counting off fingers as she ran through the provinces. “I’ll skip Aghram as you clearly know what’s happening there. Taranth still lacks a governor while the old dragons argue over who is most deserving of the position, but Lyria has kept things under control. Other than you, of course.

      “The elves are doing perfectly fine in the Labruze steppe and have crushed the rebellion. Their counterparts, the dark elves, have the most docile populace up in Nottmark to the north-west, given its mostly made up of fishermen. There has been considerable trouble in Granaise, along the coast where I and many other vampires hailed from, but that’s merely the result of handing over power. A few vampires kept things in check and the dwarves are slow to send their armies to the surface.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You gave a province to the dwarves? I had heard that the Granaise province had gone to the mages, because they wanted somewhere wealthy to extract taxes for their experiments. What do the dwarves want with land?”

      “Food, I imagine. Granaise is very arable. The Rogistran Empire began there, before the kaisers expanded so far that the cultural center shifted inland. If the dwarves can feed themselves from Granaise’s taxes, it means they won’t need to buy it from the rest of the Empire.”

      Goodbye, economy. If the dwarves received all the food they needed from taxes, rather than through trade, what happened to all the products they manufactured? The Empire needed tools from the dwarven citadels as much as the dwarves needed food from our land. Dwarves weren’t as greedy as they were made out to be, so much as they hated getting a bad deal.

      “And what about said cultural center? Who gets the capital, Kriesden?” I asked. “And how is it going, after all the purges?”

      “After?” Aladria laughed. “The mystic foxes govern Regelhein, where Kriesden sits. The purges never ended under their watch, although they became far better targeted. That’s why they have the city—the region is a political powerhouse and liable to explode at any moment.”

      Hence why the foxes were in charge. The most capable intelligence agents, spies, and assassins were the many-tailed mystic foxes. Their powers of illusion, detection, and teleportation made them difficult to handle as an enemy. They were also powerful, with their magical strength increasing with every tail they grew.

      “So you don’t have things under control, and you want me to help you anyway after you made this mess,” I said. I shook my head and leaned over in my chair. “You were always like this. Arrogantly deciding how things should be done, then doing them and telling me to go along with it later. You’ve never made a mistake, have you?”

      Aladria gave me a thin smile. “Oh, I’ve made quite a few mistakes. The fact that I haven’t been able to share your bed for the past fifty years is proof of that. Your stubbornness is charming, but frustrating to work with. The fact that I had to break the Empire into pieces merely to convince you to take action speaks to your unwillingness to change your mind. You went north and decided you would never come back, living a life of self-appointed exile.”

      The mood in the room turned frosty as I exchanged glares with Aladria. We had no food or drink to reach for to break the silence. Instead, everybody else shifted uncomfortably as this “negotiation” transformed into a spat between former lovers. I grew frustrated that this was what I was reduced to when dealing with Aladria. Why couldn’t she work with me, instead of trying to force me to join her?

      I blinked. Did I want her to join me? She had been the schemer responsible for the death of my former mentor and commander, Tornfrost. Even now, her schemes were tearing the Empire apart. I couldn’t extend my trust to her. Where had that thought come from?

      Vasi cleared her throat. She had sunk farther into her pile of cushions while I debated Aladria, the oni clearly making herself more comfortable than anybody else could in this cramped fort.

      “As interesting as all of this is—and it is interesting, do not get me wrong—there still remains the matter that the oni have a say in whatever decision Grand Duke Mykah makes,” Vasi said, taking the opportunity to reenter the negotiation.

      “Why would I care what you have to say?” Aladria asked, raising an eyebrow and giving the oni a cold look. “If Mykah joins me, you come with him. If you decide otherwise, then I’ll simply have Lyria chase you back into your swamp. It’s not like Mykah will protect you after you betray him.”

      “We are his allies. Both the oni and Mykah have given their word,” Vasi said.

      “Cute. Does he let you think you’re an equal in bed, too? Or do you roll over and beg for it like a good little girl?” Aladria grinned, her lips stretching across her entire face.

      Vasi shot to her feet, her face red and hands balled into fists. Beside her, the swordmasters reached for their weapons. They looked nervous.

      I raised my hand and Vasi’s gaze snapped to it immediately. “Enough, Aladria. Vasi, sit down.”

      “See?” Aladria said, still grinning.

      “Enough,” I said, my raised voice echoing within the room.

      Both women obeyed, although they didn’t bother to hide their emotions. Vasi’s fury filled her face while Aladria sat back and grinned at her. Running a hand over my face, I considered where to go from here.

      Yasno saved me the trouble, and asked, “Why is this only about the Bulwark joining you? If he matters so much to you, why haven’t you been up north with him? Can’t you just ally with us?”

      The room wasn’t prepared for Yasno to speak. It definitely wasn’t prepared for him to openly call out Aladria’s motivations, particularly her personal ones. I wasn’t even prepared, as I might need to decide whether I even wanted the vampire. If Aladria was willing to throw away everything she had in the capital, would I accept her after all she done?

      “This isn’t your place to speak, wretch,” one of the swordmasters growled out, stepping toward Yasno.

      Yasno glared back at the swordmaster. The pair reached for their weapons. Spotting this, the other swordmaster stepped forward. In the corner of my eye, I saw Hish straighten up.

      “My, what a wonderful alliance you have,” Aladria said. She looked between Yasno and the swordmasters, smirking.

      “Calm down,” Vasi muttered.

      “But-” a swordmaster tried to say, but quietened under Vasi’s glare. I suspected he might wish he had joined the suicidal attack on Aladria once Vasi was through with him. She looked unhappy. Questioning her authority and making her look like a fool in front of Aladria was not going down well.

      Turning her attention to Yasno, Aladria smiled. “One of yours, Mykah? Somehow, I can tell he’s your subordinate.” She paused. “The simple answer is that I must play the long game. I know my path is the correct one. It always has been, and it always will be. I merely need to reeducate an old disciple in that fact. Unless he’s already realized the truth.

      “Have you realized the truth, Mykah?” she asked. “If you join me, you will have it all. Lyria, me, the oni, whatever other women and trappings you’ve accrued, wealth, power, and the ability to save the Rogistran Empire. It’s there for the taking.”

      Aladria held out her hand to me, as if asking me to take it. Her fangs gleamed as she smiled at me.

      Everybody else in the room stared at me. Nobody said a word.

      I reached out for Aladria’s hand.
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      Aladria’s hand was warm to the touch. I knew better, but had expected it to be as cold as ice.

      Sometimes it was, when Aladria forgot to look and feel human.

      “It’s been so long since we’ve held hands like this,” Aladria breathed, her fingers linking with mine. She looked so small as I stood over her. If I closed my hand around hers, I wouldn’t even be able to see her pale skin.

      “It has been,” I said. “I fear it will be the last time.”

      Her smile froze. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I’m willing to let you join me. But what I want is not what you want me to do.” I held Aladria’s hand tightly as she stared up at me. “The Empire has been my home for my entire life. I grew up in it. I served Emperor Somnulus. I believe he even cared for me, as both a friend and a magister-general. At no point have I stopped trying to protect the people of the Empire, and I don’t believe that it had failed to the point that it needs to be broken up like this.”

      Aladria scowled at me, her expression darkening. “You think that old bastard cared for you. Have you forgotten about your mother?”

      My hands reflexively balled into fists. Aladria winced. I immediately loosened my grip on her hand and looked away for a moment.

      After a few seconds, I turned back to Aladria. She stared resolutely at me, her expression stony.

      I continued, “I’ve lived a long time after her passing. I can make my own judgments as an Arium. You and your conspirators are destroying the greatest nation in the world. A nation that I have been raised in, fought for, and protected the residents of for my entire life. I will burn out the betrayers you work with, install a rightful emperor to the throne, and bring back the seven princedoms.”

      Looking around the room, I saw nobody else had any objections. Even so, I asked, “Does anybody disagree with my plan?”

      Nobody said a word.

      I looked back at Aladria. “It’s your choice. Join me. Or don’t.”

      Aladria’s scowl returned. “Burn out the betrayers? Install an emperor? This is what you came down from the north to do: butcher everybody you disagree with and return to being a general? You know as well as I do that you will make a better emperor than anybody in the Empire. Isn’t that why you announced yourself as grand duke, Mykah? Isn’t it?” Her voice turned almost shrill.

      “I said I didn’t want to be emperor. It’s not my place to decide if I should rule the Empire, it’s the right of the nobles,” I said. “But I do see the corruption that you have brought into the capital, and I will see it destroyed.”

      “To hell with the nobles! Do you think them any different to Somnulus?” Aladria shouted, standing up and ramming her face toward me. Our hands remained linked, even as we glared at each other from inches away. I bent my neck to look down at her tiny form.

      She was a little too close for my liking, and for my personal resolve.

      “Your choice?” I asked her quietly.

      Aladria let go of my hand and stepped away. “It seems I will need to reeducate you. I thought you had learned enough as a child, when you were first taken in off the streets and I taught you what it meant to be a noble. Evidently not. You’ll regret this, Mykah. But I will have my way.”

      She whirled toward the door, her dress flaring dramatically. As her aides stood, she paused and turned back to me. Vasi and the swordmasters were already stepping closer, which worried me, but it seemed Aladria had more to say.

      “You should know that I have appointed my marshal. I believe you’ve heard of Darian? He’s quite excited to have the opportunity to prove his superiority over Arquin,” Aladria said, hiding her smile with one hand.

      “Otwin commanded Aghram,” I said. “I think you’ve misled him.”

      “Darian isn’t concerned about that idiot’s failures. He’s more interested in a more specific prize. Try not to die, Mykah. Your blood is the most exquisite that I have tasted, and I have every intention to claim it once again.”

      Aladria turned back toward the door.

      Before the vampire took another step, Vasi yelled out, “Don’t think I will let you leave, foul vampire. This is our land, and you are our enemy. If you don’t offer us something worthwhile, you will die here.”

      Aladria laughed again. This time it didn’t sound like chimes, but far darker and more shrill. “Did you miss the three oni I cut down earlier? Or was that such a shock that you have already suppressed the memories? Don’t waste your breath. You’ll need it when you wrap your lips around Mykah’s cock.”

      Vasi’s eyes nearly burst from her head. The swordmasters gripped their sheathed swords. In mere moments, the scene in the courtyard would repeat, but I doubted Aladria would spare Vasi this time. I needed to step in if it came to that. Vasi was vital to my relationship with the oni. I couldn’t allow her to be killed so easily.

      As tense as things got, I would describe my relationship with Vasi as good. I at least trusted her to right the ship if the mothers ever attempted to sink it in a fit of rage. People who knew what side their bread was buttered on were worth their weight in enchanted weapons, and Vasi was one of those people.

      “Enough. Both of you. If you want to be jealous, Aladria, you have the wrong woman,” I said.

      “Oh, so there’s another oni? I didn’t pay much attention to the reports about them. I suppose I should look into them,” Aladria said. “Goodbye, Mykah.”

      She turned again, but this time a dagger flew at her back. It moved so fast I barely caught its movement. Before it struck, Aladria sunk into the ground as her magical power flooded the room. Her body vanished into her own shadow, and she disappeared entirely for a moment.

      Then, with a whirl of her dress, Aladria spun out from behind me. She grinned at the oni swordmaster whose hand was still outstretched. “Shall I take that as a prize?”

      My hand clapped Aladria on the shoulder, and she pouted at me.

      “Leave,” I said.

      She left, taking her aides with her. I was left alone with Vasi, Yasno, Hish, and the two swordmasters. Immediately, Vasi dismissed her swordmasters to restore order to the fort.

      I glanced at Hish. Amazingly, she was still awake. Her eyes shone with excitement and her hands balled up into fists. She exuded energy. I didn’t know why and left her alone.

      “Why did you let her leave?” Vasi ground out, her face still bright red. She sank deep into her pile of cushions. “And can we get some wine in here? Or ale? Or something? This has been a ridiculous day.”

      I glanced at Hish, who pouted but got the message and bounced out of the room. Demi-oni undertook most of the menial work within the oni army, so Hish wouldn’t run into any problems procuring alcohol. Given her reputation as a bloodthirsty maniac, I expected her to turn up with a half-dozen demi-oni in tow and half the fort’s booze supply.

      Sitting back down, I said, “I let her go because fighting her was a waste of time. As you saw, she can teleport. If we wanted to kill her aides, we could, but she would have teleported back to her carriages and left. Or teleported well clear of the entire fort. We don’t have any anti-teleportation wards here, so there’s nothing to stop her.”

      “I didn’t think teleportation was so common,” Vasi said. “How many vampires can use it?”

      “I’ve only ever heard of Aladria using it.” I shrugged. “Darian is the only other vampire I can imagine who might be capable of doing so. He’s the closest thing that daywalkers have to a sorcerer, and he used to be a rather famous one when he was a human. His shadow powers are rumored to summon monsters.”

      Vasi swore. “So the previous marshal of Aghram was an over-promoted dimwit, and the new one is one of the most powerful vampires you know of? Do I have that right?”

      I chuckled. “It’s not so bad. Marshal Otwin had Arquin Volante, who was a daywalker at least as powerful as Darian. I suspect Volante would have taken over the military of Aghram if we had delayed any further, and I would rather fight ten Darians or a thousand Otwins than an army commanded by him.”

      Then I sighed, and said, “But yes, Aladria is playing her best hand. There are only a few other vampires I can think of who even approach this level of danger, and they’ve never been her greatest allies. Or allies at all, really. If I can defeat Darian, I suspect Aladria will be forced to face me directly. I’ll need to prepare for that.”

      Silence filled the room. Not enough time had passed yet for Hish to return.

      “If you can defeat Darian?” Vasi repeated, her voice cold as she picked up on my words. “You intend to go south, then?”

      “Despite her posturing, Aladria isn’t ready yet. The sooner we strike, the easier it is to defeat her. If I wait, then we will find ourselves caught between both her and Lyria,” I explained.

      “Won’t the dragon attack us the moment you leave, anyway? I would.”

      “Probably. But you and the oni are powerful. You won’t need to buy much time, and Lyria will still be expecting to coordinate with Aladria. She isn’t ready to move with her full force yet,” I said.

      “Yet.” Vasi didn’t look satisfied.

      Yasno looked between the two of us, then at the door. Hish burst through it, a trio of demi-oni behind her. All of them carried crates loaded down with wine, ale, and glasses.

      For several minutes, our discussion halted as we poured drinks and waited for the additional demi-oni to leave.

      Once they did, Yasno spoke first. “We can still leave an army up here. But given the power of the vampires, we’ll lose if Mykah doesn’t march south.”

      Vasi clicked her tongue and swallowed half a glass of red wine at once. “I know that. The mothers won’t like this. Miyasa took too many demi-oni, and all the competent ones—not that the mothers will ever admit that. Every oni on the front line upsets them.”

      It took considerable effort not to react with surprise to Vasi’s words. I had expected her to be more dismissive of Yasno. Instead, it seemed she openly praised him. My evaluation of her raised again, even though I was beginning to get the impression that I was about to push her too far.

      Before I could speak, Vasi asked, “What was that about you being a noble, Mykah? And your past with the vampire? That sounds like more than her being your advisor.”

      I blanked my expression. That caught everybody’s attention, and they carefully sipped at their drinks as I considered my response.

      “I was orphaned as a child. Then adopted by a noble and given the Arium name. Aladria tutored me as a child, before I joined the military,” I said, keeping the details to a minimum.

      “Is that the same noble who referred both you and Lyria as officers to the military?” Yasno asked. He clearly remembered when I had told him how I had met Lyria, back before we besieged Talepolis.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Vasi scoffed. “So the roots of all of this go back to your mother.”

      Then she froze, her eyes locking onto mine. “I… I meant nothing by that. Not about her. I don’t know her.”

      I looked away. My anger had gotten the better of me, and I had scared even Vasi. I didn’t know if I should be proud of how intimidating I was or worried.

      “Yasno, Hish, we’ll march south within a few days. Vasi, we can talk more about this later. You heard a lot today. I’m sure you can guess why I’m not going to leave Aladria alone, whatever concerns you or the mothers have,” I said.

      Dealing with Aladria was a personal matter. I had failed to kill Lyria. If Aladria wouldn’t recant and join me, I would have to kill her. Failure wasn’t an option this time.
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      The water sparkled in the moonlight as we rested on the riverbank. We were a few days' march southeast from the front line against Lyria. The few companies I had brought with me set up camp close to the tree line and were watching over the highway, in case any Imperial soldiers were nearby.

      It never hurt to be careful.

      I ran my hands through Zwei’s feathers. The wingless griffin cawed softly in response, her eyes closed as she laid on the grass. Miya had gifted her to me when the oni had first allied with me, and the enormous black-feathered girl was my valued partner in battle and out.

      “Why is she only so nice to you?” Hish complained, glowering at me. She was brushing the white feathers of her own wingless griffin.

      “Griffins recognize their partners,” I said.

      Yasno chuckled. His griffin was sitting farther away from him, as he had finished his grooming. Instead, he had a tankard of ale in one hand and the keg next to him. I hoped he didn’t plan to drink the whole thing. Or let Hish drink any. We still had a long way to go, and Hish was an awful drunk. Her hangovers were dreadful, too.

      “I think it’s more than that,” he said. “Zwei’s a battle-bird, huge, female, and black-feathered. I’m no expert on griffins, but I’m sure that makes her the wild sort. It’s normal for her to try to bite our hands off, and strange for her to be such a baby around you.”

      “Naughty, Zwei,” I said, placing my hands on either side of Zwei’s head. “You’re only supposed to bite the enemy, not friends. You’re a good girl.” Zwei cawed at me again and opened her eyes. I ruffled her feathers. “Aren’t you? Good girl.”

      Zwei shifted forward and nudged my chest with her beak, before settling back into the grass.

      Both demi-oni stared at me. The glower on Hish’s face deepened.

      “So unfair,” she said. “So damn unfair. One day I’ll be that strong. I even have this new power.”

      My head snapped toward Hish, who had buried herself into her griffin’s feathers as she mumbled. Yasno hadn’t heard it. He approached me with a tankard of ale.

      “What new power, Hish?” I asked loudly, taking the ale from Yasno. He froze at my words.

      “Huh?” she asked, head popping above her griffin. “You know, the one I used to dodge that fire bitch. I’ve never felt that powerful in my life. Once I master it, I—”

      “Stop,” I commanded.

      Both oni stared at me.

      With a sigh, I realized I needed to explain something I had hoped would blow over. I sipped my ale and gestured for Hish to come closer. Once both demi-oni had settled in nearby, and the griffins were lazing behind us, I began my lecture.

      “You shouldn’t use that power ever again, Hish. It’s not safe,” I explained. “Have you been practicing?”

      “Well, yeah. It was crazy what I did. It felt like my whole body was made of magic. I could do anything for a moment, then I just teleported—or something. Was it teleportation?” Hish asked, excited. “Why can’t I use it?”

      Yasno’s face set in a clear frown, and he looked between the two of us. He chugged away at his drink. “What is this power?”

      “The pure fire elemental we fought nearly killed Hish. At the last second she drew on a large amount of magical power and dodged an otherwise fatal attack,” I explained.

      “Isn’t that good?” Yasno asked. “If Hish can draw on more power with one horn, that means we can match double-horned oni.”

      The faces of both demi-oni were more excited than worried. I hadn’t considered the racial aspect. A major reason the oni considered demi-oni as a lesser race was because they couldn’t draw on as much energy with only a single horn. Any proof that this was untrue was pure gold in the eyes of the demi-oni.

      I sighed again. “Hish, I explained a while ago about the spiritual techniques of the oni, remember? And the source of your power?”

      “Err, yeah. It was soul power or something cool. The gods used to use it. And angels,” she said, grinning stupidly.

      Yasno’s eyes widened.

      I spoke before he could get a word in. “It’s astral energy, which is also what souls run on. Most races use sorcery, which uses common magical energy that also sustains life. Astral energy is hundreds of times more powerful than magical energy. The only safe way to use it is with complex spiritual techniques, because otherwise you will draw on more power than you can safely handle. What do you think happens when you fill your body with more magical power than you can use at once?”

      Hish blinked. “I explode?”

      Right in one guess. I was shocked. Hish did pay attention when I spoke about magic. The same reason that magic turned into prismatic light and returned to the magical plane also applied if a mage pulled too much energy into their own body.

      In short, using magic incorrectly was a very good way to kill oneself.

      I gave Hish a grim look. “Correct, unfortunately. As an oni, you use spiritual techniques to safely use astral energy. But you didn’t use a technique when fighting Ruyit. Instead, you used the astral energy directly.”

      “So I became a god?” Hish asked.

      Yasno snapped at Hish, “No, you almost became a stain on the ground, you idiot. Pay attention!”

      Reeling, Hish looked between the two of us. The riverbank fell silent, save for the soft cawing of the griffins behind us. I couldn’t hear the soldiers, which meant they had decided against partying tonight. Strange, but I suppose they were elites. I had only brought four companies with me, as most needed to remain with Vasi.

      Yasno’s and Hish’s companies were usually rowdy, but maybe they were waiting for their commanders to return. The other two companies were formed of battlemages, and I suspected they preferred the quiet.

      “Even if you could control the power, you wouldn’t be a god, Hish,” I said, puncturing any silly ideas forming in her head. “What you used is known as astral power, and it is strong enough to bend reality itself. There are so few users of it that the only known users outside of myth are the Archangel Myrael and a strain of mystic foxes. Anybody else who has tried has died.”

      I reached out and took Hish’s hands, leaving my tankard on the ground. “Please, don’t keep trying to use this power. I’ll train you in anything else. So can Miya.”

      Hish bit her lip and looked away. Tears formed in her eyes. I had torn away the promise of immense strength from her. It was for her own good.

      “Okay,” she said, then looked at me with a grin. “But you had better teach me some great techniques.”

      I ruffled her hair and accidentally brushed her horn. She blushed and batted at my hands, pouting.

      “Give me some of that booze,” she said, crawling across the grass to the keg next to Yasno.

      As the pair of demi-oni playfully fought over the keg, I sipped at my beer and looked across the river. I wondered how Hish had even safely used astral power once. From what I had read, astral energy couldn’t be used directly by ordinary beings. Even mystic foxes struggled to use it, to the point that they magically altered their bodies to be capable of it.

      Times like this reminded me of why I preferred to call on my old friend from the Arisian Isles, as he knew so much more about magic than I did. He still hadn’t responded to me. I feared the worst: that he had been killed when the emperor had been assassinated. As powerful as he was, the mystic foxes despised him. If they had seized power in the capital, they would stop at nothing to kill him.

      Yasno pulled himself into a sitting position next to me. I glanced over and saw that he was replacing my tankard with a full one. Had I been drinking that long?

      “How do you even learn about all this stuff, Mykah?” he asked.

      “Stuff?”

      “Astral power, gods, spiritual techniques, how dragons work, the workings of vampires,” he asked. “I feel like there’s not much I can ask you about magic that you don’t know.”

      I chuckled. “Trust me, there’s a lot about magic I don’t know. I’m fortunate to have been allowed into Archangel Tower, however. When Myrael disappeared a few hundred years ago, he left behind an archive of knowledge.”

      Shaking my head, I recalled the lectures I received in my time in the mage towers. My master there had beat into me how fortunate I was to be allowed to read the archives. They had reshaped modern magical theory.

      “Before mages saw that archive, we hadn’t heard of demons or devils. Myrael calls them infernals,” I explained. “We learned about the magical and astral planes from his notes. Even the idea of conceptual magic came from him, and it’s still a highly contentious field of research and significant to my rune-crafting. Most mages rely on second- or third-hand information on the archive. I read the original notes.”

      “So you’re an amazing mage because you read the notes of the oldest, most powerful being in the world?” Yasno asked. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, the sound loud enough to startle the griffins. Hish scowled at me as she nearly spilled her ale.

      “Knowledge is power, Yasno. You might not believe this, but the real discovery that came from the archive was that there was a race of devils known as ‘knowledge devils.’ These devils have entire libraries in their heads, and trade what they know for new knowledge from the mage or whatever else can be offered.” I shook my head. “It’s treasonous to consort with demons. But because mages rely on knowledge devils, the Empire never passed any laws about devils. Almost nobody even knows about them, because the idea would terrify most people.”

      “It terrifies me,” Yasno muttered. “You’ve summoned a knowledge devil?”

      “No, I never bothered to learn any summoning magic,” I said. “But I’ve been around them and asked others to summon them.”

      Hish hummed. “What happens if the devils are going back to the demons and telling them how to defeat the Empire? I mean, the mages are giving away secrets, right? And you said they’re called infernals? Or are they different?”

      I traded shocked looks with Yasno. Sometimes, brilliance came from unexpected sources.

      “We don’t know, Hish. We simply don’t know,” I said.

      The night slipped away as we sat on the riverbank, drinking.

      Predictably, Hish drank too much. I ended up nursing her on Zwei’s back the next day during our march south. Once we reached Talepolis, the war would need to begin quickly.
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      When I returned to Talepolis, I found it bursting with activity.

      Convoys of soldiers and supplies wound their way west out of the city sprawl. My black and blue banners fluttered high above the troop columns, and I watched them disappear over the horizon.

      The sprawl itself teemed with people. Talepolis had two gigantic city walls that protected much of the city, but the population was too large to be contained. Houses, shops, merchant stalls, warehouses, and even entire street markets stood side-by-side in the sprawl.

      It was an easy place to get lost in. If I rode directly toward the city wall, I would find more dead ends than the average labyrinth contained.

      Yasno directed our small column to one of the city’s causeways that was less busy. Wagons full of food and trade goods piled in through the side streets, while the constant stream of soldiers marching west tied up the main street.

      Evidently, Ilsa and Miya weren’t wasting time in sending my armies west.

      I rode at the head of the column, Yasno and Hish on griffins immediately behind me.

      The crowds parted as we approached, but many merchants called out to me. I was offered every luxury good in the Empire during the short ride to the outer city wall. Fine rugs, gold cutlery, tea leaves, fancy cheeses, and a range of jewelry larger than I knew existed.

      There were even a few demihuman slaves, although that merchant didn’t try to attract my attention. No, instead my attention was caught by the goat-like horns and wolf ears attached to the half-dozen men and women he hid in his stall.

      “The hell is that?” Yasno muttered, staring at the stall as we rode past.

      “Demihumans. They’re the one race without rights in the Empire,” I said, frowning and facing forward. “They’re native to the east of the continent, but I don’t hear good things about their home.”

      Yasno made a discontented noise. “That means they lost their homes to the badlands? And they have fewer rights than oni?”

      “Technically, you have the same rights. But I’m backing you, and there’s a long history of demihuman slavery in the Empire. The elves never thought very highly of them and that attitude carried over to the other races.”

      The outer wall came into sight and Yasno fell silent. But I knew that this topic wasn’t over. I didn’t blame him. The treatment of demihumans was one I had never been comfortable with.

      Unfortunately, I had enough to worry about before tackling cultural issues within the Empire.

      The trip through the inner section of the city went more smoothly. The streets were busy, but far from crowded. Carts loaded with construction materials and supplies for the laborers repairing the city slowed us down several times.

      When I had fought Lyria a few months ago, she had destroyed huge stretches of the city with her magic. Entire blocks of warehouses, shops, and residences were being rebuilt.

      Even the roads hadn’t been spared. We took a detour where the road ended in a twenty-meter wide crater. Lyria had hurled her orbs of disintegration with reckless abandon when we had fought. Repairing the damage she did would likely carry over into winter.

      On the plus side, it invigorated the masons and laborers of the city. I footed most of the costs, and the city chugged along as if it hadn’t been besieged twice in the past year.

      We approached the southern-most gatehouse in the inner city wall and I grimaced. Memories of Miya obliterating this entire structure in a single attack filled my mind. A few months ago, this gatehouse and the entire nearby stretch of wall had been vaporized, along with everybody in it.

      Now, masons worked away at sandstone while mages hefted the massive blocks into place. A living clump of dirt three meters tall—a greater earth elemental—pumped dense earth and rubble behind the walls. Countless laborers busied themselves between the specialists.

      Rebuilding a thirty-meter tall gatehouse and the surrounding walls was a monumental task. The Empire only ever built walls and fortresses this large with the help of pure earth elementals and scores of structural mages.

      A single pure earth elemental could replace a dozen greater earth elementals, and countless mages. I had seen them at work countless times when they constructed the fortresses up north in the Bulwark.

      Back then, my old mentor’s familiar, the pure earth elemental Terra, had worked a twenty-hour day and built almost an entire wall by herself. She didn’t even need materials.

      Then she’d meditated for a few hours and done it again. Day after day, until her job was done up north.

      I saw Miya approaching us as we rode through the half-repaired gatehouse, her two red horns making her easy to spot from afar. She was riding a griffin, but wasn’t wearing any armor. Her red dress strained against her chest, and every step the griffin took caused it to bounce noticeably.

      Maybe Miya should wear armor whenever she rides her griffin. As much as I enjoyed the sight, I wasn’t the only person watching.

      “I’d give you a hug, but I don’t think I can quite reach,” I said, reaching out with my arms to prove my point. Zwei was a massive griffin and my arms barely hung over her sides.

      “I appreciate the sentiment,” Miya replied with a smile.

      She pulled up next to me, her griffin and Zwei cawing at each other in greeting. Her hands drifted from the reins to her long white hair as she tucked it behind her ears. My eyes were drawn to the enormous bow slung over her back.

      Miya may not be armored, but she was ready for battle. The gatehouse had been reduced to rubble by that bow.

      “How’s the deployment going?” I asked her, immediately turning to business.

      The frown on Miya’s face made it clear she wanted to chat first, but she dutifully responded to my question. “We’ve established camps and defensive positions close to Haliphame. Governor Serat’s army is massing near the city. I presume they will use it to form the backbone of their supply line when they march on Talepolis.”

      I clicked my tongue and considered the news. Haliphame was one of the province’s largest cities. Like most of Aghram’s cities, it was close to the Empire’s capital. It was also close to Taranth, where Lyria’s armies were located. If any city could be considered a crossroad between Talepolis and Taranth, it would be Haliphame.

      When we marched south to capture Talepolis, I had intentionally avoided the other cities. The effect was that I controlled a long strip of the province along the east of Aghram, but most of the population were in the west.

      “I don’t know if Aladria will march on Talepolis,” I said slowly as I mapped out the situation in my head.

      Lyria’s armies to the west of the oni, Aladria’s armies to the south. This was a classic pincer strategy.

      The problem was that I wasn’t the target. The oni were.

      Yasno caught on and scowled. “If Serat and Lyria march on the oni at the same time, their defensive lines will crumble. Hell, can we even defeat them if they combine their armies?”

      “Why let them? Aren’t we going to cut them all to pieces before they can make a move?” Hish never changed.

      “It helps if we don’t assume everything will go to plan, idiot,” Yasno spat.

      “Then make better plans, so we win even when things go wrong,” Hish said with a grin. Yasno fell silent. “See, I can be smart, too.”

      I’m not sure I’d describe Hish’s statement as smart, but it came from the right place.

      “Miya, you’re taking the fight to Aladria?” I asked. She’s been deploying the soldiers, after all.

      “Of course. Unfortunately, I had assumed their objective was to avoid our mountain and river forts on their way to Talepolis, but we are well placed to strike first.”

      In other words, Miya had been gearing up for a defensive battle rather than a first strike. It wasn’t a poor decision. If I was wrong, Aladria could reach the gates of Talepolis within a week if we didn’t slow her down.

      I nodded. “It’s still sound to have defensive positions. Otherwise, Aladria’s commanders may exploit any gaps we leave.”

      We reached the citadel. It loomed over us with thirty meter high walls that thrummed with magical power. The guards deactivated the barriers on the gate as we approached and the reinforced doors opened, allowing us entry.

      A trio of mages stood near the entrance, a dozen heavily armored knights next to them. They waved us through once they recognized Miya and me.

      “Security’s high,” I said.

      “Thralls have been detected in a mage tower,” Miya said. “Grand Magister Farrier has instructed that all mage towers inspect everybody going in and out for evidence of thralling, and we are doing the same in the citadel.”

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Thralls in the city almost certainly meant that a vampire was here. It was possible that they were sent here from afar, but it was far smarter to assume otherwise.

      A smart vampire would assume his thralls would be detected. If he came here in person, he could replace any lost thralls instantly. Or at least as quickly as his method allowed.

      “That was what Ilsa said.” Miya frowned. “She is having all the servants checked for signs of thralldom.”

      Smart. I glanced back at my column. Everybody dismounted and stable hands led the horses and griffins away.

      The mages undertook routine thrall checks each night, or at least they were supposed to. Technically, the demi-oni were supposed to be covered by them as well, but nobody ever checked. I didn’t think they could be thralled, given the amount of magic in their bodies, but now I was worried.

      I signaled to Yasno as the officers separated from the soldiers. “Make sure the mages check all the companies. Just in case.”

      My words didn’t comfort Yasno, but he saluted me with a fist over his chest, regardless. He slipped away from us, leaving Miya, Hish, and me alone.

      “Hish, go with him,” I said.

      “Eh, but I’m your squire?”

      “I’m going to be managing the duchy for now. I need you to help Yasno with the troops and the citadel’s security,” I said.

      Hish pouted at me with her hands on her hips for several seconds. Eventually, she threw her head to one side and said, “Fine, I’ll go, boss. But you owe me more training later.”

      Given I had spent the past several nights training her, I didn’t see how that was the case.

      Once she left, Miya and I approached the throne room. The citadel was lively, with courtiers, servants, knights, mages, and all manner of workers running about.

      Unlike the rest of the city, none of the fighting from the sieges had damaged this structure and it looked as resplendent as it did when I first captured it. The walls were carved from dark stone, lamps containing wisps of light lit each hall, columns and archways were trimmed with polished silver. The citadel had been the symbol of the prince’s power and wealth, reminding his subjects of his royal right to this land.

      Or it had until all the princes had been murdered along with the emperor.

      Now, the citadel acted as my base of operations. The prince had a separate mansion, elsewhere within the city, that he had used for most of his day-to-day rule. I didn’t use it.

      I was here to wage war on the conspirators who killed the emperor. I didn’t need a mansion. I needed a fortress.

      Stopping in an antechamber outside the throne room, I listened in to what was happening. Miya gave me an odd look. We were alone in this room, as the guards for the throne room stood outside the doors at either end of the antechamber.

      Ilsa argued with somebody over finances. If I was right, it was about tariffs.

      I didn’t want to enter the throne room and get bogged down in a discussion on taxes. Far too much of my time was already wasted on discussing taxes. Didn’t I have capable subordinates so that I could delegate this sort of thing to them?

      Instead, my hand crept around Miya’s waist. She squeaked, before looking at me with a seductive smile.

      “Shouldn’t we go in?” she asked, leaning into me and sucking on my neck.

      “Maybe if Ilsa talks about military affairs,” I said.

      “She leaves that to me.” Miya’s hands slid up my shirt as I began squeezing her round ass. “I’ve missed you. I’m not letting you go for a minute, tonight.”

      Our lips met and our tongues tussled for what seemed like hours. My hands grew wet as I slipped them beneath Miya’s dress and into her underwear. She moaned into my mouth.

      “In the bedroom, not here,” she breathed out. “It’s too embarrassing.”

      I wanted to embarrass her. She didn’t resist as I squeezed one of her voluptuous mounds, but her hands remained resolutely around my back.

      “Mykah,” she whined.

      “Yes, Mykah, what are you doing?” Ilsa asked me.

      Turning my head to face the now-open door into the throne room, I wondered if it would look bad if I kept going with Miya. I felt her nipples harden against the hand I had on her chest. She enjoyed being caught, even as she stared wide-eyed at Ilsa.

      “What does it look like?” I asked.

      “Like you’re about to have sex with Miyasa outside the throne room,” Ilsa said, eyes narrowing. She closed the door behind her. “You’re lucky I was the one who realized you were here and ended the session. If somebody else had walked through here—”

      “I wouldn’t have cared?” I said. “It’s an open secret.”

      “That’s different to having sex openly in the palace.”

      “Citadel,” I corrected.

      “This is your palace, Mykah.” Ilsa rolled her eyes. “Now let’s go to your palatial bedroom and debrief you on what I discussed with your court.”

      Ah, my court. My group of advisers and administrators that I wanted as little to do with as possible.

      “Can we not? I think Miya agrees with me. Right, Miya?”

      Miya stared daggers at Ilsa, her arms hanging around me.

      Ilsa responded to Miya’s pleasant gaze by physically pulling the oni off me and placing herself between the two of us. “Bedroom first.”

      If there was ever a time I felt I could see somebody’s lifespan shorten by the minute, it was during the walk to my bedroom. Miya’s walk was wooden, her face stony, and magic continued to build up within her.

      Ilsa continued to pretend nothing was wrong. When had she gotten this brave? Whatever the case, she was a dead woman if she got in Miya’s way for too much longer.

      A fact that bothered me, because I hadn’t realized Miya was quite so lust-driven. Not that I was complaining, as it made her more exciting in bed.

      We slipped inside my bedroom, which was large enough to count as a small throne room by itself. It was split into three sections: the sleeping quarters, the planning table, and the receiving area.

      The sleeping quarters was occupied by a bed large enough to fit a man and however many women he desired. I hadn’t upgraded the bed when I moved in, which said a lot about the now-deceased prince.

      By contrast, the planning table was where Ilsa, Miya, and I strategized in private. The table was as larger than most bedrooms I had slept in and was covered in maps and markers. Ilsa had been in and out of here, given the table looked significantly different to the version in my memories.

      We sat in the receiving area, which contained a coffee table, sofas, and chairs. Plus plenty of alcohol, coffee, tea, and a selection of snacks.

      Ilsa poured the wine, but not until she had pulled Miya out of my lap. Her action was not received well by the oni.

      “Well, I’ll deal with that later,” Ilsa said as she watched Miya walk farther into the bedroom. I didn’t turn around, presuming that Miya was taking the chance to cool off.

      “I could deal with her now, then you later,” I offered.

      “Wine first.”

      I snorted. We sat in silence for a few moments, sipping at the golden white that Ilsa had poured. It had been a long time since I had drunk much wine, so I didn’t have the slightest clue where this came from.

      If I cared, I could try to dredge up lessons from my past about wine from when I had been taught about the noble drop. I didn’t care, so I remained ignorant.

      “I take it you saw the market vendors on the way in?” Ilsa asked, breaking the silence. She looked over my shoulder at Miya, then back at me.

      “There’s a lot of them.” Too many, really. We controlled far too little territory to have such a lively market.

      “Caravans have started coming from the south in the past weeks. I didn’t notice them at first, but now that they’re coming in large numbers they’ve started the argument about taxes again,” Ilsa explained. “They’re remaining outside the city walls in order to avoid paying the city’s taxes on imported goods.”

      “Plus the slave trade restrictions,” I muttered.

      “Yes, that’s another problem. The oni don’t like the demihuman traders, for obvious reasons. Fortunately, the elves have been smart enough not to try to buy any oni, but this is the first time demihumans have ever come this far east. Or so I’m told.”

      I shrugged, finishing my glass and pouring another. Ilsa held her glass out and I topped her up. Her cheeks were already red from the alcohol.

      “The elves usually stayed farther west. Plus, there aren’t that many demihumans in the Empire. It costs a fortune to ship them around the southern tip of the continent, and the foxes have a nasty habit of sinking slave trader ships,” I said. I sipped at my wine in thought. “Keep an eye on it. I’ll see if the representative from the elves will say anything.”

      Ilsa scowled, but it mostly looked cute due to her blush. “So you already know about that. I take it you contacted them before you rode south?”

      “By magetalk. I took a gamble when Aladria turned up and contacted an elf I know. After all, it’s not like I’ll be here for very long,” I explained. “He’s reached out to somebody he knows on the Regency Council.”

      “Somebody who is coming here within a few days. And who presumably is already happy for caravans to be crossing the border we maintain with the elves,” Ilsa said. She muttered into her glass, “Guess I’ll fast-track the tariff thing.”

      Then Ilsa drained her glass and stood up. I stared at her as she began to strip off her clothes.

      “What happened to later?” I said.

      “Now is later.”

      “And Miya?”

      Ilsa pointed behind me. I turned.

      Miya lay on the bed, wearing a see-through nightgown with nothing underneath. The oni smiled at me and caressed her horns.

      “Why don’t we move to the bed,” Ilsa whispered in my ear, leaning over me.

      My clothes were tossed aside and I joined the two beautiful women on my massive bed. Before I did anything, they grabbed me and pushed me against the pillows.

      The two glanced at each and giggled. Miya jutted her horns toward me. The message was clear. I placed my hands around her two red horns, and waited.

      Her mouth closed around me. Seconds later, I felt Ilsa’s mouth suckling below Miya’s. I groaned as my lower body exploded into fits of pleasure.

      My hands reflexively pulled Miya down. While gripping her horns, I had full control over her movements. Miya’s eyes glazed with pleasure as I made extensive use of that control. The room filled with the scent of both women, and I heard their hands moving against their lower bodies.

      I slipped, and one of my hands ran along the full length of Miya’s horn. A muffled scream rumbled along my length and Miya nearly collapsed against me. I pushed her off me, and looked at her. Miya stared up at, eyes filled with pleasure.

      “Well, she certainly enjoyed that,” Ilsa said. Her hand ran along Miya’s lower body and came up slick enough to coat my entire length.

      I ran a finger along one of Miya’s horns and she moaned plaintively. Her body bucked.

      “Maybe you should give it to her,” Ilsa whispered in my ear.

      Her breasts pushed against my back, and her hand closed around my length. I let her move me over Miya, who stared up at me with raw hunger in her eyes. Her gargantuan breasts were openly visible through the fabric of the nightgown, and I sunk my hands into them.

      Ilsa raised Miya’s legs as I positioned myself. The oni whined.

      Easing her head onto my shoulder, Ilsa looked down as she used her hands to guide me into her friend. The sorceress smiled at me once my length vanished into Miya. Heat began to fill me again.

      I began to move, and Miya bucked against me. As I reached my peak, I stroked Miya’s horn. Her eyes followed my hand with twisted fascination.

      Instantly, she climaxed. I finished moments later, and stared down at the satisfied oni.

      Ilsa blocked my view moments later. She placed her body on top of Miya’s, back facing upward. Both hers and Miya’s lower bodies were visible. Miya poked her head up next to Ilsa.

      “You’re still ready, right?” Ilsa said, smirking.

      I slipped inside her. My fingers trailed down to Miya. Both women sung, and I pumped magic into my body to keep my endurance at superhuman levels.

      Heat poured out of me as Ilsa and Miya pressed their breasts together and asked me to alternate between them. I felt like I was melting into them. Their moans and screams merged, and kept me going throughout the night.

      Eventually, I called it quits. I forced Miya to surrender by stroking her horn until she turned into an oni-shaped puddle. She lay next to me, moaning.

      Ilsa held me in her mouth, barely able to move. Her legs shook and her eyes with lidded with exhaustion. I had done most of the moving, but pleasure tired one out all by itself.

      We fell asleep, imagining all was well.
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      I awoke to the sound of the door rattling.

      I shot up. A tight grip on my arm pulled me down.

      Glancing to my side, I saw Miya’s arms wrapped around my right arm. She was sound asleep. I didn’t want to wake her until I was certain something was wrong.

      The door rattled again, but lighter this time.

      I slid my arm out of Miya’s grasp and looked around me. Ilsa lay sleeping on my other side, her back facing me. The room was otherwise as we had left it last night. Clothes littered the floor and the wine glasses remained on the table.

      Crawling forward, I shifted off the bed. My senses told me that the room’s wards were still intact.

      In fact, the wards hadn’t even been touched.

      Odd.

      Although not as strong as the barriers protecting the walls, every room and wall inside the citadel had protective wards and barriers. The strongest were placed on bedrooms and private quarters, as those didn’t have public traffic.

      Only people who I had specifically allowed to enter this room could open the door. For security purposes, I limited this to only a handful of my most trusted subordinates. Miya, Ilsa, Yasno and Hish, namely.

      Anybody else who wanted to enter needed to be let in by hand. I left the door open so that the servants could clean the room during the day.

      However, competent mages and knights could still break in. Internal wards and barriers were never as strong as those built into meters of solid stone and earth.

      When I had broken into the citadel and captured Talepolis months ago, the internal wards hadn’t even slowed me down. Even Hish could probably break into my room if she cared.

      Something slammed into the door. The wall shuddered and motes of dust drifted down from the ceiling.

      Blue light filled the room. I looked behind me.

      “Mykah, what’s happening?” Ilsa whispered. She sat up in bed, an orb of crackling blue energy hovering in one hand and the other reaching behind the bed. Had she hidden a weapon behind the bedposts?

      I held up my hand. “Not sure yet. Somebody is trying to break in. Get ready.”

      There wasn’t enough time to put on my armor. The buckles and clasps were too fiddly, even with Ilsa’s help. Miya stirred as I dressed.

      “I think your senses are dulling,” I said, a smile on my lips.

      Miya frowned, looking around. She opened her mouth to say something when the attackers rammed the door again.

      This time they used magic. I felt the barriers react as they batted aside the assault. Whoever these assassins were, they weren’t very good.

      Then again, they had made it to my bedroom without raising the alarm. I shouldn’t insult them until I knew how badly my security had been breached. Knights guarded the halls, and I felt uneasy that they had been so easily dispatched or distracted in some way.

      Miya muttered, “I can’t sense any attackers. The wards here are throwing off my instincts.”

      “I suppose it’s different to camping outside,” I mused as I picked up my sword. “Ilsa, can you sense anything out there? You know how I am.”

      Ilsa threw me a look. “You really should train yourself to better sense magical energy.”

      “I’ve been told that before, many times,” I said, holding an open palm toward the door.

      She mumbled something unkind before falling silent. While she focused on what was happening outside, I watched Miya dress. She made for a nice distraction, so I didn’t have to think about what the assassins outside may have done to get this far into the citadel.

      Thirty seconds passed before Ilsa drew us into a huddle close to the door. Her face was grim.

      “There’s ten of them. They’re definitely here to kill you, Mykah,” she said. “However, I don’t think they have a plan for breaking into the room. They seem confused by the barrier.”

      How the hell had they gotten this far into the citadel if a barrier on my bedroom confused them? I filed the thought away.

      Instead, I nodded. “This should be simple. Miya, you open the door. Ilsa, hit them with sorcery that can disable or surprise them. I’ll charge them, with Miya helping. We take them down and keep one or two alive. Understood?”

      Both women nodded. The plan was riskier than I made it sound, especially as none of us were wearing armor, but if the attackers couldn’t handle the barriers on the room, then they weren’t a match for us.

      Ilsa cast a spell in the center of the room, a small blue ritual circle appearing beneath her feet. Miya and I stood next to the door. A few seconds passed while I waited for Ilsa’s ritual to finish.

      I felt the snap of Ilsa’s magic and gave Miya the signal. She flung the door open. Ilsa flared with magic. I saw several shocked looking men and women outside the door. They looked like guards and maids. One of them met my eyes.

      Water gushed through the open doorway, as if a river had flooded my room and we had let it out. Shouts and screams echoed from the hall into my bedroom.

      I stepped out into the hall. There were ten assailants, all of them bowled over from the blast of water that Ilsa had unleashed. Half wore the uniform of the citadel guards. The other half looked like servants, including a page from the court.

      All of them wore familiar faces. Their eyes had a glazed look to them I recognized with experience.

      “Thralls,” I breathed out, a chill running down my spine. I turned and shouted back into the bedroom, “They’re thralls. Don’t kill them! Knock them down, disarm them, or wound them. They’re not doing this by choice.”

      Miya stumbled as she followed me out into the hallway. She looked between me and the attackers in confusion. Moments later, Ilsa joined her.

      The three of us watched as the thralls rose to their feet. All of them were guards or servants within the citadel who were being controlled by a vampire.

      I bit the inside of my mouth and readied my sword.

      None of the guards were well-equipped. They were security, rather than soldiers. I used knights from my military as bodyguards, but I didn’t see any of them here.

      The servants were even worse off. They clumsily held daggers and short swords. Probably pilfered from the armory. I doubted the page had held anything heavier than a pen in his life, and the maids and cooks would be better off with a kitchen knife than a sword.

      If I swung my sword too hard, I would kill half of my would-be assailants. This was the gap that magic created. I could cleave through steel plate while an ordinary person would struggle to scratch me.

      The guards moved. Time was up.

      I snapped my sword at the closest guard. He tried to block. My sword cut straight through his blade and he froze in shock. I followed through and slammed my pommel into his chest, sending him flying backward into a servant. The two tumbled into a pile.

      The remaining thralls stumbled and paused at the sight of me effortlessly dispatching two of their number. We were in luck. These thralls were in no hurry to throw away their lives.

      Miya rushed them, her sword blazing with red light. The closest guard recoiled in horror and raised his weapon in a panic. Miya batted him aside. His body crumpled to the ground.

      Bolts of light flashed past. The hallway filled with panic as the thralls screamed and tried to attack the spells Ilsa had fired at them. Miya and I took advantage of the confusion to disable as many of the thralls as possible.

      Solid constructs of light clung to the legs of several of the servants. They hacked at the magic to no effect, and sometimes their blows drew blood from their own legs. A maid fell with a scream as she sliced open her own calf with her short sword.

      These were binding spells. Simple enough magic, taught to battlemages and knights alike. They could be broken with a small burst of raw power, but those who couldn’t use magic were restrained until the spell expired or somebody disrupted it.

      Miya and I disarmed the remaining servants, mostly to protect them from themselves. As Miya and Ilsa began to pull them together, I grabbed the page.

      Magic welled up in my arm as I cast the thrall-detection spell. I needed to be sure. Gripping the page’s arm, I cast the spell. Heat throbbed in my arm, confirming that he was a thrall. There would have been no reaction if he wasn’t thralled.

      “Shit,” I swore. “Ilsa bind them all together. I’ve confirmed that at least one has been thralled. It’s best to assume all of them have been. We don’t have time to test them one-by-one.”

      Ilsa nodded, but looked hesitant. A ritual circle appeared beneath her feet as she began casting a more powerful binding spell, and Miya and I pulled the thralls into a single group. They struggled, and one hit me in the face. It didn’t hurt, which said much about how non-threatening this assassination attempt was.

      The hall filled with light, and when my vision returned the thralls were bound with glowing blue chains. The chain was secured to the wall and kept them all tied together. That should prevent them from doing anything stupid until we resolved the situation.

      “Mykah, we can’t reverse thralldom, can we?” Ilsa asked me, her expression taut.

      “Thralldom is irreversible, yes. But if we kill the vampire who thralled them, they will be free,” I said.

      I stepped back into my bedroom. If there were thralls about, that meant the vampire was inside the citadel. There was still no sign of the knights assigned to protect the halls.

      “Miya, did you recognize any of the guards? What shift were they from?” I asked.

      Miya shook her head. “I do not know. They are not soldiers, or anybody assigned to wings I am familiar with.”

      Which was strange in and of itself. The vampire had thralled guards and servants from another part of the citadel and sent them to attack me. As a result, they hadn’t been familiar with the protections of the upper floors.

      I suspected this meant I was dealing with a young vampire. Or multiple young vampires, given the number of thralls. It was hard to say, without any evidence of their method of thralldom.

      Ilsa spoke again, “What if we don’t catch the vampires responsible, Mykah?”

      My mouth pressed into a thin line. “We don’t let that happen. That means we have three objectives right now: Lock down all entry and exit from the citadel, organize a full sweep of the citadel with those who aren’t thralled, and kill the vampires responsible.”

      “You’re not answering my question.”

      “We kill the thralls. Because that’s the only alternative,” I snapped.

      Ilsa paled. My voice echoed down the hall as the wisps bounced against the walls of the torches. Miya looked between the two of us in concern.

      I ran a hand through my hair as I picked up my armor. “We need to equip ourselves properly.”

      Silence reigned as Miya helped me into my armor and Ilsa dressed in her mage robes. Miya didn’t have a set of her armor in my room, so we slipped into her room down the hall. I made a note to make spare sets to keep in each other’s rooms for situations such as this.

      Eventually, I broke the silence. “Ilsa, there’s no easy way to handle thralls. The policy of the royal court was to execute thralls and the vampire to limit the impact on security. Without a cure, a thrall will always be detected as one even after their master has been killed. It’s impossible to know if they’re ever thralled by another vampire, or if their mind remains their own.”

      “So everybody who has been thralled is a threat to security,” Ilsa said quietly. “But the only way to… free them is to kill them.”

      “Yes,” I said. I paused as we stepped outside of Miya’s room. We had a choice about which way to go. This seemed as good a time as any to talk.

      “I’ve never had the chance to make my own decision about how to handle thralls. Every time this has happened, I have always acted according to protocol. Whether it be as a military officer, a knight, or as a mage. The existence of vampires is a fact of life in the Empire, but thralldom has never been dealt with appropriately. The guards and servants never chose to be controlled by a vampire. I don’t want to kill them if I have any other choice. Instead, we kill the vampire and let the thralls leave the citadel.”

      A strange look came over Ilsa as she listened to me. “I see. So you might say this is your policy toward thralls as grand duke? Then let’s go.”

      Before I could nod, I heard screams and shouts from below. Fighting had broken out elsewhere in the citadel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      We rushed downstairs to find the source of the battle. The hallways were empty. If it weren’t for the battle, the citadel would hold an eerie silence.

      I stepped onto the staircase leading down to the third floor entrance hall. The barracks and armory were located on this level, along with the vault and many of the storerooms. As with the rest of the fortress, the hall was empty.

      The paintings seem to stare down at us from the walls as we descended the staircase. I kept my sword drawn in case of ambush. The sounds came from the right side of the entrance hall, and we slipped past the silver-trimmed columns.

      The first thing I saw was blood. A long trail of it led us through the hallway into an empty dining hall.

      Inside were corpses, all of them wearing the uniforms of my soldiers.

      “How did the vampire get in?” Ilsa asked me, her face pale. She held her staff close to her chest as she inspected the closest body.

      “Worry about that later. I’m guessing from the blood and the state of their armor that they died fighting?” I said.

      “Yes. The wounds are clean enough to suggest enchanted weapons,” Ilsa said, standing.

      Miya ignored the bodies and continued to follow the source of the battle. There was a guardroom next door and the battle sounded close. Her eyes widened as she opened the door.

      When she nocked an arrow, I took that as a sign that we had found what we were looking for.

      I burst through the door, sword raised.

      Inside, over two dozen knights and mages brawled with each other. Everybody wore my black and blue uniform. I couldn’t make sense of who was thralled and who wasn’t. The situation was a mess. Bodies littered the floor, blood pouring from their wounds. Bindings of light held some to the ground, but they tried to get back up and rejoin the fight.

      I spotted Terry in the midst of the battle. He was a lieutenant in my knights. Given his raw strength, I doubted he had been thralled.

      A pair of his former subordinates battered at his defenses, but he kept his shield up. A mage had Terry’s back, casting a trio of magical lances that blew holes in the left leg of one of the thralls. Seizing the opportunity, Terry lashed out and knocked one thrall down. Then he lashed out with his shield, felling the other.

      My eyes met Terry’s. He shouted, “Sir, get to safety. We’ll join up later.” The hell we will.

      The moment Terry shouted, several of the knights turned to face me. It was as if something changed within them, and they abandoned the brawl entirely. They charged me at full speed, shields raised.

      Well, at least now I knew which ones were thralls. They wanted to kill me.

      Ilsa snapped off a binding spell and brought two down before they could get close. They crashed to the ground, thrashing about as they began to break the bindings. Unlike the guards from earlier, these were trained knights. They could use magic and therefore could break the binding spell. The spell bought time, but not much else.

      An arrow slammed into the calf of another knight and he hit the ground in a screaming heap. I met the last charging knight with a pommel smash to his shield, magic searing my veins as I strengthened my muscles. The shield exploded into shards of steel, and the knight stumbled from the impact. I tripped him as he passed me, sending him clattering to the ground.

      Miya slammed her foot into his chest and sent him rolling. That should put him out of commission for a while.

      The other two knights rose to their feet, their binding spells broken. Their freedom was short-lived.

      Glowing blue chains popped into existence around one of them, bringing him to the ground. The other didn’t pause to help his companion, but it didn’t matter. A pommel slammed into the back of his head, and he crumbled to the ground.

      Terry sighed behind the now unconscious thrall, flipping up his visor to wipe sweat from his forehead. “What a fucking night this is, sir. Good to see you’re safe. They’re all screaming about how they want you dead. It’s not natural.”

      The guardroom settled down, the battle finished. Less than twenty knights and mages remained standing. I couldn’t see any mages among the fallen. That was a good sign, as it meant the vampires likely weren’t strong enough to thrall mages.

      Or it was a bad sign, as it meant the vampires weren’t stupid enough to let their thralled mages get caught.

      I looked around the guardroom. Blood covered the floor, and tables were upturned. Most of the thralls were heavily wounded or dead. I didn’t blame Terry and his soldiers. They were fighting knights as skilled as they were. Some of the wounded weren’t thralls, and I watched as the mages healed some of those on the ground.

      I also watched as men mourned their friends.

      These were my men, and they were hurt and bleeding. Anger filled me, but I pushed it down. I needed to be calm if we wanted to help those who had been thralled.

      Looking away, I turned back to Terry. “That’s because it’s not natural. There’s a vampire in the castle.”

      “Thralls, huh. Yeah, we figured,” Terry said. “I thought that was what the increased security was about? We’re all getting checked constantly by the mages. Even had them check us after things went crazy in the dining hall earlier. That’s what caused this mess.”

      I recalled the dining room. None of the corpses there had been of mages, either.

      Ilsa interrupted, “Have you checked the mages yourself for thralldom?”

      Terry grimaced. “No, but I guess we should. Is that how the vampire got in?”

      “Maybe,” I said as I gestured to Ilsa to go ahead and check for thralls. “Are the thralls from your squad?”

      “Nope. They’re all from the day shift. Had some good lines about why they were here. Increased security, more personnel, you’re back, etcetera… Ah, that’s all crap, isn’t it?” Terry said, his face falling. “You know, I kind of figured that thralls would be dumber. Some of them are. The first lot flipped out when I stopped them from taking over patrols on your level, but they had pretty good stories as well.”

      That explained why the halls were empty. The guards were being tied up during shift change by the thralls. That meant that the other guardrooms must be in the same situation. The citadel was large enough that I couldn’t hear anything, but that may be because any battles ended quickly.

      A demi-oni could end a one-on-one battle against a human knight almost instantly. No sound traveled if a hammer crushed the head faster than a scream could escape.

      “Does it mean something that all the thralls are from the day shift?” Miya asked.

      “Probably,” I said. “It narrows down the method of thralldom. I was suspecting tainted food or drink, but this likely means something to do with time of day, the barracks or being asleep now.”

      Unfortunately, it also meant the vampire may have escaped. I didn’t voice that thought. Everybody knew that thralldom was irreversible. They needed hope.

      Ilsa reported back a few minutes later. “Everybody is clear. We’ve bound the surviving thralls. Now we just need to find the vampire.”

      “And lock down the citadel. If we can get the barriers up, then they can’t escape. That’s the highest priority.” I pointed at Terry and Miya. “I need the two of you to take units of knights to the front gatehouse and the mage tower. We can activate the barriers and signal to the rest of the city that there’s an issue.”

      The barrier system was split between the gatehouse and the mage tower. We could activate the barriers from either location, but the mage tower was the nexus of the protective wards of the citadel. If we didn’t control it, then it was far easier for attackers to disable the barriers.

      Fortunately, the mage tower built into the citadel was highly defensible.

      Unfortunately, that meant that if the vampire had already broken into the tower we had to oust him from that same highly defensible location. If there were multiple vampires inside the citadel, I would bet good money that at least one of them had seized the tower.

      “No,” Miya said. “I’m staying with you, Mykah. If you encounter the vampire, then I won’t risk you being hurt. We’ll stand a far better chance if we’re together.”

      I took a deep breath. There was no time to argue. We had wasted too much time here as it was.

      That was precisely why I let Miya get her way. “Okay. Terry, do you think you can lead the knights to the gatehouse? You can link up with any other units that aren’t thralled and use your mages to activate the barriers. Once you’re there, use the magetalk device in the gatehouse to contact us.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, saluting with a dull thud. “What about the mage tower?”

      “I’ll handle it,” I said. “You’ll be able to reach us over magetalk once we’re there.”

      Then a surge of magical energy reverberated through the citadel. My body felt like it was being compressed for a moment. Then the feeling passed, although the energy remained around us.

      The citadel’s barriers had been activated.
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      “What the hell was that?” Terry said, patting himself down and looking distressed.

      “Somebody’s in the mage tower. They’ve activated the citadel’s defense systems,” Ilsa said. She shook herself off, her ponytail bouncing around. Her breasts also moved in a way that drew my eye. Her robe allowed them to move a lot more than her uniform did, although I appreciated the way her uniform accentuated her figure.

      “How do you know they’re in the tower?” Miya asked. She looked unperturbed by the activation of the barriers, probably because it had been sorcery. Oni were far more sensitive to astral energy than the magical energy used in sorcery.

      “Because the barriers don’t feel like that when they’re activated from the gatehouse. The gatehouse only activates the external wards, but the tower controls all defense systems within the citadel,” Ilsa explained. “Except for the wards built into individual rooms. Otherwise it would be trivial to break into a bedroom or the vault.”

      “We can talk and move,” I said as I directed everybody out of the guardroom with a chopping motion.

      We filed out into the entrance hall. The knights fanned out in a shield wall in case we were attacked. The room was still empty, but I heard battle from afar. Noises came this level and farther below. The administrative wing on the level above was thankfully quiet.

      “So if the tower is taken, we just need to capture the gatehouse,” Terry surmised. “At least we know somebody else has their shit together. I’d hate to be in this alone.”

      “You’re in an army, Terry. And in my duchy. Why did you think you were alone?” I said, reaching out with my magical senses as I spoke.

      “Good point. I will say that things aren’t the same when you’re not around, sir. While it’s a cushy job to lounge around the citadel, I prefer to make myself useful.” Terry’s visor was down again, so I couldn’t see his face. I imagined he was frowning. “We believe in what you’re doing. None of us are in this so we can be given lazy jobs as glorified city guards.”

      There was a murmur of agreement from the knights and mages. I bit the inside of my mouth again. How many of those thralled held the same opinion?

      Damned vampires.

      “Understood. Let’s mop these vampires up, then we’ll take the war to them,” I said.

      I slammed my fist into my breastplate with a loud clatter. Every other person in the room saluted in return.

      “You’re right that we need to take the gatehouse, Terry,” I continued. “But we still need to check on the mage tower. If we can connect our two forces, then we can begin a sweep of the castle. That’s stage two, once we have the citadel locked down. Stage three is killing the vampires in the citadel.”

      “What’s stage four?”

      “Killing the rest of them,” I said.

      “Can’t wait for that stage,” murmured a soldier in the background, and several others muttered their assent.

      I waited for the noise to die down. I didn’t want to dent their enthusiasm. They were rightfully angry, and that anger was covering more complex feelings they had about fighting their friends. It was one thing to know a vampire controlled thralls. It was another to fight your comrades in a life or death battle.

      “The plan is the same, but take it slow. Focus on finding other units resisting the thralls,” I explained.

      With the battle plan decided, we set off. The mage tower was accessible from the second floor, so we remained together for a short while.

      Unlike modern fortresses and palaces, the citadel was a maze. It had been constructed for defensive purposes, rather than for functional reasons. There was no central staircase between levels or an entrance hall that showed people the way up or down.

      Instead, we weaved our way through the hallways to the staircase down. There was no entrance hall this time, as this staircase allowed for immediate access to the multi-story grand hall, and therefore the first level.

      As I said, the citadel was a maze. I felt for the servants who often became lost on their first day, as their seniors snickered around the corner.

      “Stick together,” I told Terry. “There’s no easy way to tell your squad apart from the thralls.”

      “Is there any way? Apart from memory?” he asked.

      Ilsa mumbled, “There was something in the officer’s manual. It’s been so many years since I’ve read it.”

      Ah, the Imperial officer’s manual. I’m pretty sure the entry on thralls hadn’t been updated since I first joined the military over eighty years ago.

      “It technically has an entry. It’s useless,” I said. “You can pin a flower or something to your clothes to separate your squad from the thralls. Until the thralls spot what you’re doing and copy you. Then it’s immediately useless.”

      Terry stared at me. “Yeah, I can see them doing that. They weren’t exactly mindless zombies, like I heard nightwalker thralls were. I guess it’s better than nothing.”

      I disagreed, but kept silent. A false sense of security could be much worse than nothing.

      I was about to salute again and see off Terry, when Ilsa snapped her fingers.

      “A flower. If you conjure one with magic, you can change its color every battle,” she said. “It’s still not perfect, but it means you can tell your squad apart from thralls during combat.”

      Within a minute, Terry’s squad had red flowers pinned to their breastplates. We traded salutes, and I watched as he descended another level into the grand hall.

      Miya, Ilsa and I remained on the second level, making our way toward the mage tower. We found what we were looking for soon enough.

      Open battle raged outside the mage tower. The opulent waiting room that lay outside the entrance was filled with dozens of knights. Blasts of light, ice, and fire flew between combatants.

      I cursed as I realized the enemy had thralled mages, but had been holding them back. Everybody present wore my uniform. Many of the knights were demi-oni, and a trio of them barred all entry into the mage tower with their shields and war hammers.

      There was a strange quality to many of the combatants, however. I felt an odd magical sensation from many.

      In fact, every combatant was glowing and had some form of magic attached to them. What was different was the nature of it. I didn’t have time to analyze what was going on, however.

      I let out a shout and, predictably, drew the attention of a number of the thralls. Several knights and mages abandoned their fights and turned toward me. They raised their shields and prepared their spells, ready to bring me down.

      Unlike last time, they didn’t get the chance. Each of them was beaten to the ground or blown away by a spell as they ignored their current opponent. I heard a demi-oni chuckle as they knocked two of the thralls aside with two swings, then stepped through the gap he had made and charged a thralled mage.

      “You utter fools, I told you to focus on the mage tower. Why are you getting distracted?” somebody shouted.

      I felt the snap of magic and a wall of shadow filled the hall. Instinctively, the demi-oni backed up and raised their shields as the mages prepared spells. Too late, as the shadow descended on them. The momentum rune on my sword glowed.

      My sword cleaved through the shadow as I flickered forward. Light flared along my blade as I pumped magic into it, enabling me to physically cut the shadow. The spell collapsed, the shadow vanishing in an instant.

      Magical lances and Miya’s arrow blew chunks out of the wall as they fired at the now vacant space the shadow had been in.

      The demi-oni backed up, forming a shield wall on one side of the hall. I noted that they linked up with knights and mages who had the same spell affecting them—the light spell that made them glow. The soldiers were able to differentiate themselves from the thralls using that spell, even though the thralls also had a very similar spell cast on them.

      Standing amid the thralls was a cloaked figure holding a cane. He wore black and looked like he had stepped out of a fancy ball.

      Given he was a daywalker, I was hardly surprised at his ostentatious appearance. His shadow magic felt weak, so I suspected he was young. But given how weak he had likely been as a human, he probably thought he was a god. Vampires tended to take some time to realize their place in the circle of life.

      Namely, that they were still in grave danger if they angered pretty much anybody else. Older vampires, like Aladria, worked from the shadows for good reason. Even the more powerful vampires couldn’t stand up to the most powerful warriors in the Empire, as I had proven when I crushed Volante during my conquest of Talepolis.

      This whelp was dangerous because he could thrall my subordinates, but for no other reason.

      Although I doubted he was alone. This plan seemed too well orchestrated for an arrogant daywalker to pull off, especially one that couldn’t even control his own thralls.

      “Disable the thralls,” I ordered. “I’ll bring down the vampire.”

      The vampire blinked in surprise. Did he think I wouldn’t realize?

      I surged forward, crashing through the thralls in front of him with my shoulder. Squealing in surprise, the whelp leaped almost ten meters backward and unleashed a half-dozen lances of shadow across the hall.

      The world shimmered and the shadow lances melted, prismatic light beginning to leak from them. Then they collapsed into a burst of rainbow. Ilsa lowered her staff, a ritual circle popping out of existence from beneath her feet.

      The vampire cursed again, before throwing his cloak across his figure. I chuckled and charged him.

      To my surprise, he vanished, and my sword cut nothing but air. I hadn’t felt enough magical power for him to teleport, so he had to be here. Invisibility? An illusion?

      Then I saw it, a shadow flying across the wall. He fled in the shape of a shadow. He had somehow transformed himself.

      That was a new trick. I hoped Aladria couldn’t use it. She was slippery enough as it was.

      Behind me, the brawl was still ongoing. There were still enough thralls to give the demi-oni trouble, and my knights were holding back. Unlike Terry’s soldiers, the demi-oni were strong enough to win this fight without using all of their strength.

      My senses flared up, and I felt that I was in grave danger. Magic surged within the mage tower. Was there another vampire? Had he thralled a more powerful mage?

      No, I realized. I recognized this feeling.

      I leaped back anyway.

      Fire exploded out of the doorway of the mage tower and consumed everybody in the waiting room. Only Miya and Ilsa were far enough away to be unaffected. I could feel the heat even from ten meters away. The fire seemed to claw at the walls and floor, as if it were alive.

      That’s because it was alive, in a manner of speaking. This was dragonfire, and entirely under the control of its caster.

      A moment later, the flames vanished. There were no charred bodies or burn marks to be seen. Instead, the thralls had been disabled by the knights while they had been distracted.

      That was the power of dragonfire. The caster controlled who it burned and where it went.

      Why had I felt the heat? The female dragon that stepped outside of the mage tower threw me a glare that answered that question. She wasn’t what I called a subordinate.

      In fact, she’s supposed to be in the dungeon. Yasno and I would have words about why he had let out his draconic squeeze. It may have been a month or more since the two had been together, but that didn’t mean he could go around breaching security like this. She could have burned off my beard.

      “Damn, it is you, Bulwark,” Yasno said as he stepped out into the hall. His armor was dented, and he had blood on his armor. He looked unwounded, but he might have been healed at some point.

      “Unhappy to see me?” I asked Yasno as I approached, my eyes on the dragon standing next to him.

      Yasno chuckled, and he rubbed the back of his head as he noticed my gaze. “Not really. But, uh, also, yeah. Scarlett, could you not glare at my boss?”

      The dragon, Scarlett, shifted her glare to Yasno. I took that to mean “no.”

      “Let’s talk business, Yasno. You activated the barriers?” I said. Miya and Ilsa approached from behind me as the knights and mages began to restrain the thralls.

      Yasno nodded. “Yeah. I was… awake when things got a bit weird. Scarlett helped me identify the thralls, and we came up with a method to tell ourselves apart the thralls. Then we came here. Security breach means we need to lock down the citadel, so that we can sweep the place. Then I was going to find you. I sent Hish up to the fifth floor, but I guess she missed you.”

      “She probably took the other staircase to the fourth floor. We came from the third floor, with Terry,” I said, rubbing my beard. “What exactly is this method? A spell?”

      Scarlett spoke up, her arms crossed beneath her chest. “It’s not the spell that matters, it’s the magical signature. I thought you would understand instantly, given your reputation.”

      I held back the urge to sigh. Ilsa and Miya glared at the dragon.

      Blaming Scarlett was wrong, as we were technically enemies. She served Lyria, the marshal of Taranth. When I had defended Talepolis from Lyria, Scarlett had surrendered. In the aftermath, she and Yasno had formed a friendship. I didn’t fully understand what they bonded over, but I wasn’t blind.

      Yasno spent a lot of time in the dungeon, and her cell was very well furnished. She slept better than most of my soldiers. Which was probably because Yasno slept in her bed half of the time he was in the citadel.

      “The signature,” I said slowly. The magical signature of a spell was what identified the individual who cast the magic. Functional uses of magical signatures were for legal reasons, as a mage could imprint their signature into ink or wax when they applied their seal or wrote their signature. It was all but impossible to fake a magical signature, unless one were an archmage or possessed astral power. Even then, I had read that there was enough evidence to detect forgery.

      Suddenly, it clicked. “If the same mage casts the same spell on every person, then it’s obvious who has been cleared as non-thralled.”

      Scarlett almost smiled, and the result was something closer to a grimace.

      For his part, Yasno clicked his fingers. “Precisely. It’s not perfect, as it requires the soldiers to be able to sense magical energy and to know what the signature is, but it’s working well enough for now. I’ve got Hish’s unit using it, as well as the other unit of demi-oni that is protecting Legislator Jared and Administrator Harold on the fourth floor.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Yasno had acted fast, organizing security like this. Then again, he had been in the thick of it unlike me. I had been two floors away from the action.

      It also sounded like Yasno was staying up a lot later than me. He either started his fun with Scarlett later than I did, or he had some impressive stamina.

      “Are there other demi-oni?” Miya suddenly asked. I turned to face her and noticed she looked confused.

      “Probably. Hopefully Hish and the others find them. Or Terry. You said he’s securing the gatehouse, Bulwark?” Yasno said, immediately shifting the topic back to our next objective. “I should link up with him, now that the gatehouse is secure. I ousted the shadow vampire from here, but I’m guessing he was trying to secure the escape route. There must be another one in here somewhere.”

      I nodded, but internally I felt grim.

      After all, there were now two vampires to slay. We had locked down the citadel, but were spreading out. I hoped that wasn’t a mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Yasno had been my second-in-command up north for good reason. Watching him coordinate the lockdown and sweep with his soldiers was a good reminder of that.

      Not for the first time, I questioned why he was a front-line soldier. The oni could have used a tactician and commander like him behind the lines, on top of Miya’s raw leadership and power.

      Then again, the rest of the double-horned oni would have never stood for it. It had surprised me that Vasi knew that he was capable, but nobody else seemed to care beside Miya. Now he was in my service and I needed to find where he best fit.

      In the old days, he would be armsmaster. Aaron held the position currently, and it mostly involved managing logistics. Supplies were everything in warfare, particularly when organizing a rapid offense like we were about to pursue against Aladria. Yasno had already proven he worked well with Aaron, but I felt he would be wasted in such a limited position.

      He wasn’t a strategist, like Ilsa. That was a position that involved influencing and considering the greater picture. Ilsa was all but managing my duchy, even if she chided me for dumping so much of it on her. Yasno was down in the weeds, still orchestrating day-to-day matters.

      I shook my head. This was a problem to talk to Yasno about after tonight.

      It was also a problem to talk to Miya about, given the confused and lost looks she threw at Yasno and the demi-oni. I had a good idea of what was running through her head right now.

      Miya was the leader of the demi-oni under my banner. She should step up and command them. Not watch them from afar with a confused expression.

      “We’re set for the sweep, Bulwark,” Yasno said, walking up to me. “Terry contacted us through magetalk. He has control of the gatehouse and the outer courtyard. Now we only need to flush out the vampires, and capture all remaining thralls.”

      “Great job,” I said, clapping him on the back. “I don’t have anything to add. You’re in command. I’ll regroup with Hish and look for the vampires. The starting point appears to be the second and third floors, in the southern wings.”

      Ilsa nodded. “Nobody else seems to recognize many of the servants and guards, so they’re likely from the court facilities. There’s a higher turnover there. The vampires likely slipped in and thralled the mages responsible for detection.”

      As good a theory as any. I felt as though something was missing, but I could piece together the puzzle afterward.

      I saluted Yasno, and he saluted in return. A series of thuds resounded throughout the room in return as other knights followed suit.

      “I’ll owe you a drink when this is over with,” I said.

      I turned and walked toward the grand hall. If Hish was looking for me, she was likely to retrace our steps.

      Behind me, Miya paused. She looked between me and Yasno, as if uncertain of what to do. Her mouth opened and closed several times, and she brushed her hair behind her head nervously.

      I glanced back at her. “Miya, are you coming?” I wondered what her answer would be.

      She looked between me and Yasno again. Then she nodded. I felt that she was agreeing to more than my question, as if she had decided something within her mind.

      We stepped back into the too-quiet hallways, weapons drawn, and Ilsa’s staff glowing with light. Now that the vampires had shown themselves, there was actual reason to be careful.

      The dark stone walls seemed to loom over us, and the wisps never cast enough light. Every shadow could be an enemy.

      If our opponent were Aladria, she could appear in our own shadows and rip out our hearts before we blinked. I considered ourselves lucky to be fighting lesser vampires.

      The staircases that led to the first and third floors were empty. I sighed and rested against a banister.

      “Do we wait?” Ilsa asked.

      “If we go looking for Hish, I’m worried we’ll miss her. Let’s give her some time,” I said. “Things are quiet for now, but I suspect Yasno’s sweep will stir up trouble.”

      Speaking Yasno’s name brought a frown to Miya’s face. Before I could raise the topic, voices echoed down the staircase.

      I recognized that high-pitched tone.

      “Of course she’s talking as loudly as possible,” I muttered, running a hand across my face.

      Hish’s voice carried through the hallway, and the two women next to me exchanged wry smiles. First lesson for Hish after tonight was teaching her stealth, and some common sense about when to use it. I didn’t want her to ruin an ambush with her big mouth.

      “Mykah, we finally found you,” she shouted as she turned at the top of the staircase.

      I gestured for her to lower her voice. She gave me a lopsided smile and instead bounded down the stairs three at a time. Naturally, she stumbled.

      Spinning, I caught the demi-oni without falling over.

      Hish grinned up at me from my arms. “Ooh, do I get to do the fun stuff now I’m your apprentice?”

      “Not now,” I said, putting her down. I didn’t even bother to correct her usage of “apprentice.” “And be quieter. There are vampires about and I don’t want to alert them.”

      “Don’t we want them to come to us?” Hish said loudly. I glared at her and she hunched her shoulders, before continuing quietly, “I mean, wouldn’t that be faster? We let them know where we are, then chop them up?”

      The four demi-oni accompanying Hish exchanged looks. They were weighing up the situation, trying to determine where the dice would land. Was their boss right? Or was I going to call Hish an idiot and they should preempt the outcome so they would appear smart?

      Eventually, the demi-oni resolved to act as if Hish was crazy. The situation wasn’t hard to read. Ilsa’s expression was worth more words than most books contained.

      I kept my opinion to myself, and instead said, “We’ll talk about that logic later. For now, let’s head into the grand hall. We can investigate the courtier dormitories from there.”

      We never got that far. Voices filtered out from the grand hall as we approached it, and we took up positions near the open archways. We were by the rear entrances, where the pages and other courtiers could surreptitiously enter without interrupting court while it was in session. No torches were lit, so we stood in shadow.

      “I told you, it doesn’t work that way,” a female voice said. I didn’t recognize her, but the accent identified her as from the Arisian Isles. That gave me a terrible feeling about what the speaker was.

      “You got us in. Now get us out. I know you have your own escape plan.” This voice belonged to a much older man and was from the Granaise province. A vampire, then. Granaise was the traditional home of the daywalkers. Both Aladria and Volante hailed from the province.

      Silence. I suspected the woman sighed. Then she said, “Not only are the barriers up, but so are the citadel’s anti-teleportation wards. The moment your scion let Arium seize the mage tower, you lost your ability to use my escape route. Only the archangel himself can breach active anti-teleportation wards of this power.”

      Teleportation. I knew the race of the woman, now. There was only one race of beings from the Arisian Isles capable of the magic: mystic foxes. Aladria had called in the intelligence division of the Empire against me.

      I grimaced. If this fox could teleport, she was quite powerful. I was lucky she hadn’t tried to assassinate me directly. I might not be alive.

      Fortunately, she appeared to be acting as their chauffeur and sounded more like a handler than a fellow operative. Her teleportation powers had gotten Aladria’s pawns past my defenses. Foxes made for frustrating opponents. Their spiritualism bypassed many magical defenses not designed to counter them.

      “Then we deactivate the wards and leave. Surely you can help with that?” the man demanded.

      “Not my job. I can’t imagine why Serat left you in charge of assassinating someone like Arium, but it’s not my responsibility to help you or her. I’m being paid no matter how this pans out.”

      “What if you don’t get out?” the man growled.

      The woman laughed. “You, threatening me? I’d say don’t make me laugh, but I already did. I’m a fox, you’re a vampire. Are you forgetting what that means, pup?”

      “I am older than you would believe—”

      A snort. “I doubt you’re even a century old. My race are considered children before we turn sixty.” A pause. “Plus, all of that age means nothing in the face of raw power and experience. It looks like you have one last chance to fulfill your mission. I suggest not wasting it.”

      She knew we were here. I bolted into the hall, runes blazing on my sword. Magic pumped into my limbs. If I was right, I only had a few moments.

      A dozen people stood in the hall. Nine of them were purple-uniformed knights from the capital. One was the cloaked vampire from earlier. Another was an older gentleman wearing a breastplate and loose-fitting clothes—the typical uniform for a spellblade.

      The last person in the room dominated it. She had six voluminous silver tails and a pair of silver fox ears, the color of which matched her shoulder-length hair. Her clothes were dark gray and tight-fitting, but lacked any patterns or detail. The most skin I made out from her was her face, as gloves covered her hands.

      Her eyes met mine and she smirked. Those enormous tails of her were already weaving a complex pattern behind her body. Foxes used their tails like spellcasting brushes, drawing elaborate ritual circles called arrays in the air. The more tails they used to draw an array, the more powerful the effects were. Each tail used doubled the power of the spell.

      This array used all six of her tails. It was bound to be an incredibly powerful spell.

      My momentum rune glowed and I flickered across the room. The fox’s eyes widened. She cartwheeled backward, her tails continuing to whirl in an impossible manner. My sword cut the air where she had stood, but I charged after her.

      A warping sensation pulled at my stomach and I noticed that the fox had finished her array. Her body began to fade away, her skin and clothes peeling away in flecks of paint and disappearing into nothingness. An invisibility spell, and a good one. Foxes were masters of illusion and spatial manipulation.

      I surged forward, pumping magic into my blade. It scythed through the air where she had stood, and the air rippled as a shock wave of magic blasted out from my sword. She screamed as it struck her and she toppled, her clothes torn and blood pouring out from her lower chest.

      “Stop him!” the older vampire shouted.

      A wall of magic burst into existence around me. I cut it in half and stomped toward the fox.

      The Imperial soldiers hesitated, looking between me and the fox. They weren’t thralled. Or at least, not thralled by this vampire.

      Red light blasted out from the rear entrance of the grand hall. The younger daywalker had a moment to turn and consider his most precious memories before Miya’s arrow vaporized him and two of the soldiers. The banners lining the hall fluttered in the wind that the shot produced.

      Hish and the other demi-oni charged, their blades gleaming with runes. The soldiers took one look at the screaming barbarians and threw down their weapons.

      This wasn’t what the demi-oni expected, and they froze, staring in disbelief at the kneeling Imperial soldiers. A lot of our battles had been against people defending their homes rather than professional soldiers on a mission. No mere paycheck was worth dying for. I felt sorry for the two that Miya had killed.

      “Cowards, all of you,” the remaining vampire shouted, drawing a saber at his hip. A ruby was encrusted in its hip, and I suspected it wasn’t ornamental.

      “Hish, be careful,” I shouted. “He most likely has fire magic in his sword to supplement his vampiric magic.”

      “Hah, I knew that a warrior like you would know of me,” the vampire said, grinning from ear to ear.

      I stared at the vampire and pried my memory open in search of his identity. Unfortunately, I came up dry. Whoever this old fool was, he was too young of a vampire for me to recognize him. Or perhaps he had spent too much time in Granaise. Given he had a scion, the latter was likely.

      Not that it said much in his favor. All vampires of note today had been active in the Empire’s nobility. If he had restrained himself to Granaise, then he was of no consequence.

      “You deal with him, Hish,” I said, turning away from the unknown vampire.

      “Got it, boss. I’ll wear his breastplate after I kill him,” Hish shouted in excitement. I supposed it was a good thing that Hish didn’t have a chest like Miya’s, if she wanted to do such a thing. Although I could tailor the armor when I added runes to it anyway. Hish needed new armor after crossing paths with Ruyit up north.

      The fox in front of me sat up and glared at me. The bleeding made the wound look worse than it was, but I had torn her clothes badly. I could make out the bindings she wore beneath her clothes to cover her breasts. Her tails fanned out behind her, and I kept a close eye on them.

      “Ready to surrender?” I asked her.

      “That’s what the tails mean,” she said. “I figured you might know.”

      I did, but trusting somebody who had assisted with an assassination attempt seemed unwise. I feigned ignorance.

      “Hmm, I suppose not. A pity,” she said. “I thought I might be able to take advantage of it. You don’t need a pliable, young fox willing to whisper national secrets in your ear while she eagerly rides your cock each night?”

      Seduction was not her strong suit. She could have at least made herself look vulnerable or used a sweeter tone. As much as I enjoyed strong women, she was giving me mixed signals. A commanding tone, but promising to be subservient? Very amateur.

      I shook my head. “Young? What are you, four hundred?”

      She scowled. “I know your history. You’ve slept with older.”

      “I’m not judging, merely pointing out facts. Now, are you surrendering or trying to distract me while you cast an array?”

      She froze. Her lips twisted in a gamy smile. “Why don’t we find out?”

      The world blurred, and that same warping sensation wrenched at my stomach again. The fox blinked out of existence for a fraction of a second, before her fist materialized in front of my face.

      My momentum rune was already glowing, and I flickered to the side. It was barely enough, as I hadn’t done anything to charge it up since I last used it.

      Her fist sailed past my head. She scowled and struck me in the chest with her other fist. My breastplate rung out from the blow, runes lighting up from the impact. Every bone in my body sung out in agony, like an orchestra of pain.

      My arms closed around the fox, and I squeezed. She screamed. I felt warm blood from her wound dribble down onto my legs.

      She battered at my back. Her tails waved about wildly, but they weren’t casting arrays.

      I continued holding her tight. Then I hurled her to the ground, sending her rolling. She vomited, then began coughing up blood. I put my sword against her throat.

      “If you resist again, I won’t spare you,” I said. “And if you surrender but try anything, you’ll learn that I was being kind earlier.”

      It took several seconds for the fox to compose herself. Eventually, she looked up at me, her face stained with tears. She grimaced.

      “You and Serat really should work together,” she said. My sword dug into her throat. “Fine. I surrender. But I won’t whisper secrets into your ear while riding your cock. You’ll have to pick one or the other.”

      I withdrew my weapon. If she had enough strength to talk like that, she was fine. Foxes weren’t human and could take a lot of punishment. Forgetting that was the sort of thing that got a man killed.

      Looking at the other battle raging, I saw Hish and Miya in the thick of combat with the vampire. As I expected, he was a spellblade. Most likely he had been part of a mage tower before becoming a vampire. Unlike mages, spellblades focused their magic on melee combat. They unleashed their magic as part of their melee combat. In many respects, they were like knights.

      The difference between a spellblade and a knight was power and finesse. A knight was a rock: capable of withstanding blows and dealing them out with equal power. But a spellblade was all power, instead countering spells and unleashing their own devastating attacks in return.

      This vampire could afford to rely less on finesse than he had in life, I suspected. His regeneration was powerful, capable of stitching his chest and arms back together within seconds after Hish cleaved them open. He countered with blasts of flame and strange thrusts formed of shadow. Small wounds and burns dotted Hish’s body, and she was clearly angry.

      Miya lined up another shot. She fired, the room lighting up with the blast. Instantly, the vampire blurred and dodged the shot.

      Hish cut him off, but he had moved enough to dodge the arrow. His saber thrust out, and a lance of shadow shot out from it, easily ten meters long. Hish slipped around it, her eyes strangely unfocused. I felt a strange power coming from her.

      For a moment, I worried that she was about to tap into her astral power again. I gripped my sword and prepared to charge.

      Then I felt the comfortable snap of Hish’s spiritual techniques and stopped myself. I didn’t recognize what Hish was doing, but she was in control.

      The vampire surrounded himself with flames, but Hish bounded through them. He cut at her with his saber, but she slipped past with only a cut on her cheek. Shadows roared around him, threatening to envelop her.

      Her blade slammed into his chest. He blurred away a moment later, cutting himself open on her sword. Blood poured out onto the floor. Given how long the fight had gone on for, there should have been gallons of it littering the tiles. There wasn’t, because the vampire’s blood power enabled him to use it to regenerate.

      Now his blood vibrated on the ground. The vampire collapsed, clutching at his wound.

      “What have you done to me?” he screamed.

      I hefted my sword over one shoulder.

      “Good work, Hish. It’s impressive to master an anti-regeneration technique like that,” I said.

      Hish leaped into the air with a whoop as the vampire bled out on the ground. We had defeated the vampires and even captured the fox who had let them in. A sweep of the castle would separate all the thralls from those who weren’t affected. Then we could lift the lockdown and deal with the aftermath.

      I glanced at the celebrating Hish. When had she learned a spiritual technique to counter regeneration?
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      With morning came a headcount and confirmation of how bad the attack was. While the vampires were dead, those thralled had been marked by them forever.

      Whether by good fortune or the terrible planning of the vampires, the number of thralled was relatively low outside of the military. Most of the servants and courtiers played a minor role, or cleaned other properties I controlled as grand duke.

      Tallying up the numbers of dead, wounded, and thralled soldiers stung, however. With the death of the vampires, those thralled came out of a daze. They remembered their actions and their loss of control, but didn’t know why they had turned against their friends and what they believed in. Blank and disbelieving faces stared out into the distance in corners of the keep. Knights were stripped of their armor and weapons. I let them keep their uniforms for now.

      I didn’t know what to do with so many loyal soldiers that I couldn’t trust. The smart thing to do was to dismiss them, pay them a soldier’s pension, and fill in the holes they left in the ranks. If they were thralled again, we might never detect it, and they remained a risk to everybody else.

      But the looks of loss on their faces hurt. Some of these knights and mages had fought by my side at the Bulwark. They believed in me, as Terry did. It felt like betrayal to cast them aside.

      Shit.

      This was a mess.

      That night, I found myself pouring whiskey into two glasses in one of the receiving rooms tucked away on the second floor. Yasno sat opposite me, leaning on the table with both arms and staring at the golden liquor.

      “When you said you owed me a drink, I didn’t think it’d be tonight,” he said.

      He held up the glass and eyed the whiskey within. Obviously, he hadn’t drunk it before. I wasn’t much of a fan of the Taranthian specialty myself, but it was harsh and that’s what I liked. A smarter man might add some water, but I wanted it straight tonight.

      “It’s been a disaster of a day, and you’ve been stewing ever since we went north to help the oni against Lyria. This has been a long time coming,” I said, sipping at the whiskey. It burned all the way down. Definitely the cheap stuff.

      “I wouldn’t call it a disaster. Just depressing,” Yasno said with a sigh. “None of the oni are thralled, but I’ve become closer to a lot of the humans. They don’t understand what’s happened. Hell, I don’t understand what’s happened. This thralling nonsense is crazy. It’s like they’ve been tainted, and we can’t ever trust them again. I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

      “The good news is that they’re alive and free,” I said. “I don’t know if the military still handles it the old way, but when I started it was a death sentence to be thralled. Given there’s no cure, the idea terrifies nobles and commanders. If my men can live a normal life, they’re a lot better off for it.”

      Yasno slugged down his whiskey, then made a face. “Shit, that’s like drinking fire. Scarlett says she loves this stuff, and I can imagine why.”

      After a few seconds of shaking his head, he responded to my original point, “Do you think they want to live a normal life? A lot of the army is attracted by the pay, but your veterans are believers. They’ll follow you into any battle, because they believe that you’re leading them to a better future and trust them to get them out of it. Hell, I’m the same way.”

      What better future? I was in this to crush a corrupted Empire and right a wrong. How in the hell had I attracted such a loyal band of soldiers like this?

      Leaning back in my chair, I knocked back my glass and poured another. Yasno held his glass out. I chuckled.

      “You want more? Really?”

      “Scarlett will make fun of me if I can’t drink this stuff without retching,” he said with a grimace.

      “You worked fast with her. It’s only been a few months and you’re already a dragon rider.” I grinned into my glass as Yasno coughed into his.

      “I don’t ride her, she rides me,” he muttered. “You seem like you have experience with dragons. How do you deal with their strength? I’m a demi-oni and I still need to get my ribs healed some mornings. I thought she shattered my hips the first night we were together.”

      Ah, the eternal struggle with non-human women. I was lucky that oni needed to use magic actively to enhance their bodies, so Miya never hurt me in her enthusiasm. Some of my past experiences were harder on my body. Yasno had come to the right man.

      I leaned forward and topped up Yasno’s glass. He stared at the enormous amount of amber fluid in his glass. It didn’t bode well for him.

      “The answer is: expect the worst. Use magic to reinforce your bones in advance—ask for help if you have to. Pump your muscles full of magic during the act. Dragons can bend steel without actively using magic, even in human form. The moment Scarlett forgets to control her strength, you’re going to be in a world of hurt. And it will happen, unless you’re terrible in bed.”

      I turned my head and looked at Yasno with one eye. “Given this has happened a few times, I’m guessing that’s not the case.”

      Yasno cursed. “No fucking shit. So the advice is to man up? Is that what you did?”

      “Yup. Lyria still broke my bones sometimes. It was much worse when I was younger,” I said, taking a long sip of my whiskey. “You never live down being bedridden because of sex. Trust me. When your wound is so bad that the healers can’t patch you up in an hour, everybody finds out.”

      We fell silent for a short while, nursing our drinks. The wisps kept us company as they buzzed about in the torches.

      My thoughts drifted, and I wondered about my next move. Aladria had brought the fight to me. It was a reminder that I couldn’t wait. Every day I spent in Talepolis was time she used against me. Time that she worked away in the shadows as the puppet master she was.

      Yasno broke the silence and brought me out of my thoughts.

      “I know I changed the topic, but I meant what I said earlier. The demi-oni, your knights, Hish, Miya, Ilsa, me—everybody believes in what you’re trying to achieve and that you will give us a home. You’re not going to betray us, like so many others would. You’re a rock, in a world where everybody prefers to be a river. You have your principles and stick to them, but everybody else just does whatever suits them. Maybe that’s better sometimes, but right now, I prefer having something to cling onto, rather than just knowing that we’re going ‘somewhere.’”

      “Is that the alcohol talking?” I asked.

      “No, it’s Yasno talking. I’m serious. You know I am. You saw how they treated me up north—how they treated all demi-oni. The oni think of demi-oni like garbage, but they’ve been happy to use us as footsoldiers. The mothers promised us freedom after the Bulwark fell.”

      Yasno finished his whiskey again. He looked around the room nervously, as if worried that somebody was listening in.

      “It’s only us,” I said.

      “That’s what they always said,” he said softly.

      Slowly and deliberately, I drew a rune on the table. It glowed when I finished, and an aural barrier snapped into place around the room. It would stop sound from escaping and block any scrying attempts from hearing us.

      “Now nobody can hear us,” I said.

      Yasno nodded, and continued, “The mothers promised freedom. Then they sent almost all of the veterans to fight under you. The rest were drafted into a new military under Vasi. That’s not freedom. The rest of the oni—the double-horned ones—are enjoying new lives as farmers, village chiefs, blacksmiths, herbalists, and merchants. But we fight, just like before.”

      “Isn’t that because of me?” I asked while keeping my voice neutral.

      “A little, but we’d be fighting, anyway. You’re promising us something more. The Empire supports more races than humans. Vampires, foxes, elves, dwarves—you name it, it lives here. You can make us another race of equals. And I trust you to give us that home. I can give commands and not require Miya to repeat them to be taken seriously. You accept my opinions and treat me as an equal. You’re drinking with me right now, as a friend.”

      Yasno looked away for a moment and sipped at his whiskey. “That means a lot. But what about the demi-oni stuck up north, still slaving away without a future? Why do the oni hate us so much?”

      His speech was a lot to take in. It was also nothing new. Miya had implied the same things about the demi-oni when I spoke to her after seizing Talepolis. The demi-oni wanted a home, and I could give it to them.

      The difference was that Yasno was talking about more than the demi-oni currently fighting under me.

      I let out a breath. “I can’t say why the oni hate the demi-oni. I can guess, but that’s not the same. Unfortunately, it’s nothing new. Did you know the Empire already has races that fight like this?”

      “Fight? You mean open warfare?” Yasno asked.

      “That’s right. The Empire is home to both elves and dark elves. Some call the former ‘plains elves’ or ‘city elves’ but the name doesn’t make much sense, so I just call them elves. The elves are native to the Empire, but the dark elves come from the deserts to the north. They don’t get along, and have drastically different religions and cultures. Open warfare has resulted a few times. I’m not surprised they control provinces on opposite sides of the Empire now.”

      Yasno frowned. “And the other?”

      I glanced at the whiskey bottle. Still plenty left, and I wasn’t that tipsy. I had a strong alcohol tolerance, but tonight was a night I wished I didn’t.

      “This one will probably resonate closer with you,” I said. “Mystic foxes have… cousins known as havoc foxes. To the untrained eye, they look the same. The difference is that havoc foxes can use astral power, which makes them far more powerful. Mystic foxes absolutely despise them. I have a good friend who is a havoc fox, although he’s been missing since the emperor was assassinated.”

      I sipped my whiskey. “Mystic foxes kill havoc foxes on sight, if they can get away with it. If a havoc fox is born from a normal fox, they kill the child. Emperor Somnulus put in place laws to stop this, as havoc foxes have the same rights as mystic foxes, but let’s just say they’re not well heeded.”

      “Holy shit,” Yasno said. “They don’t enslave them, they kill them? Because they can become more powerful?”

      Shrugging, I didn’t fully answer. The issue was far more complex. My friend had never fully explained what it meant to be a havoc fox, but astral power was not a natural phenomenon. Having it made him strange, and extremely dangerous. But I suspected the true reasons for the hatred of havoc foxes were deeply cultural.

      “I said this might resonate more.” I sighed. “You’re right that I support you and the demi-oni. There’s a home for you here in the Empire, but remember that things won’t be perfect. The oni won’t stop hating you, just like mystic foxes will never stop hating havoc foxes.”

      “Well, I’ll drink to the idea of a home,” Yasno said, raising his glass.

      I clinked mine against his, and some whiskey swirled out of it. The two of us drunk our glasses, then topped them off and continued long into the night.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be drinking so much. I was a ruler, after all. But my worries slipped away along with the alcohol.
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      The city of Haliphame stretched across the horizon. I drummed my fingers against the lookout tower as I surveyed the area and considered my next move. After the attack by the assassins, I marched west in order to take the fight to Aladria.

      Larger than Talepolis, Haliphame was more representative of the central cities of the Empire. Hundreds of thousands of people bustled about inside the seemingly endless sprawl that lay before me. Houses turned into farms at the city limits, and I saw villages not far from the city itself. Waterwheels and bridges dotted the river that cut the city in two.

      The farther west I went, the larger the cities would get. The capital itself, Kriesden, housed well over a million people and grew every day. It was far from the only metropolis in the Empire, even if it was the largest. Most of the urban population lived in the cities in the center or south-west of the Empire, namely the provinces of Granaise and Regelhein.

      The food came from the east and north, however. Rain trapped by the many mountains within Aghram and the Nahaum range were perfect for farmers. If I claimed all of Aghram, I had something that everybody else in the Empire needed.

      No wonder the elves were keen to trade with me. I hadn’t found the time to stay and meet with the elven ambassador in Talepolis, but he had made it clear he was happy to wait until my victorious return.

      Naturally, if I lost, he would disappear. But if I won, the elves would want all the food they could get their hands on. The southern steppe was not as arable or as heavily farmed as Aghram.

      I cast my eyes away from the city and dismissed thoughts of food. It wasn’t the city I was interested in, after all. Haliphame was an agricultural hub and lacked even a basic city wall. The keep and mage quarter were fortified, and the spires of the mage towers loomed over the rest of the city. But everything else was unprotected.

      Presumably, this was why Darian had encamped his army outside the city. My army had set up camp not far from his, and the sight of two armies so close together had scared all the farmers into the city.

      Thousands of soldiers milled about below me, and I suspected at least as many were in Darian’s army. Rocky ridges lay to the south, but far enough away that any battle would be fought on flat ground. Flat farmland, really. Everything had been harvested, although I wondered if any winter crops had been sown. They would be ruined if so.

      The only banners above Darian’s camp were black and brown, the typical colors of Aghram’s provincial army. No other banners were present. I frowned. This campaign had been the work of months. Aladria had a seat on the Regency Council, and the influence to call on as much power as she needed.

      Where was the Imperial Army?

      The army of the Rogistran Empire was divided into multiple hierarchies. During the Decline, every noble maintained their own private army and fought for the Empire and their prince. Two centuries ago, Emperor Evigilus did away with that nonsense with his Reforms and instituted a professional army when he centralized power in the Imperial family and the princes.

      Now, there were only three armies in the Empire. The provincial armies, the Imperial Army, and the few remaining private armies.

      Each prince maintained an army in his princedom, which were now the six provinces. These armies tended to be inexperienced and ill-equipped for pitched battle, but they were vital for maintaining order. Darian led an army from Aghram’s provincial army. Lyria had assaulted Talepolis with Taranth’s provincial army. Each province had its own color scheme.

      By contrast, the Imperial Army was maintained under the rule of the emperor and was responsible for protection of the entire Empire. The magister-generals led entire armies of their own within the Imperial Army and were directly assigned by the emperor. I had been one such magister-general, and responsible for protecting the Nahaum Pass from the oni. The Imperial Army wasn’t as large as the provincial armies, but consisted of well-equipped veterans and heroes who could oppose even Lyria in battle.

      Finally, a few nobles retained the right to private armies. All dukes, archdukes, and grand dukes could raise an army, as they were royalty like princes. Some nobles had religious rights to raise an army, although this was almost never used. The dwarven title of princeps also had the right, and was considered equal to duke in the Empire—although this was mostly a technicality, as the princeps were the rulers of dwarven cities and didn’t officially accept the Empire’s rule.

      The black and blue banners of the Imperial Army should be flying above Darian’s camp. Aladria had the pull to bring a contingent of veterans here. I had even changed the color of my own banners to a different shade of blue in order to avoid confusion, as I had still been using the official colors of the Imperial Army.

      I shook my head in confusion and retreated into the command tent.

      Inside, a handful of my officers stood around a hastily drawn map of the surrounding area of Haliphame. Their attention was fixed on the fox I had captured the other night during the attack.

      “Are you sure his reinforcements are so far south?” Yasno asked the fox.

      The fox rolled her eyes. “Your own scouts and scrying confirmed it, right? Asking me ten times won’t change reality. Darian is picking a fight near the city, and he has a second army camped several days march south-west.”

      “Be nice, Yae,” I said to the fox. “What about his second army? How confident are you that they haven’t moved?”

      “Very. I can’t read minds, but they’re fortifying their encampment rather than leaving it. You’re the general. You tell me why Darian has split his forces.” Yae’s tails shifted behind her back idly and she looked bored. We were making her repeat herself.

      Sighing, I raised an open palm. “I know the questions sound odd, but his strategy is bizarre. Perhaps he split his army for tactical flexibility.” I ran my fingers through my beard. “It’s still strange that Darian is choosing to battle us right next to Haliphame, given he has an army fortifying itself further south. The city doesn’t offer him any defensive advantage and it will annoy Aladria if he damages her property.”

      Yae raised an eyebrow when I said Aladria’s name. “You seem pretty confident about what she’ll think. Maybe he doesn’t know. Or care.”

      “Doubtful. She’s good at getting her opinion across,” I said. “Why doesn’t Darian have any help from the Imperial Army? We’re close enough to Kriesden that he could have called on a sizable force.”

      “I don’t know, Magister-General Arium, why do you think the army in service to an assassinated emperor might not be here?” Yae asked sarcastically.

      My frown deepened. It wasn’t like a professional military to pick sides like this, especially as a lot of the army weren’t in the employ of magister-generals. I hadn’t seen or heard a thing about my peers, and Aladria hadn’t hinted that anything was wrong. Were they part of the purge, too?

      “You and I are going to talk about what is involved in being a proper intelligence agent,” I muttered. Yae’s obstinance was annoying, even if she was still useful to me.

      Her eyes lit up. “Oh, I like the sound of that. Will it be the sort of talk in candlelight? Or dripping candles? I can go with both.” Her many tails wiggled excitedly behind her.

      Miya looked at me. “Dripping candles?”

      Yae laughed as I coughed.

      The fox said, “Yes, on my skin. It’s fun. You should try it some time. Maybe together with me.”

      Nothing was going to happen with Yae until I was confident she wasn’t going to spin her tails and remove part of my body with a blast of force. Mystic foxes were dangerous. Even with the glowing runic choker on her neck, she could still wreak havoc. It had taken close to a day for me to craft something capable of blocking her teleportation.

      Despite that, Miya slowly looked between the fox and me with a curious expression. The growing blush on the oni’s face distracted me.

      Ilsa interrupted, “If we fight this close to the city, there’s a high chance that we’ll damage it. Especially if any of Darian’s soldiers retreat into it. I don’t like that. Things could get messy, fast. Even if we end the battle quickly, they may flee into the outskirts of the city. What do we do then?”

      “We chase them,” I said. Every eye in the room focused on me, and Yae’s grin dropped. “Darian needs to die and this army must be crushed. Anything less than that will allow Aladria to regroup and support Lyria in the north.”

      A hush fell over my officers. The tent remained noisy, however. A few adjutants puttered around in the background, looking at the reports and preparing lunch and coffee. Mine walked up while things were quiet and offered me a cup. I took it and gave him a look that told him to step away. He did.

      Before I could continue, a voice crackled over the magetalk disk in the corner of the tent.

      “Well spoken, Grand Duke Mykah,” Vasi said. I glanced over and noticed that there was no projection over the disk, and a strange white light hung in the air instead. Either she had intentionally pointed the device away from herself, or it wasn’t working correctly.

      Vasi continued, “The sooner you mop up the vampires in the south, the sooner we can put the mothers at ease. They’re getting nervous now that you’re not here to deal with any attacks.”

      “Somehow I doubt you’re having any difficulties with them,” I said.

      “That’s not the issue. They want you focused on putting a stop to the attacks on our territory, even if Aladria is a bigger threat,” Vasi said. I assumed nobody else could hear what she was saying on her side.

      I scowled. “Will there ever be a time when I can trust the mothers to deal with their own problems in this alliance, if I leave the military capability there, so that I can pursue my goals? Or will this always be the case?”

      Vasi fell silent.

      Sipping at my coffee, I looked at Yasno and Miya. I had likely made a mistake by snapping at Vasi, but the mothers grated at my nerves. Short of Lyria herself attacking, nothing was going to break through the oni’s defenses. And if Lyria did attack, I would soon be in position to travel north myself the moment the oni let me know about her.

      Vasi knew this. The problem was that the mothers either didn’t know or didn’t care. I suspected the latter, which was beginning to make this alliance untenable. Yasno’s expression suggested he agreed, although Miya looked stricken.

      “I still suggest you deal with your vampire problem as soon as possible, so that a good word can be given to the mothers,” Vasi said quietly. Then the magetalk device abruptly deactivated.

      I raised an eyebrow. Had I angered her that much? She seemed more reasonable than that, but I had also never pushed her. Something to consider for later.

      Shaking my head, I said, “Well, we can agree that dealing with Darian as soon as possible is a good idea. Miya, you’re in command of the front. Report.”

      Miya straightened, and her expression stiffened. Her horns glowed for a brief moment, and I wondered if she used magic to alter her mental state. Spiritualism required a focused mind, so techniques that could clear it would hardly be unusual. Or maybe Miya had simply channeled magic as a way of forcing her mind away from the thoughts Vasi and I had stirred up.

      My attention shifted to the map as Miya cast her hand over it. At a glance, I saw that our estimates had Darian’s army at close to twice our size. The variety of markers on the map was far greater than they had been when we had been planning our assault on Talepolis.

      Months of preparation had allowed me to expand my army. When I had taken Talepolis, it had been with what I had available. Now I was a ruler and changed my army to suit the circumstances.

      “With our supply lines secured and Marshal Darian holding a defensive position, I have been preparing for an assault similar to what I would use against a fortified position in the Bulwark,” Miya said. “I often had to assault your forces outside fortresses, and our current force composition suits my preferred tactics.”

      Her words took me back. It was easy to forget that Miya had been an enemy general only a year ago.

      When it came to the preferred tactics of the oni, I had a pretty good idea of what they would be. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of everybody else present. Ilsa and Aaron seemed to be deep in thought as they looked at the markers, and the adjutants muttered in the background.

      Yasno spotted the rumblings of confusions and cleared his throat. “Miya, by that you mean relying on our ranged companies, right? Our mages and demi-oni archers.”

      I didn’t miss the dark look that crossed Miya’s face when Yasno referred to his own race as demi-oni, but she said nothing and her expression returned to normal.

      Instead, she nodded. “Correct. We have a very large contingent of oni archers.” Miya stressed the word oni, before continuing. “Our infantry are numerous, but I suspect we have far less elite knights than the foe. If Darian’s knights are as capable as Lyria’s were, then breaking them out of a defensive formation will be costly. Even for the oni.”

      My eyes wandered back to the map. Miya was right that the troop numbers didn’t tell the whole story.

      Magic made a knight as strong as ten men and their armor practically invulnerable. As a result, knights were the backbone of any army. I had quite a few knights, but almost all of them were veterans from the Bulwark or were demi-oni. Recruitment had been slim. In a pitched battle, losses would be severe if Darian had significantly more knights, even if mine were superior.

      I couldn’t afford heavy losses among my elites. Things had improved, but I still had limited ability to replace my elite soldiers.

      To say nothing of the growing loyalty I fostered between myself and my soldiers. They weren’t going to rotate out in a few years and be replaced by a new batch, as had happened up north in the Bulwark. All of my veterans fought for me now, and only for me.

      “So we’ll bombard them from afar until they break or charge us,” I summarized, crossing my arms.

      Yasno tapped another type of marker on the map suddenly. “What about our cavalry? We finally have enough griffins and trained riders for a few companies. And the land will be flat enough to make good use of them.”

      “If we charge the cavalry into a defensive position, it will waste them,” Miya said.

      “What about if we flank them? Darian’s refused to move away from the city. What if he still refuses to advance when we bombard him with arrows and spells?” Yasno pushed.

      “Then we shatter his barriers and fill his army with arrows until they break.” Miya’s expression was stony.

      Ilsa asked, “Break and run where? Into the city?”

      Both oni looked at Ilsa. I sighed and finished my now-cold coffee. Dutifully, my adjutant refilled it.

      I tapped the side of my metal mug. “I get your point, Ilsa. And yours, Yasno. Darian seems to be playing at something. Maybe he’s laying a trap. Whatever it is, I feel the only way to deal with him is to get close to him and kill him directly.”

      Miya’s face tightened. I couldn’t miss the fact that there appeared to be a growing sense of competitiveness or… something between her and Yasno about command of the demi-oni. Something had changed ever since Yasno had returned with me from the north.

      Or maybe ever since Yasno had taken command of the demi-oni on the night the assassins struck. I had wondered what role he would play in my army, but I suspected he was trying to find out for himself.

      “Miya, your plan is still the most suitable if we assume Darian will be rational,” I said. “But, we also need to plan for the fact he might hold his position even under heavy fire. Throwing away our ranged superiority is reckless, but maybe Darian also knows that charging us won’t help him as much as he’d like.”

      “Maybe he studied your tactics?” Yasno suggested.

      “Doubtful. Most vampires are too arrogant to learn from others,” I said. “Plus, my tactics wouldn’t work here. Darian needs to break our army so that he can march north. In the Bulwark, I always favored stalling for time and fighting defensively until reinforcements could arrive. It was always you oni that rushed things.”

      Miya’s face turned red. “I didn’t rush.”

      “No, but a lot of the other oni did,” Yasno muttered. “So, we need a contingency to get you into the thick of the fighting if Darian refuses to come out and play. How about Miya and I work on that, then get back to you?”

      I agreed to the proposal and we separated. Lunch was finally served, which made the restless adjutants feel a lot less nervous. Not that the officers seemed to eat much.

      While these weren’t exactly battlefield rations, we weren’t dining terribly well. I suspected staying in the citadel was spoiling my inner circle.

      Somebody tugged on my arm and I turned. Hish stood behind me, a lopsided grin on her face.

      “Why don’t we have a training session, boss,” she said, leaning in close. “There’s plenty of time for a one-on-one, right? Leave the planning to Miya and Yasno and have some fun with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Sparks flew as Hish’s sword bounced off mine.

      I rammed my shoulder toward Hish before she could recover her footing. Kicking her feet against the ground, she tumbled backward in an awkward roll to dodge me. My sword flicked out, aimed at her head.

      She pumped magic into her body and I felt that same odd feeling as the other night, when I thought she was going to tap into her astral power. Suddenly, Hish shifted several meters backward. She was in the exact same position otherwise, but had physically displaced herself.

      I blinked. That had been a spiritual technique, but it had the same effect as the astral power that Hish had used when she had fought Ruyit. When had she mastered it?

      No answer was forthcoming, and instead, Hish leaped across the grass. I braced myself, sword raised across my face.

      Our swords met and my strength prevailed again. But this time, Hish was airborne and she kept sailing toward me as I deflected her blade. She grinned at me and let go of her sword.

      I dropped my own, grabbed her by the waist before she could grapple me and slammed her into the dirt headfirst.

      Hish spluttered and slowly tumbled over onto her back. “Ow. Ow. Ow. Boss, you’re not supposed to break my back when we fight for fun. Do you do that to Miya before you roll around in bed?”

      “No, because then we’d get the sheets dirty,” I said. “What does Miya have to do with this?”

      Wandering over to the demi-oni, I glanced around the clearing. Nobody was around. Probably because this was out the back of the officer tents and most of them were organizing our imminent attack. Crates of supplies were stacked up on one side, along with racks of spears and shields.

      “I dunno. I figured this would make for nice foreplay,” Hish said. She raised her arms, opening and closing her hands several times as she did so. Did she want me to give her something? Our swords were on the far side of the clearing, where we had tossed them.

      I leaned over Hish. She grabbed my armor and tried to pull me down.

      Naturally, I resisted.

      “Foreplay?” I asked.

      “Isn’t this fun?” she responded, grinning. Dirt coated her face, and her blonde hair was matted with sweat. Not that Hish took brilliant care of herself, but this was only one step short of the blood-covered mess she became in a battlefield.

      “I think I might be missing something,” I said.

      I leaned down and picked up Hish. She squealed and hit me in the chest several times. It hurt. A lot. I don’t think she broke anything, but it would bruise pretty badly. A wince crossed my face before I knew it.

      “Whoops,” she said. “You shouldn’t pick up a girl without warning.”

      “Let’s go somewhere private to talk.”

      The closest unoccupied tent was mine, but I suspected we would be interrupted there. So instead I carried her to her own tent. A few people gave us odd looks, but I could basically do what I wanted at this stage.

      I suspected Ilsa and Miya would find out about this soon enough, however.

      Slipping into Hish’s tent, I dumped her unceremoniously on her bedroll. She squawked, rolled, and glared up at me.

      “This is where you should do something romantic,” she protested. “I bet you were romantic with Miya.”

      “Last I checked, you’re my squire. Where does romance enter into this?” I asked, sitting on a crate next to Hish.

      Hish spreadeagled herself on the ground, kicking her legs as she talked. “Miya was your general, and she spends more time in your bed than hers. At least when you’re near her.”

      I opened my mouth to point out that didn’t have anything to do with Miya’s position as my general. Then I closed it. Although Miya had been interested in me, I had only approached her because we had been close in status and she needed stability.

      “And why does that have anything to do with you? Or romance?” I pushed. “I always expected something like this to involve you attempting to forcibly strip me.”

      The grin on Hish’s face turned lewd. “Well, I can do that if you’d like. But I wanted to try something different. Everything you’ve done with me has been unique, after all. I figured that maybe I would get to experience a proper romance.”

      I didn’t respond for several seconds as I processed Hish’s words. She took that to mean assent and crawled over to me and into my lap. Her hands pawed at the clasps of my armor while I glanced around the tent.

      The tent was almost empty. Hish didn’t carry many belongings with her when she traveled, and she was wearing her equipment. Her loot was missing, but I knew that was because it was stored with the rest of her company’s loot. Whatever couldn’t be worn was kept in a communal pile for newcomers to the company to use.

      Hish’s room back in the citadel was a stark contrast to this barren space. I knew it was filled with cushions, old tea pots, an exotic collection of tea leaves, countless quilts, and a growing collection of sapphire-encrusted jewelry that Hish was acquiring from who-knows-where.

      My breastplate snapped free and Hish giggled. I glanced down.

      “How is this unique?” I asked her.

      “Hmm?” she hummed, her hands undoing my remaining clasps with far more ease. “Well, this isn’t. Although your armor is way more fiddly than what I’m used to. I bet what’s underneath is unique.”

      She popped off my greaves, before removing her own armor within seconds. Both of us wore only our padded uniforms now.

      She continued, “But nobody has treated me like you have. You make me feel like a real oni. Like I’m as good as Miya. You explain things to me until I understand them, even though everybody else always assumed I was too stupid. When I ask you how to become stronger, you don’t brush me off or tell me bullshit. I feel like you trust me.”

      “Miya trusts you, Hish.”

      “As a fighter.” She shook her head, her hands grasping my jacket. “I was the strongest demi-oni, so I got promoted because everybody said I should be. Maybe I’m still just a fighter now, but you at least invite me to planning sessions. And when you give me orders to fight, I know it’s because you know what I can do and trust me. I forgot that against that fire bitch up north, but I won’t forget it again.”

      Hish’s voice swelled with pride as she looked me in the eye and smiled.

      My hands slipped around the back of her head as I whispered, “Well, I guess this is a little romantic.”

      I kissed her. She squeaked into my mouth, her eyes wide open. Then she closed them and leaned into me.

      We lingered like that, lips together. Then I slipped my tongue into her mouth, wrapped it around her cute little pink tongue, and felt her moan into my mouth. Her hands closed around my body.

      My fingers brushed her horn as I stroked her blonde hair and she almost screamed. She tried to pull away, but I ran another finger along her horn first.

      Hish melted in my arms, breaking the kiss. Her eyes were glazed. I continued to stroke her horn. She moaned weakly. Eventually, I stopped when I began to smell Hish’s pleasure.

      Stripping the two of us off, I waited for her to come back to her senses. It didn’t take long. I felt her hand on my length. Her powerful caresses hardened me instantly, and she grinned up at me from her bedroll.

      “Fun time?” she asked.

      Against expectations, Hish didn’t push me down and begin riding me. Instead, she pulled her legs up and waited for me. Foreplay was unnecessary. Her bedroll was soaked through from earlier.

      Hish guided me inside. Her pleasurable cry made it clear that I didn’t need to take it easy.

      I moved, and Hish bounced back against me. Her legs rested against my shoulders as I massaged her breasts. The brightness of her smile when I paid attention to her chest almost eclipsed the sun. Then I bumped something pleasurable and her face melted in a moan.

      “More, more, more,” she said, her voice shrill.

      Heat poured out of me. She clamped down in return. Her arms pulled me against her in a fierce hug as we hit our crescendo so close together.

      Hish happily began cleaning me up afterward. I had the distinct impression that she didn’t want to stop with just one round, given how enthusiastic she was.

      “So, how often do we get to do this?” she asked, her eyes practically glowing.

      I stroked her horn. Her head jerked, and I felt her lips against my groin. Groaning, I let go of her horn and waited for her to pull away. She took her time.

      “Well?” she asked.

      I didn’t have an answer to this. Bedding Hish had been a spur of the moment decision. Until I talked to Miya and Ilsa, any answer I gave could change.

      “Let’s talk about it after the battle,” I said.

      “If that’s the case, can we do it lots more before the battle?” She grinned.

      I was hard. She was enthusiastic. It seemed a waste to say no.

      The battle wasn’t until tomorrow, in any case. Plenty of time to worry about it later.
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      The sun sat high in the air as both armies lined up across from one another.

      As I feared, Darian refused to move away from the city. If he ordered his army to retreat, the battle could move into Haliphame and affect thousands of innocents.

      If the residents were smart, they would be evacuating the closest buildings in the city. I hoped things didn’t come to that.

      I pulled Zwei to a gentle stop. At the same time, I raised my arm to order the rest of the cavalry with me to halt. Hundreds of griffins and horses cawed and neighed as their riders obeyed, and I glanced around me.

      Haliphame was an agricultural hub surrounded by farmland, and we were fighting on flat ground. The ground was bare dirt beneath our mounts, and I suspected that a winter crop had been planted or was about to be planted. Here I was, ruining farmland with a pointless battle while the farmers cowered in the city.

      I doubted I would be very popular in Haliphame after this was over.

      Darian had bunched up close to the city with palisades and earthworks. The wooden walls were incomplete, however. Huge holes separated entire lines of wall—big enough to run my entire cavalry company through—and ditches and mounds were spread in front of the walls in an attempt to cover for these flaws.

      The Empire’s army spread out across the defenses in their typical formation. Archers and mages at the front, heavy infantry in the second line, and the regular infantry massed in the rear. Companies of mages were also interleaved within the fortifications, where they would be able to rain down powerful spells on any attackers directly.

      There was a deviation from the textbook, however. Darian had deployed his cavalry on his left flank—my right flank, and on the opposite side of the battle to where I was. He had also noticed my cavalry and reinforced his right flank with more knights, pulling his archers back.

      The battlefield settled into silence for some time, as both sides sized each other up. We were more than a regular bowshot apart, and therefore even battlemages were out of range of the opposing army.

      I had a magetalk disk on my belt and it was switched on. No attempts at communication were made.

      Darian wasn’t waiting for me to talk to him, nor did he want to talk to me. It seemed he was content to sit back and let me make the first move.

      Time for Miya to shine. I had given her command of the army while I led the cavalry on the left flank. Yasno led the infantry.

      Minutes passed as the demi-oni archers finished erecting stakes at the front of almost our entire front line. As Miya had said, we were adopting the same formation that the Empire used. Archers at the front, knights behind. I was the main exception and had wheeled my cavalry around to charge into Darian’s flank if necessary.

      The other major exception were the companies of infantry that I had formed from the victims of thralldom in Talepolis. Yasno had struck a nerve in me, when he had pointed out that many of them were believers. The veterans who fought for me in the Bulwark and joined me in my rebellion didn’t understand what had happened that night. Understanding that they had been controlled by a vampire, and turned against me through no fault of their own, was a difficult process for them.

      To dismiss them from service would hurt me. I took a risk and kept them in my army. The officers and veterans mixed with the less experienced soldiers. If all went well, then I would consider letting them return to their regular units. I worried about the stigma they might warn in their new companies, but if they turned on us in the middle of battle, I needed to be able to control them.

      I didn’t take risks without some way to mitigate it. Too many lives had been lost due to blind trust in the past.

      The Imperial soldiers would have been confused to watch my archers establish their own defensive line, when they knew they were the defenders. They even had stronger fortifications. What could we do that would make them charge us?

      A series of red flares burst in the air above my army and the Empire quickly found out.

      A storm of arrows flew across the battlefield. The Empire didn’t have any barriers up. We were out of range even for a longbow, and everybody knew it. Even if a stray arrow did make it far enough, it would have so little force left that it would bounce off even the lightest armor.

      The arrows slammed into the enemy, and hundreds of soldiers went down. The combined panic of so many experienced soldiers being caught by surprise sounded like thunder. Many of the archers began to flee, while others began to fire back.

      Hundreds of arrows littered the dirt in front of my army, the Empire’s longbows falling short. The magical lances and fireballs from their mages met the same fate, bursting into prismatic light as they struck nothing but dirt.

      Another volley of arrows from my army slammed into the Empire. Our secret were the oni’s enchanted war bows. They were far larger than a longbow and required the inhuman strength of the oni and demi-oni. The raw power of their shots could punch through plate armor and had a range far greater than even battlemages could manage.

      A glittering barrier of light sprung up in front of Darian’s army. Somebody had finally twigged that we outranged them and they needed to react. Magical barriers could stop any amount of non-magical bombardment. Ilsa and her mages were out of range, and now our volleys of arrows shattered on the Empire’s barriers.

      Darian’s soldiers breathed a sigh of relief. My army didn’t move. Instead, a red glow made its presence known from deep within the ranks of my force.

      A beam of light burst out from the center of my army and shattered the barrier protecting Darian’s army. Solid light began to fall to the ground, dissolving into prismatic energy and returning to the magical plane. In one fell swoop, Miya had destroyed the Empire’s defense. I couldn’t see her, but I felt the raw power she had spat across the battlefield.

      The sky filled with arrows again, and the Empire’s archers and mages fled behind their knights. Shields were raised, but it was a futile effort. The oni had developed their bows to punch through Empire plate armor, and knights began to drop like flies.

      Volley after volley flew, and Darian still didn’t react. I could hear the panic spreading throughout his army. He must have thralled his generals and many of the officers in order to prevent them from charging. There is no way they would maintain their cool in a situation such as this.

      Eventually, the Imperial cavalry charged.

      Hundreds of heavily armored cavalry galloped across the barren fields. A volley of arrows clattered off their armor. It must be heavily enchanted, although I saw several horses fall. Magical lances filled the air next, as the cavalry came into range of our battlemages. These were not repelled by the Imperial armor, and dozens of riders slipped off their horses with gaping holes in their heads and chests.

      But the reality was that we could not stop them. They were nearly at our lines, and our demi-oni archers were still at the front. We still had our stakes.

      I felt several snaps of magic and spotted the telltale glow of spells on the arms of the lead riders. Fireballs and blasts of wind slammed into the stakes, blowing many of them away.

      The Empire had an opening, it seemed.

      Then the demi-oni archers dropped their war bows and hefted enormous pikes. Suddenly, there was a forest of steel spearheads several meters thick in front of the cavalry. And every pike was being held by a superhumanly strong demi-oni.

      The horses impaled themselves on the pikes and their riders went flying overhead. Many of the riders landed on other pikes. Those that didn’t would have been torn apart by demi-oni several times stronger than they were.

      A little over a hundred cavalry pulled out of the charge, the riders turning their horses before they crashed into either each other, the pikes, or the stakes. The rest of the mounted knights were slaughtered.

      The survivors fled in every direction, their horses out of control. Many of them crashed into our stakes. The rest barreled into their own lines, knocking down dozens of Imperial soldiers, or falling into ditches.

      Hish let out a low whistle. “I wondered why I never saw you use cavalry against us up north, boss. Are you sure we should be using them at all?”

      A nearby knight gave Hish a nervous look.

      “We’ll be fine. So long as we’re not reckless,” I said. Easier said than done, with Hish as my squire.

      The knight did not look any less nervous.

      I waited a few more minutes. Miya continued her bombardment of Darian’s army. Another barrier sprung up, and she shattered it again. Darian didn’t attempt another charge.

      Even with his army being slaughtered like animals, Darian refused to react. If this kept up, I suspected he would withdraw.

      I needed to destroy his army outright. If he withdrew into Haliphame, it would be costly to smoke him out. Even if he didn’t, it made it possible for him to march north. I didn’t want to chase him in some absurd game of cat-and-mouse.

      Pulling the magetalk device from my belt, I switched it on and contacted Miya. Moments later, her figure appeared.

      “Miya, give Yasno the order to advance. We’re crushing Darian here and now,” I said.

      It was time to put into action the alternative plan that Yasno had devised.
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      “Visors down,” I ordered.

      A series of clacks and thunks followed my order as the soldiers behind me secured their helmets. I glanced back and spotted Hish’s blonde hair, completely uncovered.

      I sighed. There was no helping her sometimes. At least she was wearing heavy armor, her breastplate shining. It was looted, of course, and she had clumsily covered the black and gold of Taranth with blue. She still refused to wear a helmet and grinned back at me.

      The rest of Hish’s unit was under Yasno’s command. Hish was my squire, and I wanted her raw strength against Darian, but the rest of her demi-oni were still infantry. They didn’t know how to ride a griffin as well as a dedicated cavalry unit.

      “Advance,” I shouted.

      Dozens of griffins and over a hundred horses sprung forward. At first they maintained a trot, but then the griffins began to outpace the horses with their sheer bulk and the entire unit broke into a canter. The ground blurred beneath me as we raced toward the foe.

      Shouts rose up among the enemy formation. The rampaging Imperial knights had scattered many of the enemy’s soldiers, and they were still reforming under the weight of our ceaseless barrages of arrows. I saw officers pointing at us, waving their arms wildly. Green flares burst in the air, above the enemy companies we were about to charge.

      We continued moving toward them, but not too fast. The Empire hadn’t begun to bombard us yet as their archers and mages hadn’t found the time to reform behind their lines. Although I doubted their arrows would be a threat. Longbows couldn’t punch through enchanted plate at the best of the times, let alone when fired without direct line of sight.

      “Through there, right at the gap,” I shouted, pointing with my arm at a hole between the earthworks and palisade. My officers repeated my command, and it rippled through the cavalry within seconds. Our charge shifted direction slightly.

      We picked up speed. The Imperial soldiers piled into the area we were attacking. They didn’t have pikes, but the forest of halberds pointing at us looked as menacing.

      Zwei let out a screech. She had no doubt spotted the enemy’s weapons. It would hurt if she ran headlong into them, but I didn’t plan on letting that happen. I ran my hands through her feathers as I hugged her black-feathered bulk tightly, and we barreled across the dirt.

      Magical lances glittered in the air. Shouts rose up within our ranks. The Empire had unleashed their battlemages on us and we would sting if we got hit.

      Zwei burst forward into an explosive gallop. Behind her, the other griffins let out screeches and followed suit. We were committed to the charge now.

      The lances shattered in the dirt behind us, missing the rearmost riders by meters. There were few enough of us that a single casualty would hurt.

      The earthworks were beside us. Ditches filled with spikes and muddy water. Mounds that funneled us toward the palisades or provided protection for Imperial soldiers. Trenches that soldiers could hide in for ambushes.

      Miya’s barrages had pushed the Empire back, and they had abandoned the outer layers of defenses. I scanned my surroundings as we raced toward the enemy. The last thing I needed was to be ambushed by a company of pikemen.

      All clear.

      I drew my sword, and the runes glittered. My absorption runes glowed brightly, and I held my sword high as we approached.

      The griffins didn’t slow as we charged the halberdiers.

      With a snap of magic, I unleashed the spell Ilsa had stored in my sword before the battle. A tsunami of water burst forth from my rune blade. Zwei screeched, but maintained her gallop.

      The tidal wave of water slammed into the front ranks of the Imperial soldiers before they could react, knocking them over like rickety houses in a flood. Their halberds slammed into each other and the forest of weapons began to collapse. We had a clear run right into our enemies.

      I sheathed my sword and hefted my pole-axe from Zwei’s flank. Given Zwei’s sheer bulk, it would be a lot easier to hit my enemies with a pole arm than a sword.

      We slammed into the Imperial soldiers. Blood flew everywhere as our weapons scythed through their flesh and armor. Zwei and the other griffins rent gaping holes in steel plate armor with each swipe of their claws. Even more enemy soldiers were crushed underfoot as we charged through the enemy ranks.

      Zwei stood almost as tall as these soldiers. She literally walked over them, and so did many of the other griffins. The mounted knights came behind, and their hooves did the rest of the work.

      Within a minute, the enemy company shattered and fled. Their halberds bounced off our armor and the hides of the griffins.

      That was the problem in stopping magic-using elite cavalry. Pikes and halberds worked by using the momentum of charging cavalry against them, allowing the spearheads to punch through enchanted armor and even the magical hides griffins. But once in the thick of combat, the cavalry were once again elite knights with nigh-invulnerable armor.

      We pushed farther into the camp. The cavalry behind me fanned out, splitting off from the griffins and maintaining their momentum.

      There were only hundreds of us in the middle of thousands of enemy soldiers. If we got bogged down and surrounded, they would rip us from our saddles and slaughter us.

      Right now we had them on the run. The halberdiers continued to flee, and their panic was contagious. We followed them farther into the enemy lines, past their fortifications, cutting down enemy soldiers as we went. The Empire put up a weak resistance as their formation collapsed and we found ourselves facing their reserves.

      Hundreds of lightly armed men stared at us in horror, their spears and axes almost dangling from their hands. I doubted these soldiers were veterans, given the size of Darian’s army. They might even be levies, recruited with the promise of good pay and not much danger.

      The regular infantry rarely saw much fighting. The knights, heavy infantry, and cavalry did most of the lifting. Instead, these men had likely dug the ditches and built the walls.

      And today I was going to introduce them to the harsh reality of warfare.

      Zwei screeched and reared back. The closest unit of Imperial soldiers recoiled in fear, raising their weapons as they backed away. The soldiers in front slammed into those behind them, and they began to panic as they felt trapped between fearsome griffins and their own comrades.

      My griffin riders charged. They didn’t even reach the enemy line before the infantry began to flee. Fanning out to scare more soldiers, we began to run amok inside the enemy’s lines.

      I looked back toward my own lines. Arrows continued to rain down on the enemy’s front line. A wall of heavily armored knights advanced across the empty field, their black and blue banners held high and undamaged by arrows or spells. Yasno charged, and the Empire was in too much chaos to do anything about it.

      The knights that formed Darian’s front line didn’t know how to react. Most of them tried desperately to hold the front line, shields raised against the demi-oni’s arrows. They knew that if they retreated to deal with my cavalry, then they wouldn’t be able to defend against my infantry attack.

      Unfortunately, they didn’t have enough knights inside their lines to deal with us if they didn’t pull soldiers from their front line. Or at least, not enough good ones. Darian must have placed his best soldiers at the front, because I was cutting through chaff here. What few knights rallied to fend us off were cut down in seconds.

      I had mixed mages in with the mounted knights on horseback, and the Empire’s camp was beginning to burn as we hurled fireballs at them. Imperial mages attempted to stop us, but they refused to fire on us with magic. If they did, they would kill more of their own soldiers than mine.

      Hish laughed as her griffin leaped over a line of spearmen. Her pole arm whirled, glittering with a strange golden energy I didn’t recognize. When she landed, she struck the Imperial company in the rear and dozens of soldiers exploded into ribbons. I couldn’t decipher what she had done, but it looked as though the soldiers had been struck with countless blows at once.

      The Imperial soldiers fled while Hish continued to laugh. I continued to look around the battlefield. Somewhere within all of this chaos was Darian, the vampire general in charge of all of this. I hadn’t been able to make out where he was commanding from.

      The magetalk disk hummed at my side. I picked it up and Miya appeared in it once more.

      “Mykah, the enemy is beginning to retreat,” she said, her voice tight. “But they’re not collapsing. They’ve been given orders.”

      “Where are they retreating to, Miya?”

      She paused. That told me exactly where they were retreating to.

      “Into the city,” she said. “It’s going exactly like Yasno said it would. What shall we do?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      Thousands of Imperial soldiers poured into the outskirts of Haliphame. They broke formation as they did so, running as fast as they could. The maze-like network of streets and alleys that bordered the battlefield swallowed them up. Arrows poured down on their ranks as they fled, but Miya’s barrages fell well short of the city itself. The soldiers found safety once they got within fifty meters of the city limits.

      I watched, feeling powerless. The intent of my reckless cavalry charge had been to find and kill Darian before he could order a retreat into the city. I had hoped that he would face me directly while I was unsupported by my army. Instead, he had refused to take my bait.

      My mounted knights took up formation again while our opponents fled. Running down thousands of fleeing soldiers like this was dangerous, as our mounts could easily be tripped or caught up in the stampede. The mages in my ranks hurled spells into the enemy. Fireballs and lances tore through the massed ranks of fleeing Imperials. The rest of us advanced at a sedate pace as I weighed my options.

      Did I bombard Darian and his army inside the city and chase him inside? Or did I limit the damage to the city itself and risk being bogged down in a city fight, where Darian’s army could take defensive positions and negate our ranged advantage?

      “Miya, we’ll pursue them into the city. Continue to bombard them inside the outskirts. The city is part of the Empire, and I won’t risk the lives of my soldiers for it,” I said with a grimace. My magetalk disk sat in my hand, a projection of Miya hanging above it.

      My justification wasn’t the strongest, but if I let Darian take advantage of my weakness then how could I possibly defeat those who had slain an emperor?

      A short pause followed my order. Then Miya replied, “Understood. I’ll cease fire shortly after Yasno’s infantry enter the city. Afterward, I’ll advance with the archers and mages to support you.”

      A lull ran through the battlefield. Arrows stopped falling. I pulled my unit of cavalry toward my reinforcements, riding over any fleeing Imperial soldiers as we rode.

      The air filled with the rush of falling arrows. Over a thousand arrowheads crashed down into the disheveled Imperial ranks. The soldiers shouted in surprise. Many of them had been convinced they were safe so close to the city. Hundreds of arrows shattered on buildings but many punched through weak walls and thatch roofs.

      Miya kept the storm going, her archers firing volley after volley in a regular rhythm. Many of the arrows glowed, and each of them landed with a crash, sending dozens of soldiers flying. Soon, the Imperial retreat transformed into an all-out panic. Many of the soldiers began to flee away the city, rather than into it. Some charged toward my cavalry.

      Our volleys were concentrated on the city. Ironically, that meant that the closer the enemy were to my soldiers, the safer they were from being shot to death.

      I swept out with my pole-axe and knocked several Imperials down. Spells rippled out from the mages in my unit. Their magical lances left gaping holes in the corpses that hit the ground.

      A thunderous sound filled the air. Dust billowed up from the outskirts of Haliphame. I looked over to see buildings collapsing. Several others were aflame. The magic within some of Miya’s arrows had caught the buildings alight and brought others down from the raw fury of our bombardment. Either that, or Darian’s soldiers were torching the city to spite me. These houses weren’t built to withstand attack, even if we were only hitting them with enchanted arrows. The demi-oni were a force to be reckoned with.

      Blue banners drew near. Yasno had arrived. His infantry were the only units still holding banners aloft. Darian’s army had long since abandoned their banners and many had been knocked down or destroyed in the course of the battle.

      I broke off from my cavalry to meet with Yasno, and Hish followed me. Our pole arms flickered at our sides, striking down whatever enemy soldiers got too close. Most of the enemy fled away from both us and the city by now. Their ranks had thinned out substantially. Those left were extremely unlucky.

      “Yasno, do you have your orders from Miya?” I shouted over the din of the battle. The collapsing buildings and constant screaming from the Imperials made it hard to hear anything.

      “We’re pursuing them into the city’s outskirts,” the demi-oni shouted back. He was leading his unit of heavy infantry. Each of them was decked out in heavy plate armor and wielding enormous war hammers that were far too heavy for a human to use.

      Yasno’s face was grim, a fact I could make out even under his helmet. “What are you still doing here, Bulwark? I thought you were going after the vampire general?”

      I twirled my pole-axe absentmindedly as I gazed at Haliphame. Many of the Imperial infantry were still trying to enter it. Most of them were the heavier infantry and knights. Veterans, in other words. Their efforts suggested that this was planned.

      “Darian planned this,” I said, riding in front of our advancing infantry. “It smells like a trap. Charging into a city with only cavalry is madness. I need you and your infantry at my back.”

      “What about your unit?” Yasno asked.

      “There are a lot of soldiers still out here that they can mop up. Hish and I will dismount and advance into the city with you. Then we’ll find Darian,” I ordered.

      Hish grinned when she heard that. “So I can go grab my girls and we can charge into the city together, boss?”

      “No, stay with me. I want you with me if we find Darian sooner. Use magetalk to contact them,” I said. Zwei cawed and shifted about, as if she knew what was going to happen. I comforted her. “There, there, girl. You’ve had your fun. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      Grumbling, Hish said, “You’re nicer to the griffin than you are to me.”

      I ignored her. Instead, I checked that Yasno was still good to advance. Then I rode back to my cavalry. I hopped off Zwei’s back and handed her reins to one of the younger riders, trusting my knights to lead her back to the camp. My griffin cawed at me again, giving me a baleful look. I gave her feathers a quick ruffle.

      There was no time to do more. I had a battle to finish. Every second I wasted was a second that Darian used to set more traps.

      I took off at a run toward the city. Smoke rose up from farther within it and a black rain of arrows continued to fall. In the distance, I saw Ilsa’s mages approaching the city. If given the order, they could unleash powerful spells that would level the structures the Empire hid behind.

      That order hadn’t been given. I didn’t plan on giving it. The city already burned. The blazes would make it harder for my infantry to fight.

      Hish and I caught up to my infantry as we entered the city itself. Miya’s barrage had moved farther into the city, so we didn’t need to worry about friendly fire. Several buildings had been reduced to rubble, and many others had sustained substantial damage.

      Marching into the city, I saw even more fire. Imperial soldiers erected burning barricades in our paths and their mages threw spells overhead. The constant rain of empowered arrows crumbled the buildings, and chunks of stone and wood collapsed into the streets. I didn’t see any civilians, but it was possible they cowered in the nearby buildings. The streets were a war zone. Bodies littered the ground, many buried under dust, charred remnants, and rubble. Arrows filled many of the corpses. Injured Imperial soldiers tried to crawl away, abandoned by their comrades.

      My infantry advanced in a shield wall formation: shields raised at the front and above us. The advance was slow going, but it was the textbook way for heavy infantry to advance in this situation. Rubble fell on us, fireballs skittered off our shields, and arrows slammed into us. Miya’s barrage had ceased, as she promised earlier.

      I acted as advance warning and spotter, looking for ambushes as we cleared out roadblocks. The weakness of this shield wall formation was that a powerful charge by heavy infantry could shatter it. I had claustrophobic memories of being inside a shield wall, barely able to see anything as magic and arrows burst against the unit. Fighting back in hand-to-hand against skilled combatants or cavalry was difficult, and it made its use in city fighting risky.

      The Imperials weren’t fighting smart, however. Or maybe we were moving faster than they set up ambushes. We moved from block to block, shunting aside their barricades and cutting the foe down as they tried to flee. Whenever they were inside a building, we burned them out.

      I had expected this to happen and had seeded Yasno’s infantry with mages from Ilsa’s unit. Today was a far cry from when I had assaulted Talepolis.

      Back then, I had been short on mages. Now, I had more battlemages in my army and I didn’t need them to man siege engines. City fighting was a lot easier when every unit had mages that could sweep rooftops or buildings with fire, or slap down barriers to protect them from ambushes.

      We were several city blocks deep into Haliphame when I finally sensed Darian. His magical aura was faint, but I sensed he was casting a ritual of some form. Given his rumored abilities and power, that was bad.

      I stood behind a company of my heavy knights as they cleared a roadblock. Imperial soldiers groaned on the ground where we had shattered their defensive formation. Many more Imperials fled in the distance, ducking around corners and into alleyways. Dozens of demi-oni stood beside me, each of them wearing looted armor and wielding weapons far too large for their small stature. Hish had finally regrouped with her company, and I watched as she cackled alongside several of her subordinates.

      “Hish, form up your company,” I called out.

      She looked over at me with a lopsided grin. All eyes turned toward me.

      I continued, “We have a vampire to slay.”
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      Well over a hundred Imperial elites filled what was left of a park. Magic circles and sigils glowed on marble walls. Hundreds of arrow shafts littered the ground and stuck out from buildings. Windows were shattered. The only people in sight were soldiers, and few of them were dead.

      I guessed this to be a complex for wealthier merchants who couldn’t afford to stay in the city’s inner districts or that wanted to be close to the edge of the city. The multi-story residences enclosed this small park.

      Darian used this location for his ritual, and the magic circles dotting the buildings hid his magic well. The decrepit old vampire stood in the center of the clearing beside a fountain, and a mass of darkness surrounded him.

      By entering the park I had entered the area of effect of the disruption magic that cloaked him. The faint feeling of power from earlier became almost overwhelming, as if a great force was pressing down on me from above. The demi-oni beside me frowned and began hunching up as they crossed the invisible threshold of the disruption magicks. Even they were affected by Darian’s raw power.

      “This feels nasty, boss,” Hish muttered. “What the heck is going on?”

      “That’s what raw magical power feels like. The ancient daywalkers have a lot of it,” I said, and looked around the clearing.

      The Imperial elites formed up to oppose us. I scanned for purple uniforms and found none. Aladria hadn’t spared Darian any of the royal knights she had at her disposal. The armor and glowing weapons of the Imperials marked them as dangerous, but no more so than many others we had fought.

      Child’s play for Hish’s company.

      Darian ignored us. That boded poorly.

      I didn’t even need to give the order. Hish thrust her sword forward and the demi-oni surged across the grass.

      Bracing themselves, the Imperials raised their shields and readied their axes. They stood firm: a wall of black steel protecting a vortex of darkness behind them. I hadn’t heard a sound from them or any commands from officers. All of them were thralls, most likely.

      Before they hit the waiting line of enemies, the charging demi-oni reacted. Half of them leaped into the air and hurtled over the enemy’s front line. Bolts of magic flew at them, but the demi-oni deflected them in mid-air. The Imperials didn’t falter and maintained their formation.

      A two-pronged assault struck the Imperial line. Hish’s company slammed into them from the front and from above, their swords wreathed in magic. The battle felt more one-sided than it was, as the thralls remained far more quiet than ordinary humans would in the thick of a brutal melee. Both sides suffered losses, but the shield wall broke within moments. The entire clearing turned into a furious brawl and formations broke down.

      I rushed through the melee, Hish beside me with a grin on her face. My objective was Darian, not his minions. I batted aside soldiers with my blade if they got in my way, but otherwise pushed through whatever gap I found.

      A handful of mages stood on the far side of the melee, hurriedly trying to cast a ritual. I prepared to rush them, but Hish was already in their midst. She cut them down with short, quick strokes of her sword, and ended whatever spell they had hoped to cast.

      The vortex of darkness that Darian was controlling stood in front of us. He finally glanced at us, deigning to pay us attention now that we were close enough to threaten him.

      Darian was a decrepit figure, a hunched old man with a bald head and a distinctive pallor to his skin. He looked undead, rather than merely pale-skinned. His red and purple robes looked far too large on his tiny body, but I knew they contained as much magic as my runic armor.

      Unlike most vampires, Darian had a vaunted history before he became undead. His shadow sorcery wasn’t a gift from being turned, but because he had always been a dangerous individual. Rumor in the royal court had been that he was truly ancient and had turned himself into a vampire using sorcery in order to outlive his peers. Sorcerers could halt their aging process, but the soul always gave out after a couple of centuries.

      Vampires had a cursed soul, and could live forever. The price was a thirst for blood, and the loss of whatever magical ability one had beforehand. I could only imagine how Darian had retained some measure of his sorcerous ability as a daywalker.

      My blade glowed as I activated several of the runes on it. I had switched back to my original greatsword for the anti-regeneration runes it possessed, rather than the one I forged for dragon slaying.

      Before I could flicker across the clearing and behead him, Darian chuckled.

      “I had thought my trap had failed, but here I have caught the biggest of fish. How amusing,” he croaked out. His voice sounded as ancient as his body looked. “I suppose I can end this ruse now.”

      With a click of his fingers, Darian sucked the mass of darkness into his hands. It took only an instant, and I didn’t feel even the slightest hint of magic used. He hadn’t been casting a ritual.

      The overwhelming magical presence still remained. Where the vortex of darkness had been stood a figure formed of a strange inky blackness. It looked like it was formed of solid shadow.

      The figure had the shape and appearance of Ruyit, the pure fire elemental we had fought up north. The magnitude of her magical power even felt similar to the real thing, although long familiarity with the original told me I was facing a fake.

      Nobody had told me about this before. Darian could summon copies of other beings. I sincerely hoped that this Ruyit wasn’t as strong as the real deal.

      In fact, I didn’t see how it was possible. Pure elementals drew their power from the world itself. For Darian to do the same seemed impossible, even through a minion.

      Hish screeched at the shadow Ruyit, “It’s her. The fire bitch! I thought she was up north.”

      “I have no need for the originals with my abilities. Perhaps I’ll even make use of the great General Mykah after this,” Darian said. “Serat will find that amusing. Or annoying. She can be difficult to understand.”

      I had no plans to let him use me as a minion in the future, let alone to even survive this encounter.

      Words were useless. My momentum rune glowed, and I flickered across the clearing.

      My sword rung out as Ruyit countered my attack. Her shadow sword glowed bright white. I felt magic build up within her. Impossibly, she was using her elemental powers.

      Rolling to the side, I dodged the column of flame that consumed the area I had been standing. Ruyit stood still, like a puppet, but her head tracked me.

      Well, I had confirmed why Darian was considered such a dangerous vampire. He had found a way around the restrictions of the vampiric disciplines. Simply summon somebody who could use other magic for him. Fantastic.

      Flames burst from shadow Ruyit’s arms and turned the park into an inferno. Huge walls of fire separated me from the melee between the Imperial knights and the demi-oni. Great plumes of smoke filled the air within moments, as the grass burned up and blotted out the blue sky.

      I was surrounded by flames and ominous magic circles, with only Hish by my side and a powerful vampiric sorcerer opposing me. The disruption effect of the magic circles prevented anybody else within the city from noticing this battle. I doubted I could get a flare off without Darian or shadow Ruyit intercepting it.

      We would win this battle alone or not at all.
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      I flickered a step forward, my momentum rune sputtering with light. Shadow Ruyit burst into flame and soared into the air, far out of reach.

      I grinned. So the copy didn’t have the same knowledge as the real deal. The actual Ruyit would have known that I couldn’t use my momentum rune so soon after my original use. I power my momentum rune by moving my body, and it enables me to move at super-accelerated speeds for a brief moment. Given I had barely moved since using it against Ruyit, it had only the tiniest charge left in it.

      Hovering in the air on wings of fire, shadow Ruyit glared down at me. She had some attitude, even if she lacked any color outside her flames. At least she didn’t talk.

      Ruyit dropped to the ground, her flame wings transforming into coils of flame along her arms. The moment she hit the ground, those coils shot toward me like snakes.

      I charged her, pumping magic into my sword as I did so. With a flick of my wrist, I sliced apart the fire snakes on the ground with a blast of magic. A cloud of prismatic light rose into the air and I burst through it, sword raised in a thrusting motion.

      Sparks flew as Ruyit deflected my thrust. I pulled back and ducked as she sidestepped me and tried to take my head off with her falchion. Before I could react, her elbow slammed into my chest and my armor lit up like fireworks. Ruyit was little, but she was a pure elemental. She had as much magic in her pinky finger as most mages could draw upon in their entire lifetimes. That much magic translated to a lot of raw power.

      In short, Ruyit’s elbow strike felt like I had been hit by a battering ram. I rolled with the blow, trying to take away as much of the pressure from my armor as possible. The runes stayed lit up, and my body ached. The impact had been spread to the rest of my body, in order to prevent fatal organ damage, but that made my entire body feel like I had been run over by a griffin.

      I saw the darkness move above me and snapped my sword out. Flames exploded toward Ruyit as I released the spell I had captured in my runes earlier. She fell into a guard position, with her falchion held flat in front of her. My flames were consumed by her sword, causing it to glow bright white.

      With a yell, Hish leaped at Ruyit from the side. I pulled myself to my feet, scowling behind my helmet.

      Ruyit dropped her guard, letting the few remaining embers wash over her. Her inky black hair caught on fire and char marks appeared on her skin, but she was otherwise unharmed. Hish was caught off-guard by the abrupt reaction, and dropped to the side.

      We hadn’t harmed Ruyit yet, and she had hit me rather hard. I didn’t like how much raw power Darian had managed to stuff into one of his summons. Glancing back, I saw the vampire shuffling away from the duel.

      Could the decrepit old bastard even fight while his summon was active?

      The problem was that attacking Darian meant leaving Hish to fight Ruyit alone. While she had improved, I wasn’t in the mood to ask my squire to martyr herself for me. This wasn’t a fight she could win, and I doubted she could stall for very long, either.

      Ruyit pouted, spinning her falchion in one hand. A moment later, a great plume of flames appeared along her back. I recognized the technique as a pit formed in my stomach.

      I had hoped that the summon was unable to replicate this technique. It was dangerous in far too many ways for even an experienced combatant to handle.

      “Hish, get away from her,” I shouted, shifting my body and preparing to charge Ruyit.

      The shadow glanced at me, then at my sword. My momentum rune glowed and I noticed that Ruyit’s eyes were locked on it. Hish stared at me in confusion, her guard raised.

      I stepped forward, magic surging through my body as I began to accelerate forward.

      As if in slow motion, I saw Ruyit turn and charge at Hish. The plume of flames on the elemental’s back glowed, the very edges bursting into thick clouds of prismatic light.

      My sword cleaved through those clouds of light after I flickered forward with my momentum rune. Ruyit exploded toward Hish, her magic enough to propel her out of my reach. Cursing, I used up the remaining charge in the momentum rune to move another step forward and try to catch Ruyit. I was too slow.

      The plume on Ruyit’s back transformed from a mixture of red, white and blue flames into an almost solid-looking rainbow. Hish stared at Ruyit in confusion, the demi-oni glowing with an odd red light.

      The world filled with magical energy so overwhelmingly thick I couldn’t sense a thing. Not even Ruyit’s presence.

      Everything exploded. The flames went out. Windows shattered. Everybody was knocked down.

      I hit the dirt, but couldn’t feel it through the pain and shock of the explosion. It sounded like the buildings nearby collapsed. I couldn’t see anything, there was so much dirt in the air.

      But I saw Hish. Standing over me, flickering with a strange red glow and an odd expression on her face. For a moment, it looked like there were five of her, as red afterimages flickered in and out of existence. Magical power roiled off her, far greater in magnitude than even the explosion had given off. Her clothes were torn, blood ran down her skin from numerous scratches, and her long blonde hair was ragged.

      Her horn glowed gold, in the same way that Miya’s horn glowed bright red when she channeled her most powerful magic.

      But I knew that Hish wasn’t using the same magic as Miya. Or if she was, then she wasn’t using it like Miya.

      “Astral power,” I croaked out, pulling myself to my feet. This was the very power that I’d warned Hish about using, and that she had used against her battle against the real Ruyit.

      Hish turned to me, and there was a strange expression in her eyes. Our gazes met. I froze. There was something alien and very wrong about Hish. It felt like I was looking into the eyes of an entirely different being, and not the energetic and bloodthirsty demi-oni who also had some pride issues.

      Then Hish gave me a nervous smile and normality returned to her. Or some semblance of it, given I still felt like I was standing next to ten thousand mages casting the greatest ritual in history. Astral energy was far greater in power than sorcerous energy, and Hish was an overturned bucket of it.

      “Hish, you need to control your power. Reel it in,” I said. She stared at me.

      Despite my misgivings, I reached out to her. The cloud of dirt and smoke was beginning to clear. Ruyit was perfectly unharmed, as expected from her own technique. We didn’t have time.

      I grabbed Hish’s arm. and my armor lit up. A strange pulse of energy ran through my body and I felt death close on me, like something gripped my heart directly and was about to crush it like a grape.

      Then Hish let out a hiss of surprise and the feeling vanished, although I still felt that energy running through my body. My armor glowed, but felt awfully useless right now. Hish’s ambient magical energy was so great that it overwhelmed even the active defenses on my armor.

      “Yes, like that. Control it,” I said. “Try to stop the energy from pouring out. Direct it.”

      In the corner of my eye, I saw Ruyit staring in confusion at us. Darian was no doubt somewhere nearby. The magical circles on the buildings had been broken, as the explosion had blown apart huge segments of them. Behind me, dozens of Imperial knights littered the ground. They seemed like dolls who had been knocked over and their master had forgotten to pick them back up.

      My demi-oni clustered in the farthest corner of the park, taking up formation and firing off flares into the air. Like they needed to bother. Mages in the capital would have felt this. Maybe some imagined that the Archangel Myrael had returned, although I doubted Hish had that much astral energy at her disposal.

      All of that meant nothing to Hish, who stared at the hand I had on her wrist. Slowly, I felt her power begin to die down. The red light and her shimmering figure vanished. The feeling that I was in the middle of a magical whirlwind subsided. That strange energy left me, although I still felt a thread of it attached to me.

      Only the mild golden glow of Hish’s horn remained. Thick, golden veins of light ran along its black surface, and the entire thing seemed to gleam with an otherworldly light.

      “What a waste,” Darian said, and I looked around to see him standing close to shadow Ruyit. “A being capable of using astral power, and you stop her instantly. Imagine what we could have witnessed in the moments leading up to her disintegration? Centuries of progress in magical research could have been made in seconds, just from observing her death, and you denied it.”

      Darian spat on the ground. “No wonder you never joined the mage towers. I’m amazed that Serat would waste her time on you.”

      I let go of Hish’s arm, and she whined when I did so.

      “Some of us are more observant than others. I’m amazed that you consider yourself a talented sorcerer when you’re so blind and incapable,” I said.

      Darian’s lip curled and he made a cutting motion toward me. Instantly, his shadow summon sprung forward, like a puppet under his control.

      An enormous surge of flames burst forth from Ruyit, thick and white-hot. I began to raise my sword to absorb them into my runes. Hish reacted well before I did.

      She snapped her sword across her body in a slicing motion, her entire horn turned bright gold and body shimmering with red light for an instant. A gaping crater opened up in the ground where Hish swung, and the flames split open like a parting sea before bursting into clouds of prismatic light as their magic collapsed.

      In the distance, Ruyit froze in her charge and exploded into a sphere of flames. I didn’t see the impact, but I felt it with my magical senses. Ruyit protected herself with every drop of magical energy she could muster, in the form of a protective sphere of flames. Some massive magical force crashed into it, great enough to open craters large enough to fit my leg into.

      I looked at Hish. She stared at her sword, dumbfounded. Her power was still under control, her horn glowing dimly again.

      This was astral power. The power of angels and gods. So great that a wielder could wave their sword and carve open the ground like it was putty.

      I felt slightly inadequate, but dismissed the feeling. This wasn’t my first encounter with astral power. Although I hadn’t expected Hish to somehow safely use it. Assuming it was safe.

      Then again, she hadn’t exploded or disintegrated yet. I took that to be a very good sign.

      Hish looked at me, her face split by a grin and eyes bright. “Boss, you can deal with the vampire. I’ll carve up the fire bitch.”

      Without waiting for my response, Hish attacked Ruyit. Each blow of their duel was blindingly fast, thrown at a speed that I could only match at the top of my form, and carried immense magical power in it. Ruyit wreathed herself in flames, her sword glowing, as she did everything possible to hold her own. In response, Hish cackled as she split apart the ground with reckless attacks and ignored the flames thrown at her.

      I looked over at Darian. The vampire stared at the demi-oni, his deathly pallor somehow appearing worse now. He looked shocked.

      It was time to end this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and stretched my muscles underneath my heavy armor. The ache from my earlier wounds had subsided. It felt like they had never even happened.

      My regeneration magic was good, but not this good. Not normally.

      Hish hadn’t healed me when she had done whatever it was she did earlier. That strange feeling of her reaching into my whole body with her magic left an imprint in my memory I would never forget, but she hadn’t done anything to me.

      What she had done is increase the volume of ambient magical energy in the park by an order of magnitude or two. I couldn’t oversell how ridiculous that was.

      As a human, my evocation magic relied on the magical energy of the world around me: ambient magical energy. There was normally plenty of it, but powerful spells usually required a lot of it. Hence the usual need for rituals to amplify the gathering of that energy. Rituals were useless in fast-moving combat, so I instead relied more on runes that required minimal magic or techniques that could be cast relatively quickly.

      I knew how to cast spells as well as any other magister, but I was a knight before I was a mage. I could carve apart ten men with my sword in the time it took me to gather the energy for a fireball.

      Except Hish had somehow changed that. I didn’t understand how. It didn’t matter. She had turned herself into a font of magical energy for a minute and that was plenty. I was the only person in this fight who could benefit from it. Darian and Ruyit relied on transmutation, which used their internal magical energy.

      For the first time in a very, very long time, I could use magical techniques I considered too cumbersome for combat use. My regeneration magic worked faster at the same time.

      It wasn’t a good time to be Darian.

      I circled around the brawl between Hish and Ruyit. Spurts of flame flared across the clearing at random, and I kept my guard up. The fire elemental was throwing everything she had at Hish, but raw strength was the worst possible way to combat astral power.

      She was trying to win a contest of raw strength against somebody who was always stronger than their opponent. Defeat was the only option, unless one thought outside the box. The real Ruyit might be capable of that, but this clone wasn’t.

      Darian visibly strained beneath his robes. His stress became visible as I got closer, and that comforted me. The vampire wasn’t some endless font of power, capable of summoning a legendary being while retaining his own vampiric strength. His face was taut, sweat ran across his brow, and color was beginning to return to his deathly pale skin.

      Suddenly, the vampire snapped his head toward me. The motion was too fast to be human, the tendons in his neck contorting for several seconds as they caught up to the rest of his body.

      He licked his lips and raised his hands. Tendrils of shadow began to form within them. Somehow, I doubted that his spell would be something straightforward.

      “It would be much easier for me if you could please die quickly,” Darian said. “I have research to continue, and all too little time to waste on you.”

      I chuckled. “Then why waste your time on Aladria’s schemes? What is she holding over your head?”

      “Ha, as if I am so weak as to be blackmailed by the likes of her. Like recognizes like. Those with the talent for the true vampiric discipline are drawn to one another, like moths to a flame. She and I are so alike. I may have centuries on the little butterfly, but there is always so much more to learn when one has immortality.”

      “You’re far from immortal, Darian,” I said, gripping my sword tightly and activating the anti-regeneration rune on it. “Volante learned that the hard way.”

      “I am no babe relying on vampiric regeneration of blood. The world has more complicated methods of maintaining life than healing wounds. Blackwater is proof of that, and I am a far greater vampire than he.” Darian began to circle me. The duel between Hish and Ruyit was now behind me. He was either scared of Hish, or somehow wanted to use it to his advantage.

      Darian opened his mouth to say more, but I’d heard enough.

      I flickered forward, my sword slashing toward his head. He raised one arm and a shadowy void opened up in the arm of his robe. My sword cleaved into it, blazing with light. The robe swallowed my blade.

      Holding the hilt outside the robe, I felt a strange pulling sensation on my greatsword that held it fast within whatever strange void it was stuck in. Darian chuckled and pointed his free hand at me. Shadowy tendrils burst from them.

      I snap kicked the vampire before his magic struck me and sent him flying. My sword came free. I quickly inspected it, confirming it was unmarred.

      A cheer came up from behind me, and I looked back to see Hish standing over shadow Ruyit. The summon was missing an arm, and the stump oozed a black mist into the air that turned into prismatic light. A moment later, my view of the pair vanished behind an inferno as Ruyit summoned a wall of flames as large as the first spell she cast.

      I grimaced. Hish was winning, but I worried about how much power she was using to do so. The summoned Ruyit was fighting until the bitter end. If I killed Darian, the fight would end. I hoped.

      Nearby, the vampire pulled himself up from the crater he had fallen into. Rubble from a nearby building surrounded him. He grumbled as he stood.

      I activated the runes on my sword and began casting an old spell of my own. The surrounding clearing throbbed in my senses as masses of ambient magical energy began to pool around me like a whirlpool. Even to my relatively dull senses, it felt overwhelming.

      The last time I attempted to cast this spell, I had done so from a ritual tower and it had taken over an hour. I didn’t plan to use the same amount of energy, but I doubted I needed more than thirty seconds to prepare it now.

      Darian straightened, glaring at me. “A kick. You think that will end a mage of my pedigree? I’ve forgotten more magical knowledge than you believe exists. Even if you defeat the elemental, I can summon beings far older that you know nothing of. And even if you defeat me here, I will be back. I had hoped to pick off you and your officers one-by-one, but fate smiles upon you. It rarely does so more than once.”

      I let him drone on. The magic continue to build up. Did he not sense it? Vampires were as sensitive to magic as any other being. More so, given they were magical beings.

      He was arrogant. Perhaps he thought that I couldn’t harm him.

      Raising my sword in a thrusting stance, I gripped it in both hands. My momentum rune glowed, as did several other runes that had been dormant until now. The amplification rune was the most important, as it increased the power of spells channeled through the sword.

      Despite his words, Darian was focusing his magic. Shadows formed beneath him and his power swelled. I suspected he had prepared a counterattack, one that would strike at me and attempt to kill me when I got close with my thrust.

      I smiled.

      I cast the spell and brought all that magical energy into the world at once. I thrust my sword forward. A column of light exploded from it, razor-thin and directed at Darian. It didn’t fly at him. Instead, it popped into existence all at once as a solid wall of golden light so bright that it hurt my eyes to look in its general direction.

      That wall of magic extended for over a hundred meters. Its magical presence stung my senses. I had pumped it full of so much magic that it was almost impenetrable, but it also went through everything in its path. The light fanned out from either edge of my outstretched blade. I felt like I was holding a sword that weighed hundreds of times more than it should.

      Darian stood exactly where had been, but a cloud of prismatic light rose up around him as his shadow dissipated. He had been bisected by the wall of magic I had blasted through him. I couldn’t feel his presence, and behind me I felt Ruyit’s presence fade.

      Even so, I held onto my spell. My nerves burned from the magical load, and from the physical pressure of holding onto my sword. Darian had said he had some special form of immortality.

      I waited. Both halves of his body collapsed to the ground. The blood in them didn’t react. That was normal. My spell didn’t affect only the material plane, but also the magical plane. I had cut Darian in half physically and magically.

      What I was worried about was his soul. Vampires were strange beings, and his reference to Blackwater concerned me.

      The unkillable vampire. A man who was untouchable, even to astral power. Even this technique might not be enough if Darian was half the vampire he claimed to be.

      Moments passed. Hish’s whooping erupted in the background, before fading away. I held fast. Watched for any sign of activity.

      Eventually, I realized that Darian had merely bragged and dropped the spell. Collapsing to my knees, I let out a ragged sigh as the barrier of light vanished into a mass of prismatic light thick enough that I worried it would explode. It made the world shimmer for a second, but nothing else.

      Cheers filled the clearing. I look behind me to see the demi-oni rushing forward. The park was a ruin. There was no grass left that wasn’t burned. The buildings were destroyed, the fences twisted, and craters dotted the landscape. The Imperial knights began to rise from their thrall-induced slumber, only to be taken prisoner. Many of the Imperials never moved, having been slain in battle or by the explosion.

      Hish kneeled in the center of the celebration. I saw her for only a moment, before her comrades surrounded her with smiles. She looked lost, her grin faded.

      The demi-oni might see a hero in Hish, but she had some soul-searching to do now that she had stumbled upon the power she wanted so badly.

      The battle had been won, but the wreckage symbolized the cost. I knew there would be a price to pay for it.
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      The march down the streets of Haliphame was an unpleasant one.

      It was late evening, with the sun setting and dying the city red. I took several companies of my elites into the mage quarter in the city center, where the keep protecting the city sat. Although ‘protect’ was a strong word for a keep as decorative as the one in Haliphame.

      Plenty of residents came out into the streets to see the new occupiers of the city and they weren’t happy. Many looked sullen. Others jeered. A few threw things, but they were extremely few. Life was short enough without throwing things at heavily armed soldiers that worked for a man who had conquered the city by force.

      Mostly, the streets were empty. I didn’t know where to or how many people had evacuated. I strongly suspected that didn’t have much to do with the emptiness of the city. War was new to Haliphame, they didn’t like it, and were making their feelings heard.

      Talepolis had been part of the bloody coup from the start, but this agricultural hub had been untouched until I had brought it kicking and screaming into the reality of the Empire’s civil war. Even so, nobody was holding up torches and pitchforks, or daring to rebel against me. Yet.

      We entered the mage quarter, passing through the gates and the only city wall in Haliphame. This was the wealthiest part of the city, and a major market district. It was empty, save for companies of patrolling guards who stopped and saluted as I passed.

      The keep was no different. I didn’t know if it had been abandoned when Darian had arrived with his army or earlier. There was a lack of dust, which suggested recent use, but everything personal had been removed. The main hall stood bare, and was far smaller than those in Talepolis or even Tornfrost Watch.

      I was unsurprised to find the keep empty, or at its relatively small size. Most cities in the Empire were ruled by barons appointed by the prince. These barons typically lacked land holdings of their own, making them nobles in name only, and they ran the city at the prince’s leisure. If a baron did well, they would be granted a substantial lease of land or perhaps even the title of count within the princedom. Do poorly, and they would be booted back out into the city, their reputation in tatters, and no means with which to earn a fortune ever again.

      To put it another way, the princes had found a way to turn lesser nobles into their loyal workers and claim the riches of the cities for themselves. Some cities still had hereditary rulers, typically dukes or even a few margraves near the borders, but most of the counts with hereditary rights to rule a city had lost their land during the Decline. The few that hadn’t then lost their city then got in the way of Emperor Evigilus when he enacted his Reforms two centuries ago.

      Darian or Aladria had most likely sacked the baron in charge of Haliphame. Why bother with a bloody coup instead of telling a worker that he was fired?

      Within an hour of arriving at the keep, the nobles of the city started arriving. I had intended to speak with them in morning and let them air their grievances then. The hall was already a mess. Tables had been carted in and maps strewn across them. I needed to debrief and discuss strategy, before Aladria made her next move. She had been nowhere close to the battle, and certainly wasn’t in the keep.

      A handful of my soldiers were setting up a pair of magetalk disks on one side of the hall, along with their gargantuan batteries. This keep lacked a magical generator to run them.

      The nobles were unhappy, and there were a lot of them. I relented and agreed to hear their concerns, if briefly.

      On the one hand, I regretted doing so. They made faces at my preparations in the keep and the fact I was still wearing my armor. Haliphame was full of merchants and a handful of mages, and those meeting with me matched that expectation. They didn’t understand war.

      But that was precisely why I needed to meet with them.

      They complained and whined. I had destroyed part of the city, brought needless conflict to Haliphame, and was harming their income. How was I going to compensate them? A couple attacked my morals, claiming I was a traitor.

      Every other noble in the room crept away from anybody who openly attacked me like this. The verbal assailants were typically mages, confident in their position. I ignored them. They weren’t the people I was interested in.

      Instead, it was the sound and fury of the merchant nobles that caught my ear.

      “That’s my farmland that you trampled out there, Your Grace,” said one. “The mage towers say they won’t cover losses from war under my insurance.”

      “We have grains that are going to sit in warehouses and markets for months if we leave them here. Nobody wants to come to a city under siege to buy their food. They’ll get it somewhere else. Please, Your Grace, think about things before you act.”

      “Those were the houses of my farmers and merchants out there. Are you going to build them new ones? Does it matter if they’re dead?”

      I listened, rather than shut them out. It was tempting to tell them all to leave, that I didn’t care, and the problem was minor. I hated holding court at the best of times. I especially hated dealing with whining nobles when the Empire was in the middle of its greatest crisis.

      But, wasn’t I contributing to that crisis? And had any of these people done anything to deserve the damage I had done to them? The farmers, peasants, merchants, shop-owners, and countless others that had lived peaceful lives up until today probably hadn’t.

      Once the nobles had said their piece and left, I stood in quiet contemplation for a short while. Behind me, my officers mulled over the war map. I heard Ilsa correcting Miya on some of the likely strategic moves that Aladria would take next.

      I would think about this later. There was too much to take in at once. Right now, I needed to handle the aftermath of this battle.

      Glancing up at me, Ilsa moved several of the markers around the map. It looked like they had been running through a plan and she was returning the map to normal.

      The map didn’t look much better than it had this morning. We now held Haliphame, but the army of Imperial soldiers south-west of us had gotten larger. Nothing had changed up north, but we hadn’t set up our magetalk devices yet. If Lyria had done anything, then Vasi was yet to communicate it to us.

      “How many Imperial soldiers escaped from the battle? It looks like a lot,” I asked.

      “Well over half,” Yasno said, glancing at his notes. “We didn’t have enough cavalry to chase too many down, most of them fled once Miya starting bombarding the city, and Darian abandoned the field far earlier than we anticipated. There are few casualties, and almost all of those are in the cavalry that charged us early in the battle or the city itself.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. “Those in the city refused to surrender?”

      “Close enough for it to count.” Yasno shook his head. “They never got the message that their general was defeated, or didn’t believe it. Almost nobody appears to be thralled, either. A well-disciplined army, trained for city fighting, under orders to hold out as long as possible…”

      Miya sighed. “If we had allowed more of them to advance into the city, this would have been a bloodbath that took days. Like the stories I heard about…” She paused and gave me a sidelong look with a grimace.

      I finished her sentence, “Fenhaven? You don’t need to be sensitive about it. I was there, in case you forget who turned it into a bloodbath for you.”

      “True,” Miya said after a long pause. “Things went better this time, and it still doesn’t seem to have gone well. I don’t look forward to battling Governor Serat’s army here next.”

      “Why would we fight here? I intend to spend as little time in Haliphame as possible,” I said.

      Ilsa interrupted, “You’re surrendering the city so fast? What was the point of this?”

      “I’m not giving up Haliphame. I’m choosing to not fight another battle in it. The demi-oni are inexperienced at city fighting compared to Imperial soldiers, and our greatest strength is at range. Fighting in alleyways isn’t ideal for using high-powered bows,” I said dryly. “Haliphame can pay taxes without me standing over it personally. Although we’ll need a military presence until the ill-feelings blow over.”

      Nodding, Miya held her chin in one hand and looked back at the map. She was assessing it with fresh eyes, now that she knew what my intentions were.

      Ilsa wasn’t finished, however. “You say that, but things didn’t go that poorly. Darian seemed to have barely been a threat to you and Hish. For all that you talk up the vampires, you seem to cut them down easy enough.”

      “Not that we have the slightest clue how you kill them,” Yasno commented. “I felt that spell you used in my bones, but I don’t have any idea what it is.”

      “A barrier. One that I constructed in both the material and magical planes at the same time. Barriers usually shatter if cast on somebody with enough innate magic resistance, like another mage or a vampire, but with enough magical power I can ignore that detail. I used some runes to project the barrier into the magical plane, to amplify its power further, and to project it forward from the sword,” I explained. “I used a lesser version of the technique when fighting demons in the badlands well over sixty years ago and have been working on it since. It cuts an opponent in half physically and magically.”

      “You only used it now?” Yasno asked. “Not against the big bad dragon in Talepolis? Or against us?”

      “The last time I used it, it took an hour to cast, and I had to stand on top of a fifteen foot tall tower purpose-built to gather magical energy from its surroundings.” I shrugged. “What is possible, isn’t always useful. There are technically spells that can separate somebody’s soul from their body, killing them instantly, but the magic needed to do so is greater than that required to literally build an entire city from nothing. My spell is infeasible most of the time, and completely unnecessary. Plus, Lyria knew about it. Even if I prepared it, she could have blocked it. To say nothing of the fact that the magical power needed to cut a dragon in half in the magical plane is obscenely high.”

      Dragons were made of magical energy from the ground up. Vampires were merely humans who had been heavily modified by it. If anything, Lyria was more likely to counter the spell and cut me in half if I used it on her. That would be bad.

      Yasno’s expression darkened. “So you somehow found enough energy to cast the spell in no time at all.”

      “You know why,” I said.

      “I think everybody this side of the Nahaum Mountains knows why,” he replied. “Hish.”

      The sound of Hish’s name snapped Miya out of her thoughts, and she looked around with a frown.

      “Focus,” Ilsa said. “Hish is fine. We can talk about and to her later.”

      The looks on the faces of both Miya and Yasno suggested otherwise. I nodded at Ilsa’s suggestion and we returned to the actual subject.

      “Darian was easier to deal with than expected because we correctly anticipated his battle plan. Volante didn’t have the chance to command an army, and relied entirely on regeneration, which is a poor match for me. I’ve been preparing to slay vampires for a very, very long time.” I left the reason unsaid. “Aladria is different. She’s likely a worse general than Darian, but she’s a better schemer. Anticipating her will be harder. I can’t imagine she’ll show herself on the battlefield at all.”

      “So we’ll need to corner her,” Yasno concluded.

      Ilsa sighed. “If we’re not aggressive, that gives her more opportunity to work her schemes against us and we have to assume she’s better at them than us, especially given she can thrall people. But if we’re too aggressive, she can still slip past us because she won’t fight us openly.”

      The plaintive look that Ilsa gave me almost made me smile.

      Ilsa said, “Can’t you just pretend to serve her, then cut her head off, Mykah? You had the perfect chance earlier.”

      “Somebody tried that. Several people, actually,” Yasno muttered. “A few got sliced into pieces. She teleported away from the lucky one.”

      “Hence why we need to corner her. Preferably somewhere that we can activate anti-teleportation wards and trap her,” I said.

      The three of us fell silent, contemplating the war map. I idly wondered where Yae was. The fox no doubt knew something about Aladria’s plans, although getting them out of her was the hard part. It wasn’t as though she could go anywhere with that collar around her neck, so I wasn’t too concerned, but I would have preferred to have her here.

      Miya spoke up. “Mykah, why has Governor Serat kept her armies separate? They’re so close together that it makes little sense. A few days march means nothing strategically, but everything tactically. She could have joined both armies together before we arrived, but didn’t.”

      My reflexive answer was ‘tactical flexibility’ but I held my tongue. Miya wasn’t stupid, and we had already discussed this issue. It had been beneficial to us in our planning that Darian’s army was smaller than it could have been, and his reinforcements days away.

      Ilsa gave the textbook answer for me, although her tone was grudging, as if she knew it was wrong but was saying it anyway. “If both armies combined, it would make it easier for us to harry and pillage the lands around Haliphame. We could have attacked another city, or cut off their movement north. By keeping the armies separate, Serat could defend her territory and keep her options open. If we defended the northern approach, she could send her southern army to Talepolis and impede our advance with Darian’s force.”

      I drummed my fingers on my breastplate. “Conversely, if we had been more conservative, she would have sent Darian’s army north to aid Lyria. That would have defeated the entire purpose of marching west to begin with and put more pressure on the oni. And she’d still have another army at her disposal.”

      The look Miya gave me was not a positive one. “So no matter what decision we make, she wins?”

      “I’m not sure I follow?” I asked, dreading the explanation. It sounded like Miya had stumbled onto Aladria’s scheme, or at least thought she had.

      Before Miya could answer, one of my aides interrupted.

      “General, the Empire is contacting us over magetalk,” the aide said, his face twisted in confusion. “It’s Governor Serat herself.”

      Of course it was. I didn’t want to listen to her honey-soaked barbs or see her face, but there was a good chance she might let something slip.

      I nodded at the aide. “Let it through. I’ll talk to the vampire myself.”
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      Aladria sat beatifically in the magetalk projection. As always, she had an almost ethereal beauty in the black-and-white image. It didn’t help that she had chosen a dress that was severely cut along her legs and chest, showing more of her skin than her past appearances. It ignited my imagination and brought back memories of our times in bed. Of her fangs in my neck.

      I shook my head to clear my thoughts. When I looked back at her, she was smiling broadly.

      She shifted her legs, crossing them in a deliberate manner that showed me her nether regions. The black strip of cloth I caught a glimpse of brought back more memories.

      It was a good thing that she was only a projection. I considered myself fortunate I was unable to touch her.

      Ilsa cleared her throat behind me. “Is there something you wanted to speak to us about, Governor? Or are you here to show off your new wardrobe?”

      Aladria laughed. “Oh dear. You think this is new? I suppose you’ve never had the opportunity to enjoy a selection of dresses large enough to even ponder the meaning of ‘fashion.’ Poor girl.”

      Sighing, I held up a hand to silence Ilsa. There was nothing to be gained by responding to Aladria’s taunts. Especially over fashion. The vampire owned a walk-in wardrobe larger than most houses. Some dresses she liked to wear predated the Reforms. If I melted down her jewelry collection, I could probably deal with my financial woes for the foreseeable future.

      “Aladria, what do you want?” I asked.

      “No niceties, Mykah?”

      “Last I checked, we’re at war.”

      “I’ve read a great many stories about love blossoming in war. Of generals and princesses finding love, or having passionate encounters in bed while their nations tear each apart.” Aladria held a finger to her lips and gave me a plaintive look.

      I stared blankly at her.

      “No? A shame.” She sighed. “You’ve lost all the roughness that made you so much fun, Mykah. Now you’re polished, but you don’t gleam like a polished diamond should. Like somebody rushed your finish, and ruined the final product by marring your surface. You have maturity and experience, but lack depth. That polishing process cut you off from your potential.”

      Aladria’s smile vanished, and her expression became grim. “I’ll need to restore some of those edges and repolish you, so that you can regain it. It’s amazing that you’ve come this far but still struggled against Darian.”

      “Struggled? Perhaps your officers are talking about a different battle,” I said, crossing my arms.

      “You fell for his bait and took no real contingencies. I’m not even sure you realize what is going on,” Aladria continued. “You’ve walked into Haliphame while much of it lay in ruins. I’m sure they’re pleased with you. Merely a little collateral damage in the heart of the Empire. You serve a greater cause, so what does it matter if you knock down a few city blocks, kill countless innocents, and tramples hundreds of acres of farmland.”

      Her words cut deep. They always did, which is what had made Aladria such a great advisor.

      “I think you’re overstating the damage. But go ahead, talk your schemes up. Somebody must,” I bit back.

      She smirked. “Ah, you do have some rough edges left in you. But, no. I’m not overstating things. You’re not a general anymore. You’re on the path to become emperor, whether you like it or not. Making enemies of your nobles and mismanaging your territory will end you. You need all the allies in the world if you hope to take on the Empire, Mykah. Or has your lust for vengeance blinded you?”

      I refused the urge to scowl at her. It felt like she knew what the nobles had harangued me about earlier. Given her extensive experience, she probably could guess. That was why she was such a dangerous schemer. She was always several steps ahead. I had better tactics and was a leader, but she lived and breathed politics and I didn’t.

      When I stayed silent, she tittered at me. Ilsa glanced at me, before looking back at the war table where Miya and Yasno where discussing something. This was a situation where Ilsa was supposed to fulfill her role as strategic adviser. Unfortunately, she lacked the experience to go up against Aladria and didn’t know my past with the vampire. That was my fault, for keeping so many secrets.

      Aladria evidently felt the same way, and said, “I had such high hopes for you when you were a child. Sofia brought me in to tutor you and make you worthy of the Arium name. It’s not often that nobles adopt, even if that child was originally of noble birth.”

      My hands itched, but I resisted the urge to ball them up into fists. Sofia was my mother, long since passed. I disliked hearing her name. It felt disrespectful to her, for others to speak her name so lightly.

      I could feel Ilsa’s stare almost drilling holes in the back of my head. It was unlikely she knew this part of my past. Extremely unlikely, given both my birth family and the original Arium family no longer exist in public Imperial records.

      “You say that as if it matters anymore,” I said. My voice was gruffer than I liked.

      “Of course it matters. The records of the royal court, the princedoms, and the Imperial household can be modified at the leisure of their rulers, but the mages care more for truth than politics. Archmage Tryvin has never allowed his files to be despoiled, even now. Your right to the throne has never been stronger.”

      “What?” Ilsa muttered.

      I waved her off. “This isn’t about the throne.”

      Aladria laughed, but it didn’t have the chiming quality it usually did. She was irritated now.

      “Still in denial,” the vampire said, shaking her head. “No matter. I tutored you, Mykah. At your request, I did even more and helped you become the famous general you are known as. You knew the political game then, and you still know it now. Sometimes, there’s a price to be paid for ambition. Only you can determine what price is worth it. If you misjudge it like you have here in Haliphame, it threatens you, and you need to adjust to reality. Or you can walk away, like you did so long ago, and waste countless decades.”

      Aladria scowled at me, her lips curling and eyes narrowing into slits. “I won’t let those decades be truly wasted. Not now, when everything is finally in place. The Empire must change, a price must be paid, before a much greater one is paid from inaction. I’ll reshape you so that you remember that if I must. But I won’t let you blunder about, as if everything I taught you was for nothing.”

      Before I could say anything, the projection vanished. I was left starting at the dull stone wall of the keep, my thoughts in disarray.

      Behind me, Ilsa tried to raise something with me.

      “Later,” I said. “I need a moment to think.” Several moments.

      Aladria’s words had pushed the same buttons that the nobles had been pushing. They echoed along the same lines as my internal thoughts when I looked over the ruins of the small section of Haliphame that I had invaded.

      My walk upstairs wasn’t impeded, but Ilsa didn’t leave me alone. She followed several steps behind. I let her follow, feeling a sense of deja vu that I couldn’t quite place. I didn’t bother searching my memories for whatever I was reminded of. For once, I didn’t care to think about the past.

      What mattered was the future. The future had always been what mattered.

      I closed the door of the dining room after she followed me inside it. The tables were set as if the residents would sit down for their next meal at any moment, which spoke to the abruptness of the dismissal of the baron. I sat on one of the tables, crossing my arms as I stared into space.

      After waiting several moments for me to say something, Ilsa grew irritated and interrupted, “What was that about you having a right to the throne?”

      So she wasn’t going to let that go.

      “You’ve never heard the rumors about me?” I asked.

      “Mykah, there are entire bookshelves dedicated to your life. It’s hard to tell apart fiction from non-fiction,” Ilsa said, rolling her eyes. “So yes, I’ve heard plenty of rumors. After serving under you, I stopped remembering most of them.”

      Oh right, I forgot that people wrote books about the things I did. Wait, fiction?

      “What sort of fiction do people write about me? That seems… odd,” I said, frowning in confusion.

      Ilsa stared. “The sort that teenage girls and bored women stuck at home with nothing to do like to read.”

      Somehow, I had a strange feeling as to who might be publishing those books. She had just tried tempting me with the same genre.

      Had Aladria been testing whether I was aware of these books?

      Coughing, Ilsa changed the subject. “The throne, Mykah.”

      I sighed. “I am an Arium, but was born a Taryth. Both are noble families with long lines that intertwine with royal politics. Or were noble families with long lines.”

      “I don’t like where this is going.”

      “You shouldn’t. Royal politics is harsh. My birth parents became involved in a hereditary power struggle in the Taranth Princedom. The result was that I was orphaned on the streets of Kriesden.”

      Those had been harsh years, made worse by the demonic onslaughts that destroyed city after city in the far east. Famine, riots, fear, and far worse had terrorized the streets of the city. It had been the perfect time to assassinate a noble family. I had survived due to the sacrifice of the lives of brave servants and knights, only to be lost in the middle of the worst turmoil the Rogistran Empire had seen since Emperor Evigilus had risen to power and seized power back from the princedoms.

      “Then you were adopted by the Arium family?” Ilsa continued, her voice raising in pitch. I guessed she didn’t want to dwell on the unpleasant past. A shame it was mostly unpleasant, in the end.

      “Not the Ariums,” I said. “The Istars.”

      “The what?” Ilsa breathed, recognizing the name.

      “The Istar family. The same family as Emperor Somnulus, may he rest in peace,” I said.
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      “My mother—adoptive mother—is Sofia Istar, the sister of Emperor Somnulus. Her mother was born Marianne Arium, and married into the Istar family, which is why I carry the Arium name.” I smiled wryly. “After all, it would have been questionable to grant the name of one royal family to the child of another royal family.”

      Ilsa stared at me. “You’re royalty?”

      “That’s not how becoming emperor works,” I said dryly. “In case you forgot, it’s an elected position.”

      “Except that every emperor since Evigilus has been an Istar. And you said you were born to the family of the Taranth princes, which makes you royalty, regardless,” Ilsa said, her voice shrill. Then she froze. “Wait, what was that about the records being modified? And why does nobody know about this?”

      This was the part I didn’t want to talk too much about. It still hurt, even so many years past.

      “Because everybody thinks the same way that you do. That being an Istar entitles one to the throne. My mother rests in peace, and has since before I became magister-general. The result of the political plot intended to ensure Somnulus would become emperor—not that he was Somnulus then, he was merely Konrad. It succeeded, and they buried all proof of their competitors in whatever records they could touch.”

      I shrugged. “They couldn’t touch me, of course. But then Fenhaven happened not long after, Tornfrost died, and you know the rest.”

      Ilsa stared at me in horror. “You served the man who killed your mother? Why? And why do you care that he’s dead? This is… This is horrible.”

      “Somnulus didn’t kill my mother,” I said, my voice gruff again. “We were friends, before all of it. Even after it. But politics in the royal court is a never ending tide of bullshit. I hated it when I served as an Imperial Knight, hated it when it killed my mother, and hated it when it separated me from all of my friends and the people I knew in my home.

      “Aladria said that ambition had a price,” I continued. “I decided that the price of royal politics was too high. More than that, I had seen the costs of war. If I marched on the capital in a rage, with the popular support of the military, as Aladria and Lyria wanted me to, it would have produced a civil war worse than what’s happening right now. I saw Fenhaven burn, my mentor die, and had enough. The whole Empire shouldn’t suffer because of the nobles in the capital.”

      I fell silent, and stared grimly at the door. This was the truth of the matter. It was never about vengeance for Somnulus, although he had been a friend that I mourned and I cared for my personal duty.

      Instead, it was about my personal duty to the Empire and its people. About protecting them. I failed them when I let Aladria’s scheme destroy Fenhaven and get Tornfrost killed, simply to set me up as magister-general and give me the military power to become emperor.

      “But it’s different now?” Ilsa asked quietly.

      “Yes, because now Aladria and her conspirators are doing what I refused to do,” I answered. “The princes and the emperor are dead. They don’t have a replacement, the Imperial Army has disbanded, all the other magister-generals are missing, and it’s complete chaos. There’s less open warfare, but the Empire is failing beneath the surface.”

      “And that means war, but not taking the throne?”

      I laughed. “I don’t know anymore. If you asked me yesterday, I’d say yes. That I could slay all the conspirators, but leave somebody else to pick up the pieces and build an Empire less broken than the disastrous mess that we were left with. Now…”

      Looking around the room, I noticed the little things. Some places had more cutlery than others. There were a couple of high-chairs for very young children. There was a separate table that was covered with a plain tablecloth, compared to the fancy mahogany tables that were left bare elsewhere in the room. I presumed this was for the servants, which meant the baron allowed them to eat in the same room as he and his household did.

      “Now, I look at the Empire after fifty years away from it and remember why I loved it. The merchants and nobles in Haliphame didn’t conspire against Somnulus, so why do they deserve to have their lives ruined or taken from them? What about Talepolis? I was prepared to let most of that city burn.”

      “I was about to say,” Ilsa muttered. “You seemed much more ruthless then.”

      “Against Lyria, I had to be. If she or Otwin had forced my hand, I wonder if we would have had this conversation sooner,” I mused. “I don’t like the fact that I damaged Haliphame. It’s not much damage, and there will be times its unavoidable, but it reminded me of what I actually want to do. And what my objective needs to be.”

      I looked Ilsa in the eyes. “I set out to achieve vengeance originally. Becoming grand duke and establishing my own little empire was a means to an end. Now, I realize that it is the end. Aladria is right. This path will end in becoming emperor, whether I like it or not.”

      Ilsa met my gaze without even the slightest bit of shock. It reminded me of when Aladria announced to the oni the plan that she had conspired with me to make me emperor all those decades ago. Everybody had expected such a thing, and it seemed Ilsa had always known that I was going to need to face up to becoming emperor one day.

      “Miya will be happy to hear this,” Ilsa said dryly. “You still have one problem, however.”

      “The vampire taunting us with her army to the south?”

      “Close, but not in the way you think. Mykah, who is going to run and manage your empire? Or handle the politics? I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m a little out of my depth. I’m a mage and strategic military adviser. While I’ve learned enough to start helping you in that field, politics and administration are areas I know nothing about.” Ilsa raised an eyebrow.

      This was a problem that had been brewing in my mind since Ilsa had raised taxes with me up north. The administrator and legislator of Talepolis could handle a lot of the administration, but politics was complicated. Especially now that the provinces were taking an interest in me. Even Yae, who was an intelligence agent, seemed to know more about the political situation than I did.

      I needed Aladria.

      Fortunately, there was nothing stopping me from admitting that now that I was willing to become emperor. Our goals were aligned, for the first time since the disaster at Fenhaven and Tornfrost’s death.

      “I get the feeling we’re thinking the same thing,” I said.

      “Your old vampiric liaison seems open to being with you,” Ilsa admitted grudgingly. “Her problem is that she wants you to do things on her terms. Can you convince her to serve you, again?”

      Smiling, I said, “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”
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      The change of objective took none of my officers by surprise. More than anything, they seemed exasperated that it took me so long to come around to their line of thinking. Everybody had naturally assumed I was going to become emperor, despite my protestations.

      Story of my life.

      The fact that I wanted to recruit Aladria was received less positively. She was a vampire, which meant she could thrall people. To say nothing of her history with me. Miya exchanged an odd look with Ilsa, who shrugged in return.

      I dismissed the group after explaining things. It was late, and I still hadn’t eaten. Too many things had happened, I was hungry, and it was pitch black outside.

      Teams of mages busied themselves in the main hall under torchlight. A complicated piece of machinery sat in their midst, which they were putting together piece by painstaking piece. It was a magical generator, although of the more portable kind. The keep lacked a dedicated array for drawing in and collecting magical energy, so it was impossible to run the larger versions such as those in Talepolis. Instead, the mages ran cabling along the keep to the roof, to a portable collector.

      Magical generators relied on substantial amounts of ambient magical energy, transforming and using it to power lights, heating, appliances, and even some active wards. Although the vast majority of defenses in a fortress were passively powered, relying on the enchantment rather than a generator. Otherwise, shutting down the generator or damaging the collector array could make the fortress vulnerable to attack.

      Something fluffy rubbed the back of my head as I watched, and I looked to my side to see Yae standing far too close to me. She grinned at me, and her tails brushed my back again.

      I was tempted to run my hands through them, but I knew better. Fox tails were rather precious places for them, and not for touching. A light touch was the equivalent of a kiss, and a vigorous rub was no different to petting in their eyes. Yae was tempting me, but I held fast. I didn’t trust her yet, even with the glow of the choker.

      “Do you have any idea where Aladria is?” I asked her.

      “She’s not with her army. I can’t say I checked, given I can’t teleport,” Yae replied, running a hand alone the runes of her choker deliberately as she eyed me.

      “That won’t change.”

      “Then I can’t confirm it. The army is too far away for me to hang around too long and not be killed by this tool of yours,” she said, frowning and fingering a particular rune. So she knew which rune did what. I suspected she had slunk off and found somebody who knew their runes. When had she found the time to do that? Or maybe she had seduced Malenko back in Talepolis. The dwarf had always been too loose with women, and Yae was a spy who did whatever it took to get her information.

      “But you don’t think she’s there?” I confirmed.

      “I’m a mystic fox, and we’re like bloodhounds for magical beings. If she was there, then I’d know. If she was attempting to hid her presence with something as crude as what Darian tried here, I’d know. She isn’t, so she’s not with the army. They have a bunch of nightwalkers that I recommend steering clear of at night, but the full moon was last week so you’re fine,” Yae said. Her tails began to curl over my shoulders and one tickled my chin. I batted them away, and she made a cute squeak.

      “You faked that,” I accused.

      She rolled her eyes. “Can’t I be at least a little sensitive?”

      “If you were, you wouldn’t be rubbing your tails all over me.” I couldn’t feel her bundles of fluff through my armor, but if she was so sensitive that a light tap mattered then she’d be moaning on the ground from her contact with me.

      Smirking, she continued the main topic of conversation. “If you’re looking for your newest recruit, I suspect you look somewhere she can hide her presence without it being obvious. I can tell when somebody is trying to hide on a battlefield, because huge magical voids on a battlefield are strange. But in a city? That’s every mage tower and wealthy noble estate in the city, plus this keep. And every manor house between here and her army.”

      Wonderful. Even with a mystic fox that excelled in uncovering vampires, I couldn’t find Aladria. I shouldn’t be surprised. Aladria didn’t want to be found. I was immune to her thralldom, which made me very dangerous to her. And if she stepped outside of her domain, then she couldn’t thrall anybody.

      I still suspected she was close, if only because somebody needed to maintain command of her army now that Darian was dead. Darian would never have agreed to lead an army if she had hung back in Kriesden, either. While Volante had been a general and Otwin a noble, Darian had been a mage. I gathered from his monologues that he had helped Aladria because he personally liked her, perhaps too much.

      For a moment, I felt exceedingly glad to have killed Darian. I doubted anything came of his fascination with Aladria, but it bothered me.

      A hand crept across my groin and I seized it. Yae mewled.

      “Won’t you let me do anything fun?” she whined.

      “Once I’m certain you’re not going to bite anything off or murder me while I’m vulnerable, sure,” I said. “Until then, hands off.”

      She rolled her eyes again but refused to retract her hand. “I like power. You have power. You even admitted that you want to become emperor now. See, I’ll be loyal?” She batted at my chest with her free hand and her fox ears twitched cutely. “Like a nice pet.”

      Did she think I was stupid or blinded by lust? I didn’t know where she got either impression from.

      Although I still hadn’t spoken to Ilsa and Miya about the fact I was having sex with Hish. Maybe Yae wasn’t entirely off the mark.

      I thrust her hand away. “Not how it works. Loyalty isn’t bought or promised. It’s proven.”

      “I bet all these oni proved they were so loyal to you before you let them fight in your uniform.”

      “I knew their race and what they wanted. I know your race, but not what you truly want. That tells me much, but also that I can’t trust you,” I said. “Unless you’ve forsworn your clan, then you’ll be a nice pet until they ask you to do something else.”

      Clicking her tongue, Yae pulled her tails away from me and crossed her arms. She idly fingered the choker and stared off into the distance.

      “You know, I could be that very fox who has walked away from their clan,” she said quietly.

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” I said. Clanless foxes didn’t live long. Unity was strength in the eyes of the Arisian Isles, and the mystic foxes enforced that belief harshly. While clanless foxes weren’t as hated as havoc foxes, I doubted that Yae would show herself so casually in the Empire given the fox clans had gained so much recent power.

      I left Yae to her devices and with instructions to continue searching for Aladria.

      Glancing around the hall, I noticed that the level of activity had died down. The war table was devoid of activity, although the markers had been shuffled about. Ilsa and Miya were nowhere to be seen. The mages continued to work away at the generator, but it looked like they were configuring it now. A generator required a number of spells to begin working, and they had to be tuned to the level of energy and the desired operation of the generator.

      Yasno stood near the magetalk disks, writing down notes as he spoke to scouts. Given our communications were now operational, that meant we may have received word from Vasi. I walked over to him.

      He glanced over at me, but remained silent. The current scout continued to report. It sounded like a report on the river fords to the north, and it confirmed that the water levels were low enough that they could be crossed without issue if necessary. There was a bridge farther north, but the scout had yet to confirm whether there was an enemy presence there.

      “Checking our retreat options?” I asked once the scout’s figure disappeared.

      “More like our advance options,” Yasno said, tucking his notes away into his armor. “Vasi hasn’t contacted us, and that worries me. She knew we were attacking today and that the battle should be over. I can’t get through, and she hasn’t tried to contact us.”

      That worried me as well.

      “You think that Lyria has launched her invasion?”

      “That’s the natural conclusion,” Yasno said cautiously. “There are other possibilities, but they’re far less likely. An all-out invasion from the Empire could have Vasi on the front lines and unable to answer long-distance magetalk.”

      The nature of magetalk was such that the portable ones only worked on battlefields or between towns or villages at best. These cumbersome disks powered by batteries or generators would never be usable on a battlefield.

      I drummed my fingers on my breastplate, and the rattling echoed.

      “So you think we should support her?” I asked.

      “I’m preparing for whatever option we go with,” Yasno said with a shrug. “We might mop up Serat’s army before Vasi asks for help, after all.”

      I grunted. A man could dream, but counting on that was beyond foolish. Yasno smiled in response.

      We stood there in silence for several moments while I contemplated the situation. There was an army of mine up north, on top of the oni armies. That left an enormous military force to resist the Empire. But if Lyria herself had attacked the oni, then all bets were off.

      “So, emperor? That sounds a lot like you’ll be able to offer that better future we spoke about back in Talepolis,” Yasno said.

      It took me several moments to realize what Yasno was referring to. Then it hit me, along with the memories of the obscene amount of alcohol the two of us drank that night.

      Yasno had spoken of the promise of a better future that attracted so many to fight for me. The demi-oni had been especially attracted, given their history of problems with the double-horned oni.

      “It does,” I said with a nod. “I said you’d have a home in the Empire. Now it means that the home will be the one I build with you.”

      Yasno turned to face me, his eyes opening wide. “You mean that?”

      “They’re only words, Yasno, but yes. Turning those words into reality will take time, and I don’t have the slightest clue how the politics works, but I won’t betray those loyal to me.”

      Even if it was hard, even if it could be unwise, I would support those who had supported me. Trust was a currency that could not be replaced with money or power. I still had the former thralls from Talepolis in my army, and they had fought for me in the last battle.

      That meant I would trust and reward the demi-oni more than the other oni, regardless of the political cost. The oni were an ally that could support or betray me, but the demi-oni were the people that determined if I became emperor at all.

      “Right, time,” Yasno said, frowning. “We need to wait for Vasi, and get through the current battles before we start thinking about the next steps.”

      Yasno’s eyes gleamed in spite of his frown. I knew that I had made the right choice.

      Although I did wonder what Miya would think of this. I hadn’t spoken to her about this yet. Or about Hish. These were conversations that needed to be had.
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      I found Miya standing near the keep’s inner courtyard. She was leaning against the archway that separated the interior from the courtyard, her arms folded under her breasts as she stared at the figure standing outside. Moonlight illuminated her and her horns glittered.

      Wrapping one arm around her rear as I stepped up behind her, I followed her gaze. Hish stood in the center of the grassy courtyard. For a moment, I thought I was seeing a moment in the past.

      The courtyard reminded me of the park we had fought Darian in, but smaller. Hish’s defenseless pose somehow reminded me of how she looked the moment before shadow Ruyit had used her immolation technique to turn the clearing into a ruin.

      The dim golden glow of Hish’s horn was a clear reminder that this was the present, however. It was a sign that Hish had been forever changed.

      Miya leaned into me and wrapped an arm around my back. We stood in silence for several moments. One might think we were a couple watching over our child, but Hish didn’t look that young. To say nothing of the fact I was now sleeping with both women.

      Which was another topic I needed to talk to Miya about.

      “Miya-” I started to say.

      “There’s never been a demi-oni who’s survived the transition to the Herald’s energy,” Miya said softly. “We’re forbidden from training demi-oni in spiritualism beyond the absolute basics, so they never learn how to use our runic circles to control the plunge.”

      I froze. This was the first time Miya had ever spoken about how she used her magic. I knew how spiritualism was used by human spiritualists, such as paladins and monks, but to hear it from the mouth of an oni was something entirely new.

      “The plunge?” I asked.

      “I think you’ve referred to it as the astral plane? I was always taught that it was the land of spirits that we called upon, and our runic circles protected us as we dove into it to call upon the spirits. Although I never believed they were spirits. Spirits would have free will, and I was controlling an energy that never had it. And it’s not as though we never heard of spiritualism from the humans we captured,” Miya explained. “And we knew of sorcery from before the badlands came.”

      That was a time before planar theory even existed, so it was no surprise that the oni didn’t know of the astral plane. Mages had countless misconceptions prior to Myrael’s disappearance and the discovery of his archive of knowledge.

      Miya continued, “The name has stuck, and we think of any major use of spiritualism as ‘taking the plunge’ given the inherent danger. Our runic circles grant us flexibility in our power, but mistakes in using them can kill us. When I was modifying my circles in order to fight Lyria in Talepolis, I genuinely did not think I would survive such a rushed process. I was so happy that I got to explore my love for you, Mykah.”

      My heart felt cold. Miya had thought she would die but had pressed on without saying anything? Unaware of how I felt, Miya continued to talk.

      “Unfortunately, many demi-oni have a knack for magic and they use it in spite of all warnings otherwise. I did my best to help Hish, and took her under my wing. Yasno was the same, although he was more cautious about it after a near-death experience when he tried to copy one of my runic circles.”

      Miya closed her eyes, and I imagined her standing over the bloodied body of Yasno. I had seen many magical incidents in my time, mostly from mages playing with magic they really shouldn’t. They were always grisly scenes.

      Opening her eyes, Miya said, “My predecessors have written about all the demi-oni they have witnessed or heard of that have ever attempted to draw on the special source of energy that the Heralds use. I cannot tell you the specifics, Mykah, but know that it takes us years to safely use it.”

      “Why do you think Hish is using that energy?” I asked.

      Miya tapped her horn, which was a vibrant red, rather than the dull black of almost every other oni I had ever met or seen. “The horn gives it away. The astral energy of that source modifies an oni. My horn turned red, my predecessor’s was blue. I imagine you remember the colors of all the heralds?”

      I did. At the same time, I remembered quite a few other oni with horns that weren’t black. Most of them had been elite warriors from the early days. The others that I remembered had been demi-oni, and had been extremely few. I had also never seen them more than once, even if they survived the battle.

      The reason why there was only one Herald of the Oni clicked in my mind.

      “Miya, am I right to say that all the oni with colored horns I have met that weren’t Heralds either predated the Herald system or were demi-oni?” I asked.

      She looked at me and grimaced. “Yes. The demi-oni never survived the battles they drew on that power, either.”

      So I gathered from her earlier comment. This had been an eye-opening experience, to learn more about the Heralds of the Oni, and how exactly they created more powerful warriors in order to face me. They had taken an old technique that many oni used to gain power and limited its use to a single individual.

      If the energy source was like a lake, then Miya was the only person who could draw on the lake right now. Before, dozens or maybe hundreds could have. The lake had likely been dry most of the time, limiting how much energy it could provide at any one time. Now, it was an effectively infinite source of power for Miya or any other Herald.

      I nodded, holding my head in my chin. “So the demi-oni died because they accessed a source of power that they couldn’t safely handle with their level of spiritualism. Now, Hish has survived because didn’t use spiritualism to handle it.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Miya asked me sharply.

      “You felt the outpouring of magical energy when we fought Darian? That wasn’t me, that was Hish. She’s using astral power, Miya. If she’s drawing on your energy source, then she’s not doing it by your rules. She’s making up her own rules now.” I folded my arms and looked at the demi-oni in the courtyard.

      What was Hish doing out here? I had a strange feeling she knew I was here, but she hadn’t turned to face us. Instead, she continued to stand in the middle of a small patch of a grass and stare into space. Was she meditating?

      Miya stared at me in horror. “Astral power? But that’s impossible. The mothers told me that is the power of our ancestor gods, the eight-horned guardians.”

      “And Hish is using it. It’s still dormant in her, constantly active. Which is vaguely terrifying, as reaching out to her in the magical plane feels like touching the sun,” I said.

      I glanced at Miya and found her staring at me in confusion. “Mykah, what are you talking about? She feels like she always has.”

      Raising an eyebrow, I reached out with my senses to Hish’s presence in the magical plane. Like every time before it, her tiny little blip in my senses blossomed into a blinding corona that threatened to envelop me. I pulled my senses away from her, and the feeling receded.

      “No, she’s still reacting like before,” I said.

      “I didn’t feel a thing,” Miya replied, her voice low. “I trust you. And I trust Hish. She’s survived the impossible, but she still needs you, Mykah.”

      I felt a sense of deja vu. “Before you say anything more, Miya, you should know something.”

      “I already know you had sex with her,” Miya said flatly. “She bragged for thirty minutes straight about how amazing it was and tried to convince me to join her with you.”

      Ah, so that happened. Miya didn’t look angry, and Ilsa had yet to try to murder me, so things had gone well, but I had learned a lesson about dragging my feet on this topic.

      “I’ll talk to you about it earlier next time,” I said.

      Miya shrugged. “You are my emperor and it is not for me to decide which women you take. They will flock to you. I understand this as an oni. Men flocked to me, although I ignored them as I didn’t want them.” Miya’s emphasis on the word ‘them’ made her real interest clear. “I do recommend that you talk to Ilsa before you bed anymore women, however. Hish was so exuberant that even she struggled with it, but I would not blame Ilsa for punishing you.”

      “Punishment can be fun,” I said.

      “Dripping candles?” Miya said, her lips edging upward.

      I winced. “Maybe I won’t give Ilsa an excuse to punish me now that Yae is around.” I also had another reason to refuse Yae.

      Before I could say anything more, Miya pulled me down and into a kiss. Her tongue entwined with mine, and we held each other for several long seconds. Then she pulled away, her face red, and licked her lips.

      “Tonight?” she said, smiling.

      I nodded, but she wasn’t facing me anymore. My attention was caught by her ass as she sashayed down the hallway and out of the sight, her plump cheeks waving from side to side.

      It was tempting to follow her, but I had somebody else to take care of first. A demi-oni that had spent our entire conversation staring into space.

      Sighing, I strode out into the courtyard.

      “Are you trying to become a statue, Hish?” I called out to her. “If you turn into one here, I can’t promise I’ll carry you back to Talepolis. Statues are heavy, after all.”

      Hish finally turned to face me. Her eyes had that strange distant quality from when she first awakened her astral power. I felt that she wasn’t looking at me, so much as something she could see in me. My soul, maybe? If astral power used the power of souls, then perhaps she could feel mine.

      I didn’t know and the otherworldly appearance of Hish’s eyes faded in a few moments. She smiled at me, but it was a shadow of her usual vigorous grin. It wasn’t even lopsided.

      “Do you think I’d make a cool statue?” she asked me, and struck a pose. Without her sword, it looked silly. It would probably still look silly with her sword.

      Ruffling her hair, I walked past her and sat on a nearby bench. She grumbled at me but remained where she was.

      “I take it that’s a no?” She crossed her arms and tilted her head. “Why didn’t you come out here earlier? You were standing in the doorway for a long time.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Miya wanted to talk about something. She’s gone back to my quarters for… later.”

      Hish made an ‘oh’ face and nodded, a hint of a grin on her face. “Got it. I didn’t sense her. For some reason, I’ve been feeling super weird since that battle. I know where you are all the time, although sometimes you feel a bit fuzzy if my thoughts drift. Didn’t know Miya was there. She’s, uh, not angry, right?”

      The demi-oni was twisting one of her boots into the grass and wouldn’t look me in the face. Her grin had faded into a grimace, illuminated by the soft golden glow of her horn. I frowned at that fact.

      Although Miya had a colored horn, it only glowed when she was actively drawing on magic. Given her explanation, that now made sense. The horns of oni were their conduit to the astral plane, and Miya drew on a different, more powerful source of astral energy than other oni.

      Hish’s horn never stopped glowing, which meant she was always using magic. In my experience, that only occurred in magical beings. Hish might be somehow capable of safely drawing on astral power, but I didn’t think she had changed her body so drastically as to be made of magic. The constant draw on magic felt unsafe, even if Hish had it under control.

      “Miya’s concerned, nothing more,” I said. “You can sense me, but not her?”

      “Yeah.” Hish paused, and that distant look in her eyes returned.

      I sat still, watching Hish as she stared into space. She looked past me, but I knew that she wasn’t staring at anything around me. Whether she was even looking at anything at all was a good question, and one I doubted Hish knew the answer to.

      She looked lost, small, and alone.

      I stood and crossed the distance between us. When my hands closed on Hish’s shoulders, she glanced up at me and her vision returned to this world. Her brow furrowed, and she glanced either side at my hands.

      “Are we doing something fun?” she asked with a giggle, a confused smile on her face.

      With a sigh, I said, “You looked troubled. Talk to me. I might not know the answer, but I promise I’ll try to help. Plus, I know people who can help.”

      Hish grimaced and looked away. “I don’t know how to talk about it.”

      “Try anyway.”

      We stood in silence for close to a minute. There was no wind tonight, and the city was nearly silent. Hish hadn’t lit the torches in the courtyard, so I couldn’t even hear the crackling of torches.

      Eventually, Hish leaned into me. Her arms closed around me and she pressed her cheek into my breastplate. All I saw of her was the blonde top of her head and her horn, black with glowing golden veins.

      “It feels like this magic is in my mind, Mykah,” she whispered. “It reacts to what I think, and pushes me toward certain actions. When that fire bitch began to explode, all I could think about was how I wanted to prove that I was going to survive and prove that I was worthy of being your squire. Then I just moved across the clearing and everything went to hell.”

      “Your magic reacts to your thoughts, rather than to you consciously casting spells?” I asked.

      “Uh, yeah. I guess? Like, when you told me to control my power, I didn’t have the slightest clue what you meant. But I wanted to do it, because you asked. And it happened. The same with defeating the fire bitch. I got in your way up north, and it was my chance to prove to you I could beat her. Things just happened, and magic poured out.” Hish pulled back, and she was frowning. She looked up at me. “But it doesn’t work for everything. I tried thinking about other cool stuff I wanted. Like having bigger tits, or jumping over this keep, or even putting on a cool light show like you did when you chopped that vampire in half. But nothing’s happened while I’m out here.”

      She scowled and pushed her hands against me. Nothing happened, and she pouted. “See? I wanted to take your armor off. It doesn’t work properly. My magic is broken, and I don’t get it. I thought I was super powerful, like you and Miya. But… I guess not.”

      “That means you still need to practice and master your new power. You’ve proven you have the potential to become one of the greatest powers in the world, Hish. Don’t stop because you didn’t master it in the first day.” She blushed at my words. I chuckled and grabbed Hish’s arms, ready to pull them away.

      The moment my hands gripped her body, I felt her energy flood me once again. I didn’t feel the sensation of her closing around my heart this time. Instead, it felt like she was pouring into my body. Hish stared at me in surprise. Her horn was glowing brighter, if only mildly.

      “I’d appreciate if you don’t do that,” I said quietly. It was disconcerting for her to do that. Now that it had happened twice, I had a better idea of how I could stop it from happening again. I would need a forge to craft new runes for my armor, however. Until then, potential misfires from Hish left my life at risk.

      Hish’s energy retreated, and she nodded. I continued to hold her arms, waiting to see if she did anything. Nothing happened, although she clenched and unclenched her fists.

      “This is super weird,” she muttered. “I wish I knew how this worked.”

      Then she grinned. “But I did learn one thing from that. You’re super excited about Miya, aren’t you? What did the two of you do in the doorway while I wasn’t watching? I totally should have peeked. Bet it was super hot.”

      I glared at Hish. Her hands pulled away from mine and closed on my crotch. Her grin became wicked, and she pressed her chin against my chest, looking me dead in the eye.

      “Why don’t I steal a bit of Miya’s thunder before you push her into the bed, Mykah?” she said, her eyes almost glowing with lust.

      Hish dropped to her knees as she slipped my length out of my pants. Her warm mouth closed over it a moment later and her soft hands worked me.

      She grinned up at me with her purple eyes. Those eyes melted in pleasure as I gripped her horn and began to stroke it. Her moans rumbled along my length, increasing my pleasure.

      Her pace quickened, and I matched it with my strokes of her horn. My heat flooded her throat, and she pressed her lips against my groin at the same time.

      With a pop, she pulled herself free and grinned up at me. She looked like a mess, and a girl that wanted a lot more.

      “I think you should see Miya now,” she said, her eyes glazed with lust. Her hands had wandered into her clothes, but hadn’t started doing anything more.

      For a brief moment I wanted to take Hish with me to my quarters and enjoy her with Miya. But that would be rude to Miya, and I had been rude enough as it was.

      Instead, I pushed Hish down and slipped myself inside of her as she moaned in ecstasy.

      The real problem for tonight was keeping my stamina up when Miya rode me later. Only Lyria matched her stamina in bed.

      Not that I could complain. I might be in the middle of a war, but there was plenty to enjoy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      My morning started off pleasant and turned sour almost as quickly.

      Miya woke me with her body. I was treated first thing to the sight of her gorgeous breasts bouncing in front of my eyes. The sensation on my lower body that had pulled me from sleep only made things better.

      The giggles and moans ended with a knock on the door. I glanced at the window. Only a hint of orange crept in. If I was being disrupted this early, then it wasn’t for anything good.

      Reluctantly, Miya crawled off me. I straightened myself and opened the door a crack while she carried her clothes into the bathroom. Even the largest bedroom in this tiny keep was barely larger than the bed itself, but at least it had separate baths.

      A pair of uniformed knights stood outside the door, a mage standing behind them. One of the knights was a demi-oni, and the mage looked like she hadn’t slept. Her metal mug carried such a strong smell of coffee that it hit me the moment I saw it.

      Or maybe that was my caffeine addiction. Either way, it was too early for me not to get some coffee myself.

      The demi-oni knight spoke first. “Sir, the oni are contacting us over magetalk. Yasno is talking to her now and we’re gathering all the officers.”

      Did Yasno go to sleep last night? I didn’t tell him to take watch, but I supposed somebody had to manage the keep in this situation.

      “Make sure somebody finds Yae,” I said, grimacing. “When you say ‘her,’ I take it you mean Vasi?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I sighed. Even the most optimistic man would know what is coming. Yasno’s fears were right. I was fortunate to have such capable officers.

      More than that, my mind churned at what it meant for my own position. If Lyria had attacked the oni so early, then it meant my assumptions about Aladria’s plan may have been wrong. I had predicated my invasion on the idea that she wanted to pincer the oni with Lyria. Was that truly the case?

      Miya stepped behind me and cleared her throat. “If you give me a moment to be briefed, then Duke Mykah can prepare himself for the meeting.”

      I gave her a confused look. The fact she had referred to me by my title was strange enough by itself, but why did I need to prepare myself?

      Then I glanced down at myself.

      “Personally, I think Vasi would appreciate me like this,” I said, wrapping an arm around Miya.

      She glowered at me in return and struck me lightly in the side of the head with her horns. Rubbing at my jaw, I stepped back inside and grabbed some dress clothes from the baggage.

      As I dressed, I wondered if Miya was annoyed because I hadn’t taken the situation seriously or because she was worried that Vasi might become competition. I was bothered by the fact I didn’t know the answer, and filed that thought away for later consumption.

      Downstairs, I found the main hall of the court in a quiet whirlwind of chaos. Vasi’s projection hung on one side, several of my officers standing at some distance from it. Everywhere else, knights and mages hurried about as they pretended to have work to do but wanted to listen in. In normal circumstances, the coming discussion would be unheard by anybody except my officers, but the nature of the situation made things more public than normal.

      Vasi had clearly made some noise if my soldiers anticipated something big happening. I steeled myself for a very robust conversation, and possibly one that might result in some very rash decisions. My mind was made up, and I wasn’t going to change it again after finally realizing what I needed to do. If the oni got in my way, then I’d deal with them. I’d do everything possible to honor our original deal, but it cut both ways.

      Almost everybody was present as we strode up to the magetalk disk. Yasno, Ilsa, Hish, Yae, Aaron, and even Terry were here. A half-dozen adjutants stood nearby, scribbling away whenever somebody spoke. As I approached, an aide thrust a metal mug of steaming coffee into my hands. His face looked grim. I thanked him for the drink and sipped at it as I joined my circle of officers.

      Yasno was explaining to Vasi how many soldiers we had here. His voice was rough, and he had bags under his eyes. I was right to think he hadn’t slept.

      Then I glanced at the magetalk disk next to the one that Vasi was using and noticed that it was humming and showing light. I froze, and glanced at Ilsa. She caught my look and sidled up to me, although she looked confused at first.

      “It’s connected to Talepolis,” she whispered. “Vasi can’t see us or it.”

      I nodded. That made sense. Most magetalk devices were one-to-one, as the crystals could only capture a single person to project on the other device, but sound was captured from all nearby surroundings. My subordinates in Talepolis could hear us and Vasi, even if they couldn’t see us, and Vasi could hear all of us, even if she could only see one person at a time. More complicated magetalk devices enabled multiple projections at once, but they were obscenely expensive and rarely useful outside of large courts.

      Looking over Vasi’s projection, I saw that she was worse off than Yasno. She was dressed in her armor, but looked far from resplendent. Her beautiful face was marred by fatigue, and she carried several light scars on her exposed flesh. From what I knew of oni regeneration, those would heal over time, but Vasi was not a warrior. Looking in a mirror would likely be painful for her until they vanished.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it seems like the plan has failed,” Vasi said once Yasno finished speaking. “Serat still has her army, and you’re far from home, while I’m facing down an Imperial onslaught without your help. Does that sound correct, Mykah?” She looked around the room, but never at me. She couldn’t see me, after all, but had assumed I was here.

      That Vasi wasn’t using my title suggested that she was alone on her end. That made this conversation a lot easier, as it meant I could be as blunt as necessary. Unfortunately, Vasi could also be very blunt. She was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Pleasing both me and the mothers might be impossible now.

      I didn’t get the chance to answer, as Miya stepped forward instead. The magetalk device flickered, the crystal in its base shifting to focus on Miya now. I couldn’t see it myself, but Vasi now saw Miya on her end.

      “Why have we have failed?” Miya asked. “The fact you’re still alive suggests that Lyria herself is nowhere close to you.”

      Vasi’s expression turned stony, but I caught a hint of confusion on her face before it did. She had looked the same back in Tornfrost Watch, after I had defeated Lyria at Talepolis and Miya had stared her down. Whatever relationship the two oni had, it was clear that Vasi didn’t handle confrontation with Miya well.

      “I said to deal with the vampire problem quickly, so that I could tide over the mothers. Now tens of thousands of soldiers pour in from Taranth, waving Imperial banners in the sky, and I find myself calling on oni that thought they had downed weapons a year ago.” Vasi frowned. “Yasno tells me that you still have an entire army to deal with, as large as the one you fought yesterday. There’s no time left for games or cunning plans anymore.”

      “That’s not how strategy works,” Miya said, her face resolute as she stared her old compatriot’s projection in the eyes. “We left you one of your armies, you have masses of demi-oni, and all the oni veterans from the countless assaults against the Bulwark. The idea that Lyria is somehow a threat to you, when she still has yet to venture out of her lair, is laughable. We dealt with her personally last year, but you want us to believe she’s more dangerous to you when she’s not present?”

      The demi-oni present shifted noticeably when Miya called them “demi-oni” rather than “oni.” This was the first time she had openly called them by their preferred name, and it evidently made them uncomfortable. I wondered when she had made the switch herself. Before the battle, she had disapproved of Yasno’s use of the term.

      Even Vasi noticed it, mouthing the word to herself. Then she shook her head, and said, “We have demi-oni, but you have the veterans. I’m not a naive idiot or a fool who pointlessly looks down on others, so I’ll accept the obvious. The morale of the demi-oni is in shambles, and relying on them will not only get all of them killed, but the rest of the oni along with them. As for those oni veterans, you know as well as I do that they’re as strong as they are boneheaded. Strength can only compensate for a lack of tactics to a point.”

      Vasi took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them, I saw a deep well of frustration and anger. “I am not you, nor am I a famous general who single-handedly repelled our entire race for generations. None of the oni have that potential right now, least of all the mothers who haven’t led anybody since they created the first Herald. Mykah, the mothers want you here because you’re a symbol to rally around. But I want you to help me because the oni will die in droves if you don’t.”

      All eyes turned to me, including Miya’s. I kept my face expressionless, to hide the emotions roiling beneath the surface.

      The same wasn’t true of everybody else. Miya looked lost. Hish was shocked, her jaw slack. The humans were split between grim and troubled faces, as they knew how hard this choice was.

      But it was Yasno’s expression that told me the most. He looked angry. Rightfully so, I thought.

      I wanted to yell at Vasi. Instead, I took a deep breath, rolled my shoulders, and stepped forward. The magetalk device flickered, and I saw the flash of light that indicated that the crystal had focused on me.

      “There you are,” Vasi muttered. Her shoulders slumped as the tension left them and she looked far more tired than I had ever seen her. I liked Vasi, even if I felt that she represented a failed system. In many ways, she was a horrible person. In others, she was the sort of person that every nation needed: a leader who knew how to play the game, but didn’t believe the bullshit they sold to others.

      “You’re right that my plan failed,” I said. My mind was rushing along as I pieced everything together. This response was to more than Vasi, and I raised my voice. No point in making the eavesdroppers strain their ears. Word would spread soon.

      I continued, “I hold Haliphame, but the city is indefensible and there are no soldiers to be found here. Not after yesterday. Aladria’s army is a match for mine, or better. I can’t stall for time and send most of my army north to aid you, because my supply lines are too stretched and my reinforcements too far away. If I send everything north, Aladria will take Talepolis. But if I focus on Aladria, you claim you’ll fall to Lyria. This is in spite of the army I left you, and your own military that I haven’t drawn upon since we first made an agreement.”

      That last point angered me. I had recruited many demi-oni veterans, but they were the only soldiers granted to me when I asked for military support from the oni as part of our alliance. The double-horned oni remained with their people. I had now given them close to a third of my entire military, and Vasi cried foul that I had some of their demi-oni in my ranks.

      Vasi looked away from me and gripped her left arm with her right. She remained silent. I took that as a sign to continue, and nobody else interrupted us. The hall was silent beside my voice.

      “Aladria clearly intended this. I misread her intentions, although perhaps this was her backup plan.” I shrugged. Dwelling on the past was unimportant. “If her intention is to drive a wedge between us, I’ll try one last time to support you. Even if I agree with Miya that you should be able to stop Lyria by yourself.”

      The sigh of relief from Vasi was almost palpable. I wanted to smile, but didn’t. I needed to maintain a grim atmosphere for a moment longer.

      “I’ll send forces to support you, and a leader capable of doing what you can’t. They will push back Lyria. In exchange, you owe me, Vasi. Not the mothers, but you,” I said. “At the same time, I’ll deal with Aladria. If I’m half the leader you and the mothers think I am, I’ll prove that I can have my cake and eat it, too.”

      Vasi remained silent for several moments, her eyes closed. Then she opened them, and she looked far less tired than before. A smirk returned to her face, although it was subdued.

      “Very well, Mykah. I will make sure you do not regret this,” she said. Her projection vanished a moment later.

      Now, I merely had to follow through on what I had promised. I had talked a big game, now I had to deliver on it.
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      Nobody spoke after Vasi vanished. Looks were exchanged between my officers, and the many eavesdroppers stood at attention in the background. The false pretense that many of them had been putting on to remain in the hall was long gone, and my soldiers openly stared at me.

      I crossed my chest in a salute. In response, the knights and mages saluted in a clatter of steel. The officers followed suit quickly enough. They were troubled, and with good reason. I was putting on a brave front, because confidence keeps morale high and failure would ensue if my soldiers no longer believed in me.

      My entire life had been a long list of people placing their faith in me to accomplish something, even if they didn’t want me to. People I loved had died because of that faith. It was about time I made use of this ridiculous belief people had in my ability to achieve the impossible.

      “Miya, Ilsa, Aaron, Terry: work out how many soldiers you think we’ll need to defeat Aladria’s army to the south. Yae, I need you to work with the mages to ensure we have anti-teleportation wards for Aladria available,” I ordered. “Hish, pick out some guards for me

      “Now?’ Hish squawked, looking around in surprise.

      “Yes,” I said, and turned to Yasno. “Yasno, walk with me. Don’t worry about weapons, that’s what Hish is for.”

      “I am?” she said. “I don’t even have my sword.”

      “You’re a living weapon now. Get used to it.” I ruffled her hair as I passed her.

      I walked away from my officers without a backward glance, trusting them to follow my orders. Yasno’s footsteps followed mine. Upstairs, I heard Hish barreling about, shouting the names of the girls in her unit. However Hish changed, she still relied on her own unit of demi-oni over any other.

      Once outside the main hall, I slowed down. Yasno raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Let’s give Hish a moment to catch up,” I said. “I’m serious about needing protection.”

      “Serat,” Yasno said after a moment’s thought. He looked even more tired than earlier, but the anger from earlier still lingered in his eyes. His hair was even more unkempt than usual. For some reason, his black horn looked odd to me. I somehow expected it to have glowing veins in it, now that Hish’s did. That wasn’t how it worked, but the two had always been a pair. Now, Hish had overwhelming power and Yasno was left behind. It felt odd.

      The two of us trundled through the hallway in silence. I led us to the courtyard I had met Hish in last night. Then I thought better of it, and instead steered him to the training yard.

      Somehow, it felt wrong to have a serious discussion with Yasno in the same place that I had made Hish moan in ecstasy.

      Hish found us within a minute, her sword on her belt and a half-dozen of her barbarian-like demi-oni with her. I picked up the pace once she caught up, but ignored her otherwise. The practice of being a bodyguard would be good for Hish. She was still my squire, even if she was far more powerful. If anything, I had a lot more to teach her now that she wasn’t restrained by her spiritualism.

      The keep’s training ground was small, barely large enough to fit a single company in it. It was also a structural weakness in the keep as a whole. The ground was bare dirt, and the grounds were on the far side of the keep. I walked up to the edge and looked over the waist-high fence made of wrought iron. The street sat below us, maybe a five or six meter drop. I could leap up here from below if the keep’s barriers weren’t active. Naturally, if they were, I’d be repelled by a glowing magical wall of light.

      “Regretting your decision?” Yasno chimed in, his voice dry. I glanced back at him and saw the smirk on his face.

      “You could push me off the edge ten times and it would hurt me less than some women have in bed,” I said. “The same probably applies to you.”

      “I don’t think I have your durability,” he said with a chuckle. His smirk faded. “I was serious, though. Do you regret it? This seems… unwise.”

      “Unwise” wasn’t the word I would use. I also doubted it was the word Yasno planned to use.

      I leaned back against the fence. Hish and her demi-oni had fanned out across the grounds, looking bored but keeping an eye on things nonetheless. None of them appeared to be paying attention our conversation, although Hish might be able to hear us. She was balancing on a training dummy with one foot while she watched us, her golden horn blending in with the early morning sun.

      “It wasn’t bravado that made me agree to it. Or a desire to make Vasi love me or anything foolish you may be thinking,” I said. “Helping the oni and defeating Aladria at the same time is the best option.”

      “Of course it is, but if we fail at both then we’re better off focusing on Aladria.” Yasno ran a hand through his hair. “Permission to speak freely?”

      I snorted. “When have you ever needed permission? We talked a lot of shit over drinks, Yasno. We’re out here so we can speak our minds. And don’t be so damn formal.”

      He glanced at Hish. Then he sighed.

      “Guess I’m going to have to get used to her being around you so much,” he muttered. Straightening up, he said, “If the oni can’t defend territory that they’ve fought for generations to claim, because they’re too fucking lazy to pick up their swords and use their brains, then they deserve it. Even if they are that lazy, Vasi knows that the demi-oni can do it, but we won’t because we were betrayed. ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.’ Why would we ever fight for the oni with the same fervor that we did against the Bulwark? They walked over the bones of my ancestors when you let us through the Bulwark, and now they’re throwing it all away.”

      Yasno was practically shouting by the end of it. I was glad that I had taken him away from the main hall, and that it was early morning. The street below was empty, so nobody had heard Yasno’s impassioned outburst.

      Hish and her demi-oni had, however. Their attention was focused entirely on Yasno now, their expressions rapt.

      Still riled up, Yasno shook his fist and continued his diatribe, “Vasi might accept reality, unlike most of her kin, but she doesn’t do anything about it. The mothers want you to prop them up, while they fail at everything they do and drive the oni into failure. If none of them can stop the Empire with both your army and their own, what even is the point of keeping them as an ally?”

      “Because they’re yours’ and Miya’s kin,” I said. “And because they don’t deserve to die due to awful leadership.”

      Yasno opened his mouth to object, then closed it. He scowled, as if he understood the point but hated it.

      “Without a home, I can’t help but feel the demi-oni are better off dead,” he muttered. I doubted the demi-oni here heard it, which was fortunate.

      “Consider this the voice of experience, Yasno: don’t ever say that where somebody who believes in you can hear you,” I said quietly.

      He looked up at me in confusion. My eyes flickered to the demi-oni around us, who still stared at Yasno in fascination. Although Hish’s attention had shifted to me now, which led me to believe she had heard him. Or grown bored.

      Yasno turned and his eyes met each of the demi-oni one-by-one. When he turned back to me, it was with an expression of confusion on his face.

      “That’s what it means to be a leader, Yasno,” I said, my tone still quiet enough not to be easily overheard. “People believe in you, because of how you speak and act, even if you don’t understand why. Then you must carry those burdens, or run away from them.” I had plenty of experience with both choices, and plenty of regrets.

      “How the hell do I carry this burden?” he asked darkly.

      I laughed. “Haven’t you been asking me about it for weeks now? The demi-oni have a home. I can’t help but feel you’ve offered me a solution to this problem, and the fact you didn’t even realize it makes it all the sweet. I feel like a genius, even though I never would have thought of the idea without you.”

      “A home? Your plan to become emperor and let the demi-oni live in the Empire, right? But that’s years away. How can I…” Yasno trailed off, his eyes widening. “Oh.”

      Smirking, I looked up rays of light creeping over the keep. Moments like these were what made being a leader worth it. I could take the ideas of my subordinates and pretend they were my own, because they didn’t even realize they came up with the idea in the first place.

      Yasno swallowed, his eyes wide as saucers. “You’re going to start letting the demi-oni live as citizens now, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You and Vasi said yourselves: the demi-oni won’t fight because their morale is low, but they could win the battle. I don’t have another army to spare, but I can give the demi-oni a morale boost. It’s not like it even costs me anything. I want to help you and the demi-oni. Once Aladria is recruited, I can use her political nous to make whatever changes necessary in Talepolis to grant the demi-oni full rights as an Imperial race.”

      I looked at Yasno. “You need to sell it to them. It’s your idea, your passion, and the demi-oni can see it in you.”

      The sun crested the keep and bathed the training ground in light. I waited for Yasno’s response, while the demi-oni around us watched in excitement. They had gathered in a huddle, having forgotten their guard duty. At least Hish remained watchful.

      Yasno felt the seriousness of the occasion. He matched my gaze. His fist clattered against his breastplate in a salute. I took that as a yes. The pride in his eyes was clear.

      “As Grand Duke, I can appoint nobles,” I said. “We can work out the territory later, along with the technicalities, but as of this moment, you are now Count Yasno. I grant you the right to recruit armies to fight in my name, to act as the leader of all demi-oni, and to rule in my name where I am unable to. As your first act as noble, I require you to deal with Marshal Lyria by any means possible.”

      A broad grin crossed Yasno’s face. “And you chipped me earlier about being formal.”

      Hish shouted at Yasno from her nearby seat, “Can’t you just accept it like the awesome thing it is, you idiot?”

      Looks of horror crossed the faces of Hish’s subordinates. They had doubtlessly watched Yasno and Hish insult each other many times before, but they acted like it was somehow different now. I found it amusing.

      Yasno chuckled. “I guess I should.” He bowed. “Your Grace, I accept the duty. I’d offer you Lyria’s head, but I don’t think I’ll have the chance to take it. But you won’t regret this. I promise.”
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      I looked over at the Imperial camp from the forest line. A keep jutted out from the countless tents, and several layers of wooden walls weaved a labyrinth out of the chaotic mess of soldiers. There were thousands of them there, and considerably more than in Darian’s army. Many of them had been in Darian’s army. I wondered how they felt about fighting me for a second time.

      Aladria had been busy fortifying her army’s encampment. It was a peculiar kind of useless, however. Encampment defenses helped to deter raids and smaller forces from threatening an army, which was useful for a large army that was mustering or maintaining peace in a large area.

      They would also melt under dedicated assault within minutes. This encampment’s defenses barely registered in my battle plan.

      Simply put, wooden walls and dry moats were useless against a dedicated assault. Barriers didn’t hold on wooden walls like they did in stone. Dry moats were troublesome, but these were too small to be dangerous. The keep was a single building, rather than an actual fortress, and was therefore the last line of defense. None of it was intimidating.

      If Aladria’s army didn’t march out to meet me, I would have Ilsa line up her mages, slap together some mangonels, and burn the encampment to the ground. My ranged advantage would make it even harder for the Empire, as I could simply stand back and pepper them with arrows and magic while their movement was restricted by their fortifications.

      I suspected Aladria had a competent general in her army and the encampment was part of her ruse. After all, the whole point of her plan was to convince me that this army wouldn’t help Darian. It had worked, but that didn’t mean the army would defend an indefensible location when it came to actual battle.

      Riding back to my own encampment, I mentally checked what I had seen against Yae’s intelligence. Everything added up, which concerned me. The fox was being far too servile for a woman I had almost literally enslaved.

      Yae should be sabotaging my intelligence, or providing next to nothing. When I put the choker on her, I had expected her to glower at me from a prison cell and provide occasional tidbits in briefings when I dragged her out. Instead, she was doing her best to prove herself useful and loyal.

      Perhaps telling her that loyalty had to be proven was a mistake, as I would rapidly find myself without any room to refuse her at some stage. I needed her, as information gathering was a crucial hole in my capabilities, but I also needed somebody to keep an eye on her.

      Combined with Hish’s recent use of astral power, I needed to do everything I could to dig up my old friend’s whereabouts. Things had gotten too complicated not to chase him down, or at least find out what fate had befallen him.

      The most troubling piece of intelligence was that the Imperials had a large contingent of nightwalker vampires. Unlike daywalkers, nightwalkers didn’t have a large variety of special powers. What they had instead was obscene strength, speed, regeneration, and a renowned weakness to sunlight. Most myths about vampires were about nightwalkers, including their ability to transform.

      Come full moon, nightwalkers turned into blood-crazed monsters that could destroy entire villages single-handedly. A transformed nightwalker was immune to physical harm, and their regeneration was so powerful that even magical attacks needed anti-regeneration properties to put them down, unless the head was removed in a single magical attack. Most anti-regeneration spells and enchantments were developed from conflicts with nightwalkers in centuries past.

      Even the untransformed variety was dangerous, and even more so at night. There were ways to use nightwalkers as soldiers during the day, such as the defense mechanism used in Talepolis, but their strength increased at night. They could also thrall humans by forcing them to drink their blood, but the results were closer to zombies than the controllable thralls of daywalkers.

      The Empire made sparing use of companies of nightwalker knights, and they were encased in special suits of armor that protected them from sunlight. If Yae was right, and Aladria had one of these units, then we needed to keep our distance and engage only during the day. They could still use the unit, but it was more dangerous at night.

      “Nothing about their army seems unexpected,” I said, striding into the command tent. Hish and a few of her guards followed me.

      Since that morning in Haliphame when I had ordered Hish to act as my bodyguard and she had used her company for it, her barbarians had taken on a new look. They had tried to create their own uniform from their collection of looted armor and regalia. The result was a unit of demi-oni that still looked of out of place in my army, but was considerably fancier in their attempt to be intimidating. They’d swathed themselves in cloaks and decorated their plate armor with a mixture of Imperial and Aghram emblems.

      I hadn’t intended to produce a royal guard from my request to Hish to protect me, but it wasn’t the worst result. Once I returned to Talepolis, I was going to be spending considerable time in the forge improving their armor, however. Anybody actively trying to fight close to me needed to have adequate protection.

      Looking away from the magetalk devices in the corner, Miya and Ilsa shot me a pair of smiles. We were scouting the surrounding area for traps, rather than preparing our battle plan. Several units of scouts were reporting back to us over the magetalk devices, one of them projected above the disks now.

      Yae was missing, but that was to be expected. I had left her in Haliphame, working with a handful of mages on anti-teleportation wards. My gut told me that Aladria had something nasty up her sleeve, and Yae had been reliable despite my misgivings. Even if the fox turned on me, I suspected I could use that fact. Maybe I was being paranoid. Time would tell.

      Once finished, both women met me over the planning table. None of the markers had been arranged across it yet, save for the locations of the encampments. We had only arrived, after all.

      “You didn’t need to go yourself,” Ilsa admonished. “What if it was a trap?”

      “How could it be a trap?” I asked.

      “And he had us to protect him anyway,” Hish said, puffing out her chest.

      Miya smiled. I saw her hand twitch and wondered if she had picked up the same urge I suffered from to ruffle Hish’s hair.

      “Plenty of ways, but I suppose it worked out. You also have a better eye than a lot of our scouts,” Ilsa admitted. “Especially when we’re so far from them. I don’t like being so far from an enemy we plan to engage. By the time we reach them we’ll be exhausted.”

      I frowned. She had a valid point.

      Running a finger along the crudely drawn map that Yae had provided of the valley, Miya connected the two encampments. “It’s a full day’s march with supplies, and half a day unburdened. If we break camp at dawn, we can lay siege at midday. Sooner, if they meet us halfway. I don’t see why we would be exhausted.”

      Ilsa clicked her tongue. “The enemy won’t meet us halfway. At best they will step outside their encampment. That means we’ll march for four or five hours, tiring our soldiers while they’re perfectly fresh.”

      “The alternative is to leave ourselves open to a night raid by their nightwalkers,” I said. “We’ve discussed this. Nightwalker knights move too quickly, especially as the camp has plenty of horses.”

      “An unsupported raid on us would be suicide,” Ilsa said.

      “Maybe, but think of the casualties we would suffer in return,” I said.

      Miya frowned. “Is that how nightwalkers are usually used in the Empire?”

      “Sometimes. Their regenerative powers make it easier for them to escape a night raid alive. Other times they’re used as shock troops. And their presence makes night attacks against the Empire unwise,” I explained.

      “We rushed Talepolis in spite of that?” Ilsa pressed.

      “With an army of demi-oni, and the knowledge that Otwin would save his best soldiers for the citadel. Although it turned out he didn’t have many.” I shrugged. “Turns out Aladria kept them all. Wise decision on her part. I imagine she planned to give Volante command, but he arrived too late to save Otwin from his own stupidity.”

      We spent a short while going over the armies and placing the markers on the table, but decided to wait until the morning. I wanted to see how Aladria reacted. Her army had remained stationary as we advanced, but now we were close enough to attack at any moment. If she didn’t react, then that meant she had some other ploy at work.

      Or maybe she knew I expected her to have a ploy and actually didn’t have one. Or maybe…

      I stopped those thoughts in their tracks. Getting caught in a loop like that was foolish. Aladria was a schemer, but she wasn’t superhumanly intelligent or capable of seeing the future. Spending so much time expecting her to jump around every corner with a campaign-ending plot would end poorly.

      When we broke away from the planning table, Miya stepped up to my side. I glanced at her and placed my arm around her.

      Stepping outside, we found a small clearing next to the command tent. I’d say that we weren’t being watched, but that was never true these days. Hish and my royal guard hounded my every step. The amount of demi-oni showing open sexual interest in me had risen dramatically now that I had a bunch of them following me around, and they saw the way Hish acted toward me.

      The seclusion we had was good enough for Miya, however. She pulled away from my side and stood in front of me, her hands gripping my upper arms as she did so.

      “You’ve heard from Yasno?” she asked, voice barely loud enough for me to hear over the bustle of the camp.

      “Only briefly. It takes longer for him to reach the northern front line than it does for us to reach Aladria’s army, even with his head start.” I bit the inside of my cheek as I considered what to say next.

      Miya hadn’t said much when she learned of Yasno’s ennobling. Her actions and words seemed genuine when she congratulated him. She had been the leader of the demi-oni before him, however. Jealousy wouldn’t be a surprise. Or other, more complex emotions. Miya wasn’t a normal woman, and expecting her to get angry at another oni’s success seemed a poor assumption.

      Sighing, Miya looked behind me at Hish. “I may have said this before, but things were much easier when I was only the Herald of the Oni. The entire military was mine to command, I had a clear enemy, and only one objective: break through the Bulwark. Now everything is political, the demi-oni that fought for me received so little for what they did at the Bulwark, and my power is far from unmatched.”

      I hoped she wasn’t comparing Hish’s power to her own. Reaching up, I gently stroked one of Miya’s horns. She let out a ragged sigh, her eyes glazing over.

      “You’re talking yourself down again,” I said.

      “No.” She shook her head, but didn’t try to shake off my hand. “I don’t mean it like that. My purpose may not be clear, but I know what I want and will fight for it.” She shuddered as my hand ran down to the base of her horn. “Gentler, please. I’m trying to be serious here.”

      I slowed down in my teasing of her horn. Oni horns shouldn’t be this sensitive, but there seemed to be something special when I did it with Hish and Miya. Perhaps it was in their minds.

      “I wanted the best for the demi-oni, but failed them as the Herald. I thought I should lead them under you, but I don’t know anything about them or their pain. Looking at Hish and Yasno, and how they’ve flourished under you, I know that I’ve been mistaken in trying to handle the demi-oni on your behalf. I don’t know what I am, other than an oni with great power and experience, but I do know that I will need to find that answer myself.”

      Miya leaned into me. My horn-stroking had long since stopped, and I held her.

      “I said it before, Miya. You’re important to me, so I will help you find that answer.” I eased her chin up and looked her in the eye. “But it’s your life and nobody else’s. So you decide who you live for, and how you want me to help.”

      I kissed her, my hands sliding around her. My tongue slid into her mouth and she moaned as I tackled her tongue. When we broke away, her eyes were wet. She smiled at me.

      “Thank you, Mykah,” she said. Then she looked past me and frowned. “I’d suggest we do something tonight, but I believe I promised Ilsa that it was her turn tonight.”

      Raising an eyebrow, I was about to suggest something but was cut off by a finger against my lips.

      “Not until you deal with a certain somebody,” Miya said, her eyes flashing.

      I looked behind me to see Hish rocking back and forth on a large bag. She grinned at me.

      In other words, no threesomes until I dealt with the Ilsa and Hish issue. I suppose I knew my next stop.

      After another quick kiss with Miya, I slipped back into the command tent. Hish tried to follow, but I heard her squawking as Miya grabbed her. That could only mean the two would be training together, as Miya once again tried to make sense of Hish’s newfound power.

      Ilsa was moving the markers around on the table, muttering to herself. Aaron was on the far side of the tent, taking a report from a scout. I suspected that Ilsa planned to spend the afternoon going through plans with our armsmaster, including checking supplies for a potential siege of the encampment.

      “You have a moment, I assume?” I asked Ilsa, sidling up to her.

      Shuffling a few markers around, Ilsa looked at the tent entrance. “Where’s Miya?”

      “Keeping Hish occupied.”

      “Ah, so finally here to talk to me about your new bedmate?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You say that as if we haven’t already talked about her,” I said, resisting the urge to scowl.

      “We have, but it was more of a token acceptance, once Miya told you that I already knew. I’m guessing this is the real talk, rather than a sheepish ‘oops’ moment.” Ilsa smirked. “I’m not upset. Not now.”

      I sighed. That meant she had been upset. Probably still was. If that was the case, I might as well bring up another issue first, before I tackled Hish’s rights to bed.

      “Let’s talk about Aladria, then. Assuming that I succeed in recruiting her,” I said.

      “You’re going to bend her over and make up for fifty years of lost time,” Ilsa said, her expression turning stony. “I’m not stupid, Mykah. Everybody knows the way you feel about her. You wear it on your face, in the way you get so emotional when dealing with her, and even in the tone of your voice when you say her name.”

      I looked away. The other occupants of the tent looked away from us. Even my royal guard pretended not to look at us, and they spent their every waking moment paying as much attention to me as possible.

      So maybe I had been a little more obvious about my still blazing flame for Aladria than I had thought. Lyria had been a friend I slept with, but Aladria had been beside me longer than almost any other person in my life. In terms of physical time and presence, I was certain that was the case, even with decades of separation. Walking away from that level of dedication wasn’t easy, and I had never managed it.

      “That’s the plan,” I said, looking back at Ilsa.

      She laughed, and her face regained some life. “At least you admitted it. I was terrified that you’d continue to deny it, given how long it took you to realize you were going to become emperor. What happens afterward?”

      “Then… well, she’ll become my political adviser,” I said, before trailing off.

      Ilsa rolled her eyes. “Not like that. I mean in terms of how your vampiric slot relates to the rest of us.”

      “Slot?” That was harsh. My eyebrows shot up. “I take it you don’t like her?”

      “There’s a lot not to like, Mykah. You might be charmed by her voice, but everything she says is one step short of pure evil to my ears. She’s ruthless, vicious, dominating, and appears to only care about you. You want her because she’ll happily burn down the Empire for you if you ask her to, but that also makes her terrifying to me. That level of devotion goes past the love that Miya and I feel for you. So yes, I don’t like her.” Ilsa wrapped her arms around herself, but kept her gaze locked on mine.

      I nodded. “Fair. Lyria never did either. I can name a lot of people that didn’t. The better question then, is what do you want next?”

      Now, it was Ilsa’s turn for her eyebrows to shoot up. “What I want? After you claim as yours again, huh? Not to be harsh, but I do wish there was a way to avoid it entirely. Yasno is finally emerging as a leader, Miya is shedding some of the burdens forced on her, and even Hish is gaining some self-esteem. Everything is going extremely well, but managing a growing empire isn’t easy.”

      There was a long pause as Ilsa gave the matter deep thought. She drummed her fingers against her arms, but her posture was more relaxed than earlier.

      “I don’t want to do anything sexual with her. Or to have her do that with anybody else. Not because of the vampire thing, but because of her personality,” Ilsa said. “And she gets as much access to you as the rest of us do. No favoritism. Maybe once she proves herself, that can change. I also want to be aware whenever she drinks your blood.”

      I thought about her rules. The blood drinking was because Aladria was a vampire, but the rest of the rules made a certain amount of sense given I now had several women sharing my bed.

      “Can I assume these rules should apply to any other women I want to be involved with? Permission first, then a proving period where they have to be separate from the others, before they can be treated like the rest?” I asked.

      Ilsa blinked and stared at me. “Uh, rules? That’s… Oh, wow. Yeah, I guess that’s what these are. Rules for the women you bed. Can we come back to that later? I like the idea, but hadn’t really thought about it. Especially because I was only thinking about maybe one other woman after this. Assuming you don’t chop her head off at some point.”

      I frowned. I had thought that Ilsa would have rather strong thoughts about this. Her tears when she had first agreed to let me start a relationship with Miya were fresh in my memory, and she had the strongest claim to my bed of anybody. Save perhaps Aladria, but that was extremely complicated.

      “I thought you had talked to Miya about this? She implied as much,” I said. “So I thought rules might help.”

      Groaning, Ilsa ran a hand over her face. “Miya. Of course. Mykah, do you have any idea how hard it is to explain monogamy to somebody who has no understanding of the concept?”

      “I remember Yasno mentioning something about how they didn’t have it. But he said most oni only had one partner,” I mused while rubbing my beard. How long had it been since that conversation with Yasno? Too long. Perhaps I should spend less time ribbing him about Scarlett, and more time asking for his advice about Miya and Hish.

      “Yeah, he said something similar to me. But fidelity isn’t monogamy. The oni believe that the most powerful and impressive beings are supposed to respond to the affection shown to them by their followers. If they demi-oni believe you to be their god-hero, then you reward their faith by giving them little god-heroes.” Ilsa made a face. “The whole thing is weird. Miya ignored it, and got away with it because she was a female Herald. Getting pregnant when you need to lead an army was considered a terrible idea, but the mothers apparently live up to their titles.”

      I blinked. Yasno had mentioned that the mothers had as many partners as they needed, but it hadn’t clicked as to what that might mean. Or the fact that their titles might have a literal meaning.

      “Ah. I feel like I haven’t prepared myself mentally for this,” I said.

      “Think about how I felt while trying to explain my feelings to Miya. I think she understands why I was upset about needing to share you with her, but she also has no qualms about sharing you with me. That makes it hard to be annoyed with her. The same goes with Hish. She saw what Miya had, was close to you, and asked for it because she feels that’s normal.” Ilsa sighed.

      “Let’s focus more on Hish,” I said. “Did you have any more thoughts about her?”

      “Don’t think too hard about it. She’s having fun. I prefer not to share you, but she…” Ilsa’s voice dropped, and she leaned in, her eyes darting between me and the demi-oni standing nearby. “She only talks about you when you get her alone these days. It’s been really bad ever since the battle against Darian. She’s crazy about you. Miya needs emotional support and loves you. But Hish has gone from excitable to obsessed.”

      She pulled back and shook her head. “Maybe try to stabilize her before doing anything more? This is more of a Miya thing. I’m not an emotional counselor.”

      “You try your best,” I said, and ruffled Ilsa’s hair.

      “Don’t you dare treat me like her,” Ilsa barked, slapping my hand away.

      I grinned and joined her in the planning session. Later, Hish dragged me away for a sparring session.

      Much later, I slipped into my tent and found Ilsa reading in my bedroll. It was warm inside—a welcome fact in fall—and even warmer inside Ilsa.

      Tomorrow should have been another planning session. The bells that woke me and Ilsa in the darkness of the early morning were a sure sign that more planning was the last thing we needed.
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      The bells sounded distant when I awoke. I shot bolt upright, dragging Ilsa with me in the bedroll. By the time I pulled myself to my feet, the bells rung in my ear. It meant only one thing.

      A night raid.

      Ilsa shot to her feet, cursing as she looked for the bag she kept her mage robes in. She had worn her dress uniform last night, and it wasn’t suitable for battle. Fortunately, she kept some robes in my baggage. We had been caught off-guard in Talepolis by the assassins and weren’t going to repeat our mistakes.

      The crackling of flares joined the incessant ringing of bells. Shouting filled the air. I heard the sound of arrows in the distance, and hoped they were ours. Explosions rocked the ground, and I hurried as I closed the clasps and buckles of my armor.

      My tent flap opened, and I whirled toward it. The runes on my sword blazed. Magic filled my veins as I prepared to defend myself from attackers.

      A pair of shocked demi-oni women in my royal guard uniform froze in terror as my sword fell inches short of their necks.

      My runes dimmed. I sheathed my sword, giving the pair a nod. They blinked in surprise, still frozen. Ilsa lowered her hands, the energy in her hands dissipating into prismatic light, and she returned to pulling her robes on over her underwear.

      “Anything urgent?” I asked.

      The demi-oni opened their mouths in surprise, looked at each other, then shook their heads.

      “There’s an army out there, sir,” one of them said. “We need you out there.”

      I hid my frown. “Maybe, but I’m not in command.” I pointed at the girl on the left, and said, “Spread the word that Miya is in full command. She was the commanding officer on night watch. If people start coming to me like you, the command structure will collapse. Go. Now.”

      The demi-oni nodded, snapped off a salute, and rushed out of the tent. The remaining one glanced at Ilsa, her eyes flickering to the discarded clothing nearby.

      This wasn’t the time to indulge her, or to waste time on pointing out that I hadn’t been doing anything other than sleeping when the attack happened.

      “Find Hish and gather up the rest of your company. I’ll contact Miya, but I already know what her orders will be. Before she gives them, I want everybody ready to sortie,” I ordered.

      I didn’t have to say ‘go’ this time. The demi-oni saluted and ran out of the tent.

      Ilsa stepped up next to me, pulling her hair back into her typical ponytail and giving me a sharp look. “I like the new royal guard as much as anybody else, but you really need to remind them that you’re their boss, not their friend or romantic interest. They saw Hish as an equal, and her success with you has given them a lot of questionable ideas.”

      Sighing, I stepped out of the tent. Ilsa was right, but that was a problem for another day. My rising status was a general issue in my military, as I preferred to be approachable by anybody but now intended to become emperor. The two ideals were incompatible.

      Chaos reigned outside. Soldiers and aides ran to and fro, as everybody rushed to either safety or the front line. Nothing was burning, which I took as a good sign. The bells and the glow of flares in the pitch black sky above us were the only immediate signs of trouble, if I ignored the shouting soldiers.

      “Cloudy night,” I muttered, then stepped around the tent and realized that fact didn’t matter.

      Dozens of fires blazed in the valley beyond our encampment, lighting up the advance of the incoming army. Torches lit up our defensive line, and hundreds of my soldiers were taking formation. My mages lobbed dozens of fireballs into the darkness, and their efforts served a dual purpose. They hurt the enemy, and they let us see them. With no moonlight, an army advancing in darkness was nearly invisible. Only by enhancing the magical vision of my helmet was I able to make out the size of the attack.

      Thousands of Imperial soldiers descended on us in full formation. It was far from Aladria’s entire army, but I guessed it was at least half. Probably the better half. Heavily armored knights led the advance, backed by small columns of mages, and countless infantry filled the rest of the valley.

      “Where the hell did they come from?” I breathed.

      “We’re half a day’s march away from them. Did they slaughter all of our scouts?” Ilsa asked, deep in thought. “No, we’d have received advance warning if they did that, and they couldn’t fake the contact through magetalk either.”

      I grimaced. “Sometimes our scouts miss things. Especially in a situation like this.”

      Ilsa looked at me in disbelief. She knew as well as I did that there were three likely possibilities, but I didn’t voice the rest of them.

      The first was that the enemy had advanced for hours in the middle of the night and somehow evaded detection by all of our scouts. This was absurd, given our scouts used a mixture of magical and physical detection methods. A more probable possibility was that our scouts had missed the true location of the enemy army, likely due to magical methods of hiding. I still found this extremely unlikely, as it meant either Yae was lying, my scouts were still incompetent, or the enemy had some of the most talented battlemages in the Empire.

      The most likely possibility was that some of my scouts were thralled, and had lied to us at Aladria’s behest. I had avoided placing any thralls from Talepolis in the scouts due to this possibility, but perhaps something had happened in Haliphame and we had missed it. Perhaps my gut feeling had been correct.

      A beam of light split the night in two. In an instant, the entire battlefield was illuminated by a bright red light that turned night into day. The beam burst above the Imperials, and hundreds of flares of lights showered down on them.

      The enemy’s advance stopped dead. Bodies flew into the air as explosions rippled along the enemy’s lines. They were too far away for me to hear their screams, but I saw their panic. No amount of drilling prepared a soldier for being bombed by magical artillery, especially not with the amount of power that Miya had available. Some soldiers on the flanks and the rear peeled away, but most stood their ground. Walls of light sprung up in front of the enemy lines, not that they were powerful enough to stop Miya.

      I glanced up at the tower where the beam had come from. Alone and surrounded by a dozen or more magetalk disks, Miya commanded from the high ground and provided artillery support with her bow.

      Pulling a disk from my belt, I contacted her. I watched as one of the disks around Miya lit up, and a smaller version of myself appeared next to her. She didn’t react to me for several seconds, and I saw her projection in my disk facing away from me.

      “Gather all mages along the inner wall and wait for Captain Ilsa to provide further command,” Miya ordered, presumably to another officer.

      Then she glanced over at me and blinked. In a flurry of activity, her hands darted around at waist level, where I couldn’t see what they were doing. Turning off the audio on the other magetalk disks, I imagined.

      “Mykah,” she said, moments later, when she stopped moving. “I have most of the companies on their way, except a few reserves in case they break through. If you give me a moment, I can-”

      “I’m not taking command,” I said. Miya froze, and she stared at me, her gaze uncomprehending.

      I continued, “You had command overnight, you’re an exceedingly capable general, and everybody is already reporting to you. Do you think we have time to waste bringing me up to speed?”

      Miya licked her lips. “No. You’re right. What are you doing then?”

      “What are your orders, general?” I asked, half-joking.

      Something flashed in Miya’s eyes, and her expression grew hungry. She opened her mouth and was about to say something, but paused and evidently thought better of it. “Later, perhaps.”

      Moving right along, I thought. Whatever I had awakened felt like the opposite of the usual Miya, who preferred taking orders. “I have Hish’s company forming up right now. Ilsa’s with me, but it sounds like I should send her to regroup with her mages.”

      “Do that,” Miya responded with a nod. “I’m certain you already know what I want you to do with your royal guard. If those nightwalkers are half as dangerous as you think they are, nobody else can handle them. Get out there and crush them for me.”

      “For me” she said. Dealing with Miya like this was going to be interesting, that was for sure.

      I snapped off a salute and ended the transmission. Glancing to my side, I saw Ilsa grinning at me.

      “I’m looking forward to the next time we’re together,” she said, and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll find my unit. Have fun vampire hunting.”

      Behind me, Hish’s company had gathered in full. There were well over fifty of them now, as their numbers had grown after Hish’s awakening. I didn’t know whether it was because Hish impressed them or because they wanted to join my unofficial royal guard, and I didn’t care. My hard cap was one hundred in a company, even if many of my elite companies only had fifty in them. Replenishing Hish’s unit was a good thing.

      Hish stood at the front of her company, glowering at one of her subordinates over some trivial matter. Most likely my squire was upset that she hadn’t gotten into the battle yet. The rest of the demi-oni chattered amongst themselves, their voices almost deafening as they struggled to be heard over the bells.

      My arm rose into the air, and silence fell over the unit. Hish turned around to face me. I waited and looked out at the faces of these demi-oni.

      I couldn’t recall the last time I had led a unit of soldiers that claimed to be my personal retinue. During my time defending the Bulwark, I refused to have one. Tornfrost’s retinue had died to the man defending him at Fenhaven. Ever since, the idea of a dedicated unit dying in my name had lost its appeal. The tragic reality of a hundred men and women futilely dying alongside their hero had crushed the beauty of a personal guard.

      Ilsa had said she liked the royal guard “as much as everybody else” but I couldn’t disagree more with her. Staring into the faces of Hish and her far-too-cheerful comrades caused a deep well of despair to well up in my stomach. Before, they had been going into battle under my command, but I at least knew they weren’t claiming to protect me or trying to fight alongside me. Now, they took pride in the idea.

      Sometimes, there’s a price to be paid for ambition. Nobody said that I would be the one to pay it, however. I walked away the last time I realized that fact.

      I slammed my fist into my breastplate. Every member of my royal guard responded in kind, including Hish. The noise practically deafened me, as the clatter of steel on steel resounded throughout the camp.

      We marched through my camp, toward the waiting Imperial army.
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      The camp burned as we charged past the outer wall. Fireballs arced through the air, traveling in all directions. The ground burned in some places, and the fighting shifted around it. Masses of soldiers in black uniforms brawled in the darkness, all sense of formation long since lost. The only way to tell each side apart were the blue trimmings of our uniform, and the brown trimmings of the Aghram uniform. Such detail was hard to see at night.

      An explosion went off behind me, followed by several more. They’d hit something flammable. Oil, probably. Flames roared into the night sky, and embers spread in every direction. Jets of water shot across the camp, followed by balls of water.

      For several crucial moments, my battlemages were forced to fight fires. Their orders were to ignore them whenever they could, as every moment not casting offensive spells were moments the enemy weren’t under assault. They had realized that Miya’s artillery barrages couldn’t be fired constantly, although it had been long enough since the last one that they were due for another one.

      I rushed into the thick of the battle while all of this happened. A surge of magic filled the battlefield as the enemy battlemages took advantage of our weakness, and I felt what was coming.

      The air filled with flames, so thick that the night sky was blocked out for several moments. Half of them dissipated into prismatic light as they flew, treating observers to a pretty light show. The mass of fire was still thick enough when it hit my camp to do real damage. Countless tents burst into flames, grass fires flared up everywhere, and trees exploded into embers.

      My battlemages were out of commission for much of the battle now. If we lost the encampment, we would have no supplies, to say nothing of the amount of injured non-combatants we would have. It was a tremendous blow.

      There was no time to dwell on the issue. Miya was in command, and we still had our archers. The battle was far from lost.

      I crashed into a unit of Imperial infantry. My sword blazed through their halberds, and they screamed as I raged through their front ranks in moments. Blood filled the air. Hish and her royal guard were next to me, and the Imperials collapsed to the ground.

      The enemies began to retreat, but our swords didn’t stop. We scythed through them, cutting out way deep into the enemy. Two enemy units closed on us as the halberdiers collapsed. One was a unit of knights and the other were more halberdiers. The knights were at half-strength, as most of them were busy fighting a unit of my knights. I saw the fear in the halberdiers. A natural reaction, given we had just slaughtered a similar unit within moments.

      “Hish, cover the flank,” I roared, thrusting my sword to the side that the knights were coming at us. “The halberdiers are hardly a threat.”

      Laughter filled the air, and it was an eerie noise above the crackling of the nearby fires and the bloody sounds of battle. The demi-oni surged forward, their sickle-like blades gleaming with blood and their eyes glowing with bloodlust.

      A frenzied battle ensued as the knights crashed into us. The halberdiers hesitated to charge us, their outstretched pole arms wavering in the light of the flames. Those precious moments of hesitation allowed my guards to focus on the knights, and the slaughter was swift.

      The rune-crafted blades of the demi-oni cleaved through flesh and steel alike. The shields and plate armor of the Imperials looked like it was made of paper, and might as well have been. Hish’s unit grabbed loot from the fallen as they fought, emblems, pieces of armor and regalia, but they kept their moments swift and sure as they moved. Their heads ducked from side to side as they moved, their swords and bodies always in motion. Everything taken was small enough to be carried and easily pried loose. They would come back for bigger prizes after the battle, such as breastplates, heads and helmets. This battle was too vicious for them to have their fun yet.

      Six months ago, they might have acted differently. I didn’t know for sure, but their actions were far more serious now than they had been when I had first fought alongside Hish and her company. Their bloodthirst hadn’t changed, but plenty else had.

      I looked over at the halberdiers, who were frozen in place. Cutting them down like this would be too easy. More than that, it was a waste of our effort. I glanced over at the other half of the company of the enemy’s knights, who were still in the thick of combat with my knights.

      “Them,” I said, casually pointing my sword at the knights I spotted.

      A minute later, I was hammering a hole into the enemy’s line with more than one company of my soldiers. I hadn’t seen or felt any sign of the nightwalkers, and my magetalk disk hadn’t come to life to warn me about them.

      I heard the flutter of arrows high above, and glanced up to see hundreds of fleeting shadows in the edges of my vision. Screams rung out across the battlefield, and barriers shot up from farther within the Imperial lines. No more fireballs arced across the battlefield.

      Miya had finally shut down their battlemages, now that her archers had formed up. The question was how long before Ilsa could get her mages back into action.

      An unearthly scream split the air. Dozens more joined it, and my blood ran cold. The origin was deep within the ranks of the enemy army, close to the battlemages. Roughly where I’d guess an enemy commander to be, if I were a betting man.

      I wasn’t, but I’d bet that the enemy commander kept the nightwalkers close. He was almost certainly a vampire, and didn’t need to fear his kin. The battle had turned against him now that his battlemages were out of commission, and he needed to play his trump card.

      Sprinting forward, I shattered the enemy unit of knights in front of me. The runes on my sword blazed as I unleashed blasts of magic through the enemy knights. I needed to make enough space to battle the nightwalkers, or this would turn into a slaughter. Although I doubted they understood the reason for my sudden fury, my royal guard joined me in the attack.

      Those horrible screams cut across the battlefield again, and they were close. The Imperials panicked, realizing they were between us and whatever it was they heard. If they were lucky, the nightwalkers would be under orders not to kill Imperial soldiers. Given the entire reason I was rebelling, I doubted they were lucky.

      I felt the nightwalkers before I saw them. Vampires had a strong magical presence, and nightwalkers had no control of their magic. Magical power pumped through their veins with no regard for their will, which is why they were so dangerous. Any random peasant became a killing machine the moment they became a nightwalker, without any training at all. Daywalkers needed decades or centuries to refine their techniques, but nightwalkers more closely resembled the legend of the vampiric curse told in books.

      There were less than fifty of them, but each of them had the presence of a hundred soldiers. Their armor glowed with runes, illuminating them in the darkness, and their helmets had been enchanted to give them glowing eyes. Even without their inhuman strength as nightwalkers, their equipment made them a match for my best knights.

      They froze in place. There was close to fifty meters between me and the closest nightwalker.

      “Brace,” I shouted, raising my sword. Magic raged in my veins, and my body burned with pain.

      To their credit, Hish and the demi-oni didn’t question my order. They raised their weapons and snapped into formation as one.

      The nightwalkers blurred. The clearing lit up with their runes as the vampires screamed across it, their inhuman speed enabling them to cross it within a few seconds. Our weapons met theirs in showers of sparks. They screamed in our faces, their helmets transforming their voices into that inhuman sound.

      The axe blow that struck my greatsword rumbled along my arm and left my hand feeling numb. I held fast, and pumped more strength into my body. Twisting my body, I pressed forward and slammed my fist into the breastplate of the nightwalker. He barely flinched. That was all I needed. My greatsword whirled, its runes blazing, and I carved a glowing trail through the vampire’s body. He went down screaming, his blood flailing about where I cut him as it attempted to regenerate. My anti-regeneration rune ensured he stayed dead.

      Another nightwalker took his place, wielding a war hammer with a head as large as my fist. I side-stepped his first blow, but he snapped off two more as I blinked. Dodging wasn’t enough, so I knocked the third aside. I felt like doing that broke my hand. It gave me an opening, and I slammed my sword point-first into his visor. I snapped my sword downward, and carved his head open in a single movement, gore spewing over my armor.

      Stepping into the gap I made, I whirled my blazing sword and cut down more nightwalkers. I had forged this blade to slay vampires, and it did the job amazingly well. Their armor melted, their bodies disintegrated, and their weapons bounced off mine. I danced, they misstepped, and I killed them.

      Then I looked around me and saw the brutality of the battle. The nightwalkers traded blows with the demi-oni, who struggled to match them blow for blow. My royal guards dodged, and cut through the runic plate armor of each vampire, and their anti-regeneration magic did its job.

      A single mistake hurt, however. One demi-oni swung and had her blow knocked aside. Another nightwalker double-teamed her, his axe slamming into her torso and nearly carving her in half. She went down screaming, her armor unable to withstand the runes of the nightwalker’s weapon. Two of my guards pulled her away, and another beheaded the axe-wielding nightwalker, but the brawl continued.

      This wasn’t a slaughter, but a closely matched fight. I looked around for Hish.

      My heart fell when I saw her. A massive nightwalker stood opposite her, his greataxe glowing with dwarven runes I recognized with dread. A single blow from those might end Hish. They were dangerous even to me. Aladria had dropped a lot of money on this company of nightwalkers. More than I believed possible.

      Hish’s horn glowed, but not with the fury it should have. She glared at the nightwalker, one of her arms covered in congealed blood and her other gripping her sword tightly. There was no sense of immense astral power around her. In fact, I could barely sense any power around her at all.

      I remembered her words from Haliphame, about how she hadn’t worked out how to use her power. There was a trick to it, about how she focused her thoughts. I had thought she would be fine, but I was wrong. Her life was at risk.
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      “Hish, pull back,” I shouted, raising one arm. A nightwalker charged me. I cut him down.

      Thrusting my arm to one side, I shouted, “Everybody, pull back and form a defensive formation. Now! I’ll cover the retreat.”

      Hish stared at me. The royal guard didn’t hesitate like she did, and began pulling back while fighting defensively.

      The massive nightwalker fighting Hish laughed, his voice not warped by his helmet like the others. “So this is the great Magister-General Mykah Arium. A man who will die for women. It explains a lot.”

      The fact this brute could speak explained a lot. A nightwalker officer was strange, but he might even be in command. Whatever the case was, it didn’t matter. I needed to save Hish. She was staring at me in confusion.

      I pumped magic into my legs, and prepared to leap to her. There were some nightwalkers in the way, but I could brush them aside.

      Something struck me in the back, hard enough to shake my concentration. I hit the ground and rolled, losing the magic I had gathered. Behind me, a nightwalker readied himself for a follow-up strike with his two-handed mace. I jumped to my feet. My sword sung, its runes blazed and his body crashed to the ground.

      I looked back at Hish. Magic filled my legs again.

      There was an axe over her head, and she struggled to push it away with her sword. She had been pushed down onto her knees. Her horn flickered.

      Other nightwalkers circled the duel, as did many of the Imperials who had fled earlier. Barriers of silver light hovered overhead, and volleys of arrows crashed into them. My magetalk device hummed with activity, but I ignored it. I didn’t need Miya’s help right now, and she needed to focus on the battle.

      I exploded forward. The world blurred around me. A figure blocked my path, and my sword burst through him in a shower of sparks and blood. His inhuman scream filled my ears as I carried him with me. I flicked my sword across my body when I began to slow, hurling the screaming vampire away from me, and hit the ground in a roll.

      Hish’s opponent loomed nearby, but he spotted me. His neck snapped toward me with an inhuman speed, and he pulled his greataxe away from Hish.

      My momentum rune glowed. I flickered toward him. His armor flared with life and he shifted. My sword blazed through air, missing his arm by a hair. He snapped off a reply with his axe and nearly took off my head. Falling into a slide, I lashed out with my sword and tried to take out his legs.

      The nightwalker leaped away. He moved impossibly fast. How old was this bastard? I had thought that Aladria had dumped her fortune into his armor as a last resort, but he moved with a practiced ease that suggested many years of experience. Nobody put on a set of enchanted armor and used it to its extremes immediately. I was reminded again that the Empire was a large place. My opponent was no Volante, but he was dangerous enough to be one of his lieutenants. Perhaps he had been.

      My thoughts were interrupted as the brute blurred across the ground. He held himself low to the ground, his axe positioned for a horizontal sweep. Raising my guard, I activated several of my runes.

      Hish stepped in front of me, her face set with grim determination and horn still flickering weakly. Her power felt weak, even if she looked as capable as always. The nightwalker subtly shifted his charge, his axe poised to take her head. I imagined a grin beneath his helmet.

      Shoving Hish back, I met the greataxe with my sword. A shock wave buffeted the ground, shredding the grass. My footing was terrible, and my sword slid off his axe. I tried to shift myself away. The axe sailed past my body, but the nightwalker slammed into me. I tumbled to the ground, the lights of the barriers above mixing with the runes of the surrounding nightwalkers.

      There was no time to right myself. I snapped out with my sword. My arm went numb as I struck something hard. The nightwalker brought his axe back for a return blow and it glowed menacingly over his shoulder.

      I leaped backward, twisting as I moved. The axe slammed into my arm, and I felt the impact bite into my flesh. Pieces of steel flew everywhere in a spray of sparks. Pulling his axe free, the nightwalker dropped into a guard stance. I had put distance between us, but was wounded. He knew that he didn’t need to rush things now. Or so he thought. As if I was going to lose now.

      Hish was next to me, staring at me dumbfounded. She had found her feet again. Blood streamed down her face from a gash on her forehead. Her horn was unmarked, although I didn’t know if anything could damage oni horns. She looked to be in shock.

      “Pull back to the rest of the royal guard,” I ordered, shouting to be heard over the din of the battle.

      “This is my fight. I’m your squire,” she shouted back.

      I grimaced. Normally, I’d agree, but she was a liability for as long as she couldn’t use her power. The battlefield was no place to argue, either. Subordinates who couldn’t obey straightforward orders were trouble in a lot of ways, especially if they were a danger to themselves. I clenched my free fist.

      Hish looked away, toward the nightwalker. “I just want to be useful to you. I’m your squire. This is everything I’ve wanted to be. Everything I’ve fought to be as a demi-oni. It’s my pride.”

      Magic welled around her. Her horn glowed, instead of flickering weakly. Hish stared at me, eyes wide. She balled and unballed her fists.

      Behind her, I saw the hulking nightwalker maintain his distance. He would have felt the surge of power from Hish, and knew that she was more dangerous than earlier. More nightwalkers joined him. I wasn’t concerned. If Hish had her astral power back, then she could deal with them.

      The question was, did she actually have it back?

      Hish waved her sword. A gash appeared in the ground, and the blades of grass blew away beside it. It felt like she had projected a wave of force. In the battle against Darian and his shadow Ruyit, I hadn’t known what she was doing. Now that I was this close to her, it was easier to tell. Not that I fully understood her teleportation trick, but this felt like some sort of force manipulation technique.

      Mystic foxes used similar magic, but it also felt different. When my havoc fox friend used his astral power, I always felt a sensation of wrongness. It felt like he was distorting the world. Hish’s power merely felt like she was blowing holes in the ground with huge amounts of magic. The difference was likely one of finesse, and centuries of practice.

      Hish nodded at me, her grin stretching from ear to ear. “Okay, I think I’ve got it now.”

      I gave her a skeptical look. “You think you’ve got it?”

      “I do.” She nodded several times. “I was all jumbled up from when I used my power in the keep with you. Thought I needed to think of you or winning a battle to use it. It’s not that. I want to make you proud of me. I want to make all the demi-oni proud of me. That’s what makes me special.”

      Hish’s horn glowed strongly, and I felt power flow from her. Images of her flickered around her. They were cast in the same red light I had witnessed in Haliphame. She clamped down on her power, looking at me sheepishly.

      “Maybe I need to work on it more,” she said. “But I know how to trigger it. This bloodsucker is mine, though.”

      I sighed. Part of me disliked sending Hish against a foe that had nearly killed her moments earlier.

      At the same time, she was my squire. She held the position because she was one of the most competent fighters under me. With her astral power, she was probably the most powerful fighter. Once she mastered her abilities, I didn’t know if I would be able to match her in battle. If she mastered them. Practice makes perfect, and Hish had a knack for ignoring things she found boring. I had a long time before I needed to worry about Hish.

      “He’s yours,” I said. “I have a royal guard to lead. Join me once you’ve cleaned up here.”

      She grinned up at me. I reached up to ruffle her hair, but thought better of it. Instead, I saluted her. She returned the salute.

      The battle continued to rage around us, and my royal guard had formed a defensive line dozens of meters back. Their rune swords glimmered in the darkness, as the Imperials closed on them, but they held fast. Companies of my knights stood at their back, and volleys of arrows poured in from overhead. Flickering lights arced overhead, which signaled the return of Ilsa’s battlemages to the fray. Miya would unleash her artillery momentarily, shattering their barriers and allowing our ranged companies to pepper their ranks.

      I cut a bloody swathe through the Imperials between me and my guards. The few nightwalkers between me and the demi-oni screamed, but darted away. I estimated that fewer than two dozen remained. Most of our opponents were regular knights.

      The eyes of my royal guards lit up as I strode toward them. I turned and faced the enemy once I was in front of them, but looked behind me.

      The one closest to me was one of Hish’s closest subordinates. I tried to remember her name. When I had been at the Bulwark, I knew the names of all the leading officers of the fortresses and made an effort to learn the names of as many soldiers wherever I was residing. That had changed since I started my campaign, to my chagrin.

      “Sarine, we’re going to charge and back Hish up. Put out a call,” I ordered. The company had already heard me, as my helmet amplified my voice, but appearances were important.

      Sarine grinned at me, her eyes practically glowing. She barked out the order, raising her blood-covered blade into the air. Cheers filled the air. Their excitement spread, and cheering could be heard across the entire battlefield within moments.

      A beam of red light split the air. I took that as the signal to charge, and thrust my sword forward.

      We crashed into the nightwalkers and Imperials in front of us at the same time Miya’s magic shattered the enemy’s barriers. The air filled with the rush of arrow volleys. Glimmers of magical lances could be seen as Ilsa added what firepower she could. This was the final push.

      I slashed through a nightwalker. Beside me, Sarine gutted an Imperial and two of her comrades teamed up on a nightwalker. One of them deflected his weapon, and the other got under his guard and rammed her sword into the side of his chest.

      Pushing forward, I spotted Hish ahead of us.

      Her sword was charged with red light and afterimages of it flickered around the blade. She stood over a pair of bloody corpses, the runic armor of the nightwalkers too weak to withstand her attacks. Her horn blazed with a golden fury and looked longer than usual. Far, far longer. Magical energy poured off her in waves.

      The hulking nightwalker from earlier kept his distance from her, his greataxe held in a defensive position. Before he could do anything, Hish darted toward him.

      He snapped his axe upward at her. She met his blow with her own, and the two weapons met with the crashing of steel. The afterimages of red light around her sword flickered and coalesced. Blood spewed forth from the nightwalker’s chest, and a gaping hole appeared in his armor. Almost as if he hadn’t blocked Hish’s attack.

      Stepping back, Hish grinned. Her eyes were wild. The Imperials kept their distance from her, terrified of her power but unwilling to flee. I frowned. Maybe the nightwalker was the commander. If they feared him as much as they feared Hish, they would hold their ground until he was dead. Hish needed to stop playing with her food.

      Finally, Hish ended the battle. She surged forward. Injured, the nightwalker couldn’t react fast enough. Hish’s sword stopped his regeneration, and he lurched like a man with a huge hole in his chest. She leaped over him and somehow landed with his head in her hands. I hadn’t seen her cut it off, but had felt the snap of her magic.

      I grimaced and made a note to prioritize protections against Hish’s power. Sparring against her could be lethal. She had removed somebody’s head through enchanted armor with her bare hands.

      My royal guard cheered at Hish’s victory. The Imperials began to flee, proving my theory right. Arrows and magic followed them into the night, but we didn’t pursue them ourselves. The night was dark, and we still didn’t know how they had snuck up on us. I had a pretty good feeling, but needed to confirm it by magetalk.

      The disk at my side hummed again. I picked it up. Ilsa’s projection appeared this time.

      “Aaron tells me that your bitch is gloating over us again,” Ilsa said. “Awfully quick of her.”

      Ilsa’s expression was grim. In other words, Aladria knew that we were attacked in the middle of the night before anybody could tell her. She also didn’t care whether she won or lost, which meant the attack was a diversion.
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      Aladria’s projection waited for me in the command tent. Beside it was Yae’s projection, the fox grinning at nothing.

      Contrasting the fox were Ilsa and Miya, who both looked confused but remained silent as I strode in. A handful of aides busied themselves in the far corner of the tent. Most of the camp was empty, as the non-combatants had fled to the far side of the encampment. Dawn had yet to tease us with its approach, so we relied on spells and torchlight.

      Hish opened her mouth when we entered, but I pushed her head down to shut her up. She squawked. Ignoring her, I walked over to the magetalk devices.

      “You could at least rub my horn or my hair instead,” Hish muttered and followed me. I glanced back at her and frowned.

      Her horn was now almost solid gold, although the veins were still visible within it if I looked closely. It had lengthened considerably, and was now as long as Miya’s foot-long horns. Most demi-oni had shorter horns than their double-horned brethren, which belied their shorter lifespans. Or so I had thought.

      I now questioned many things I felt I knew about the oni, their physiology, and their magic.

      Filing away my thoughts for later, I turned my attention to Aladria. She sat in silence, smiling placidly. I recognized that look. When we had waited in public, she always wore that smile. It was her defense mechanism.

      I stepped in front of her magetalk device, but glanced at Yae’s projection. Gesturing to a nearby aide, I had him turn her device to face me. Both of their crystals focused on me, although neither could see the other projection. Aladria began to speak while my aides moved Yae’s disk.

      “How has your morning been, Mykah? Have you had your morning coffee, yet?” the vampire asked, her empty smile giving way to a smirk.

      An aide thrust a steaming mug of the stuff into my hands, and I raised it into the air. “Having it now. Thank you for asking.”

      Everybody in the room stared at me. I sipped at my coffee, ensuring I slurped it loudly.

      “I don’t think you’ve realized what has happened,” Aladria said.

      “Your army here was never your primary plan. Darian was the same. If they succeeded, then that would have been fine, but you always had a backup. But go ahead, gloat. I’ll wait,” I said.

      All traces of her smirk vanished and her face darkened into a thunderous scowl. She crossed her arms and her legs. Her dress was all lace and frills this time, which meant that she was all business. I didn’t get any special treat from watching her, as there was too much cloth in the way. Although she did show off her neckline and tried emphasize what little chest she had. The dress itself was likely heavily enchanted, with elven runes sewn into the lower layers.

      I had been the one to convince her of the benefits of having a multi-layered dress with runes on the lower layers. Her opponents wouldn’t know that her clothing had additional magical protection, and elves excelled at enchanting cloth. I had never mastered the technique myself, despite many idle winters spent sewing runes in the Bulwark.

      “Haliphame is mine, you contemptuous dolt. I’ve been here the entire time. While you pranced away to fight my nightwalkers and sent half your army up north to stall Lyria, I’ve been tightening my grip on the city. To say nothing of the other places my reach extends.” Aladria’s eyes flashed, and her smirk returned.

      Talepolis, I suspected. While I hadn’t found the time to investigate, the fact that many of the thralled servants and knights had come from outside the palace suggested that Aladria had established herself within the city. The problem was that investigating her was pointless for most people. I was the only person who could safely do so, as anybody else I sent would be thralled and tell me they found nothing.

      The tent filled with gasps in response to Aladria’s declaration, but I kept my silence and sipped at my coffee. While my officers muttered to one another, I glanced over at Yae. She grinned at me.

      I looked back at Aladria. “Anything else?”

      “That’s your reaction? And here I thought you cared about the Empire?” she asked. Her face dropped back into that scowl again.

      I felt a strange sense of deja vu. Otwin had asked me something similar. He’d been right, although he hadn’t known it. Unlike him, Aladria knew that I wouldn’t write off an entire city so easily. I also knew Aladria wouldn’t take a city hostage, however.

      “You’re in Haliphame. Without much of an army. I can’t imagine your next move, Aladria,” I said. My coffee was empty. Clearly I had drunk it too fast.

      She smiled at me. It wasn’t a pleasant smile.

      “Ah, I see your thinking. You believe I won’t destroy a city.”

      “You’re the type to take care of your toys.”

      Her laugh chimed in my ears. She said, “Perhaps you’ve missed all the vampires I’ve thrown away these past few months. I expend tools and toys that are no longer useful to me, or if I think I’ll gain something more valuable. While I won’t destroy a city that I can take back, I know that I can’t recapture Haliphame. So I’ll burn it to the ground, while it’s citizens blame you for all of their troubles.

      I grimaced. So this was her game.

      “Although I must say, I am surprised you abandoned the city entirely. I had thought you would leave behind some soldiers. Not that they could have stopped me, but I expected to find some of your elites in this keep. It’s so boring here.” She stretched her arms out, looking cute in the process.

      Glancing to the side, I asked, “Yae, how much burning is happening in Haliphame right now?”

      “Oh? You’re trusting me now? What happened to proving loyalty? You’ve far too self-assured right now, in my opinion,” Yae said with a pout. She crossed her arms over her breasts and waved her tails behind her.

      Aladria stared at me in confusion. As did everybody else in the tent. I ignored the questioning gazes and focused on the fox.

      “Either you betray me, and it proves my point. But I would still have a very good idea of what Aladria is up to,” I said, tapping my neck. “Or you don’t betray me, and my hunch pays off. So, report.”

      “Nothing is burning, except one manor. All the thralled nobles are tied up in their houses, rather than convincing everybody to come to a town hall in the largest manor in the mage quarter. The Imperial soldiers are still here, but there’s few enough of them that they’re of no concern,” Yae explained. “Oh, and the keep’s barriers should be active. As should the anti-teleportation wards I set up there. I put them in a few other places as well, in case the barriers don’t activate. Your mages weren’t confident they could overload the activation system and force it to activate at will.”

      “You’re lying,” Aladria spat. “If you activated the barriers, I would know. Furthermore, you can’t activate magical enchantments autonomously. That’s a fundamental principle of magic. Somebody must be in here with me.”

      Yae met my gaze. Her grin widened. “Funny that. Governor Serat, do you remember why you paid me to help infiltrate Talepolis?”

      “Who could forget? Mystic foxes can teleport through most anti-teleportation wards.” Aladria’s eyes widened.

      “I’ll talk to you when you arrive in Haliphame, Your Grace,” Yae said, bowing at the waist. Her projection vanished a moment later.

      I couldn’t tell if Aladria’s face paled, given the black-and-white nature of magetalk projections, but her expression gave me that distinct impression.

      “How?” the vampire croaked out.

      “You’re a political schemer, not a military genius,” I said. “When you couldn’t defeat me in battle, you looked for a way to defeat me politically. If you forced me to destroy Haliphame to get to you, not only would it make me question my actions, but it would weaken my standing. You overplayed your hand in Haliphame and made your moves too obvious. Not to mention that I know you rather well.”

      She stared at me in silence. I met her gaze. Close to a minute passed, neither of us speaking.

      Eventually, I said, “I’ll see you soon. I suggest you think about your future.”

      I cut off the transmission and her figure disappeared.

      Turning around, I saw the entire command tent staring at me in disbelief. An aide replaced my empty mug of coffee with a full one. I sipped at it and took a seat.

      “Some of us will need to march back to Haliphame at dawn. Based on Yae’s assessment, we won’t need the entire army,” I said. “Miya, you’ll have command of the army that remains here. I need you to rout the rest of the Empire’s army.”

      “You’re not going to celebrate that?” Ilsa sputtered, gesturing wildly at the magetalk devices.

      “No, because we haven’t won. I also bet hard on a hunch. Aladria thralling our scouts gave me confidence, as it meant some of them had encountered her while investigating the manors under Yae’s instructions.”

      I frowned. Aladria’s ability to hide from Yae had been what had truly made me suspect she was in Haliphame. She had known what the nobles were going to say and pressure me about, but that could have been intuition. Except she needed to hide somewhere that could be heavily warded without raising eyebrows, was fancy enough to suit her tastes, and allowed her to move into Haliphame at a moment’s notice.

      Haliphame itself was the obvious choice, and had the added benefit of allowing her to gloat over my blindness. The other possibility was that she had been in Talepolis the entire time, but I couldn’t imagine her successfully seizing power there. Too many elements could go wrong, and she wouldn’t be able to draw upon Imperial allies in an emergency.

      All that was left was to defeat Aladria and convince her to be my adviser again. The idea seemed silly. I hadn’t even tried asking her. At the same time, I felt that I needed to prove my strength to her after all of this time. She was taking me for a fool, and not even a powerful fool. For all of her scheming and plotting in the past few decades, she had only managed to bring chaos to the Empire. She could put her mind to something more purposeful, in the same way I could do more than defend fortresses.

      I stood. “Let’s get everybody ready. It’s been a rough night, but we can sleep after a day’s march toward Haliphame.”
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      The streets of Haliphame were empty when we arrived. According to my scouts, Aladria’s soldiers retreated the day after she contacted us. I assumed she realized she was trapped, and didn’t want to waste her remaining resources. The same happened farther south, and Miya found herself without an army to fight.

      Aladria had talked up her willingness to burn down a city if she couldn’t keep it, but she knew when she was beaten. Or maybe she had one last trick up her sleeve.

      Ilsa and Hish rode alongside me, their griffins dwarfed by Zwei’s bulk. Behind me, my royal guard made do with horses. Few of them were trained griffin riders, and we had precious few griffins to spare as it was.

      The corners of houses held peering faces, and if I looked closely, I saw the residents of the city watching our return. They expected my return to mean battle. The barriers of the keep had glowed throughout the night for over two days now. The entire city knew that conflict was coming. They just didn’t know how small the scope was.

      Rebuilding trust here would be hard, but Haliphame was intact. I didn’t return to find rioting or protests. No unruly mob greeted me at the gates of the mage quarter. The city guard had stopped patrolling, instead maintaining fixed positions close to the wall and major manors. This was at the direction of my officers, and I took heart from the fact I had control of the protectors of the city. The nobles that weren’t thralled hadn’t convinced the guards to turn against me.

      Yae stood outside the keep, the glittering white barrier behind her making her appear to be standing in shadow. She waved at me as I approached.

      Dismounting, I walked the last few steps to reach her. Ilsa and Hish followed me, while the rest of my royal guard remained mounted and fanned out behind us.

      “I didn’t expect to see you still here,” I admitted.

      “Oh, you take me for such an easy woman? And even after you did me such a nice favor,” Yae said. She ran a finger along her choker, tracing the runes. One of them was no longer glowing.

      Ilsa frowned. “Is that how she could teleport now? You disabled one of the runes on the choker?”

      “It would have been easier to remove the whole thing before we left, but I needed some way to track her if she betrayed me,” I explained. “So I took the risk of disabling the anti-teleportation rune.”

      “So one of them does keep tabs on me,” Yae said, her grin still in place. Either she didn’t know what all the runes did, or was pretending not to know.

      I shrugged, not wanting to talk about the particulars of her binding device. Her shows of loyalty bothered me. I hadn’t expected things to go this well. Yae had been a piece of good fortune to capture, but relying too heavily on her could result in a harder fall when she turned on me.

      The keep appeared as it was when we left, besides the active barrier. I could feel the thrum of its magic. Its wards prevented me from easily sensing anything more, however.

      “She’s still inside?” I asked.

      “Of course. I’m surprised she hasn’t found the generator powering the anti-teleportation wards, though.” Yae’s tails fanned out behind her, and she stood next to me.

      Ilsa glared at the fox and took several steps to the side to get out of the way of the wall of fluff in her face. No doubt that had been intentional on Yae’s part.

      “It’s a risk, but one I’m taking with knowledge of Aladria’s mind,” I said.

      “Which is why you knew she’d come the keep in the first place,” Yae probed.

      “You’ve met her. Surely you noticed her flair for the dramatic.” I gave Yae a sidelong look. “But yes, that is why. She wanted to gloat. Now that I’ve beaten her at her own game, I’m hoping that she will remain to fight me face to face. If she can prove that she’s my superior in combat, then it won’t matter if I predicted her strategic moves. She’ll still be better than me, and her point about me wasting away up north will be proven.”

      Yae looked at me in disbelief. The look was shared by Hish and Ilsa.

      “She thinks she can defeat you in combat? Let’s forget that you won’t fight her by yourself, but what gives her that impression to begin with? You’ve buried two other daywalkers already,” Yae said. “There should be a limit to how delusional you can be.”

      I pondered my response for several moments. Nothing happened while we stood in silence. The city was quiet, the sky was serene, and Aladria was waiting for us within the keep.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s easy to think that Aladria isn’t all that powerful, even if you’ve seen her strength. But the truth is different,” I explained. “Think about Volante: he was famous for his regeneration. But Aladria’s is better, and she got it from her sire, Dalrec. A vampire famous for regrowing his head before his decapitated one hit the ground.”

      Yae let out a low whistle. Her eyes fixed on me, her tails bunched up behind her, and her attention remained rapt. All signs of a grin or smirk were gone.

      “Her shadow powers? Volante had a nice trick, but it was a trick. Darian was the true sorcerer, and even he admitted he had things to learn from Aladria.” I paused, wondering if I should continue. “Then there’s immortality, the holy grail of vampires—they don’t age, but there are many ways to kill them. Blackwater is the only vampire I know of that is held to be unkillable. But I’ve seen Aladria do things that make me question the very nature of vampirism.”

      “Uh huh. And you want her to serve you?” Yae said, glancing at Ilsa. The two women shared a look I recognized from past experience with Lyria.

      I ignored her question. “Do you think that vampires drink blood to survive?”

      “Trick question, I’m guessing. But yes, I do. That’s what makes them vampires. They draw their power from blood as part of their curse,” Yae said. She looked at Ilsa, who nodded in agreement.

      When had the pair of them become friends?

      “What would you think if I told you that vampires actually consume souls?” I said. Yae stared at me, her eyes wide. “Or maybe raw magical energy? It’s hard to say, but it’s not blood they need. It’s also not magic you can pull from the air. In a word, I’d call it essence. Vampires consume the essence of other beings, and blood is one way of doing that. As a daywalker gets older, ordinary blood becomes less useful to them. Aladria rarely drank, and when she did, it was usually for pleasure.” And only my blood, but that went unsaid. “What she and vampires like Darian desire is the blood of powerful magical beings. Or something more.”

      I stopped there. What I had seen Aladria do was something I preferred to keep a secret. I didn’t even know if other daywalkers were capable of it. No legend had ever spoken of it, and I had never read about it. The topic had been taboo with her, and the one time I had brought it up, she had refused to speak with me for weeks.

      Glancing to my side, I saw a very strange expression on Yae’s face. Her eyes were narrowed, her gaze fixed on mine in a manner far more serious than before. Her tails were fanned out lower behind her, in a gesture I recognized but didn’t understand the use of right now. I doubted she intended it, so I ignored it.

      “Yae?” I asked.

      “You’ve a very strange man, Mykah Arium. Your blade contains anti-regeneration runes powerful enough to slay demon princes, but then you used something different to slay Darian. That technique was closer to the methods used by my kind, and used against far different beings than vampires.” Yae’s gaze wandered across my armor, her eyes lingering on runes that weren’t currently visible. “You touch on magical theory and concepts that the fox clans whisper about. Things that I didn’t learn about until I received my sixth tail. People think you’re old, at a mere century. I laughed about that. I was a babe at your age. But you hint at knowing things that I barely understand.”

      Her eyes locked onto mine, and she smiled. “It’s quite exciting to be around somebody who can teach me new things. As well as to wonder about what secrets you’re hiding. Such as where you uncovered such knowledge. Not even Archangel Tower speaks of the magical theory you’re touching upon.”

      I froze, but only for a moment. Then I returned her smile. “Stick around, and maybe I’ll continue to teach you.”

      “I’ll do that,” she whispered. Then she raised her voice. “I can get you inside, as I can teleport others with me through wards as weak as the ones I set up. But you’ll need to defeat your vampire by yourself. My techniques are intended for killing monsters such as vampires, but you want to tame her.”

      Yae’s grin turned lewd, and she closed her arms around me. A moment later, the world warped around me. The two of us reappeared inside the keep’s barrier. Her hands began to wander, her eyes locked on Ilsa and Hish on the other side of the barrier.

      “Think of the things we can do while they can’t stop us,” she whispered, her hands rubbing over my crotch.

      “I can break this barrier, you know,” Hish shouted, her horn glowing dangerously.

      Freezing, Yae stared at the demi-oni. Several moments passed as Hish began to focus her power, before Ilsa pulled the struggling demi-oni away.

      “Can she…” Yae began to say.

      “It’s probably what you think,” I said. “And no, we’re not doing anything. Bring them across before Hish gets upset that you’re leaving her out of the fun.”

      Once Yae brought Hish and Ilsa across, and the demi-oni was convinced that now wasn’t the time for strenuous exercise, I considered our next move.

      Was there anything to be done other than to confront Aladria directly? Her power dwelt within the keep, dark and magnificent. Now that we were inside the barrier, I could sense her.

      We left Yae behind and entered the keep. Aladria awaited us.
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      Aladria sat on the throne in the main hall. Her dress looked to be the same from the other morning, if dirtier. Presumably, she hadn’t brought any other clothes. Bottles of wine lined the throne, and she swirled a wine glass in one hand. She glared at us.

      “You took your time,” she spat. “And here I spent hours getting myself ready.”

      I drew my sword. Hish followed my example, and we split up. The pair of us approached Aladria from either side of the hall, Ilsa taking up the center position.

      Sparing Hish a glance, Aladria focused her glare on me. “Not going to say anything? You lock me up in the same dress for two days, with no food or servants, and this is all I get. Your steel sword, rather than your flesh one, and the silent treatment. Sometimes I wonder where I went so wrong in tutoring you.”

      Her tongue was as sharp as always. Despite her front, she was gathering power. Magic welled up within her, and shadows trailed at the edges of her dress. Her red eyes held a dim glow, visible even with the sunlight streaming through the stained glass windows of the keep.

      A flurry of magical lances started the battle. Aladria melted away into the shadows of the throne before Ilsa’s magic melted it. Dark power thrummed throughout the hall, and I scowled under my helmet. My poor magical senses prevented me from locating Aladria. I spun, my sword blazing with magic.

      Hish had no such problems, and she flickered toward Ilsa in a blur of red light. A figure appeared from within Ilsa’s shadow. It coalesced into Aladria’s form, but with a pair of shadowy claws the size of her head. Before she could strike, Ilsa dove forward and Hish blinked into existence in a flash of red. I tried to clear my eyes of the afterimages of Hish that followed in the wake of her charge.

      A booming sound thundered through the hall, and the windows rattled. I moved toward Ilsa, watching the duel between Hish and Aladria. The first blow between the two had opened a huge gash in the keep’s stone flooring. The keep’s protections rumbled as Hish’s blow struck at the magical wards laid into the stonework, and magical circles flashed across the entire hall.

      Ilsa stared in terror at the countless circles flashing toward us like a wave. I clapped her on the shoulder.

      “The keep’s fine. This happens,” I said. Not often, I didn’t say. It took an obscene amount of power to interfere with wards without breaking them. Doing so unintentionally was almost unheard of. The keep’s wards were trying to stitch themselves back together and close a hole.

      Dancing around Hish, Aladria moved with the same speed I had seen in Volante months ago. Her arms were twigs, and her body sensual rather than powerful, but she moved faster than Hish’s far superior physique was capable of. She circled in the blink of an eye and slashed at Hish’s head. A blast of magic ruptured the air, blowing the shadow claws to pieces as Hish spun her sword in her hand. Aladria sucked the shadows back into her body, shifted to another position, and tried again.

      Hish surged with power, and every movement she made rent holes in the keep. She was compensating for her inability to match Aladria’s speed with a mixture of raw power and her own skill. Whenever Aladria maneuvered behind her, Hish reacted with explosive force before she could be struck.

      I watched, but didn’t join the fray. If I tried, Aladria would attack Ilsa again. Chasing the vampire was pointless. We had prevented her from teleporting out of the keep, but she could still teleport short distances within it.

      As a result, my sword hummed without purpose. My eyes tracked the duel, waiting for the moment that Aladria gave up on Hish. The vampire would give us soon. Vampirism was a poor match for astral power, and Aladria lacked the skill in combat to match Hish directly.

      To say nothing of the fact that Aladria’s true target was me. She wanted to best me. I was certain of it.

      Power flooded the hall. Aladria had spun behind Hish and vanished. Whirling toward us, the demi-oni began to purse. I held my hand up to stop her.

      Ilsa jumped to the side, presumably sensing Aladria before I did.

      Dropping to the ground, I felt a void above me as I did so. I slashed out behind me with my sword. It hit nothing but air. I rolled to the side and came up in a guard stance.

      A massive shadow filled my vision, larger than my body. A claw, I realized. A claw that was closing around me. I activated my absorption rune and slashed at the shadow.

      The moment I made contact with Aladria’s magic, I felt something scream at me internally. The world itself wavered for a moment as I tried to absorb the claw, and I felt all the magical energy around me begin to react violently. The rune glowed brighter than the sun.

      The claw vanished, but not into my rune. Aladria sucked it back into her body as she charged at me. Her face was set in a scowl. I barely caught her movements. One moment she was halfway across the hall, the next she was next to me. Her hands were too close, and I could feel her magic building up around her.

      My sword whirled, and I stepped to the side of her charge. Her orb of shadow flew through the air where I had stood. It burst against a column of the hall and turned it into powder. I heard the building creak, and dust fell from above. The upper half of the column collapsed to the ground, and debris exploded across the keep. Aladria vanished in the cloud it kicked up.

      I leaped clear and stood close to Ilsa. She blew away the approaching cloud with a gust of wind.

      Moments passed. I hadn’t felt Aladria’s dark power. My sword had struck something earlier. In my mind, I knew that even if it had been her head, this wasn’t over.

      In fact, I was counting on that fact. I wanted Aladria alive. But first I wanted to confirm something.

      The cloud dissipated with another blast of wind, and the vampire’s figure became clear. She stood near the wreckage of the column, her black dress coated in stone dust and debris.

      In her left arm, she held her right arm. She was trying to reattach it. The blood flailed on both sides of the wound: her stump and the severed limb. They would never be together again. My anti-regeneration rune prevented it. I wasn’t so arrogant as to say it was impossible to overpower my rune, but the power necessary was far greater than maybe even Hish could draw upon with her astral power.

      Aladria looked at me, an annoyed expression on her face. “Did you really have to ruin my dress?”

      She threw her arm on the ground. Moments later, I felt her power swell. I watched, fascinated by what was to come next.

      A mass of shadow formed where her right arm had been and took its shape. It turned translucent. Then, blood rushed into it. The blood didn’t come from her stump, but from the air within the shadow. Aladria was pumping her magic directly into her shadow. Was this the basis of her teleportation magic? I didn’t know.

      What I did know was that Aladria regenerated her right arm in the space of seconds. The frame formed of shadow vanished once the arm was whole, and Aladria flexed her fingers. The method reminded of something I had seen in my time in the badlands, when I had fought particularly powerful demons.

      “Mykah, how did she do that?” Ilsa asked.

      I didn’t answer.

      Aladria smiled at us, but it held an undercurrent of bitterness. “I wish I could see beneath that helmet of yours right now. Maybe you would have a sweet face of surprise to greet me with. But I suspect you’re staring at me with grim confirmation.”

      “Confirmation?” Ilsa muttered. “This is about what Yae asked you about, isn’t it?”

      The vampire raised an eyebrow. “Talking about me, are we? I do wonder why the fox is helping you. I had thought they despised you, given their hatred of havoc foxes. Evidently they hate me more. A misjudgment on my part. One of many, it seems.”

      Shaking her dress free of as much dust as possible, Aladria continued, “I’m saying that Mykah already suspected I had another form of regeneration. I never showed him many of my vampiric techniques, because I was his adviser and lover, not one of his fighters. To say nothing of the time I’ve had to improve them in the intervening decades. But he’s sharp, and far too knowledgeable about magic for his own good. A mage that terrifies other mages.”

      “You’re talking a lot without saying anything, Aladria,” I said, raising my sword.

      “Am I? Forgive me. You’ve made me nostalgic.” She smiled. “That spell you used to slay Darian was intended to kill me, wasn’t it? But something he said worried you, so you used it on him. I don’t know how you pulled it off, but I can only imagine you wasted some very limited resources at your disposal. Resources you have been saving for when you finally corner me.”

      Only half-right.

      “You reconstructed your arm from scratch, rather than regenerate it,” I said. “Although even that doesn’t explain how you reconnected your arm at all. My rune prevents you from doing even that, even if it isn’t perfected.”

      “Dwarven runes truly are nasty things,” Aladria said. “I’m not going to tell you my secret, Mykah. We are enemies. But you’re close. Maybe if you realize your folly, I can teach you the full secret. I’m capable of withstanding much worse things than candle wax and whips.” Her red eyes flashed, and she showed me her fangs. Her smile turned lascivious. She ran her hands across her breasts and along her hips.

      Ilsa stared. “Are you seriously trying to seduce him with an offer to do unspeakable things to you?”

      “We can speak about them if you like? I simply assumed that you and the little one over there were a more sensitive audience,” Aladria said. “You seem surprised. Has he not taken the whip to you yet?”

      I coughed. Loudly. Ilsa glared at me.

      That had been one time.

      I decided to ignore the topic.

      “You’ve confirmed what I wanted to know, Aladria. I think it’s time we end this,” I said. “You’ve lost. Your armies have retreated, you’re trapped, I’m repelling Lyria’s assault, and my own little empire is thriving. Whatever lesson you hoped to teach me has failed, and you won’t have the chance to reshape me.”

      Aladria stared at me, her smile dropping. “What you wanted to know? You attacked me to learn if I had another method of regeneration?”

      I frowned, but pressed on. “I need you to realize that I won’t be your puppet. I disagree with everything you’ve done with the other conspirators, and in bringing the Rogistran Empire to its knees. Somnulus didn’t deserve to die, and his people don’t deserve what you’re putting them through.”

      Circling the vampire, Ilsa and Hish readied themselves for another attack. Aladria looked upset at my words. I was hitting her with the harshness of reality. I didn’t know if she understood that I was trying to get her to surrender, but on my terms. This battle here had been to prove that I was stronger than her, as much as it had been to confirm that she did have another trick up her sleeve. She needed to know that I didn’t care that she could regenerate wounds from my sword.

      After all, I could still kill her if I wanted to.

      Aladria glanced to either side. Then she smirked. “You think I’ve lost? Maybe you’re right about everything else, but this battle is far from over. I understand your message, little emperor. But you still haven’t proven that you aren’t my going to be my puppet.”

      Before I could react, she melted into the ground and vanished. I searched for her power, but felt nothing. Then I felt something from deeper within the keep, farther upstairs. She seemed to be in the bedroom I had stayed in.

      Of course she was. I doubted anybody had cleaned the bedding, after all.

      I still had one more battle with Aladria. Hopefully she didn’t flee again, or I would need to take more drastic measures to convince her to join me.
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      “Stop,” I said.

      Hish ignored and continued to barrel forward. I grabbed her by the horn and yanked her back. She squealed, then whined when I let go of her horn.

      Dark power pervaded the hallways, but Aladria was still upstairs. We needed to go through this hallway to get to the stairwell. The keep had no alternate pathways. That made it extremely easy to fill with traps.

      I snapped an iron torch off the wall and hurled it down the hallway. It hit the ground in a dozen pieces. Threads formed of shadow glinted where the torch had passed through them, invisible in the light. Not that it would matter if we could see them. I suspected this hallway was so thick with threads that even a mouse would die trying to cross it.

      “This is what she used up north, isn’t it,” Ilsa muttered. She reached out with a finger, but I stopped her.

      “Don’t touch them. They might not even need momentum to hurt you,” I said.

      The problem was how we dispelled them. And how we dispelled the rest of Aladria’s traps. The hallways must be full of other traps like this. I didn’t want to waste my time like this.

      I looked at my sword. When I had tried to absorb her shadow magic earlier, my absorption rune had reacted poorly. It had done the same when I had absorbed Lyria’s disruption magic back in Talepolis, but it had succeed then. I wasn’t confident that would have happened this time. Something about Aladria’s magic was different. My absorption runes were relatively new to my arsenal. I had hoped they would help me against Aladria. Evidently not, but I didn’t know why that was the case.

      Ilsa raised her staff, and a ball of water appeared above it. A magic circle glowed beneath her feet, but it wasn’t a complicated one. She appeared to be channeling raw magical energy into the water.

      Pointing her staff at the hallway, Ilsa unleashed her spell. The ball of water burst into a tidal wave that filled the space in front of us. Every thread became visible in the water. The clear water quickly changed color, becoming iridescent, and I saw the threads vanish seemingly at random.

      By the time the tidal wave passed, not a single thread remained. Instead, a thin mist of prismatic light blocked my vision. It, too, slowly faded away.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Good thinking. Her shadows react to magical energy. Although I’m surprised they vanished.”

      “She can’t possibly be maintain these actively,” Ilsa said, walking through the hallway. “She was throwing everything at us earlier. My guess is she set these up over the past couple of days. I didn’t know vampires could maintain spells passively, however.”

      Neither did I.

      We cleared more of Aladria’s shadow traps. More threads, false floors made of shadow, a doorknob covered in her magic. Most of it was petty tricks, but a single misstep would cost us a limb or our lives. Aladria’s shadows were corrosive, and treated enchanted steel like it was paper. My runic plate armor might be able to withstand it, but I didn’t want to test my luck. She knew what I was capable of, and held nothing back. For all I knew, she knew a friend who would put me back together once I had learned my lesson.

      Aladria wasn’t a nice person. I held no illusions about her.

      Eventually, we stood in front of the master bedroom. It seemed an odd choice for her to confront us. The room was tiny, barely larger than the bed inside of it. Aladria would suffer the most from the lack of space. Wherever she teleported, she would be in range of both myself and Hish. Had she not expected us to reach her so quickly and distracted herself in the meantime?

      I knocked. Ilsa stared at me in confusion.

      The door opened a moment later. Aladria sat on the wooden head of the bed, dressed as she had been earlier.

      She raised an eyebrow at me when I sighed in relief. “Did you expect something different?”

      I looked pointedly at the messy bedding. I knew the state of the bed I had left behind. She rolled her eyes.

      “This is the largest room in the keep. Why would somebody of my status sleep anywhere else?” she said.

      And I bet she washed the bedding herself, I thought sarcastically. I let her keep up the illusion, as I was more wary of traps now.

      I stuck my sword through the doorway, then followed myself.

      Aladria struck a moment, later. She leaped at me, crossing the room faster than I blinked. My sword caught her claw in a blaze of light, and I charged forward. She screamed as I threw her physically across the room. Her body melted into the wall, vanishing into a pool of shadow.

      Moving into the room, I scanned for any hint of where she could appear next. Hish and Ilsa followed me.

      The room was as cramped as I remembered. There was an adjacent bathroom, the bed, a pair of bedside tables, and precious little else in the tiny space. The door opened outwards, which was fortunate. There was only barely enough space for one person to squeeze around any side of the bed, unless they were in contact.

      It occurred to me why Aladria had forced us in here. She could teleport from any location, and appeared capable of absurd feats of agility. The bed restricted us. The first thing we needed to do was dispose of it.

      Before I could say anything, Aladria dropped down from the ceiling above Ilsa, her claws at the ready. Reacting swiftly, the mage blasted the ball of light she had prepared at the claw of shadow. The blast knocked her down, but Aladria kept falling, unhindered.

      Hish flickered in front of her. Her horn blazed and the wall behind Aladria exploded into powder. The vampire whirled behind Hish and struck at Ilsa again.

      The damn bed was in my way. Magic pumped through my legs, and I kicked the thing onto its side and into the far wall. It exploded against the stone, wood and dust flying everywhere. Everybody else in the room jumped away from the flying bed. I now had a clean shot at Aladria.

      My sword scythed through the air she had been in, but she melted into the floor before I reached her. The wall exploded as Hish unleashed one of her blasts of force against it. I winced. The keep wasn’t coming out of this in the best of shape.

      I made a note not to let Hish battle anybody in the citadel back in Talepolis. It would be too expensive.

      Pulling herself to her feet, Ilsa conjured up another ball of magic. She was sticking to non-destructive elements, unlike Hish. Aladria’s shadow magic reacted to any magic that struck it, so Ilsa didn’t need to use fire or magic intended to punch through armor.

      We stood next to Ilsa, and I scanned the room again. The bed stood on its side. It was now sitting on one side of the room, leaning precariously on top of an end table.

      “Hish, blow the bed to pieces, please,” I asked. If that thing fell on us, it would hurt.

      Without hesitating, Hish slashed at the bed with her sword. The frame blew into pieces, and the bedding burst open in a rain of straw and feathers.

      We waited. Aladria’s power lingered in the room. I had never determined how long Aladria could delay her reappearance for. She could linger inside a shadow, watching for the best time to reappear.

      Hish whirled. I reacted a moment later. Too late.

      The door exploded as Hish unleashed her power, but Aladria ducked the attack as she slipped out of Ilsa’s shadow. The sorceress slammed her spell into the closest shadow claw, but Aladria dropped her spell and struck Ilsa with her bare hand.

      Screaming, Ilsa flew across the room and slammed into the far wall. Aladria glanced between me and Hish, then stepped toward the demi-oni.

      Red light flickered and a half-dozen gashes appeared in the far wall. Aladria’s dress burst into shreds, but she remained unharmed. Countless runes flared to life where they were revealed on the inner layers of her ruined clothing, even as the shreds of it rippled of her.

      A massive claw of shadow appeared in her arm and she slammed it into Hish. The demi-oni blocked it, but was forced to her knees. Her horn flickered for a moment, before glowing brightly. Hish vanished in a burst of red light. An instant later, she reappeared next to the wounded Ilsa.

      Aladria stumbled, her eyes widening. She was almost naked now, wearing only the last few shreds of her frilly black dress and her lacy black underwear. Now wasn’t the time to admire her body, however.

      A pool of shadow appeared below her, and she began to melt into it. I didn’t give her the chance.

      My sword slammed into her chest, and I physically pulled her out of the ground. She grit her teeth and tried to rip the sword out.

      I pulled it out for her, and she stumbled again. Then I tripped her and slammed my elbow into her back. She crashed into the ground with a gasp. My sword slammed down on her arm, but I stopped short of cutting it off.

      “It’s over,” I grunted.

      Standing over Aladria, I had my sword in one of her arms ready to cut it off. She could regenerate it, but she would be weakened for long enough to let me cut off the other one. Her ability to fight would be crippled, and I doubted she could teleport and regenerate at the same time. The abilities seem to rely on the same method.

      To say nothing of the fact she wasn’t teleporting away right now. It was cruel, but I kept moving my sword in her wound to ensure she had to keep regenerating. She glared up at me, turning her head to do so.

      “Torturing me now? If you think you can kill me, why don’t you do it?” she spat. Tears welled up in her eyes. I learned that she still felt pain.

      “I thought you said you understood my message,” I said. “If you do, then surrender.”

      Aladria blinked. She mouthed “oh” and grimaced.

      “Can you pull the sword out first?” she asked. I moved it again. “I surrender. Fine. Take it out, Mykah.”

      I pulled out my sword, but kept the runes active. She had given up far too fast for somebody who had gloated. A quick glance at Ilsa and Hish confirmed they were both fine, although I didn’t know what Hish thought she was doing. Had she somehow picked up healing? Or had she planned to get Ilsa out of the room during the battle?

      Aladria rolled over and rubbed her arm. She glared up at me.

      “The traps didn’t even slow you down,” she accused. “And you didn’t even take it easy on me. I thought I had misunderstood you when you barged in and refused to even say a word.”

      “You’re blaming this on me?” I asked.

      “Well, whose fault is it?” she asked. “It can’t be mine, given you’re here to beg for my assistance.”

      I held my sword to her throat. She looked at the glowing runes that lined its length.

      “Beg?” I questioned.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Request nicely? Do the words matter? It’s quite clear that you’re here to ask me to serve you again.”

      “And what makes you think that?”

      “Because you’ve been taking it easy on me the entire time, Mykah.” Aladria rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you proving it now? Cut off my limbs the first opening you get, and I can’t exactly resist. Then you can use whatever method you’ve prepared to ensure I stay dead to kill me. Or you could have paid the fox to help you fight me. It makes no sense that she aided you this far against me, but refused to enter.”

      I blinked. That last point did give me away, more than I had thought it did. I wondered if Aladria had known from the start that I didn’t intend to kill her. She had avoided fighting me far more than Hish and Ilsa, even though I was her nominal objective.

      Shaking my head, I ignored her mind game.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I do want you to serve me. After all this chaos that you have helped bring about, I am going to become emperor and restore the Empire. To do that, I need someone who can handle the political matters that I can trust. I trusted you once, and while you didn’t intend to betray me, that still happened. You claim that I should do it again.”

      “You’ve always been able to trust me, Mykah,” Aladria said. She pushed my sword away and sat up. The movement caused the last remnants of her dress to fall away. As was typical for Aladria, her underwear revealed far too much. There wasn’t much I couldn’t see, and I wouldn’t even need to take it off in bed.

      I sighed. “I told somebody else that loyalty must be proven. You’ll need to prove yourself like they have. But I also think you need to be reminded that you serve me, Aladria. I’m not going to be your pet, your child, your prince, your lover, or whatever else you think I am going to be. You’re no better than anybody else I choose to trust.”

      Her eyes flashed. “I am always better. Who do you think taught you so much?”

      “The same person who taught me that you should put people in their place should they forget it,” I said. “You have a choice, Aladria. Like you always have. Give up on your original dream of owning the Empire through me. Or die here.”

      She stared at me. Her mouth opened and closed several times. Finally, she looked away.

      When she looked back, she was smirking. “Really, that’s what you think my plan was? How cute. Fine, I’ll serve you. But you need to prove that you can put me in my place. You can’t always walk away from the messy part.”

      Her smirk turned into a lewd smile, and her hands reached for my crotch. Her eyes glazed over with lust.

      I had expected this to happen, if not so soon. There wasn’t a bed here anymore, which meant I needed to find another bedroom. I was tempted to go to the main hall, but we had made a mess of it.

      First things first.

      “Ilsa, are you okay?” I called out.

      “I’m fine.” The sorceress groaned and sat up, then looked at me. “You look extra fine.”

      Given there was an almost-naked vampire trying to open my pants, I imagined I did. I bent over and scooped Aladria up into my arms. She squealed in delight, wrapping her arms around me. Her head attempted to burrow into my neck, but crashed into my helmet.

      “I’ll see you later,” I said to Ilsa and Hish.

      The demi-oni stared at me with wide eyes and red cheeks. As I walked out of the room, she tried to follow. Only Ilsa’s grip kept her in place, although I heard whining as I wandered the hallways.

      My helmet came off with a hiss as its protection deactivated. I looked down to see Aladria busying herself with my armor. Tendrils of shadows hung from her fingers, allowing her access to the clasps and buckles of my armor. By the time I reached the closest bedroom of sufficient size, she had removed most of my plate armor. She was an industrious girl.

      I tossed her onto the bed and closed the door behind me. By the time I turned back to her, she was spreading more than her legs. The wet patch on my arm hadn’t in my head.

      Her lacy underwear left nothing to the imagination. It had holes in convenient locations, and she had tugged it down to reveal her very modest breasts. Her jet black stockings were held in place by a garter attached to her waist.

      She waited, patiently, her mouth wide open and fangs visible. Raw hunger filled her red eyes as she played with her long, black tresses of hair.

      After I stripped off the rest of my clothes, I joined her on the bed. Foreplay was unnecessary. This was Aladria, after all.

      “Finally. After all these years,” she whispered, staring up at me as I kneeled over her.

      Her expression didn’t change as I got on top of her laying body. I ran my hands through her silky black hair as I gripped the side of her head. She rose into a sitting position and dutifully opened her mouth wider.

      I slipped my length inside her mouth in one motion. Her eyes closed and a moan rumbled along her throat. Heat filled my lower body. I moved her head back and forth as hard and fast as possible, making true on her earlier test to put her in her place.

      As I emptied myself, she looked at me with curved eyes filled with pleasure. I heard her hands at work on her own body, the wet sounds filling the room.

      I played with Aladria’s hair for a short while. Her tongue slowly hardened me again, preparing me for the next session. While her eyes lingered on my neck, I didn’t let her feast. Not yet.

      Picking her up again, I moved her to the edge of the bed. Aladria’s expression became rapturous, and she looked between my face and my length with barely contained excitement.

      I held her above me for some time as she drip, drip, dripped. Her body writhed in my arms, the tips of her hair lashing my chest.

      Eventually, I lowered her and began moving. There was no tempo here. No dance between two lovers. I simply moved as fast as I could, and thrust her body up and down with my arms.

      Aladria screamed in pleasure, and I felt her climax well before I did. Her moans never stopped, and her head lolled on my shoulder. She stared at me, lost in ecstasy.

      I groaned in release. A sharp pain flared in my neck, tiny and inconsequential. My stamina never left me, and I continued to move. Aladria moaned against my neck, spilling red across my body.

      Later, Aladria looked up at me from where I had her pushed down on the bed. I paused, sensing she wanted to say something.

      She pouted. “I can speak while you move.”

      I waited until she tried to speak again before moving. A moan rendered her words unintelligible.

      Scowling at me, she turned away from me and crossed her arms in front of her. I picked her up and pulled her into my lap. My hands drifted to her chest, and I began to massage it. She slipped me back inside her and moved at her own pace.

      “I would say that you have gotten rusty at this, but you still remember what I love,” she whispered, leaning into the crook of my neck.

      “You’re a little set in your ways,” I said.

      “Oh? But wasn’t the point of this to reshape me? Make me yours? If I’m set in my ways, isn’t that impossible?” She giggled.

      I smirked and grabbed her by her thighs. “True. We’ll have to keep going.”

      Aladria’s screams of pleasure filled the room again.
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      Winter was close by the time I considered my campaign a success. Yasno returned from the north. I had long since returned to Talepolis, and been buried by an avalanche of political concerns as I expanded my influence with Aladria’s assistance.

      Yasno rode into Talepolis at the head of several companies of soldiers, my blue banners waving proudly in the air behind me. I watched from the balcony of a meeting room in the citadel. The noise from outside had attracted me, distracting me from the rather boring discussion about trade in Aghram.

      Hundreds of people flocked to the roads to see Yasno. The street markets were still active, despite the lateness of the season, and contributed to the buzz of his arrival. Most of the onlookers had horns, although many didn’t. The crowd grew simply because it was people had gathered in one place.

      Most of Yasno’s army had already reported in. The companies with him were his chosen few, that he had elected to bring back to Talepolis. I had yet to decide where Yasno would rule from, given he was a count and needed territory. For now, he would stay in Talepolis but I needed to give him the appearance of a noble.

      The reason I needed to maintain that appearance was visible in the crowd watching him. Hundreds of demi-oni turned out to see him. These people weren’t soldiers, but ordinary workers. They had begun pouring across the border over the last couple of weeks.

      I wandered downstairs to greet Yasno as he arrived at the citadel. A half-dozen of my demi-oni royal guard followed in my wake.

      The gates sprung open. I half-expected to see Yasno clad in golden armor, gleaming regalia coating his body, and his hair immaculately kept.

      Instead, he was still Yasno. His hair looked worse than usual, and his face was coated in a fine fur. He had removed all of his armor save his breastplate, but had slipped on a greatcoat due to the colder weather. Several demi-oni flanked him, wearing my uniform. Some of their armor was considerably more worn than anything I would issue, but I recognized its origin. Most of the demi-oni that had come south wore similar armor.

      “I thought I was going to have to dig you out of the snow,” I said.

      “If I took that long to get back here, somebody would have found me and melted it all for me,” he replied. “Although she might have melted me along with the snow.”

      I turned, and he matched my stride. My guards jostled with Yasno’s as they followed us to one of the nearby parlors.

      He glanced behind us with a grin, shedding his coat while he walked.

      “They’re still all women, I see,” he said.

      I sighed. “I’m letting them evaluate new recruits. Hish’s unit are exceptionally capable, and I need the best next to me in combat. Although I’m letting some of the old guard from the Bulwark pull guard duty in the citadel if they request it. Terry likes being able to slack off and chat with me when he’s around.”

      “I’m sure your other guards love him.” Yasno shook his head, but he was grinning.

      The closest parlor wasn’t empty, but the courtiers in it left when they saw me enter. It was an interior parlor, but the lights were adjusted to give the appearance of sunlight streaming in from above. Plants lined the walls, although I didn’t know their origins. So long as I didn’t look up, I could pretend I wasn’t inside a huge stone complex.

      We sat at one of the tables. Within moments, my guards slipped cups of coffee in front of us. Yasno’s guards glowered from the shadows, and the servants who had actually brewed the coffee stood in bewildered silence.

      I sipped my coffee. “Given the amount of demi-oni that have come south, I take it things went very well.”

      “Not as well as things went for you. It took you a week to wrap things up. I half expected you to march up north and join me.” He hummed in approval after drinking some of his coffee. “I had almost forgotten what actual coffee tastes like. This is the elven stuff, isn’t it?”

      “They’re bribing me,” I said. “That’s the sort of thing that prevented me from following you. Politics.”

      I sighed. Dealing with Aladria had been the easy part. If I’d known that at the time, I would have spent more time in the keep with her, Hish, and Ilsa. Days, even. Instead, I finished up with Aladria and immediately regrouped with my army. Then the world became complicated again.

      “Aladria wasn’t even governor when I met her in Haliphame,” I explained, leaning back in my chair and staring at the magical light on the ceiling. “While her fellow conspirators might not know how to run the Empire, they are very good at stabbing people in the back. The moment they felt she had failed and become a liability, they removed her as governor and gave the position to another vampire. It prevented me from using her to claim more territory in Aghram, although I hadn’t expected to achieve much in the first place.”

      “I’m guessing that’s only the start,” Yasno said.

      “The new governor doesn’t want me to invade him, and we’re now within spitting distance of Kriesden. So there are armies creeping up on our borders. Miya is stuck in the west strengthening every fortress she can get her hands on, but she needs more soldiers. Technically, you gave me them.”

      I frowned, remembering the messages I received from my scouts to the north and west. Countless demi-oni soldiers wearing my uniform walking over the border between my territory and the oni’s. All of their equipment was worn down, many of them were malnourished, and they were fleeing from their own kin.

      “I saw them on the streets. How many of them are in the army?” Yasno asked, his tone neutral.

      I looked him in the eye. “As many of them that are fit to be. Which is almost none. Maybe they will be after winter. Maybe it will be years. I want fit volunteers, not people who have been run into the ground for who knows how many years. If Vasi is the only one to see why the oni are struggling to defend themselves, I question the intelligence of the rest of the oni.”

      She almost certainly wasn’t the only one. The rest either didn’t care, or had other things to worry about. Miya still regularly received letters from oni up north requesting advice. Things were ill up north.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Yasno said. His eyes widened. “Glad to hear that you’re treating them well. Not that they’ve they’ve been driven into the ground. You know what I mean.” His cheeks turned red, and he scratched at his stubble.

      I chuckled. “You’re a noble now, Yasno. You need to assume that everybody understood you the first time, and that they’re an idiot if they question you.”

      “No, thank you,” he muttered. “What else? Or is it the sort of political stuff that I don’t want to hear about?”

      “Exactly that. Trade deals, negotiations, holding court, discussing laws about the demi-oni, financial discussions. The military matter keeps me interested, but I’m constantly reminded that I’ll solve it by doing everything else.”

      “All work and no play. How sad.” Yasno grinned. “I’d sympathize with you, but I have only one woman and you have several. And I haven’t seen mine for weeks. Her tone has been considerably more threatening lately. Do dragons hibernate?”

      “No, but they like any excuse to spend more time in bed,” I said. “And I mean both meanings of ‘in bed.’ Expect her to try to keep you up all night, then complain when you disturb her sleep.”

      “I think Scarlett would object to being called lazy,” Yasno said, his tone cautious as his eyes darted around the parlor.

      “She’s been rather nice to me lately,” I said. I grinned lazily, finishing off my coffee. As if on cue, a full cup appeared in front of me, along with a chocolate tart.

      “I bet she has,” Yasno muttered. “She loves the room, I hear. Did you really give her one attached to mine?”

      “The walls slide apart, so it’s technically one bedroom.”

      The two of us exchanged banter for almost an hour. The light above us began to dim, indicating that it was approaching dusk. Yasno had arrived in late afternoon. I had a meeting with Aladria over dinner, so couldn’t stay too long here.

      I stood, looking around. Our guards had stopped bickering and now kept watch together. Or Yasno’s kept watch. Hish’s old company were excellent fighters, but they made for terrible guards. The girls were bored to death, and looked half asleep. No amount of training solved their lack of interest in watching me in my day-to-day life, unless it gave them a chance to do or see something interesting.

      There was a reason I still had normal guards in the citadel. The only time I didn’t need to worry about my royal guard was when they guarded my bedroom.

      “I’m still working out with Aladria how to handle the specifics of your position,” I explained. My tone was serious, and Yasno straightened. “For now, assume that you make the decisions when it comes to demi-oni in the Grand Duchy. Miya is your superior in all military matters, and I always trump you, but otherwise you represent the demi-oni.”

      Yasno stared at me.

      “You were serious when you made me a count,” he said, his voice quiet enough that his guards couldn’t hear it. “When you said that I was the leader of all demi-oni?”

      “That’s what it means to be the only demi-oni noble in the Empire. Nobody else has decision-making authority outside the military. Until recently, that didn’t matter because the only demi-oni in the Empire were in the military.” I pointed at him. “But now you’ve sent tens of thousands of demi-oni across the border that aren’t in the military. They have rights, but they need nobles to represent them according to the laws of the Rogistran Empire. That’s you, and only you.”

      “But Miya—” Yasno began to say.

      “Isn’t a demi-oni,” I said.

      Yasno swallowed. He saluted. I returned the salute, and left him in the parlor.

      Aladria was waiting for me.
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      Aladria waited for me in my bedroom, sitting at a candlelit table. Her dress glittered in the light, and small red stones lining her cleavage drew my eye. She smiled at me as I entered the room, then crossed and uncrossed her legs. If the room had been better lit, I might have seen something, but I understood her message.

      Dessert wasn’t being served at the table.

      I pondered recent history as I took my seat. Aladria had slipped into my administration like she had already been running it. At first, I had been concerned that she had been. But Ilsa had already checked and there were no signs that she had infiltrated the citadel. Unfortunately, I did have to move Aladria out of the former prince’s palace in the city, so I knew where she had been staying when she sent the assassins after me.

      What bothered me about Aladria was how happily she served me, after ostensibly failing at every one of her plans. She was a schemer that always had a backup plan for her backup plan, and an escape route when all of them failed.

      Had Aladria gotten what she wanted all along? She admitted that she wanted me to become emperor. That had been her intention almost since agreeing to tutor me and agreeing to be my adviser. We had gone our separate ways, she had helped bring about the current chaos within the Empire, and claimed that my plans would ruin hers.

      On the face of it, my plans opposed hers. If I agreed to become emperor and joined her conspirators, like she had requested up north, we would have been in agreement. But I disagreed with the entire plan that had been set in motion with Somnulus’s death. While I now agreed to become emperor, I wanted to restore as much of the old order as I could. A lot of what I had grown up with, established by Emperor Evigilus, had worked even in the face of the demonic onslaughts that threatened the entire world. Why tear that apart?

      Aladria didn’t seem to disagree. She had practically raised me on stories of Evigilus.

      So if we agreed, why did we come into conflict? That had been the beginning of my suspicion.

      “Sometimes, I can’t help but feel you’re too prepared for this,” I said, thinking out loud.

      She raised an eyebrow at me as she moved the plate of steak in front of me. “We’re having dinner. Of course I’m prepared.”

      Once she served the mains, she moved the serving tray out of sight with a hand formed of shadow. We were eating steaks as thick as my fist, coated with a cheese sauce. Aladria poured two tall glasses of dark red wine. From experience, I knew that the bottle was likely worth as much as it cost to equip an entire company of knights.

      “Not this,” I said, waving my hand at the meal in front of us. “This.” I waved my hand more generally around us. “You were a governor, then you became my minister. You adapted quickly.”

      She shrugged. “And? It’s not as though I haven’t served you before.”

      “You never claimed to serve me in the first place,” I said. “Even as my adviser, you always held a certain sense of superiority.”

      Her eyes flashed, and Aladria struggled to hide a scowl. I had touched a nerve, and a familiar one at that.

      The one thing that Aladria had yet to adapt to was the fact that she wasn’t superior to others within my life. She had been in the past and reveled in that fact.

      “Last I checked, I am superior.” She pointed her knife at me, and cheese sauce dripped onto the tablecloth. “Your oni is a mere general, your demi-oni is a squire, and your sorceress struggles to provide strategic advice. I can run rings around all of them. I proved it in the keep, when two of the three couldn’t even touch me.”

      I sipped at my wine and savored the way its flavor combined with the hearty steak. The fact that Aladria was frustrated with her position wasn’t news to me. She had to share me with women who hadn’t even been alive when the vampire had first ridden me.

      Aladria continued, her meal forgotten. “I shouldn’t have to prove that I deserve time with you. If anything, I’m doing more for you than they are. I should get that time whenever I do things with you.”

      “Like now?” I asked.

      “Well, yes,” she admitted. “But if one of them asked for tonight, you’d choose them over me.”

      “It’s not that simple. There’s this concept known as sharing, and—”

      “Don’t patronize me,” she snapped, and shoved a piece of steak into her mouth. She grumbled silently while she chewed, glaring at me.

      I took the opportunity to prod her, while she had forced herself to remain quiet. “Your plans never added up. Before you joined me, that is. You approached me while I was busy with Lyria, instead of attacking Talepolis while I was distracted. As if you wanted me to pay attention to you. Don’t pretend you believed I would accept your offer. Then you baited me into attacking Haliphame, by suggesting you would support Lyria’s advance. Finally, you forced me to leave Haliphame because I had to deal with your other army. I was short on time, you knew it, but you never made decisions that would let you defeat me.”

      “I always intended to defeat you, Mykah,” Aladria said. “But you’re right that I intentionally drew your attention. I’ve never pretended otherwise. The only thing I care about is you. I tried building a future that didn’t rely on you, and it worked. For a while. The difference between the time I spend with you, and all other time, is that I don’t ever forget it. I’ve accomplished a lot, but it’s only the things I remember that matter. I remember you, therefore you matter, and everything I do with you matters.” Her smile turned lascivious. “Everything.”

      How much of that was true? Most of it, I suspected. Maybe even all of it.

      That was the trouble with Aladria. Even when she was honest, she didn’t tell the whole truth. I trusted her with the things that mattered, but she had her secrets. Perhaps she never intended to be here, serving me. Or maybe this was her escape route, when all else failed. She knew that her fellow conspirators would turn on her and wanted to rely on me.

      I sipped at my wine. Did it matter? The foot running along my crotch told me that it didn’t. Thinking with my cock wasn’t wise, however.

      “How are the negotiations going?” I asked Aladria, changing the subject.

      She frowned, but didn’t withdraw her foot. “Blackwater still doesn’t like our tariff proposal, and won’t allow merchants through. I don’t know if he’ll budge. He’s stubborn, and doesn’t much care for humans. The worst possible choice as governor.”

      “Fortunately, he doesn’t control as much as he wishes he did,” I muttered. “Has he tried to take back any of the southern regions?”

      “Isn’t that a question for your oni? But no, and he’s not asking for them, either,” Aladria shrugged.

      This was good news, I supposed. Blackwater led the faction of vampires that opposed Aladria. Now that Aladria had joined me, and most of her allies were dead, he had risen to power in the Empire. That left him as the natural choice of the governor of Aghram. Unfortunately for him, I had the military power in the province and the province’s armies had been crushed.

      More than two thirds of the province’s territory was under my control. I held all the land from the northern border with the oni to the south-western border with the elves. While that only gave me control of two of the cities, it meant I controlled the vast majority of the farmland in the province. Farms meant tax revenue, and that was great for my budget and my military.

      “The trade agreement with Aghram doesn’t seem like a priority. Am I right?” I asked her. “Given the elves are paying hand over fist for our extra food.”

      Aladria hummed in agreement. “By and large, yes. The reality is that the vampires will leave their people to starve rather than cover the shortfall of food with taxes if anything goes wrong. If the dwarves are gobbling up the bread from Granaise, and you’re claiming Aghram, where will the surplus for the other cities come from?”

      Grimacing, I realized I hadn’t considered that. The Empire fed the cities from three major locations, and I controlled one of them. I found it unlikely that a famine would result, but I didn’t trust the new rulers of the Empire to understand how trade worked. The elves knew how things worked, because they had always been nobles in the Empire, but the same wasn’t true of everybody else. Aladria only knew because she had been an Imperial adviser her entire life.

      “What about the demi-oni laws?” I asked.

      “Those are both easy, and hard,” she said, and pulled a piece of paper from nearby. “You can recognize the demi-oni and oni as Imperial citizens due to your royal authority as Grand Duke, and nobody has opposed your right to that name yet. As a side note, I went ahead and registered you as Grand Duke under several names in case of trouble.”

      “What’s hard, then?”

      “The fact that many people view the demi-oni similarly to demihumans. Both because of the name, and because of the horns. Oni have horns on the front of their heads, rather than the sides, but there has been at least one incident where a slave trader from Labruze has mistaken an oni for a demihuman.” Aladria frowned. “The farther south one goes, the worse it becomes, supposedly. I’ve been told of more issues in villages that neighbor the elves’ territory, now that they’ve begun to introduce demihuman slaves into Labruze.”

      A problem with no easy solution. I was going to need to solve it one day. If I gave demihumans the same privileges as demi-oni, then the elves would riot.

      “We’ll deal with what we can for now. Make sure the elves understand the difference. I’ll remind the ambassador the next time we meet,” I said.

      “I’m surprised you’re trying to do more,” Aladria mumbled.

      I looked at her.

      She sighed and put her paper aside. Standing, she straightened her dress before walking around the table and depositing herself in my lap. Her closed her arms around me and leaned her head into the crook of my neck.

      “You’ve changed so much,” she said. “I remember when you were little.” She frowned. “Littler. My size, at least. Now you’re not merely huge, in quite a few ways that I enjoy, but your horizons have broadened. I know that you stepped beyond my magical knowledge when you went to Talab Bastion without me. Your runes hide experience you pretend is normal, but that the dwarves speak of in legend. Now, you lead these oni and I all I want is my little emperor back.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her how long it had been since she last called me that. Then I recalled that she called me that in the keep, before she retreated into the bedroom.

      Huh. She really had hinted at her surrender. No wonder she had gone to the bedroom. More fool me.

      I pulled the vampire into a kiss as I opened her dress. We didn’t need the bed for some time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 40

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday became “roundtable day” and I sincerely wished it hadn’t. It was an entire morning with my closest advisers in the largest meeting room Aladria had found in the citadel.

      Until Yasno arrived, that list had consisted entirely of Aladria and Ilsa. Miya joined us by magetalk when she wasn’t traveling between fortresses on the frontier. Occasionally, she requested Aaron to fill in for her, as his position of armsmaster meant he could speak for her when it came to logistics.

      Several hours together with Aladria and Ilsa sounded exciting, except that their idea of a fun morning was discussing how to support the demi-oni to establish businesses and receive apprenticeships. I was here because they needed to check that I didn’t disagree with their ideas, before they wasted days of effort on them. The idea made too much sense for me to refuse.

      So I forced myself to pay attention to them every Wednesday morning. Yasno hadn’t improved matters, as half of the topics concerned the demi-oni. He scribbled down notes throughout the meeting, and I realized they were about things he didn’t understand.

      I frowned. Yasno appeared knowledgeable, but I reminded myself that the oni had explicitly denied the demi-oni education and training. Finding him a tutor as soon as possible was important.

      Then I saw Scarlett’s name scribbled on the paper and suppressed a smirk. Maybe I needed to invite her to these meetings, if Yasno was already using her as his adviser.

      “Mykah, this is boring,” Hish whined from her seat next to me. She sprawled her upper half across the table and waved her arms in a bid for attention.

      “I know,” I said, and ruffled her hair. She closed her eyes, pushing her horn closer to my hand. I didn’t take the bait. Two pairs of female eyes watched my every move, and reducing Hish to a pile of moaning demi-oni seemed like a terrible idea. Not that they would interfere.

      Officially, she wasn’t invited. Unofficially, Hish did whatever she wanted.

      I was amazed at how long it took the little demi-oni to realize that she had free rein over the citadel. Most people wouldn’t stop her, simply because she was my squire. Those that would, paused because they had seen or heard how bloodthirsty she was, or that she led the royal guard.

      The true reason everybody let Hish get her way was because she had knocked a hole in the outer wall of the citadel during practice within a week of returning. While the most powerful barriers in the wall might not have been active, that was still a feat I was incapable of without considerable preparation. She had done it by accident. Word had spread, particularly of her excitability, and she was now untouchable.

      Except Hish had taken weeks to realize that even Aladria found her terrifying. I didn’t even know if the little demi-oni knew that it was because of her astral power.

      “Moving on to something less boring,” Aladria said, her tone momentarily acidic, “perhaps we can discuss your alliance with the oni?”

      Yasno looked up from his notes and narrowed his eyes. The room seemed to darken, but I knew that was my imagination.

      I had been avoiding this topic with Aladria.

      Holding up my hand, I began drawing a rune on the table. Magic sprung to life around the table. The barrier I had cast was invisible, but it prevented others from scrying or eavesdropping on us. I glanced around the room. The only others present were my royal guard. Yae had asked to come to these meetings, but I still had misgivings about treating her as my spymaster. For the time being, I selectively briefed about matters I wanted her to investigate.

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      Aladria nodded, a hint of a smile on her face.

      “I’m glad to see that you’re still careful about delicate matters,” she said. “As for the oni, it’s clear that your current arrangement is not being honored. Even your liaison admits it. You extracted a personal favor from her, and I sincerely doubt you intend to use that for something as banal as bedding her. Vasi strikes me as the ambitious type, and owing you a personal favor could destroy her. If we don’t renegotiate the alliance as soon as possible, it may be too late to salvage our position with the oni before something goes horribly wrong.”

      My eyebrows shot up. Aladria had been talking to Lyria in earnest, although she had been unwilling to breach the confidence she had maintained with the dragon. As annoying as I found it that the vampire knew more about one of my enemy’s machinations and refused to tell me, I appreciated the fact she didn’t betray her. That fact boded well for the security of some of my secrets.

      “It’s nearly winter,” Ilsa objected. “We have months before Lyria will make her next move. Now that Yasno has dealt with her armies, the situation has been dealt with. I thought we agreed to discuss the options more thoroughly before raising this?”

      My eyebrows remained raised. So the two were cooperating on this? That boded well, given Aladria’s attitude toward the other women in my life.

      Aladria’s dark expression did not bode well, however. “I would contend that we only have months before Lyria makes her next move. The oni mothers seem very stuck in their ways. Months may not be enough.”

      “We made our original deal within days,” Ilsa said.

      “Because Vasi lied to the mothers,” Aladria said, rolling her eyes. “I’ve heard the whole story. Your entire alliance is predicated on Vasi’s personal relationship with Miyasa and her belief in the power of the great Bulwark Mykah. That’s exactly why we need to move soon. She’s a valuable asset, and if her position is weakened we stand to lose more than any of you realize.”

      “I still feel we need to consider our options better. We haven’t fleshed out enough to let Mykah choose,” Ilsa said, her voice dropping. I still heard her, but I don’t know if she wanted me to.

      Aladria sighed and gave Ilsa a long-suffering look that I recognized from my younger years. I blinked, surprised to see it.

      “Ilsa, darling, we’re not here to offer Mykah a hand of cards and let him choose the one he finds prettiest,” Aladria said.

      The vampire leaned back in her chair and placed her hands in her lap. Her red eyes were half-lidded. I suspected she was drawing on a lecture from memory, hence the fancy turn of phrase.

      Aladria continued, “Our job is to understand what he wants to achieve, and tell him how to do it. Sometimes we present that as options, but often we don’t. If the problem is complex, giving him ten options is the same as giving him ten cards. He may as well choose one at random, or choose based on his lucky number for the day. We’re his advisers. If we don’t understand him and the problem well enough to remove options he shouldn’t choose, why are we even here?”

      Ilsa scowled. “Do you even hear yourself? Or know where you are?”

      “This isn’t anything she hasn’t said before,” I said. “So don’t feel the need to defend me. I’m not saying I necessarily agree, but I’m not hurt.”

      Recoiling, Ilsa looked between Aladria and me in surprised. Then her eyes narrow. “This is what you were raised on, wasn’t it? When she tutored you?”

      “This is what any proper noble is raised on,” Aladria said, her voice smooth. “They need to understand how good advisers act, who they can trust, and when they need to ask for additional opinions. I heard that you came from a noble family, so thought you know the rules of the game. But then, things have changed over the last century, which I suppose is why Sofia asked for my help with Mykah.”

      Reaching out with a hand of shadow, Aladria poured a glass of water for herself. She didn’t actually need it, as I was certain her throat didn’t actually get parched. Her magic sustained her body and maintained it in the same state. Vampiric regeneration healed a dry throat as easily as it halted aging.

      Aladria continued, “When Mykah taught you, he didn’t recite off facts and figures. He told you the right and wrong way to do things. He instilled a particular way to act as an officer, and then as his adviser. You should act no differently toward him. We need to understand which approach is best, and tell him what he should do. If he doesn’t know what he should do, then that helps us as well. Sometimes the best way to find out what somebody wants is to find out what they don’t want.”

      Alarm bells began to ring in my mind. I opened my mouth to intervene.

      “Although, that can go poorly,” Aladria added, her expression distant. “I recommend being more cautious when you test anything major.”

      Ilsa looked between Aladria and me. She looked to be at a loss for words.

      I intervened in the lesson. “Aladria, your view seems based on the idea that people never know what they want, even if it’s explained to them.”

      “That’s because they don’t. Even you don’t,” Aladria said. “You can be quite brilliant sometimes, but people are very good at ignoring things that are inconvenient to them. My role, and Ilsa’s, is to ensure that you don’t ignore those things even if you want to. The ordinary people can, because they’re free to be as stupid as they like. That’s their lot in life, and what they willingly choose by remaining ignorant and refusing to change with the world. But you’re different. You want to become emperor, and that means you can never turn a blind eye to reality, simply because you don’t like what it tells you.”

      “You’ve grown a lot more cynical since we were last together,” I said.

      “The Empire has gotten a lot worse since then,” she said.

      Ilsa held her hands in front of her face, staring me in the eyes. I met her gaze, but she didn’t appear to have anything to say.

      Shrugging, I made to return to the original topic of conversation before Hish found her chance to whine again. She had pulled her chair next to mine and leaned her head against my shoulder, staring blankly into space.

      A knock sounded at the door. I dismissed the barrier I had erected, then signaled to my guards. They let the messenger in. He wore the citadel’s uniform.

      I held back my frown. A letter was held in the hand of the messenger, and he looked as confused as I was. While letters were far from rare, they weren’t typically hand-delivered to a grand duke.

      “Stop,” Ilsa said, standing. The messenger halted. The royal guards placed their weapons at his side.

      Ilsa checked the messenger for thralldom. Nothing was wrong. She opened the letter with magic, but nothing came out of it. A quick test for poisons on the letter revealed nothing.

      “It seems fine,” Ilsa said.

      “The legislator said to deliver it to His Grace immediately,” the messenger stammered out. His face was red, and he was sweating. I told my royal guards to leave him be and apologized.

      Taking the contents of the letter, I immediately noticed that the paper was of poor quality. Ilsa passed me the letter itself, and I noticed that it was from somebody called “Isav.”

      Vasi, written backward. We had never established a code or method of communication if she needed to contact me in secret, so she needed some way to ensure I knew her identity without giving herself away if intercepted. Her name spelled backward was obvious to anybody who knew her, but that was the point. I made a note to speak to Yae about better methods of private communication, to be used whenever magetalk was compromised.

      The contents were nonsense. Generic news about Lyria being repelled, and a question for Miya.

      If Vasi suspected that the message might be intercepted, then she wouldn’t use a technique to hide her true message that other oni knew. I used a simple piece of magic to reveal hidden writing written with writing that I had learned as in the mage towers. Nobody used this in the real world, as there were many methods of invisible ink and codes, but Vasi knew my background.

      A new message appeared.

      
        
        The mothers have let your dragon into our territory. You may wish to call on that favor I owe you.

      

      

      
        
        - Vasi

      

      

      I read and reread the message several times. It didn’t change, as much as I wished it did.

      One campaign was over, and another loomed on the horizon.

      
        
        END OF BOOK 2
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