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      Violently betrayed and stripped of her wings, the angel Isalla was cast down into the hells by Haral, a woman she’d believed was a friend. Isalla was saved from death by Kanae, a demoness and healer in the hells, who nursed the injured angel back to health and taught her about the hells, which was a different place than Isalla had imagined. Many demons in the hells lived normal lives, though it was still a dark and dangerous place.

      Over time the two women grew close, then their relationship blossomed into a hesitant romance over the course of weeks, at which point Isalla confided in Kanae that she’d been betrayed because she’d found signs of a conspiracy in the heavens, one that seemed to have designs on overthrowing the current ruling council. Concerned about the plans of the conspirators, and the likelihood that a radical faction would destroy the fragile peace between the heavens and hells, Kanae agreed to help Isalla contact her old commander and lover, an angel named Roselynn who Isalla had informed of her investigation.

      Unfortunately, Haral had learned that Roselynn was making inquiries of her own after Isalla vanished, and the angel had acted swiftly and ruthlessly, drawing Roselynn into an ambush by demons, who then sent Roselynn into the hells for interrogation. Roselynn woke in the comfortable Spire of Confession, and the unwitting angel was slowly, gently brainwashed by another angel and two succubi into effectively abandoning the heavens and making herself more beautiful. A visit by the demon queen Estalia caused Roselynn, now going by Rose, to fall almost entirely.

      Meanwhile, Haral had sent assassins to finish off Isalla, as she had learned that the angel had somehow managed to survive the fall. As Kanae brought word that Roselynn had been captured in a demon raid, one of the assassins attempted to kill Isalla. The attempt failed, but the assassin perished as she tried to flee, leaving the two with unanswered questions. With few other choices available, the two women chose to seek out Roselynn and attempt to rescue her, despite Kanae’s deep fear of Queen Estalia.

      Their rescue attempt brought them near the Spire of Confession, where they waited to strike once Roselynn was being taken to the capital of Estalia. Their attempt worked nearly flawlessly, despite one of Rose’s guards managing to break free of the hypnosis that Kanae had inflicted on them. Kanae teleported the three of them to near her home, and her explanations managed to raise questions in Rose’s mind, and also prompted her to guess that Kanae was Queen Estalia’s lost daughter. While Kanae didn’t confirm her guess, her lack of response told Rose that she was correct.

      Kanae distanced herself as Isalla and Rose rekindled their relationship, the demoness avoiding being drawn in, due to worrying that any relationship couldn’t last, and believing that soon Estalia would come for her. Unfortunately for Kanae, Estalia had already known that she lived, and immediately set out to meet the three at Kanae’s home.

      Estalia’s arrival threw all Kanae’s plans into disarray, as the queen revealed that Kanae’s true name was Kitania, and the two managed to somewhat reconcile, though Kanae revealed that Estalia’s goal was to end the war by manipulating angels and demons alike into worshiping her. Estalia soon departed for her palace, leaving behind both armor and Ember, the legendary weapon that belonged to Rose, as well as a few guards to keep the angels safe while the plot in the heavens was unraveled.

      Before the group of women could come to a final decision on what to do, and even as Kanae was disposing of the last of her things, Haral’s third attempt on Isalla’s life arrived, an attempt which was also intended to kill Rose and even Estalia if she was in the way. A group of angels attacked Kanae’s home, and the demoness fought a delaying action as the guards left by Estalia and the angels alike prepared themselves for battle. Just as Isalla and Rose came to her aid, the attackers shot Kanae with an arrow that had been intended for Estalia. The arrow teleported her to a fortress in the mortal world, where Kanae was torn apart by a hail of magical arrows.

      Enraged by the apparent death of Kanae, Isalla and Rose fought desperately, heavily injuring several of the attackers, but would have lost if Estalia’s guards hadn’t reached them in time. Their grieving was interrupted by the information that Kanae had been teleported, and the guards took custody of the assassins and transported all the angels to Estalia’s palace, where the two angels hoped to learn what had become of Kanae.

      In the palace, Estalia informed the two that Kanae doubtlessly lived, for Kanae was truly immortal, capable of regenerating from any known attack. Bolstered by the knowledge that even an archangel couldn’t kill Kanae, the two angels vowed to rescue her and drag the conspiracy that had been trying to kill them into the light.

      Far away, Kanae woke in a cell, chained to a wall, and with the transmutation that had disguised her for centuries broken, revealing her original body. With an elven guard nearby, she decided that it wasn’t worth hiding who she was anymore and introduced herself as Kitania. Kitania soon learned that she was in the palace of the goddess Alserah, an elven goddess known as the Divine Archer, and one who terrified Kitania, at least at first.

      Within the walls of the goddess’s palace, Kitania was protected from all attempts to magically locate her by Estalia’s servants, so Isalla and Rose were forced to wait for new information. The angel Eziel was mentally dominated by Estalia and gave additional information to Isalla and Rose, as well as giving additional hope that Kitania was safe. Estalia chose to retaliate for the attack within her borders and conquered the angelic outpost of Firewatch, taking all the angels within prisoner.

      Kitania was soon allowed to move about the elven palace, though she was subject to a good deal of suspicion. This grew worse when an elven princess, Niadra Sellis, invited her to a ball and the two were drugged. When Alserah confronted the two women, Kitania realized that the goddess was infected by a horrible parasite from the hells known as a dream spider and afterward helped Alserah remove it from her head, though Kitania was heavily injured in the process.

      In the aftermath, Kitania was given still more freedom, and Alserah chose to abandon her ransom demand for Kitania. As the demoness began breaking down due to her worries about what Isalla and Rose thought of her, Alserah gave permission for Niadra to associate with Kitania and expressed some interest in the demoness herself.

      Meanwhile, Alserah’s emissary reached Estalia and informed her of Kitania’s presence in the Forest of Sighs. After a short time, Estalia dispatched Isalla, Rose, and Vinara, the succubus who’d been teaching Isalla magic, to retrieve Kitania and begin investigating the angelic conspiracy, known as the Society of Golden Dawn. Along with them was Eziel, who Estalia was sending as a servant for Kitania. During their journey there was an attempt to poison them, but it was foiled.

      Haral once more acted herself, wishing to learn what Kitania knew and to punish Niadra for growing close to a demon. She ambushed their carriage and kidnapped the two, as well as Niadra’s maid, beheaded Kitania with a soul-stealing blade, then had her servants torture Niadra and her maid while Haral left. Kitania resisted the blade’s magic and killed the angels left behind, then returned Niadra to the palace.

      The reunion between Isalla, Rose, and Kitania was awkward, especially when Vinara revealed that she’d once been one of Kitania’s lovers and demanded an apology for Kitania faking her death ages before. Alserah asked for more details on how Isalla had been betrayed, and they began closing in on who Haral was, as well as her plots, but they were a little too late.

      Haral and her companions unleashed twenty titanic monsters on the Forest of Sighs in the middle of the night, consisting of ten hellfire worms and an equal number of storm phoenixes. These creatures were scattered across the country, and any one of them could devastate cities, while Alserah could only be in one place at a time.

      Vinara helped track down where Haral was controlling them from, and the group dealt with three of the creatures on their way to intercept the angels, then engaged them in a short, brutal battle. The angels had laid a trap for Alserah, twisting her power to imprison her briefly, and they had an arrow like the one which had nearly killed Kitania. Kitania ripped the arrow away from an angel just in time and managed to severely injure Haral as she took the bracelet controlling the monsters from the angel. Haral managed to escape by using a teleportation charm, but the monsters were quickly killed in the aftermath.

      Once things had calmed down, the group returned to the palace, where some discussion of who might get to keep Kitania occurred, and Rose revealed that Isalla had slept with Estalia. However, everyone knew that it was just the calm before the storm, and that far more dangerous times were on the horizon.

      And now their story continues.
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      Coral stepped into the room, not even pausing as she began speaking. “Lady Anna, I think that Reath needs some personal attention with how her attitude has been of late, and…”

      The succubus’s voice trailed off as she realized that Anna wasn’t in her usual chair, and the room was otherwise empty. Several documents sat on the polished top of the desk, weighed down by a paperweight, while paintings adorned the white marble walls. Even so, Anna going missing was a bit perplexing, and after a moment Coral put her hands on her hips, looking around in annoyance.

      “Now where did she get off to? And right when I needed her, too?” Coral asked aloud, then let out a soft sigh of annoyance. Anna didn’t vanish often, and when she did it was always for a good reason, so she abandoned the hope of getting help from her superior and chose a different strategy, murmuring. “Maybe I can get some help from Irak…”

      She left the room behind, all the while wondering what Anna was doing. The angel had been acting oddly ever since she’d gotten the most recent dispatches from Estalia.
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      The room should have been dark, with as dark as the stone it’d been carved from was. It wasn’t, but that was due to the glowing crystals which dotted the walls and hung in lanterns. The room was a shallow dome, with polished walls and crystalline lanterns hanging here and there. Only the glowing portal set into one wall allowed entry, and Anna brushed her fingers over the runes carved into the doorway for the moment, admiring them instead of what was in the center of the room. It didn’t help, not really, but she treasured the moments of peace that it brought her. When she closed her eyes, though… then she remembered the incredibly short message she’d been sent by Estalia, the words seared into her mind.

      Things may be worse than I feared in the heavens. I’m afraid that I may have need of you. Kitania may have need of you. I’m sorry, dear one.

      “You shouldn’t be sorry, my beloved goddess. We both knew the time would come when I could no longer hide,” Anna spoke at last, her quiet words echoing in the musty confines of the chamber. A part of her was grieving for what might happen soon, but at the same time another part of her was awakening after a long slumber. So, she took a deep breath and turned to the center of the room, looking at the items resting there.

      A potion rested in an ornate vial-holder on a pillar to one side of the room’s center, its contents shedding a radiant blue light. The sight of the potion caused Anna’s pulse to quicken, but her gaze rested on it for only a moment. Instead she looked at the armor resting on its rack and the cloudpiercer laying lengthwise on display in front of it.

      The armor was for an angel, which was just as it should have been. Unlike almost every suit of plate Anna had seen for a high-ranking angel, this suit wasn’t ornate and beautiful. Nor had it been forged of mithral… no, it was made of fine, gleaming steel without ornate patterns or engravings. Only the runes which powered its magic shone, and even those were hidden, as if to heighten the apparent simplicity of the armor, from the boots and greaves to the helm and plates designed to guard her forewings. The armor brought back memories, and few of them were good… but even they paled beside the emotions inspired by the cloudpiercer.

      Anna’s gaze fell to the cloudpiercer, and she felt herself shudder. She took a step closer, then another, feeling her legs almost quivering beneath her. The cloudpiercer was almost as simple as the armor, with a shaft forged of steel wrapped in black leather, right up until one looked at the blade. The blade burned with power, blazing gold runes seared into the silver-blue metal. Power greater than any other weapon she’d wielded surged through the blade, and Anna let out a soft sigh as she closed her eyes. Memories of the wars she’d fought in rushed through her head, each of them with the cloudpiercer in hand. There were few things she wanted less than to take it up again, and yet… a part of her lived for it. She didn’t like to think about it, but not all the trembling in her hand was of reluctance.

      “For our daughter. For us,” Anna murmured.

      Reaching out, she picked up Infinity’s Edge, and the weapon surged with power, almost joyfully welcoming her grasp. Anna couldn’t help a smile at the reaction, closing her eyes and basking in the sensation, reveling in how… right it felt in her hand.

      “Everything has to end, one day,” Anna said softly, running a finger over one of the runes, the power within it burning at her finger. “However… that doesn’t mean we have to simply accept it.”

      No one answered, but Anna realized her fingers had ceased trembling, and she smiled.
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      Kitania slammed the butt of her cloudpiercer against the ground and grunted as it extended, launching her upward suddenly, but she wasn’t done. It wasn’t nearly as smooth as she’d prefer, but she channeled mana into her armor and wings snapped into existence behind her, translucent, black-feathered wings that took her soaring upward in seconds, well outside Isalla’s reach.

      The blonde angel stared up at Kitania for a moment, then lowered her practice sword as she glowered at the demoness, speaking in palpable annoyance. “Okay, I see what you mean about your acrobatics. Tears of heaven, how do you do that?”

      “Practice, really, though I couldn’t do the flying bit until I had this armor,” Kitania replied, grinning as she stabilized, then slowly descended again. She was quite pleased with how her practicing had paid off so far. “I didn’t have the extending cloudpiercer, either, so had to pole vault instead. I’m just glad I watched Anna’s training so much; otherwise I wouldn’t know how to use it while flying. I still need to practice more to get used to it, but it is more effective.”

      “To be fair, I’m pretty sure that Anna must be far better with a cloudpiercer than I thought she was,” Rose chimed in. The red-haired angel wasn’t in practice gear; instead she was wearing a deep blue dress that contrasted nicely with her pale skin and vivid hair, and the rose-shaped hair clasp kept the hair out of Rose’s eyes. She’d been watching them, and Kitania thought that she saw a little shock in Rose’s eyes. Eventually the angel continued. “I’ve seen some angels use them before, and they’re… well, you have to be careful about your wings with them, and they aren’t good when you’re trying to keep a tight formation.”

      “Precisely!” Kitania said, relaxing as she leaned on the cloudpiercer, letting her flight magic lapse. She took a breath, then continued the explanation. “The nature of a cloudpiercer, and the style of combat it’s used for, isn’t good when you’re trying to keep formation. I’m honestly not sure why it’s traditionally angelic since it seems more like glaives and other polearms intended to dismount soldiers, and mounts aren’t used by angels, but that really doesn’t matter. The art is beautiful, but in an army its use is limited. Anna always told me that was why it was so rarely used there, and even among the Holy Council’s guards it was falling into disuse.”

      “Really?” Isalla asked, glancing at Rose curiously, and the other angel pursed her lips, looking like she was thinking. Kitania took the moment to admire Isalla, who looked particularly beautiful in the morning light.

      The three of them were in the palace of the goddess Alserah, the patron of the Forest of Sighs, and numerous elves were observing from around the training field, though most of them were at least pretending to train. There were rather more of them than there had been a few days prior, which probably was due to the monsters that had assaulted the country only two days earlier.

      Even the thought of the attacks almost ruined Kitania’s mood, and her smile faded as she thought about the last couple of days. Ten hellfire worms and an equal number of storm phoenixes had assaulted the Forest of Sighs across its breadth, and the damage reports were still coming in. Alserah was doing what she could to help the recovery, but so far there were at least three thousand dead, and all of it because some angels had decided to make an example of the country.

      “Anna is right, though I suspect she’s even older than I thought, if cloudpiercers were commonly used in the Council Guard,” Rose said at last, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve known a few people who wielded them, but most of the practitioners were among the nobility, and especially those who didn’t expect to see combat. It just isn’t considered that practical of a weapon, even if you do extremely well with it, Kitania.”

      “That’s perfectly fair,” Kitania replied, slowly relaxing as she smiled at the two angels. She hesitated, considering what to say, then continued. “Based on what I’ve heard, she met Mother before she inherited her mantle, during the Blackstone War.”

      “Heavens! She’s been in the hells for four thousand years?” Isalla demanded incredulously, almost dropping her practice sword, and Kitania couldn’t help a laugh at her reaction and how Rose’s jaw was hanging open. “That’s the fourth crusade, when Anathiel was still leading the armies!”

      “Something like that, yes,” Kitania confirmed, smiling even more, and she carefully ignored the mention of the ancient archangel of war. She had her suspicions about what had happened to her, after all. “I don’t know the details, mind you, but I know she’s been in the hells for longer than most demons have been alive. I’m more impressed that she’s retained her skill with how she stays in the spire most of the time.”

      “That’s… impressive. And daunting, I’ll admit,” Rose said, straightening as she regained her poise. “I knew some of the other angels had been in the hells for around a millennium, but the idea of Anna having been there for four times that long never even crossed my mind. She seemed to know the heavens so well, or at least the orders.”

      “We’re demons, and you’re angels. Our societies change at a slow pace, if at all,” Kitania pointed out, shaking her head as she smiled. “Anyway, enough of that. Shall we go see if there’s any news from the captive?”

      “We may as well, though I don’t have high hopes,” Isalla said, her smile fading. “We really can’t wait much longer.”

      “Agreed,” Kitania said, nervousness welling up inside her, though it wasn’t just for what was coming.

      Her relationships had gotten incredibly complicated over the last couple of days, and it was giving her a headache.
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      “I’m afraid that we haven’t been able to get any further information out of the prisoner who’s still alive,” Alserah said with a grim expression. “The man has been extremely stubborn, and it likely will take a great deal of work to make him speak. Perhaps the others would have been easier to convince, but there’s nothing to be done about it at this point.”

      “True enough,” Rose agreed, her expression darkening, and Kitania’s did as well.

      They’d originally had three captives from the battle with Haral and her allies, after which they’d first focused on eliminating the remaining hellfire worms and storm phoenixes. Unfortunately, that delay had proven disastrous in some ways, as the afternoon after they’d returned to the palace two of the prisoners had fallen over dead. If it hadn’t been for Vinara quickly dismantling the spell on the last captive, one whose wing Kitania had broken, he’d likely be dead as well. As it was, it was a rather depressing situation.

      “It does mean that continuing to wait is a poor decision,” Vinara chimed in, the green-skinned succubus’s eyes dark and her arms crossed in front of her. “I informed Queen Estalia of what happened, and she told me that she has no new information, which concerns me. We don’t have time to let the Society of Golden Dawn do as they please.”

      “No, we don’t. Unfortunately, as much as I want to help, my absence would be counterproductive at this time,” Alserah said, anger flickering through her eyes, then she shook her head as she continued. “We’re having enough trouble keeping anyone from attacking some of the angels that live here. Part of me wishes that we’d been able to keep the involvement of angels in the attacks quiet, but then it would’ve been blamed on the hells.”

      “I do understand,” Kitania said, wincing at the thought. She could barely fathom how many elves felt about the attacks which had come from nowhere, and at least they’d been rather visible in helping Alserah fight the monsters. That had blunted some of the suspicion where she and Vinara were concerned, but even if Isalla and Rose had helped, they’d been on the receiving end of some accusatory looks.

      “What are you planning to do, Your Grace?” Rose asked politely, exchanging a concerned glance with Isalla, which made Kitania wonder what they were thinking.

      “I have a number of deities as allies, and this attack… they’re likely concerned but keeping their distance since I haven’t requested help. I’m going to ask them to come here and inform them of what I know,” Alserah said, looking up at the angels calmly, her green eyes almost blazing with anger now. After a moment she continued, her voice soft, yet deadly. “I would like you to continue your investigation and keep me informed. When you’ve determined the source of this infection, I believe it’s time to excise it.”

      For a long moment the room went quiet, and even Kitania felt her blood run cold. If multiple deities took the field against angels, especially if they were traditionally aligned with the heavens, it could be disastrous. She opened her mouth to speak, but it was Isalla who reacted first.

      “Are you sure you want to do that, Your Grace?” Isalla asked hesitantly, her concern obvious as she swallowed hard. “I don’t know what consequences it might have, but I know you’ve been allied with the heavens for… what, fifteen hundred years?”

      “More, if you count my predecessor,” Alserah said, sitting back in her chair as she looked at them, considering before she nodded gravely, her voice soft. “As to that… yes, I’m certain. I’ve never been comfortable with how the heavens seem to take our alliance for granted. The Holy Council often barely pays attention to mortal borders or desires, though at least they don’t usually make demands for assistance. However, this? This is a betrayal on so many levels I cannot begin to express it. I will not let it pass, not when thousands of my people have died, and others have had their livelihoods destroyed. We can recover, and will, but I will not allow the infection to remain, even if it means an end to our alliance.”

      “I see,” Isalla said, bowing her head slightly and hesitating, then spoke more firmly. “In that case, I won’t try to dissuade you. However, our current leads indicate we need to travel to Uthren, and possibly to Uthren’s Throne itself. Dare I hope that your allies include their gods?”

      “Uthren?” Alserah asked, her eyebrows rising, and Kitania couldn’t help a wince.

      Uthren was one of the oldest human kingdoms, located on the Harth Plateau on the far northern continent of Ness. Even in the War of Decimation the demons hadn’t managed to breach Uthren’s borders and had instead chosen to assault a gateway to the heavens well short of the nation. Kitania didn’t look forward to trying to go there, especially since all three of the angelic orders had major garrisons there.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Rose confirmed, letting out a soft sigh as she shrugged helplessly. “While Eziel couldn’t give us a lot of information, she was able to give a few names, one of which was Rathien the Blue, a high-ranking officer in the Order of the Dragon, and he’s stationed in Uthren’s Throne, or was the last time we heard about him. On the other hand, there are a few officers in the Order of the Phoenix I believe I can trust there as well. The problem will be getting to them.”

      “I believe I understand, but unfortunately I’m not on good terms with any of the deities of Uthren,” Alserah said, her smile fading as she shook her head. “It’s unfortunate, but there isn’t anything I can do to make it easier for you. However, I can provide transportation to Ness, and even a guide. I’m certain I can get you into the country, but nothing beyond that.”

      “Even that much would be an immense help, Your Grace!” Isalla said, her expression brightening as she smiled.

      “I do see a problem, however,” Kitania said, frustration starting to well up inside her.

      “Oh? What’s that?” Rose asked, looking at her curiously.

      “Me. If I want to help… Uthren is famously dogmatic, to the point that even I know how dangerous it is for a demon there,” Kitania explained, bottling her frustration as best she could, then continuing. “I want to help you, but with my tendency to throw off transformation spells, I can’t really come along. I suppose I could send Eziel with you, but—”

      “Fortunately for you, I have a solution for that,” Vinara interrupted, just as the angels were beginning to frown.

      “Really? What sort of solution might that be?” Alserah asked, looking intrigued.

      “It’s a simple one, honestly. The problem with Kitania is her appearance, but nothing prevents illusions from being used. As a matter of fact, I came up with one that would help some time ago, and made an illusion in my spare time back in Estalia,” Vinara said, smiling broadly. “See, she has horns, fangs, almost claw-like nails, and a tail, yes? What if we were to overlay that with the illusion of her having draconic blood? Make her eyes slit like a dragon’s, and her horns and fangs a little more draconic as well, while giving her a normal skin tone, and make the tail look like it’s scaled, almost like a snake’s.”

      “That… would probably work, yes,” Kitania said, blinking as she thought about the idea, but she did see one flaw that made her unhappy. “My only issue is that if anyone touches my tail, it’ll be readily apparent it isn’t scaled.”

      “That’s why you wear the tail armor in public, of course!” Vinara said, looking at Kitania with a smug smile. “The illusion will go over the armor, and it has the right texture to fit the appearance. It might not be incredibly comfortable, but it won’t be too bad, not since the enchantments make the armor fit far better.”

      Kitania’s worries eased at the explanation, and she smiled after a few moments, nodding as she murmured. “Yes, that would do it, wouldn’t it? I’m assuming this would be an enchanted item of some sort?”

      “That’s right,” Vinara said, nodding calmly as she added. “It’s a bracelet, so you’ll be able to keep it on pretty much constantly without worries. Hopefully no one can see through the illusion, but that’s why it just changes the appearance of your body, instead of modifying you extensively.”

      The others looked at each other, and Kitania saw relief on Isalla’s face, as well as how Rose had relaxed. It improved her mood, since that meant that they really did want Kitania to come with them.

      “It sounds like you have a plan, then,” Alserah said, sitting up straighter as she tapped the table, then added. “It will take a few days to arrange your transport, likely two but possibly three, considering the damage that Naer took, but I’m certain it will be arranged quickly. I’m not happy sending you away so quickly, but I see little choice.”

      “I don’t think we blame you for that, Your Grace. If anything, I should thank you for the immense amount of help you’ve provided,” Isalla quickly assured the goddess, standing and bowing deeply.

      “You’re most welcome. I look forward to seeing each of you at dinner tonight,” Alserah replied, standing gracefully, and everyone else did as well.

      As they prepared to leave, Vinara stepped closer and spoke brightly. “Now you just have to let Niadra know that you’re leaving, hm? Maybe you’ll even be nice and do it in person.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Kitania retorted, glowering at her old friend.

      Some days it was really hard not to punch the succubus.
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      “Sorm? What’re you doing?” Haral asked, leaning against the doorway unsteadily as the rain drummed softly on the roof.

      Looking up from the equipment spread across the table, Sorm’s stomach tightened at the sight of Haral and his lips pressed together tighter. Haral was still paler than she should’ve been, and he didn’t see more than the barest hints of her usual confidence and poise. While he was sure she’d recover, the hesitation in her voice was almost alien, and that made him angry.

      It hadn’t been long since she’d returned, missing half her left arm and right wing. Sorm was just relieved that he’d been able to get one of the society’s healers to come regenerate Haral’s limbs quickly, but that hadn’t helped with the mental trauma she’d suffered. She’d been resting ever since, and this was only the fourth time she’d left bed in the last two days.

      “Sorm?” Haral prompted, and he shook off his distraction, instead smiling at her, reaching up to rub his beard as his wings rustled.

      “Sorry, I got caught up thinking. I’m glad to see that you’re up, since you haven’t been moving much the last couple of days,” Sorm replied, clearing his throat as he straightened. “I was getting worried.”

      “I’d say you have good reason for that. However… this has me concerned,” Haral said, slowly crossing the room to lean on the table. She picked up a wickedly barbed crossbow bolt with runes carved into it, studying it for a moment before looking at the other items on the table, her voice soft. “Explosive armor-piercing bolts, a stealth veil, incineration stones, a storm inducer… this doesn’t look like the sort of items you’d need for your usual activities, Sorm.”

      “Of course they aren’t,” Sorm said, his smile fading as he sighed, then continued more solemnly. “I’ve requested permission to harry Isalla, Roselynn, and their companions. My request was granted.”

      “You did what?” Haral demanded, dropping the bolt as she looked up at him, her eyes flashing with anger and more of the confidence he remembered her having. That gave him hope, even if her outrage was directed at him. “What in all the stars do you think you’re doing? You saw what they did to me, and they didn’t even know that I was there until a few days before I was injured.”

      “I know. Believe me, I know what they did, and that’s why I’m going after them,” Sorm said, gritting his teeth for a moment as anger surged through him, but he forced it down, banking the rage for use later. Instead he continued after a moment, his voice soft but deadly. “I’m not going to strike anywhere that I think the goddess will be involved, believe me. My goal isn’t to kill them all, Haral, it’s to strike and run. I’m going to tear them apart one at a time and vanish into the mists before they have time to react. Or at least I’ll try. If I have a good opportunity to kill them all, I’ll take it.”

      Sorm calmly reached over and picked up the bolt that Haral had dropped, carefully placing it on the rest of the pile as he looked up at her, meeting her gaze as he focused on her, trying to share his determination as he continued. “They hurt you terribly, and if I hadn’t been here you might have died. I will never allow that to pass, my love.”

      “I…” Haral blushed slightly, then looked away, her blonde hair shifting as a breeze wafted through the room. Eventually she spoke, her voice soft. “I’m happy that you care so much, but how are you going to do that, with the demoness able to regenerate? We don’t know how to kill her!”

      “No, we don’t. But you said that the princess and several others were with her, including Alserah,” Sorm said calmly, smiling more like a shark as he continued savagely. “I don’t know if she cares about them, but believe me, if she does… I’m going to make her regret that. I’ll destroy those around her, until she’s the only one left. Then we’ll find out just how far her ability to regenerate goes. And if all else fails, why kill her? Why not throw her off the continent into the void and let her fall endlessly?”

      Haral paused, staring at him for a long moment, then slowly smiled as she murmured. “That… well, that does seem like it’d work, wouldn’t it? It’d be a lovely way to punish her for what she’s done, and I like it. I’m still worried about you, but if you’re going to be careful…”

      “Oh, believe me, I don’t want them to catch so much as a hint of me at first. I want to destroy them without giving them the slightest chance to fight back,” Sorm said, his voice flat now, his anger cooling ever so slightly at the smile on Haral’s face.

      “Mm, now I’m tempted to come with you and help,” Haral murmured, looking like she was relaxing for the first time since she’d returned, at least while she’d been awake. Unfortunately, Sorm knew he had to refuse her idea.

      “I’m afraid you can’t, dear. I’ve received word from above, and they sent instructions for you,” Sorm said, his smile fading as her happiness visibly faltered.

      “Oh? I… well, what do they want me to do?” Haral asked, reaching up to toy with her necklace nervously. The teleportation charm had burned out, but he knew she had a replacement gem in storage.

      “They’ve decided that, in case my attempts don’t work out, we need to eliminate several avenues of assistance that Isalla and Roselynn might call on,” Sorm said, taking a deep breath, then looked Haral in the eyes as he continued. “I’ve brought a supply of midnight shadow from them, and they’ve instructed that both the Emberborn family and Isalla’s family be… dealt with.”

      Haral’s smile faltered even more, and she paled for a moment. It was only for a moment, but she regained her poise as she asked softly, “All of them? But the Emberborn family has been…”

      “All of them. While the Emberborn family has an excellent reputation, the risk of Roselynn gaining the assistance of members of the family is too high for the society to risk. As such… well, you’ve heard their decision,” Sorm said, understanding her hesitation. In fact, he paused for a moment before admitting, “I’m not terribly happy about it either, but… I think they’re testing your devotion to the cause.”

      “I… see. Well, it seems I’ll just have to show them that I haven’t changed,” Haral said, straightening and looking at Sorm decisively, gritting her teeth. “Even if I believe that such is going a bit too far… if it’s what I must do, so be it.”

      Sorm nodded, the slight knot in his stomach easing. While he hadn’t believed that Haral would refuse the order, he also knew that it was possible that she’d rebel slightly. She’d always had a soft spot for children, after all.

      “Good. Well, I’m not leaving today; I’m just getting my things ready,” Sorm said, glancing at the table, then asked a little more warmly, “I don’t suppose you’re feeling up to going out to dinner? After the last couple of days, I think fresh air would do you good.”

      “Even if it’s raining?” Haral asked, glancing toward the window idly.

      “Especially if it’s raining. The air is never cleaner than during or after a good rainstorm,” Sorm replied, his mood improving still more, and he smiled. “Besides, it’d be with you, and there’s nothing as wonderful as that.”

      “Flatterer,” Haral said, smiling warmly at him, then turned away, adding, “Let me get changed, hm?”

      “Of course,” Sorm said, and his anger eased even more as relief surged through him. His anger wasn’t gone, but Haral was doing better, and that was something he’d needed more than he could express.

      Even if he was concerned about the orders for Haral, she was devoted and clever. He had no doubts she’d do what she had to, even if she might bend the orders where she could.
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      “Here you are, milady,” Eziel said, offering Kitania a towel. The black-haired angel had a smile on her face, and she seemed far more at ease than she had been the last few days, likely because they were settling into their new positions at last.

      Kitania was still a little disconcerted by the angel’s presence, as Eziel had tried to kill her, but it wasn’t as though Kitania would’ve been able to pick the angel out of a crowd afterward. In any case, it didn’t make sense to hold a grudge after her mother had changed Eziel utterly. Now the only problem was how eager to please the angel was, since Kitania resembled Estalia somewhat.

      “Thank you,” Kitania said, having given up on telling Eziel not to treat her like a noblewoman. She took the towel and began drying off, thankful that this time Eziel hadn’t started drying her off. It had been disconcerting the first time Eziel had done so, since Kitania hadn’t had help in the baths in a very long time.

      “It’s a pleasure to serve you,” Eziel said, instead moving to the attached closet where she’d put Kitania’s clothing for the rest of the day. The angel spoke softly as she pulled out the dress on its hanger. “Is this dress still the one you wish for, or shall I acquire another?”

      “That one’s fine, Eziel. I’m not the type to change my mind on a dress in only a few minutes, unless there’s some event that necessitates it,” Kitania replied, suppressing the urge to sigh as she dried her hair, which was the worst to deal with. “I haven’t heard any alarms, so don’t worry about it.”

      “As you wish,” Eziel said, adjusting the blue dress with a critical eye as Kitania continued drying off.

      In short order Kitania was done and allowed Eziel to take the towel, then to help her into the dress. As much as Kitania was loathe to admit it, it did help to have other people assist her with dresses, even if Kitania was extremely flexible. It was just too difficult to reach laces on her back most of the time and making them look good was even harder.

      “Thank you for your help,” Kitania said at last, swishing her tail to ensure the fabric wouldn’t chafe, then nodded. “Yes, I think this will do nicely.”

      “There’s no need to thank me, Milady,” Eziel said humbly, carefully folding the towel and putting it in a laundry basket. “I’m entirely at your disposal.”

      “Perhaps, but I prefer not to take that for granted. It’s rude, and as far as I’m concerned you’re a different person than you were before you met Estalia,” Kitania said, smiling at the angel. The overall situation they were in might be complex, but at least this was something she felt was easy to figure out.

      “If you say so, Milady,” Eziel conceded politely, though her body language indicated that she didn’t agree with Kitania.

      Shaking her head, Kitania left the bathing room, amused despite herself. Despite how eager to please Eziel was, the angel could be absurdly stubborn as well. It was probably part of what had made her a zealot, Kitania reflected. She was stubborn in her beliefs, which meant that it would’ve taken someone like Estalia or Anna to convince her of her errors.

      “Have you heard of any plans, aside from lunch with the others?” Kitania asked, glancing back at Eziel. She’d arranged to meet Isalla, Niadra, and Rose for lunch today, and was looking forward to it. Alserah and Vinara had been invited as well, but both had been busy, so it would just be the four of them. Or maybe more with any servants, Kitania realized belatedly.

      “No, I’m afraid not. Your schedule has been rather inconsistent of late, but I’ve been arranging for proper supplies for the trip ahead as best I can,” Eziel reported. “I also—ah, my apologies. Bright morning, Lady Cecilia.”

      Kitania saw Cecilia at about the same time, and smiled at Niadra’s handmaiden, then paused as she saw how nervous the elven woman looked. Her blue eyes were filled with worry, even if her blonde hair was as elegant as always, and she was wearing a relatively mundane yellow dress. The handmaiden smiled back, but there was something forced about her expression.

      “Bright morning to the two of you as well,” Cecilia said, looking between them as she hesitated, then asked, “I… might I have a moment to speak with you in private, Lady Darkshade? I wish to speak to you about something. It’s not on behalf of my lady, just myself.”

      Kitania blinked, then frowned as she asked, “I… perhaps so. How long will this take? I do have lunch fairly soon.”

      “I’m not sure, though it shouldn’t take too long. I thought about trying to wait until after, but I don’t know if I could work up the nerve again,” Cecilia admitted, which confused Kitania even more.

      “Hm… well, I suppose. Eziel? Would you go see if everything is coming along well for lunch?” Kitania asked, then gestured toward her room, adding, “If you’ll accompany me to my room, Cecilia, we can speak privately while I finish my preparations.”

      “Yes, Milady,” Eziel said, bowing her head and giving Cecilia a sidelong, curious look. However, the angel quickly moved down the hallway as she followed Kitania’s orders.

      “Thank you,” Cecilia said, the relief on her face palpable.

      “Not at all, it’s fine,” Kitania replied, her curiosity growing as she glanced at the woman, but led the way toward her room and opened the door. No one had been in since she’d left that morning, so she let Cecilia in, then closed the door behind them. Walking over to her vanity, she continued. “Now, what was it that you wanted to tell me?”

      “It’s… well…” Cecilia began, then hesitated, fidgeting visibly. Kitania could see her in the mirror and couldn’t help a smile. It was a world of difference from how coldly Cecilia had acted just a few weeks before that it piqued her curiosity even more, but the woman took a deep breath, then spoke. “First, I wanted to thank you properly. You saved me and Her Highness from death the other day, and you really didn’t have to. I… I thought I was going to die, and you saved my life.”

      “You’re welcome. I… have mixed feelings about it. If it weren’t for me, neither of you would have been targeted, but… that’s water under the bridge. We had no way of knowing it might happen, and I feel terrible about it,” Kitania said, shaking her head as she sighed.

      “Yes, but even so… it made me feel guiltier because… well…” Cecilia hesitated, looking down. Past her, Kitania saw the door open a little, and Niadra poked her head in at that moment, her mouth opening. Before she could speak, though, Cecilia spoke quickly. “I hid the message that Isalla and Rose were coming.”

      Kitania froze in surprise, both shock and anger rushing through her, which she quickly forced down before she jumped to conclusions. The surprise on Niadra’s face quickly turned to cold anger, but Kitania met the princess’s gaze in the mirror and shook her head silently since Cecilia’s gaze was downcast. Instead, Kitania slowly turned her chair to face the woman.

      “That… is somewhat upsetting. Why would you do that?” Kitania asked, her eyes narrowing. Despite herself, Kitania felt anger smoldering within, and she tried to ignore it.

      “I… well, it made more sense to me at the time, but…” Cecilia began, then stopped, inhaling as she looked up at Kitania nervously before continuing. “I saw how close you and the princess were becoming, and when I thought about how your relationship was improving her standing among the nobility… I was just selfish. I thought that if they really cared, they’d send another message, and what I did wouldn’t matter, so discarded that one. But… it did matter, didn’t it? You risked yourself for us, and I… I’ve been just trying to work up the courage to admit what I’ve done ever since. It wasn’t right, and I shouldn’t have done it.”

      Kitania stared at the younger woman, her anger flaring slightly for a moment, but then it banked as she thought about the situation from an outside perspective. It probably wouldn’t seem like it was important to many people, even if it was to her. It frustrated her that she could have learned that Isalla and Rose were coming yet hadn’t. Eventually she asked, “What did the message say?”

      “It was from Isalla, and she mentioned that she had to keep it short. She said… she thought about you every day, and that they were coming for you. Nothing more than that,” Cecilia said, hesitating before she admitted, “I burned the note, but I’m sure someone could copy it from the message book again.”

      “I see. That… would have made an enormous difference for me. I felt abandoned by them, and this would have told me that they hadn’t left me alone,” Kitania said, her voice quiet as she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath, then letting it out. “You… hurt me, by doing that.”

      “I know, at least now. I wasn’t thinking about it at the time, and… well, I had to tell you now,” Cecilia said. Kitania opened her eyes to see the young woman was shifting in place unhappily. “I don’t expect your forgiveness, to be honest. I’d like it, but don’t expect it.”

      “Mm… I will have to think about it,” Kitania said, carefully not looking at Niadra, who was listening near the doors, her hands clenched at her sides. The demoness considered before asking, “Is Niadra aware of this?”

      “No, I never said a word about it to her,” Cecilia said, quickly shaking her head, a flash of worry flickering across her face as she spoke. “I’m planning to speak to her about it tonight, after dinner. I have no idea how she’s going to react, but I… will accept the consequences. I made a mistake, and it’s entirely possible that it led to the attack on us.”

      “There’s no need to wait until this evening,” Niadra interjected at last, her voice icy with anger and her blue eyes blazing.

      “Your Highness! I didn’t realize you were—” Cecilia began, but Niadra didn’t let her continue, cutting the handmaiden off with a sharp gesture.

      “No, Cecilia, you didn’t. I heard everything just now and saying that I’m angry isn’t the half of it,” Niadra spat, her anger only seeming to grow stronger. She pointed at the door and continued harshly. “Get out.”

      “Niadra?” Kitania asked, but the princess ignored her, for the most part. For her part, Cecilia was as pale as a ghost.

      “Out, and not out of the room. You’re to leave the palace immediately, Cecilia. Gather your things and go home,” Niadra said flatly, her gaze unwavering. “I doubt I’ll forgive you easily, but I may. On the other hand, I may not.”

      “I… but…” Cecilia began, then her expression crumbled, and her shoulders slumped. The elf nodded, her voice tiny as she replied. “Yes, Your Highness. I… will go.”

      Kitania watched, a little stunned as Cecilia left the room, then looked at Niadra in concern. She waited until Cecilia was out of earshot, then asked, “Was that really necessary?”

      “Of course it was!” Niadra snapped, then a flicker of guilt rippled across her face as she looked away, adding, “Sorry, I shouldn’t have taken that tone with you.”

      “It’s alright, Niadra, I’m just wondering why you reacted so harshly,” Kitania said, though she was a little taken aback by Niadra’s tone. She’d never seen the princess act like this before, so it was startling and a bit worrying.

      “She overstepped herself dramatically. If she was entrusted with a message from Lady Azalea, that means that she was given it by Ethris or Hanrith, either of which have authority which far exceeds her own,” Niadra explained, approaching slowly, her voice still taut with anger. “That means she didn’t pass along a message that they entrusted to her, and that is beyond the pale. I’d have been angry with her in most cases, since she manipulated us, or tried to, but that is not something I can abide. If she withheld that information from you and I, what other information might she not pass along? What if she tried to keep something truly important from me?”

      “I… well, that does make sense. I guess I didn’t know that the message had to come from someone that important,” Kitania said, frowning. A part of her was still troubled by how readily Niadra had dismissed Cecilia, but she didn’t want to argue with Niadra, not now. It just… made her wonder. After a moment she shook her head and sighed. “I just… she admitted the truth and was trying to apologize. Everyone makes mistakes; what matters to me is that they learn from them. On the other hand, I might simply be more forgiving than I should be.”

      “Perhaps you’re right. Maybe my anger with her will cool, and I’ll give her another chance. However, that day isn’t today. I can’t trust her right now, so I’m not going to let her stay in the palace,” Niadra said resolutely, shaking her head as her gaze darkened and she reached out to take one of Kitania’s hands. “This isn’t how I wanted today to go, you know. I wanted to relax with you, since you’re leaving so soon.”

      “I know you didn’t. It isn’t how I wanted it to go, either, but… there’s nothing to be done about it,” Kitania replied, sighing softly. She squeezed Niadra’s hand, then smiled as she asked, feeling like the expression was a little forced. “Would you like to help me get ready for lunch? Or was there another reason that you came here?”

      “I’d love to! You’re always interesting to help, with how different your skin tone is,” Niadra said, a smile dawning on her face again at last.

      Despite the smile, Kitania felt like she was ever so slightly more distant than before, and it sent a pang of regret through her. She hoped that the conversation with Cecilia wouldn’t ruin what they had, but… Kitania wasn’t sure what was going to happen in the future. With Isalla, Rose, and even Alserah herself involved… the future was just too murky for her to guess.

      Setting the thoughts aside, Kitania turned to the mirror again, and smiled as Niadra eagerly began helping her with the makeup. It was entertaining how much fun the princess had with it.
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      The air shivered, and Alserah looked up, then smiled as she saw the yellow glow from the courtyard. Kitania and the others hadn’t left yet, but she hadn’t expected them to. What she also hadn’t expected was for the first of her allies to arrive, but she certainly wasn’t going to complain about it.

      Standing, Alserah quickly stepped through the doorway and took flight, circling the tower as she approached the courtyard. The yellow glow was dimming as she moved, but it didn’t fade too quickly, and she came around in time to see Gandar rolling his shoulders and tilting his head back and forth, as if to pop his neck. The dwarven god was stocky, like all his people, but was unusual in that he had no beard and was relatively slim, though his powerful figure was sheathed in ornate plate armor that had a great deal of gold engravings across it, and he had a similarly ornate double-headed axe slung behind him.

      “Welcome to my home, Gandar. It’s good to see you again,” Alserah said, smiling as she stopped a few feet from the dwarf and bowed her head slightly.

      “Eh, I was overdue for a visit anyway. It’s been what, a decade? Then you went and got attacked by a whole host of beasties, and I’d have been surprised if you didn’t contact me after that,” Gandar said, his voice deep as he smiled, flashing his teeth at her, but his brown eyes were watchful, almost worried, she thought. It was hard to tell through the helm, plus they were in public. “How are you? Was it the hells?”

      “I’m fine, in part because of my demonic visitors. As to visiting, you know you can stop by when you like and I’ll host you, but…” Alserah shrugged, looking around the open courtyard as she took in the dozens of guards watching them, along with a few priests from the town outside the palace. Then she continued. “It wasn’t the hells, but I’d prefer to have that discussion in private. Would you care to join me in the palace?”

      “That bad, huh? Sure, let’s go inside. I brought some of my private stock of whiskey, so if you want a nice drink, I’ll be happy to share,” Gandar said, his smile fading as he asked, “Who else is coming?”

      Alserah led the way toward the palace at a sedate pace, amused to see that the gates opened well ahead of them. Obviously, the guards didn’t want to be disrespectful in front of two deities, which she approved of. Gandar could be easygoing, but he also could be stubborn and prickly when he didn’t know someone, which was why Alserah didn’t plan on introducing him to any of the angels or demons in the palace.

      “Let’s see, I sent messages to Phillip, Ratha, Sidina, Ire, and you. You’re the only one I could guarantee would come, though, even if I’m sure the others will make an attempt to be here,” Alserah explained, walking a little more quickly as she realized Gandar looked impatient. He also looked worried at the list she’d rattled off.

      “Alright, something is definitely up, then. I hope you’ll tell me about it once we’re in private, at least,” Gandar said, falling silent as he eyed the guards, then asked, “How bad was the damage?”

      “Several thousand dead, moderate damage to a dozen cities, and we lost a fort. It could have been much, much worse, too,” Alserah told him, her tone almost flat. “If I hadn’t found the person who was controlling the monsters, we couldn’t have called them off as early as we did. I suspect we’d have lost at least three cities and five forts, in that case.”

      “Sandstone,” Gandar muttered, shaking his head. “That’s horrid. My condolences, Alserah.”

      “Thank you,” Alserah said simply, leading the way into the palace and into a private meeting room.

      She raised an eyebrow when she saw the tea set sitting on a table, resisting the urge to click her tongue. Even if it wasn’t poisoned, which she wasn’t going to rely on after the last week, it was obvious that whoever had tried to anticipate her requests didn’t know Gandar very well. Alserah sighed, then pushed the tea set aside as Gandar sat in a chair, which creaked ominously under his weight. She doubted it’d actually collapse, but he had that effect on furniture.

      Closing the door, Alserah ensured that the wards were active before taking a seat and letting out another sigh. She examined the teacups carefully, then nodded when she saw they looked perfectly clean, and not like anything had been smeared inside them. The tea was probably safe, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Sliding a pair of cups toward Gandar, she looked at him.

      “A bit of whiskey would be appreciated, especially after this past week,” Alserah said simply, prompting Gandar’s eyebrows to rise.

      “It must be bad, if you’re drinking. Alright, let’s see here…” Gandar said, unhooking a gilded flask, then carefully poured whiskey into each of the cups, though not much.

      “Thank you,” Alserah said, taking one and sipping the liquor, taking a moment to savor it. It was smooth, exactly the way Gandar liked it, and oddly comforting, mostly because she knew that it meant she was with one of her friends.

      “You’re welcome,” Gandar said, drinking from his own cup. It looked odd with him in his armor, but Alserah didn’t laugh. Gandar was the staunchest ally she had, and she’d trust him with her life. More importantly, she’d trust him with the lives of her people as well. After a minute he asked, his voice soft, “What is it?”

      “Angels arranged the attack, Gandar,” Alserah replied, not looking at him as he inhaled sharply, and she smiled thinly as she continued. “They decided that since I didn’t kill the demoness who appeared in my courtyard out of hand, my kingdom deserved to die. They unleashed the monsters throughout the kingdom, and if I hadn’t had someone helping me when I went to deal with them, their trap would probably have killed me.”

      “Rust and ruin, what were the damned featherdusters thinking?” Gandar demanded, setting down his cup with a clatter. “We’re their allies, damn it!”

      “Ah, but this appears to be a splinter faction in the heavens. A group called the Society of Golden Dawn believes that the Holy Council has been too accommodating of demons and wish to strike out at any who would oppose them,” Alserah said, her tone flat now. “We don’t know the full details, of course. They’ve been keeping hidden for too long to unmask instantly, and the attack’s leader managed to escape at the last moment. What I do know is that they’ve betrayed at least two angels who started getting hints of their existence, and would have killed them if they had the chance. They also attacked a princess only a few miles from here and were going to torture her to death and pin it on the demoness who was my guest, and they’ve been working on ways to try to trigger a war again. Why else would they create an arrow that, if my magi are correct, would have pierced my defenses and teleported me into the heart of Venadiel’s defenses?”

      Gandar flinched slightly at the last bit, shaking his head slowly at the mention of Venadiel, the god of darkness. Of all the deities on the side of the hells, he was one that Alserah would never challenge without having several other deities at her side, and that would only give her the confidence to draw even with him. When Ethris had reported where the arrow had been designed to teleport her to, Alserah had nearly lost her composure, and at the same time her relief that Kitania had torn it from the archer’s string grew stronger. It was also why she’d supplied Eziel with arrows that were heavily enchanted, in case they ran into an archangel or the like.

      “Ah. That…” Gandar began, then stopped. Finally, he shook his head and murmured. “That’s worse than I thought it would be. I knew you had to have something big if you asked me to come here, but hearing that… Venadiel, really? He’s one of the five most powerful gods of darkness, and he’s old.”

      “Believe me, I’d rather not think about it, either,” Alserah told him, taking another sip of the whiskey. It didn’t taste quite as good with the subject of their conversation, but she continued anyway. “I wish I had better news for you, but there’s nothing to be done about this. No, my concern is that we’re going to be attacked again, and I’m not sure where or when it’ll happen.”

      “That’s bad, Alserah. Really, really bad,” Gandar said, rubbing his chin unhappily. “I mean, I appreciate the warning, but how’re we supposed to stop them if we don’t even know when they might strike? I can’t afford to piss off all the heavens by closing my borders to angels, you know.”

      “I don’t expect you to. Mostly I’m contacting you because I want to arrange for your help,” Alserah explained, and she smiled as she continued. “The angels who were betrayed are preparing to go into Uthren to find some of the conspirators they know the names of. They’re trying to unmask the conspiracy, and when they do…”

      “Ah, I see. You don’t just want to warn us. You also want to tear this conspiracy out by the very foundation once they find it,” Gandar said, smiling as he straightened, grinning at last. “If you were going to ask me for information, I’d wonder why you bothered. It isn’t like many people tell my craftsmen much, especially since the angels do their own metalwork, by and large. Smashing enemies, though, that I can get behind.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Alserah said, smiling as she relaxed a little at last. She continued a moment later, admitting, “On the other hand, we have no idea just how widespread the conspiracy is, so I want to have as many allies as possible. That’s why I’ve made a few overtures to Queen Estalia in the hells, since she seems relatively reasonable.”

      “Really?” Gandar asked, looking at Alserah skeptically. “I wouldn’t think you’d call a demon reasonable.”

      “Yes, but how many demons would hand over Sindria’s Light as a gift for being nice to their daughter?” Alserah countered, and Gandar’s face went purple.

      “She did what?” the dwarf demanded, surging to his feet.

      Gandar’s reaction was comical enough that Alserah couldn’t help a smile.
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      “I’m guessing that another deity arrived,” Vinara said idly, polishing an iron wand and examining it critically.

      “What makes you say that?” Rose asked, glancing up at the green-skinned succubus with a hint of a smile flickering across her face.

      Vinara wasn’t the best company in the world, yet at the same time Rose appreciated how calm the succubus tended to be. Even if she did like taunting Kitania and everyone else. At the thought of Kitania, some of Rose’s pleasure faded into worry. Lunch with Kitania and Niadra the previous day had been unusually tense, and she wasn’t sure why. Isalla hadn’t known either, since she’d asked Rose about it later, but there wasn’t much Rose could do without asking them directly, and Kitania’s mood had been poor enough that Rose didn’t want to do that.

      “Mostly the glow I briefly saw, along with a subtle wave of magic that felt an awful lot like teleportation,” Vinara said, shrugging as she smiled at Rose. “I’m not certain, but the sheer power in the glow indicates that it was a deity, in my opinion. If I’m to guess, it’s one of Alserah’s allies.”

      “A fair point. Your ability to sense mana is far beyond my own,” Rose admitted, setting down her backpack.

      “I think her senses are better than almost anyone’s,” Isalla murmured, running a finger down the edge of her sword.

      “Mm, practice helps, and neither of you have a lot of practice sensing mana. It’s a useful skill, but difficult to pick up,” Vinara said, smiling a little more. Then she paused and added, a tiny bit grudgingly, “Besides, Kitania has a natural talent for sensing mana. If she was skilled at using magic, I suspect she’d surpass me, at least when it comes to sensing power. Speaking of which, what’s she doing today?”

      “Alchemy,” Isalla volunteered, shrugging and smiling. “Last night she told me that she isn’t going to rely on magical healing and wanted to get at least a few of her healing salves made before we left. A couple of the court alchemists overheard, and last I saw she had three elves watching her and asking questions. It’s why I’m here, and not there.”

      “So that’s why you came back,” Rose said, her smile growing warmer as she looked at her lover and teased. “And here I thought you just missed us.”

      “I did, but I also couldn’t understand more than half of what they were saying. It didn’t help that Kitania kept having to snap at them when they tried to adjust the equipment, and I decided that discretion was the better part of valor,” Isalla said, shaking her head in disbelief. “It was like a feeding frenzy in there!”

      “I see. Well, at least she’s getting some things done,” Vinara said, setting down her wand. The succubus’s smile faded as she looked at them, then sighed and spoke softly. “You know we’re likely going to trigger a civil war, yes?”

      “No, we aren’t,” Rose replied simply, forcing down any nervousness, leaving her feeling almost serene as she continued. “If there’s a war in the heavens, it means it was already brewing. If this Society of Golden Dawn thinks that everyone in the heavens would go along with starting another war, they’re delusional, and it’ll lead to warfare. That’s how the three great orders were founded, after all. They were founded in the aftermath of a war in the heavens, in order to try to keep the peace.”

      “Ah, I see. I think I heard something about that, but information about the history of the heavens is rather difficult to come by in the hells, or likely riddled with inaccurate details,” Vinara murmured, shaking her head as she let out a soft sigh. “I understand My Lady’s wish for peace, but I truly don’t believe it’s possible. People are too prone to creating controversies if there aren’t any.”

      Rose nodded, her mood growing a little darker as she thought about Vinara’s words. There was far too much truth to them to make Rose happy, and after a moment she sighed and shook her head, murmuring. “I believe you’re right, but… at least she’s trying.”

      “True,” Vinara admitted, adding, “Too bad this is pretty much my last chance to relax in a while. Going to Uthren is going to be… nerve-racking.”

      “For you, maybe,” Isalla said, grinning as her eyes twinkled with mischief that raised Rose’s spirits again. “We’ll be right at home.”

      “I do know where you sleep, you know,” Vinara said, her eyes narrowing as she glowered at Isalla.

      A moment later she laughed, and Rose and Isalla joined her. It was good to laugh, Rose thought, especially when they didn’t know what would come on the morrow.
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      The countryside around Soaring Heights was beautiful, Haral reflected, glancing around in surprise. A gentle rain was falling, and the sunlight was bright enough that she could see at least four rainbows. Lush fields were interspersed between copses and hills, and she had seen several lakes further inland on her approach as well. With all the flowers and wildlife Haral saw, she was startled that the area hadn’t become a popular vacation spot, at least for some of the nobility. It wasn’t that far from the core of the heaven’s, after all.

      Regardless, Soaring Heights wasn’t frequented by the elites of the heavens, and that made Haral’s task both easier and harder. It was easier in that no one would really look too closely once she acted, but getting into place to carry out her task was slightly harder.

      Isalla had told Haral a little about her background when they’d associated with one another, and it amused Haral how humble the young woman’s beginning had been. The house Isalla had grown up in was perched atop a hill neighbored by a couple of fields, and as Haral watched she could see a pair of angelic men moving through the fields of vegetables, weeding them with brisk efficiency. The house was larger than she’d expected it to be, with two floors and fine planks for walls, though it didn’t have any glass in the windows, just shutters.

      “Mother, father, and brother… all of them are accounted for,” Haral murmured, a pang of guilt rushing through her.

      Haral really didn’t understand why she’d been ordered to eliminate Isalla’s family. The three angels were no one important, not even in the community where they lived. Seimal, Isalla’s father, was a simple farmer who brought in crops that weren’t exceptional in any way, but neither was he poor. The ruddy-faced angel looked cheerful enough from a distance, though Isalla and her brother took after their blonde mother rather than the brown-haired man. Unlike Isalla, her brother Anpiel was tall and muscular, the type that Haral would have expected to join the military, but he looked happy as he tended to the fields.

      Not even Isalla’s mother, Emmara, was exceptional. A pretty blonde woman, she briskly took care of work around the house. From Isalla, Haral had learned that her mother was the third child of one of the local merchants, and as such hadn’t inherited much of anything. It just showed how unimportant they were in the grand scheme of things, which made Haral’s guilt grow even stronger.

      “I wish I didn’t have to do this,” Haral said, sighing as she continued standing in the forest, secure in the knowledge that her cloak would keep the angels from spotting her. It didn’t make her invisible, but it helped her blend into the background, and that was good enough for now. Instead she simply watched the family go about their day.

      If she was going to end their lives, the least Haral could do was watch them and remember them.
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      “I’m telling you, I think that learning to grow rice is a good idea. It’s supposed to be getting popular in the cities, and we get enough rain that cultivating it shouldn’t be hard,” Anpiel said, leaning forward as he argued his point. “It could help us get ahead for once.”

      “You’re not wrong about how popular it’s getting, but you’re forgetting something just as important,” Seimal said, pointing his spoon at Anpiel as he smiled, shaking his head.

      “What’s that?” Anpiel asked, frowning unhappily. The idea of growing rice had him excited, yet his father didn’t look nearly as thrilled, which worried him.

      “The labor it takes. I’ve looked into growing rice before as well, and while it does have advantages, it takes a rather lot of labor to grow much of it. You have to create the fields that don’t drain immediately for the seedlings, then there’s taking care of them as well… no, I don’t think we can manage that, Anpiel,” Seimal said, shaking his head as he took another spoonful of food, smiling helplessly. “Not that I don’t like the idea, mind you, but we can’t, not with the two of us.”

      “Indeed. It was bad enough when your father decided to plant another field back when you were a child, then discovered that he just didn’t have enough time to take care of all the crops,” Emmara said, smiling slightly as she tore off a piece of her bread to dip in her soup. “He practically ran himself ragged trying to take care of them that year, then scaled back to just four fields until you were old enough to help. It was a really rough time and taught him not to overestimate himself.”

      “But—” Anpiel began, only to have Seimal cut him off.

      “She’s right, Anpiel,” Seimal said kindly, shaking his head. “Now, if we have a good crop this year, we might be able to look at hiring a farmhand or two. It’s a bit of a risk, but might be worth taking. I’m not saying we can’t look at it, Anpiel. Just not right now.”

      “Alright, I suppose that makes sense,” Anpiel said, sighing and going back to his meal. After a minute he murmured. “I wonder if they’ve managed to find Isalla yet?”

      Seimal’s smile suddenly went stiff, his wings rustling uneasily, and Emmara’s smile vanished entirely, making Anpiel regret saying anything, especially as his mother looked down at the table, her hands trembling as she blinked rapidly, probably trying to force back tears.

      “I haven’t heard anything from the order yet,” Seimal finally said, his voice heavy. “Some people are claiming desertion, but they don’t know for certain yet.”

      “She’d never desert!” Emmara protested, looking up as tears shimmered in her eyes. “She was so proud to be chosen to join the order, she’d never just… just abandon it like that! Even if she was given a post that was considered bad.”

      “We know, Mother. I just… I wondered if they’d found her, since I worry about her,” Anpiel said, sighing softly. “I can’t imagine her just running away. It doesn’t sound like my little sister at all.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Still, I’m sure we’ll find out what happened to Isalla eventually, so don’t let it get you down,” Seimal said, forcing a smile onto his face as he straightened. “Maybe you can even surprise her with a niece or nephew when she comes back!”

      “Hey, I don’t even have a girlfriend yet!” Anpiel protested, flushing a little.

      “Not for a lack of trying,” Emmara said, her smile slightly real this time.

      Anpiel blushed more and shook his head, not seeing the faint mist that seeped under the front door.
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      The house was quiet, and Haral closed her eyes, trying to imagine what it was like for the people within. It was impossible for her to truly imagine, since midnight shadow didn’t really have an effect on those who were awake. The poison lulled the victims into a deeper and deeper sleep, until they finally stopped breathing. She hoped that it was a peaceful way to go, but Haral couldn’t be certain of that.

      “You didn’t deserve this. None of you were the ones that got in our way… you were just simple farmers living your own lives,” Haral said at last, looking at the house as she took a deep breath, then let it out, shaking her head as she did so. “I… apologize. If I were able to take another path, I would, but when it’s for the future, I will pay any price required of me. You have my apologies… and hopefully I can send Isalla to you relatively soon.”

      No one replied, but Haral hadn’t expected them to. They should all be dead by this point, or well on their way there, which meant it was time for her to deal with the evidence. Haral tried to avoid thinking about the men and women in the house as she reached into her pocket, blinking back tears. She pulled out a small glass orb, one which flickered with faint orange light within. Haral examined it for a long moment, then murmured. “Mir’s flame, I call to you. Heed my voice and obey.”

      The orb grew brighter and brighter, then dissolved as heat and light bloomed in front of Haral. A figure formed of pure flame took form in front of her, shaped like a small dragon that looked at her curiously. Mir’s flame was a type of elemental that the Society of Golden Dawn used, just intelligent enough to follow orders, which was appropriate in this instance.
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