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      This is a compilation of the original Mantles of Power trilogy, composed of Heaven’s Fallen, Mortal Gods, and Hell’s Ascendant. If you’ve read the books before, this won’t contain anything different than what you’ve already read. If you haven’t read the books before, then I hope you enjoy them!

      These books are the result of imagining what a world would be like if the ‘gods’ in them were all empowered mortals, and what a world would be like where there were multiple interconnected worlds, where beings that appeared to be angels and demons, but were truly little different than the mortal species themselves. It’s one the stranger worlds I’ve written about, but I hope to return to it someday!
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      Agony seared through Isalla as the wind whipped by her face in a dull roar that suppressed all other sound. Pain radiated from the numerous wounds she’d received, most notably from her back, but also from a half-dozen other wounds and the virulent poison that seeped through her body like dull flames. Worst of all was the collar around her neck, its spikes buried in her flesh as it slowly pumped more of the poison into her.

      If Isalla still had her wings, she might be able to redirect her course somewhat, or even get help, but Haral had taken pleasure in severing them with a flaming sword that cauterized the wounds. The poison steadily weakened Isalla as well, and with the tendons severed in her arms and legs, her limbs were worse than useless for trying to change her course as Isalla fell from the clouds.

      The fall was long, and if she could have, Isalla would have cursed the traitors who’d ambushed her. As she fell through the towering clouds, the light abruptly shifted, growing duller and more muted as the clouds changed. She’d left the heavens, Isalla realized, trying and failing to swallow her saliva. The traitors obviously didn’t want her dying in the heavens, as they’d dropped her in a location that connected to the mortal world. Anger rushed through her in waves, but the anger was threaded with fear. Fear of what Haral might be planning.

      Yet there was nothing Isalla could do as she watched the clouds of the mortal world around her pass by, until they opened before her to reveal the approaching vistas of the ground below, from towering, green-swathed mountains to rolling plains with the glittering ocean in the distance. It was as she looked directly below her that Isalla’s fear grew yet again, for there wasn’t ground beneath her.

      Directly below her was the heart of the mountain range, and the vast, cavernous cone of a volcano yawned open before her… yet one without lava within. The smoke rising from it came through yet another portal, and at last Isalla realized what Haral’s plan for her truly was. She’d fall through the gateway into the lower planes, into the very hells themselves, and there was nothing Isalla could do to stop it. If anyone used magic to look for her, it would appear as though she’d gone on a foolish crusade into the lands of their enemies.

      Isalla struggled, trying to change her course, but her arms simply flapped uselessly at her sides as panic grew within her. She plunged into the sulfurous smoke, and she began to cough, agony spiking through her with every breath that passed. Unconsciousness would almost be a blessing, but it eluded her.

      She fell into the volcano, helplessly watching as she closed on the portal, seeing the winding paths and roads which demons took into the mortal world pass by. She braced herself as best she could as she plunged through the ink-black portal, and into the sulfurous clouds of the hells.

      The skies here were different than those of the heavens or the mortal world. The world was darker, with the skies a deeper crimson, while the clouds were nearly black. Below her, she could see the expanse of one of dozens of immense, magical mountains that pierced the sky of the hells and gave the demons access to most of the portals into the mortal world.

      A magical gust of superheated air hit Isalla, and she grunted in pain as it caused her wounds to flare with agony again, her eyes watering as she was magically shunted away from the mountain and sent spiraling outward over the dark landscape.

      At last, Isalla’s fall was nearing its end, and she felt her stomach tightening as she descended toward the ground like a falling star. At least the end would be quick, she hoped, though the sheer length of the fall had almost been worse than being killed by a demon. As she descended toward a huge forest, Isalla closed her eyes and braced herself for the end, anguish rushing through her at the thought that she’d never have the chance to stop the psychotic zealots who were in the heavens.

      The impact of a branch against her shoulder sent Isalla spinning, and she tried to scream in pain, only to have it cut short by the collar. Isalla’s mind was swimming, the poison even hotter in her veins as she braced herself… then stopped.

      “Now, just what do we have here?” a woman’s sultry voice asked curiously.

      Isalla opened her eyes, barely retaining consciousness, and found herself hanging motionless in the air just a few feet from the rocky ground, streamers of purple light wrapped around her. She was in the middle of a forest of black trees, and she looked up at the speaker… and if anything, her terror grew even greater. And with it, something inside her snapped.

      A woman stood nearby, the purple light extending from her fingers. She was beautiful, with pale skin and deep violet eyes, but it was the narrow purple horns extending from her brow and the swaying tail behind her that truly terrified Isalla. The robes the woman was wearing were black and shrouded much of her figure, but her hair shimmered almost like obsidian in the light as she looked at Isalla curiously, her purple lips pursed.

      And then, as despair overtook her, Isalla lost consciousness at last.
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      It was almost a surprise to wake up. Even more surprising to Isalla was that the pain which had been afflicting her had receded, and she couldn’t feel the venom at all. She was laying on something soft, and as she twitched a leg, she felt something silky over her. The somewhat rougher material around her neck and on her back concerned her, though, and she could smell something odd. It might be soup, but that seemed strange to her, so she opened her eyes just a crack.

      The room she was in was small, so small that just opening her eyes she could see where each of the dark planks of wood on the ceiling reached the walls. Despite her natural ability to see in far less light than most people, Isalla had trouble making out the room, and she winced, opening her eyes fully as she shifted onto her side slowly, more surprised that she wasn’t tied down or otherwise restrained. She felt incredibly weak, which worried Isalla, but she frowned as she looked at the rest of the room.

      There was a small wooden stool next to the bed, along with an end table, while the bed itself was barely wide enough for a single person. Between the table and the bed, the room was almost completely full, and Isalla’s gaze drifted to the door, and to the brass knob holding the door shut. The hinges were on the outside, and she couldn’t see a keyhole, which concerned her. She vaguely remembered seeing a demon just before she lost consciousness.

      Just as she was debating whether to try standing up, the door suddenly opened, and the warm light from outside the room caused her to flinch back. Standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the light, was the same demoness. The woman’s eyes were hard to see, and she was holding a steaming bowl in one hand and a basket in the other. The woman looked at Isalla and smiled, not showing her teeth. The demon was terrifying, especially considering Isalla’s situation.

      “I thought I sensed you waking. You’re a most unusual guest, and I must say that you made quite the entrance. If I’d been a moment later, it would have been too late for you,” the woman said, her voice oddly smooth and seductive as she set the basket on the table, along with the bowl. “I’ve never had an angel as a patient before, either.”

      “G-get away from me!” Isalla exclaimed, her voice breaking slightly as her throat barely cooperated, sending a spike of both pain and fear through her as she tried to force herself up and back against the wall. “If you don’t, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what? Drool on me?” the demoness asked mildly, folding her arms in front of her, an eyebrow arching curiously as she looked at Isalla, who flushed in embarrassment. “You’re so weak I believe most children could overpower you, but even so, if you keep straining yourself, you’re going to snap your ligaments again. With as difficult as it was to put them back together the first time, I might just leave them that way.”

      “W-what?” Isalla asked, feeling distinctly off-balance, then she glanced down to see obvious bandages on her arms and wrists. With trembling fingers, she slid one aside to see the swollen flesh below it, along with the angry red line where the blade Haral had wielded cut through her skin. It was partially closed, and she looked up at the demoness in disbelief as she asked. “You… you healed me?”

      “Angels,” the demoness muttered under her breath, shaking her head as she snagged the stool with her tail, pulling it into a better position, then sat down. “Yes, I healed you. I also kept you from making an enormous mess in the forest nearby when you landed. Now, lay down, hm? I need to see how your back is healing. Those were the worst of your injuries, and there’s nothing I could do to repair that much damage.”

      “B-but… but you’re a demon. Why would you…” Isalla floundered, and her eyes widened as she thought of another possible motive. “You’re just going to sell me to some demon that’ll sacrifice me, won’t you?!”

      “You angels are just so bigoted, aren’t you?” the woman replied, glowering at Isalla for a moment, then gestured at the door. “Fine. If you really want to accuse me of something like that, you can leave. I won’t stop you, though I doubt you’ll make it more than a few dozen feet or so in your condition. Never mind saving your life when I kept you from splattering across the forest floor, I also neutralized the toxin which was going to liquefy your muscles and heart before it could kill you, but I suppose this is the gratitude that I should expect from an angel.”

      Isalla stared at the woman for a long moment, disbelieving, and yet at the same time she felt herself begin to calm down. Finally, she asked hesitantly. “Then you… you aren’t going to hurt me, or sell me? Why not? Isn’t that what demons do?”

      “No, demons don’t do that. If we did, there wouldn’t be any of us left. Those who go to war, maybe, but not the common demons who live here from day to day. Do your people do nothing but perform work for others selflessly?” The demoness demanded, her voice almost cracking like a whip and causing Isalla to flinch. “As for doing anything to you? I could do anything I wanted to you right now, and you couldn’t stop me. You aren’t strong enough, and you’ve been laying in that bed for three days. I could’ve done anything I wanted to you or drugged you so that you wouldn’t be able to wake for as long as I liked. I chose to save your life because I’m the local healer, nothing more.”

      Looking into the woman’s violet eyes, slowly Isalla began to realize the woman seemed to be telling the truth. The idea of a demon not wanting to hurt her or enslave her was… unbelievable. After the decades she’d spent fighting against demons, it was preposterous, and yet here she was, with one having rescued her from certain death and healed her. As much as Isalla’s instincts screamed that she should take the offer to run, she also knew the woman was right. Isalla’s muscles were trembling even after the threadbare effort she’d made to press against the wall. It was doubtful that she’d make it more than a few dozen paces out the door. Between that, her reactions, and everything else, Isalla’s cheeks flushed as shame began to overwhelm her.

      “I’m… I’m not entirely certain I can trust you. Everything I’ve experienced says that I shouldn’t… but you’re right. I am weak,” Isalla admitted nervously, and slowly took a deep breath, then laid down carefully, her arms almost giving out beneath her. “It… you scare me. I’m sorry.”

      “As nervous as the angels who cut the wings from your back?” the demoness asked, not touching Isalla yet, her eyebrows raised as she sat back, tapping the table with a single, violet fingernail.

      “W-what? Why do you think angels cut… cut my wings?” Isalla gasped, her eyes widening and a thread of pain going through her as she instinctively tried to flex her wings, prompting the injuries to throb and anguish to rip through her.

      “Oh, please. Your wings were perfectly severed right where they joined your back, cauterized such that they left no stumps. Furthermore, most demons have claws or fangs,” the demoness replied derisively, baring her teeth to reveal two sharp canines, though they weren’t that prominent, and continued as Isalla winced at her biting tone. “None of your injuries were from either, and considering the number of injuries you sustained, that beggars belief. I know most demons would be curious about how you’d taste, especially a young, beautiful angelic woman. Now, the poison… that is of demonic origin, but the method of administering it was foolish. The poison weakens in contact with iron, and they used iron spikes in the collar. No demon would use it that way. No, that means that whoever did this to you was either an angel or a mortal. The precision indicates angel.”

      “You know a lot about this sort of thing,” Isalla replied, swallowing hard. She did consider trying to conceal who’d attacked her for a moment, just to keep it from a demon, but abandoned the impulse after a moment. “But you’re right, it was angels who hurt me.”

      “Of course I am. I’ve seen about any injury the hells can inflict on someone over the centuries, so I’ve gotten used to identifying where the damage came from. Yours are a bit more unusual, but not unheard of,” the woman replied, carefully peeling one of the bandages on Isalla’s back away. It must have been attached with some type of adhesive, Isalla realized, cringing as she felt the air wash against the injury. “Hmm… they’re coming along fairly well, considering. I expect you’ll have scars, despite my herbs and how cleanly angels are said to heal, but at least they’re healing. The scars can always be dealt with later. I’m going to wash the wounds, then apply bandages again. Try not to move too much, or to try flexing your muscles. It could open the wounds again.”

      “I’ll try, but it’s difficult,” Isalla replied hesitantly, watching the demon dip a cloth in the bowl, then gasping as the soft cloth ran over her back. It stung, but from the warmth she suspected the water in the bowl had been boiled recently. That was slightly reassuring, since it reminded her of what some angelic healers did.

      “That which is good for you is rarely easy. Do try, though,” the woman replied, continuing to work, her movements surprisingly gentle.

      For a long minute, the room was silent, and the angel felt herself relax marginally. Eventually, Isalla asked, “What did you mean about the poison? I didn’t really have a chance to know what it was doing…”

      “That was a toxin called warrior’s end. It’s an extract of a particularly nasty plant from one of the jungles, and it causes the muscles of the victim to slowly atrophy and liquefy over the course of several hours,” the demoness replied softly, her words causing Isalla to flinch in horror, but the woman continued speaking as she continued the treatment gently, then set aside the cloth and picked up another, along with a jar. “Some demon lords use it as a painful method of execution, as it leaves the victim looking wizened and old before their heart bursts. More commonly, it’s used to weaken particularly violent or strong prisoners or enemies. It isn’t easy to acquire, that much is for certain… it likely will take you months, at best, to regain your strength. You’re fortunate that I had the antidote, at least if you like living.”

      “I am. That’s just a horrible poison to inflict on anyone,” Isalla said, cringing internally, then letting out a gasp of relief as the woman dabbed something cool onto the injuries, easing the discomfort radiating from them.

      “It is. There’s a reason why I have the antidote. I try to always keep some on hand, just in case,” the woman agreed, spreading the liquid slowly. “I’m about done here, then we can get you something to eat, if you’d like.”

      “That… would be appreciated,” Isalla admitted, feeling a little guilty about her suspicions. Even angels had to eat, and she hadn’t been terribly polite. She hesitated, then offered softly, “I’m called Isalla. What about you?”

      “You can call me Kanae,” the demoness replied, pulling out some bandages. “Now, let’s get this done, shall we?”

      There was something odd about Kanae, Isalla thought, and it wasn’t just that the demoness wasn’t trying to hurt her. It was something that Isalla couldn’t place, though, but for the moment she put it aside and tried to relax, even if her discomfort and fears made that difficult.

      It wasn’t as though she could do anything else, yet.
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      Isalla found herself confined to bed for another two days, though she did make a single brief attempt to walk the next day. The results had made her unhappily aware of just how weak she was, and the attempt had been quite short, as her legs had given out within three steps and Kanae had barely caught Isalla before she hit the floor. So instead of trying again immediately, Isalla had given her body a bit more time to recover, despite how much a part of her mind was screaming not to just lay in bed.

      It became readily apparent that Isalla could have escaped if her body was able to move properly, too. Kanae had informed Isalla that she was leaving the next day to gather herbs, and for hours the angel had found herself alone in the building. It was eerie, how a demon had saved her and was trusting her to stay in her home… but in the end, Isalla had decided that she had jumped to conclusions, as much as it pained her to admit that. The only demons she’d ever encountered were those who were involved in the war, and when Isalla considered most of her kindred who’d fought against the demons, she realized that, from another point of view, it might seem like all angels were violent warriors. It wasn’t a pleasant thought.

      Eventually Kanae had returned and put something on to cook before coming to check on Isalla and her injuries. Now that she’d stopped objecting at every turn and watched her hostess, Isalla found Kanae to be brisk and almost always on the move, but neither was the demoness inattentive. Yes, she scolded Isalla when she nearly injured herself, but at no point had she brought up any form of compensation for her treatment.

      The second day was far better, though, because, under Kanae’s watchful gaze, Isalla had managed to put on a thin shift and totter out into the main room of the small house. She might have almost immediately collapsed into a chair, but she made it, which was an achievement all on its own, and an immense relief for Isalla.

      “Congratulations, you managed to get out of bed without completely collapsing. Would you like a mug of water?” Kanae asked, a faint smile flickering across her face. A tiny part of Isalla wanted to complain about the smile, but it wasn’t really fair. Had their roles been reversed, Isalla probably would have laughed.

      “Please. Heavens, I never thought that walking was so hard,” Isalla complained, breathing quickly to try to still the trembling in her legs.

      “I’d recommend trying to avoid oaths like that. They’ll give your nature away if you aren’t careful.” Kanae said, stepping over to a cabinet and pulling out a ceramic mug. Next to the cabinet was a large copper barrel on the counter with a spigot at the bottom. Isalla watched in fascination as the demon turned the spigot, releasing a stream of water into the mug, then shut it off.

      “I’ll try to remember that. But… won’t it be fairly obvious anyway?” Isalla asked, frowning as she considered the situation and growing less pleased as she did so. “I’ve heard plenty of demons can detect us by smell.”

      “That’s quite true.” Kanae agreed, setting the mug in front of Isalla. “In fact, I had a solution for that in mind. If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll go find it.”

      “Sure.” Isalla said, a little surprise surging through her at the offer. She took a sip of the water and blinked. It had a faint coppery taste to it, but it was surprisingly good despite that.

      Kanae stepped away and headed for a back room, and as she did so, Isalla examined the room again, curious despite herself. She didn’t feel nearly as awkward looking around without the demon there to see it.

      The house was different than Isalla had expected. Most demon structures were all dark stone, skulls, and images of horrible things that Isalla shuddered to think on. This was dark, yes, because the smoothly planed wooden boards were almost pure black, but that was where the similarities ended. The room was reasonably large, with a table big enough to seat eight and four chairs at its heart, as well as a single, heavily stuffed leather chair near the fireplace that a part of Isalla longed to collapse into. Five doors pierced the walls, one obviously the exit, while one was to her own room and another that Isalla suspected led to an identical room, while Kanae had gone through a third into the back. The last door Isalla wasn’t sure about, but she gave even odds that it led to a privy or a root cellar.

      The wood by the fire was just as dark as that which made up the walls, while the bricks that made up the fireplace were a simple brown, which told Isalla that the planks were simply what had been available, not a deliberate attempt at making the house oppressive, though they succeeded at that anyway. A couple of cabinets adorned the walls, one crowded with books, and other with a variety of jars of different herbs and substances Isalla couldn’t identify on its shelves. Considering that a couple of the items looked like they might be organs, Isalla didn’t really want to know what they were. Conversely, the kitchen was much more heavily built, with several counters, including the one the copper keg was on, and a fireplace filled with what looked like burning coal to Isalla, with a wide grate over the flames. It was kept clean, and there were several washbasins about, ones that were ceramic, and she could see that they’d fit onto the grate. Most remarkable was the large mirror on one wall, though, the edges of it finely carved wood that shone with a gold luster, and with a dozen jewels that glittered with internal light set around the edges of it.

      The room was fascinating to look at, but Isalla thought it’d get boring eventually. Taking another sip of water, she waited for Kanae to return patiently. Or as patiently as she could, as she’d fallen into the hells, of all places.

      Eventually Kanae opened the door and stepped through, holding a copper bracelet in one hand as she sighed. “Well, that took longer than expected. My apologies, this wasn’t where I left it.”

      “What is it, exactly?” Isalla asked curiously, looking at the bracelet and tilting her head to try to get a better look. The outside was smooth, but she thought she could see some symbols on the interior.

      “This bracelet is enchanted. I had a human brought to me for healing, but it was far too late to save him, unfortunately, and he didn’t have any companions. With no one to claim his things, I kept them.” Kanae explained, coming over to the table and sitting gracefully. “These bracelets are relatively common among merchants and other mortals who come to the hells. They adjust the wearer’s scent so they seem like a demon, or at least a native of the hells. While it isn’t made specifically for an angel, it should work well enough, since you don’t have your wings.”

      Isalla winced at the reminder about her wings, her back muscles twitching painfully, but nodded, swallowing and looking at the bracelet as she did so. Kanae’s offer sounded good, but she couldn’t help a niggling feeling that there might be a catch.

      “That does sound useful,” she admitted, then hesitated before asking. “What about my appearance?”

      “That? You’re beautiful and unusual, but not that strange. If you had a halo, or the innate glow of a few angels, we might have issues, but not now.” Kanae explained, frowning thoughtfully at Isalla. “Doubtless someone saw you fall from the sky, but I think I can keep you safe enough until you’re ready to attempt your escape.”

      “Attempt my escape? Why do you assume I will? I had other angels cut my wings off. I could be a traitor,” Isalla said, looking at the bracelet as Kanae set it on the table in front of her. She wanted to snatch it up, since it would make her a little safer, but she didn’t want to appear too eager, no matter how helpful Kanae seemed to be.

      Kanae simply laughed and shook her head, her reaction prompting Isalla to flush. “You, a traitor? One who was wearing the armor of the Order of the Phoenix? No, I don’t think so. You won’t be comfortable in the hells, Isalla. Your very nature will rebel at it, and eventually you will attempt to escape if you avoid capture. That won’t be easy, even with a disguise and that bracelet, but I believe you’ll have decent odds. For now, though, my goal is to make certain you’re well enough to manage it.”

      “You recognized my armor?” Isalla asked, fighting back the heat in her cheeks, and a little surprised.

      “Of course. How could I have realized how foolish the conflict between the heavens and hells was without seeing it in person? I’ve faced angels before, Isalla, and even slain them.” Kanae’s slight smile faded as a hint of sorrow crossed her face. “I regret that, at least in some cases. Some angels are brutal, and others… were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “O-oh,” Isalla said, a bit of her relaxation around Kanae fading away. The idea that the demon had killed other angels was… worrisome. Even so, Isalla didn’t have a choice but to trust her, at least for the moment. That being the case, she took a breath and continued. “I… you said that you’d help me recover, but I don’t really see how you could, at least not in a reasonable amount of time. I lost more strength than I can believe, and I think it’ll take years or more to fully recover.”

      “True, if I was going to allow you to do it normally. I can’t have patients staying indefinitely, not with so few rooms available. No, I have a few alchemical concoctions I can brew to help,” Kanae said, her voice lightening as she smiled. “I don’t have one of the ingredients just now, but I was planning to go looking for that in the next few days. It’s a bit hard on the body, so we need you fully stable before I go stressing you even further. I expect it’ll take a few months despite that, and it won’t be the most pleasant sensation in the world, but it’s possible.”

      “If you say so. It’s a bit… strange, to me,” Isalla said, reaching for the bracelet, then paused and admitted nervously, “You know I can’t pay you for what you’ve done, don’t you? I didn’t have any money on me when I was attacked, and the only thing I had was my armor.”

      “Which, if you think I want your armor, you’re crazy. That’s dangerous to have around,” Kanae said, sniffing. “No, that’s going with you when you leave… or you can bury it or something. I hid it for the time being, just to be safe. I don’t expect you to repay me, Isalla. You don’t have anything that I’d value in that manner, and I’m not one to take advantage of my patients. Once you’re well enough to walk around, you can help around the house, or even help me gather herbs and alchemical materials, but that’s it. You don’t have some huge debt hanging over your head, girl.”

      “That’s a relief… and I’d be very willing to help with things around the house,” Isalla said, smiling in relief as she picked up the bracelet. After a moment, she slipped it around a wrist, well away from one of the injuries. She felt the faintest tingle from it, but nothing more. Suddenly she stopped, though, and she asked, “Girl? I’m not that young.”

      “Perhaps not,” Kanae agreed, standing and moving over to the cabinet, pulling out a pot. “I’m going to start on dinner, I think.”

      “Kanae… how old are you?” Isalla asked, growing more concerned as her sense that something was off about Kanae grew stronger.

      “Older than you,” the demon replied casually, and the confidence in her tone was startling as the demon smiled. “That’s all the answer you’re getting, Isalla. It’s rude to ask a woman’s age, you know.”

      Isalla let out a breath of annoyance, watching the graceful, practiced movements of the demon, and wondered. There was just something intriguing about Kanae, something she couldn’t quite place.
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      The sound of an axe splitting wood startled Isalla awake the next morning, and her abrupt movements nearly caused her to fall out of the narrow bed. After a few moments, she calmed down, and as the steady rhythm of the axe continued, Isalla dragged herself out of bed and moved into the main room. About half an hour later, the sound stopped and Kanae returned, this time not wearing the robes that Isalla had grown used to seeing her in. Instead, Kanae was wearing trousers and a simple tunic, and the sight was surprising enough to Isalla that her mouth hung slightly open in shock.

      Isalla had thought that Kanae was pretty before this, but having not seen anyone else next to the demon, she hadn’t realized just how large Kanae was. Kanae must have been close to six feet in height, but her shoulders were also broader than those of most women Isalla knew, while her hips were also wide and she had an almost unnaturally thin waist and large bust. The demon’s arms revealed a surprising amount of muscle, though it was toned enough to not be overly obvious, and Isalla shut her mouth after a moment, trying to figure out why her heartbeat had quickened at the sight.

      “Is something the matter?” Kanae asked, closing the door behind her as she stepped inside, taking a cloth by the door to wipe some sweat from her forehead. “You were acting like a landed fish.”

      “I just… I didn’t realize how tall you were. Or… well, you don’t look like any other variety of demon I’ve seen before. Your horns are fairly small, but you don’t have even vestigial wings, and you’re surprisingly… humanoid,” Isalla said, flushing slightly in embarrassment. “What type of demon are you?”

      “I’m a mutant. Oh, there are other demon-blooded creatures around who’re similar to me—the children of demons and mortals, for instance—but in my case, I’m the offspring of an incubus and succubus, and their bloodlines mixed… oddly,” Kanae replied bluntly, shrugging as she slipped off her heavy boots. “I’m most likely unique.”

      “Oh. That does explain why you’re so unusual…” Isalla murmured, filing the information away, even if she wasn’t sure what she’d do with it.

      “Quite. Now, I’m going to take a bath and make breakfast and lunch for each of us. I’m going to be going into the forest to gather herbs, so you’re going to have to fend for yourself for much of the day,” Kanae told Isalla, heading for the door in the back.

      “Okay…” Isalla replied, slightly taken aback by how brusque the woman was being. She hadn’t thought she was being rude.

      It did answer the question of what the rear door was for, though. Isalla waited patiently, and in relatively short order, Kanae returned, once again wearing robes that shrouded her figure as she dried her hair. Breakfast was a simple meal of porridge, and the demon’s idea of lunch seemed to be a couple of slices of dense bread, hard cheese, sliced meat that looked much like ham, and a handful of berries.

      Every attempt Isalla made to strike up a conversation was met with relatively short responses that cut Isalla off, and at last she stopped trying. Finally, the demon left, and Isalla found herself with only her own company while she wondered what she’d done.
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      The evening wasn’t much different, though at least the food was better. Isalla barely spoke, afraid that she was going to upset her host. Eventually they went to bed, and the next morning started much the same, though instead of going into the forest, this time Kanae announced she was going to town. As she was about to leave, Isalla finally screwed up her courage and spoke.

      “May I ask why you’re so upset with me?” Isalla asked, bracing herself for a harsh response.

      “Upset with you?” Kanae asked, pausing by the door as she looked at Isalla with just a trace of surprise in her voice. “Why would I be upset with you?”

      “You’re treating me… differently. Like you want to keep your distance, or like you dislike me,” Isalla explained, growing confused at Kanae’s response. It wasn’t as though Kanae had been incredibly nice to begin with, but the change was obvious to Isalla.

      “Ah, that. The issue isn’t with you, Isalla. The problem is with me, and I’m attempting to minimize conversation to quell a rather unwelcome instinct,” Kanae replied, her lips thinning slightly. “I anticipate this to last about a week, unfortunately.”

      “Uh, what kind of instinct?” Isalla asked, almost afraid to know, but her worry easing slightly at the information that she wasn’t at fault for Kanae’s reaction, and that Kanae wasn’t upset with her. In fact, it was a bit surprising just how much of a relief it was.

      “You’re an angel, and you’re so weak that anyone in the hells would have little issue defeating you. I am a demon descended from an incubus and succubus, creatures who have a nigh-legendary libido. What sort of instinct do you think it is?” Kanae asked, and without pausing, she took a basket and stepped through the door. The lock turned behind her as Isalla sat there, staring after Kanae in shock.

      As she stared, Isalla slowly flushed bright red as she realized what the demon was talking about. She hadn’t even thought about the possibility, though every angel had heard tales of demons taking advantage of captured angels. The thought that Kanae was deliberately suppressing any similar instincts was… strange. It wasn’t as though Isalla was a virgin, but she hadn’t even considered the demoness in that manner. At least, she hadn’t consciously thought about Kanae that way, until now.

      Her thoughts thrown into chaos for several hours, Isalla almost forgot to eat her lunch, distracted as she was by Kanae’s revelation. Shortly after she ate, there was the sound of the key again, and Kanae returned. A part of Isalla was flustered, mostly because she hadn’t figured out how to react yet.

      “There, done. Finding them was a bit more difficult than I would’ve preferred, but…” Kanae said, closing the door behind her. The basket she was holding had several bundles in it, and Isalla frowned at them.

      “What was more difficult than you’d prefer?” Isalla asked hesitantly, resisting the urge to fidget.

      “Finding clothing which will fit you, as well as shoes,” Kanae answered briskly. “I found two shirts and one pair of trousers, along with two skirts that will fit, and I also managed to get three sets of socks. Shoes were much harder, but they should work. I’ll take them into your room, so you can try them on in private.”

      “You got me clothing?” Isalla asked, slightly stunned, considering the conversation earlier. “Why?”

      “I can’t have you wandering around naked, and as I said before, your previous clothing is not acceptable,” Kanae replied, taking the basket into the small room. While she was gone, Isalla looked down at the thin gown she’d been wearing and blushed slightly, since it would’ve fit most humans, though not very well. Until now she hadn’t thought about how poorly it fit her. At that point Kanae came out again, speaking quickly. “Now, try it on. I need to take it back to get adjustments if it doesn’t fit.”

      “Um, alright, I suppose so,” Isalla agreed, forcing herself to her feet, then headed for the room. She paused as she was about to enter, looking at Kanae as anxiety bubbled up inside her. “Do you want me to come out, or…?”

      “No, I just need to know if it will fit. They should be a touch on the large size, since you lost quite a bit of muscle.” Kanae replied. “There’s a belt, so it shouldn’t be too bad for you.”

      Nodding, Isalla stepped into the room and closed the door, pausing as she looked at the basket resting on the table in a bit of disbelief. She was relieved that Kanae didn’t expect her to parade herself in front of the demon, but somehow Isalla felt like this was a strange dream or nightmare. Only a few days before, she’d been in the heavens, with fine clothing, immaculate housing, and had been surrounded by light. Now, though… she was in the hells, in a dark house that was oppressive, was subsisting on the charity of a demon, and had been weakened so much that she couldn’t defend herself. The degree of change was startling and left her off-balance. Not to mention how much of a turmoil her uncertain emotions were in.

      That didn’t mean she shouldn’t do as Kanae asked, though. Better clothing would be good, and that would help her rebuild her confidence.

      Opening the top bundle, Isalla blinked at the sight of the deep red silk, her eyes widening as she murmured. “Silk? Why is silk available in an area that seems remote? Why for a patient like me?”

      She hesitated, then pulled out the shirt, the other was relatively plain with a slightly off-white color to it, and each would reach her wrists, most likely. It was incredibly finely woven, which just made her even more confused. Hesitating, Isalla opened one of the other bundles to see more silk, this made into trousers. Frowning, she shrugged it off for the moment, resolving to ask Kanae about the clothing when she was done. She did like silk, after all, and it’d always helped her feel prettier.

      It took longer to try the clothing on than she’d expected, and the only surprise was that the socks were wool, but every other piece of clothing was made of silk, including some underthings which Kanae hadn’t mentioned. The shoes were leather, and didn’t fit perfectly, but finally she put on a skirt and shirt before stepping out of her room, feeling strangely burdened by the clothing, but more comfortable. More… balanced, she supposed.

      “Thank you for the clothing, but… I just have to ask…” Isalla began, then hesitated as she saw what Kanae had been doing.

      “Hm? Have to ask what?” Kanae asked, looking away from sharpening a kitchen knife, then nodded. “It looks good on you, and I think you’ll fit the clothing nicely once you’ve recovered.”

      “I just… why silk? You have wool socks, so… why would you use something so expensive for the rest of my clothing?” Isalla asked, her gaze still on the knife.

      Kanae stared at Isalla for a long, long moment, then began to laugh as she set the knife aside. Isalla looked at her in confusion, then annoyance.

      “What’s so funny?” the angel demanded. “I was asking a simple question!”

      “I’m laughing because the socks are more expensive than most of your other clothing.” Kanae replied, mirth in her voice now. Her violet eyes were practically dancing as she explained, her face looking far more attractive in her amusement. “Wool and cotton have to be imported, along with most other thread, and importing it from through the portal is less expensive than from elsewhere in the hells, sadly. Silk, on the other hand… that we have in abundance. There are several spider demons in the area, and they herd a large group of giant spiders that supply the town’s spider-silk. That’s what you’re wearing, Isalla, not the silly silk that comes from worms.”

      “Spider… ew.” Isalla gasped, looking down at her clothing and wrinkling her nose. It didn’t feel too bad, and considering things, there wasn’t much choice, but the idea of giant spiders disturbed her. In fact, it disturbed her enough to distract her from the sight of Kanae.

      “Oh? Are silkworms any better?” Kanae asked skeptically.

      “I never said they were. I just said ew about spiders,” Isalla said, shivering. “Thank you for the clothing.”

      “You’re welcome. I think I can go get the last ingredient tomorrow, since you’re looking about to the point I think the elixir will work,” Kanae said thoughtfully, tapping the table gently. “Plus, it’ll keep me gone most of the day, which would probably be for the best.”

      “If you say so,” Isalla agreed, sitting in the chair again. She paused, then frowned as she asked, “You said that the concoction was alchemical, didn’t you? Who’s going to brew it?”

      “Me, of course,” Kanae answered, starting to sharpen the knife again. “I’m pretty sure I said that before.”

      “Oh. I didn’t see an alchemy lab, though…” Isalla murmured, her thoughts churning. Come to think of it, she thought Kanae had said something about performing alchemy before, but she’d mostly forgotten.

      That prompted a chuckle from Kanae. “As if I’d want the lab in an attached building. No, it’s a few dozen yards from the house. I don’t want to lose my home if the lab explodes, after all.”

      That, Isalla reflected, was a very good point.
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      By the time Isalla woke the next day, Kanae was already gone. The only reason she knew that much was because she’d found breakfast and lunch set on the table, each of them covered and waiting for her. She couldn’t have woken up too long after Kanae had left, though, since the breakfast sausage was still slightly warm. A small part of the angel felt guilty that she hadn’t been awake when Kanae left, but she was still recovering.

      Isalla hesitated, then decided to reheat the food over the fire, since the coals were still burning. Actually, once she thought about it, she’d never seen Kanae add more coal, which puzzled her. She shrugged it off, instead taking a pan off its hook, nearly dropping it on her toes due to its weight, then put it over the fire. She managed to avoid burning the food or hurting herself, but it was a near thing, and Isalla cursed her weakness under her breath, growing more frustrated than she already had been.

      Once breakfast was done, she found herself alone once more, and Isalla found herself even more restless than she’d been before. Sitting around and doing nothing was starting to chafe, and finally she decided to do something to improve her situation.

      First, she tried to exercise, hoping to build up her strength, but the experience was… disheartening, to say the least. She couldn’t do push-ups at all, and aside from stretching, most of her exercise attempts got halfway at best. By the quarter-hour mark, Isalla found herself wheezing for breath on the floor as she tried to recover and decided that the best option was to stop exercising for the moment. As much as she hated to admit it, she simply couldn’t exert herself for long.

      Once she wasn’t panting like an overworked dog, Isalla decided to explore the house. The building wasn’t terribly large to begin with, but she was curious. She started with the door next to the room she’d been staying in and wasn’t surprised to find that the room was identical to her own, save with the bed made and not having an occupant.

      The back door went into a short hallway, followed by another door. Isalla hesitated before opening the door cautiously, only to be met by a wave of steam with the faint scent of sulfur. Inside the room, she found herself looking at what appeared to be a naturally formed pool, the surface of which was moving due to heat. A channel allowed the steaming, sulfurous water to exit the pool and flow out the wall, and it took Isalla a moment to realize that Kanae had built a small hut over a hot spring.

      “I… suppose that works. Not what I expected, but it works,” Isalla admitted, tempted to take a dip to soothe her aching muscles, but paused as she thought about it more. She didn’t have any way to dry off, and if something happened, with as weak as she was… it probably wasn’t a good idea. So she reluctantly left the room, closing the doors behind her with a last, longing glance at the pool of water. She’d have to ask Kanae if she could take a bath once she was back.

      Kanae’s room brought even more hesitation, but after a few minutes, Isalla’s curiosity got the better of her. Kanae was a mystery and enigma to the angel, and anything that explained her further roused Isalla’s curiosity. When she found the door was locked, though, Isalla sheepishly realized that her curiosity was doomed to disappointment. She debated on checking the front door, but remembered that Kanae had locked it after going out the previous day. That meant she likely wouldn’t be able to look around.

      With nothing else to do, Isalla examined some of the books on the shelves, and was surprised to find that she could read most of the titles. Most of them appeared to be texts on medicine, herbalism, and even some on alchemy. With nothing else to do, she considered what was there, then took one of the medical tomes from the shelf. Maybe, just maybe, she could figure out how difficult her recovery would be.

      Once she opened the book, Isalla quickly found herself out of her depth. While she could read most of the book, there were quite a few words that she couldn’t understand. She persevered despite that, continuing to pore through the book intently, hoping she could find something of use. Some sections made more sense than others, but she had to admit that it was still far beyond her understanding.

      The sound of a key in the lock startled Isalla, and she looked up from the book in relief as the door opened, about to welcome the woman back, then froze in surprise with her mouth open. Kanae wasn’t exactly looking her best.

      The demon was in a pair of trousers and a long-sleeved shirt, was wearing a cloak and had a sword at her belt, but she was absolutely filthy, and the stench coming off Kanae caused Isalla’s nose to wrinkle. She thought there were shreds of fungus across the woman’s pants and shirt, there was quite a bit of dirt and some sort of reddish-purple liquid, and Kanae looked… well, resigned, really.

      “Um, are you alright, Kanae?” Isalla asked, swallowing hard and trying not to breathe through her nose. The slight surge of happiness she’d felt at the demoness’s return was mostly buried by her shock.

      “I’m fine. From the moment I decided to make the elixir in question, I knew that I was going to have to go into the mushroom groves, and it was just as unpleasant as I expected it to be,” Kanae replied, closing the door, then leaning down to unlace her boots. They were also caked in muck, Isalla noticed, and she dearly wished she couldn’t smell anything at the moment as the demon continued. “I did find the ingredients I needed, though, and that’s the important thing. If I hadn’t, I’d be rather angry that someone had hunted down all the growth vines in the groves, and probably would’ve hunted them down to make my displeasure known.”

      “Okay. I just didn’t think you were going to have that much difficulty.” Isalla said, standing up as Kanae pulled off her boots, complete with the socks. At least the demoness’s feet were clean, though it was a small blessing.

      “As I said, it is what it is. Now, I’m going to go wash off before doing anything more. I’ll get you your elixir tomorrow,” Kanae said firmly, walking through the room and to the back door. Almost before Isalla could think of what to say, the demon had closed the door firmly behind her, boots in one hand.

      “She’s… strange,” Isalla murmured, then took a seat again to wait. The stench wasn’t gone with Kanae’s absence, but it certainly wasn’t as strong, which was a relief. Even so, Isalla felt relieved that she wasn’t alone anymore.

      It was about an hour before Kanae emerged, holding her wet clothing in front of her, draped over one arm. Kanae was wearing only the shirt, which was also wet, but the pale-skinned woman quickly vanished into her room. A couple of minutes later, she emerged in her usual robes and let out a sigh as she took a seat, glancing at the book in front of Isalla.

      “Find anything useful?” Kanae asked, arching an eyebrow curiously.

      “I’m afraid not. I’m not a trained healer, and a lot of this doesn’t make much sense to me. I’ve figured out a few things, but most of it may as well be gibberish,” Isalla admitted, her cheeks flushing slightly. She didn’t like admitting ignorance.

      “That would make sense. It took me years to learn enough to do what I do properly,” Kanae said, smiling slightly. Isalla almost did a double-take since she thought she heard a bit of sympathy in Kanae’s voice.

      “I was going to ask… could I take a bath? I explored what I could of the house, but I didn’t see any towels or the like,” Isalla asked nervously. “I also was wondering why there weren’t any windows, and only the one way out of the house.”

      “There’s more than one way out, though I’m not sharing how just yet. As for windows… they’re a weak point. I had numerous enchantments placed to defend the front door, and attempting to ward windows as well would be difficult at best, so I limited things so I could focus the home defenses on a single point,” Kanae explained, studying Isalla for a few moments before she continued. “As for bathing, that’s more questionable. I’d have to examine your wounds first. If they’re healed enough that the water shouldn’t aggravate them, I can allow it, but the water isn’t as clean as what I’ve used to wash your injuries before.”

      “Oh, okay,” Isalla said, smiling in relief as she understood why the demoness hadn’t offered her a bath before. The explanation made far more sense, and it helped her understand Kanae a little more. “When could you do that?”

      “While I’d like to wait a while, now would be fine,” Kanae said, frowning as she stood. “It’s been a long day, and if I don’t do it now, I might forget later.”

      Isalla nodded in understanding, getting up and heading toward the room she thought of as hers. She did blush, as she realized that Kanae would have to look at her mostly naked, but it wasn’t like the demoness hadn’t had plenty of chances to see Isalla’s entire body before this.

      Undressing most of the way, Isalla laid down and waited nervously as Kanae followed her into the room. She sat on the edge of the bed and leaned over Isalla, examining her back closely. Isalla shivered at the touch of Kanae’s fingers brushing against the injuries ever so gently, but didn’t say anything. Neither did Kanae, as she checked the injuries that had been inflicted on each major joint of Isalla’s arms and legs. Just as she was finishing, Kanae paused.

      “You know, you’re making this extremely difficult for me, Isalla,” Kanae said mildly. “You can take a bath, just be careful not to scrape your wounds against the side of the pool. I’ll get out a towel for you and leave it on the table, and you can wash at your leisure.”

      With that, the demoness pulled away, just as Isalla asked, “What? Umm…”

      When she exited her room, Isalla only caught a glimpse of Kanae as she disappeared into her bedroom, a towel resting on the table.

      “But…” Isalla began, flushing slightly as she realized what the demoness had been meaning. The idea of a demon being attracted to her was… it should have been repulsive, and yet it wasn’t, not entirely. Isalla tried to untangle her thoughts, and her blush grew brighter as she realized a part of her was pleased that a demon could see the beauty of an angel. Shaking her head to drive the thought from her head, Isalla took the towel and headed for the bathing room.

      The bath itself was pure bliss, as the heat radiated through Isalla’s body and felt like it was soothing every ache and pain she had. It wasn’t perfect, but in short order she felt like she was almost melting in place. It took quite some time before she managed to drag herself out of the water to dry off.

      Upon leaving the bath, she found a bowl of stew waiting for her. It was simple enough, though the stew had mushrooms this time. More surprisingly, Isalla didn’t see any sign of Kanae. She tried to stay up and wait for the demoness, to apologize for any difficulties she was causing, but as time passed, there was no sign of Kanae. Finally, Isalla couldn’t keep herself awake any longer, and she crept over to her room to lay down and pass out.

      She did have to wonder why she felt so guilty, though.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      “Angels,” Kanae muttered under her breath, trying to ignore her instincts. “The bracelet should be masking her scent, and is, yet I swear I can still smell her. Hellfire, it’s frustrating.”

      It had been longer than Kanae cared to consider since she’d last been in the presence of an angel, and she’d forgotten how intoxicating their presence could be off the battlefield. It wouldn’t have been as bad if it weren’t for some of her previous experiences, but it weren’t as though she could forget those.

      “I blame Mother,” Kanae announced to the room, unbottling the jar containing essence of life and dribbling a precise amount of the sap into the vial containing troll blood. The alchemical concoction in front of her didn’t seem impressed by her announcement, instead continuing to bubble and churn.

      Watching the sap and blood react for a moment, Kanae hooked it into the complex equipment and slid a heat stone under the vial. The alchemy she was performing wasn’t terribly difficult but was rather time-consuming. She’d made the excuse to herself that it was the time which had made her start on the elixir tonight, but she knew better than that, and knew better than to truly lie to herself.

      “An angel falling from the sky… and she just had to come directly toward me. It’s more than a bit ironic,” Kanae mused, adjusting some of the beakers as she considered her situation. “Fortunate for her, really. I don’t know that there’s anyone else in the region who could have saved her, would have saved her, and wouldn’t have immediately handed her over to the army or a local lord. That would’ve ended poorly.”

      It was nothing but the truth, too. All around Hellmount was a region that’d been ravaged by war with the angels on multiple occasions, though it’d been a long time since a full-scale invasion. It was said that the gateway it led through had been created by a war between angels and demons, and though Kanae had her doubts about that, it had led to a lot more distrust of angels than in many regions. Some parts of the hells were so remotely located that none of their inhabitants had ever seen the portals to the mortal world, and who considered the tales of war with the heavens as little more than rumors from far-off lands with little to no impact on them.

      Visiting those lands had been educational and depressing in some ways. Kanae’s personal belief that the war between the heavens and hells was pointless had only been reinforced by the trip, but upon returning, she’d realized how insurmountable the divide between the two factions truly was. So instead of throwing herself back into the horrific morass, she’d chosen to find someplace quiet to live. Somewhere that she could make a difference.

      It had gone well, too. Until Hellmount had thrown a helpless, wingless angel at her.

      “I wonder if the mountain is sentient? It would explain a few things… though that would cause other problems,” Kanae muttered to herself, then sighed.

      Regardless, it didn’t solve the problem of an attractive woman who was in Kanae’s home. If it weren’t for Isalla’s injuries, Kanae might have an even harder time controlling herself. As it was, the beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed angel looked almost doll-like, in an emaciated sort of way. Once she was fit again, though…

      Kanae shuddered at the thought and firmly put it out of her mind. It wasn’t something she was willing to consider, not right now. Instead, she continued working on the elixir. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t attracted to Isalla, but Kanae had enough self-control that she knew she wouldn’t give in to her instincts. Maybe, just maybe, she’d approach Isalla when she was healed, though.
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      When Isalla woke, she was startled to see that Kanae was in the kitchen again, especially considering how long she’d waited the previous night. Kanae looked about how she usually did as she worked on the porridge, though there was also a large pot on the grate next to the one she was stirring.

      “Your elixir is sitting on the table. One dose per month should help you recover quite quickly, but I should warn that it will taste terrible,” Kanae said, lifting the spoon to taste the porridge. “I’ve yet to encounter an elixir of that type that didn’t taste horrendous.”

      “Um, alright,” Isalla replied, looking at the table to see a small vial of red fluid. It was somewhat transparent, which made it obvious that the substance wasn’t blood, but she couldn’t say that she was unconcerned. Approaching the table, Isalla slowly sat, hesitating before she spoke, still feeling a little guilty. “I… stayed up a while last night, waiting for you.”

      “You shouldn’t have bothered. I was deliberately keeping my distance and decided that the safest thing to do was to start on the alchemy early,” Kanae replied promptly. “It seemed like the logical thing to do, since the alchemy would take the entire night to finish.”

      “You stayed up all night?” Isalla asked, both surprised and feeling faintly ashamed, since she’d slept like the dead.

      “No, only half the night. Once it was properly situated, I went to bed,” Kanae explained, pulling the second pot off the grate. Finishing the porridge as well, she pulled it off and quickly filled two bowls, adding a spoon to each before bringing them over to the table.

      “Thank you for doing that. Also, I wanted to apologize for… well, for making it necessary,” Isalla said, picking up the vial and looking at it for a moment.

      “It’s fine, Isalla. I chose to do so of my own volition,” Kanae replied, sliding a bowl in front of Isalla. “Here you are.”

      “Should I drink it before eating? I know some elixirs have requirements like that,” Isalla asked, feeling even more nervous.

      “I would. While it might partially ruin your appetite, at least the food will clean the taste from your mouth, and you won’t risk throwing up your meal after drinking it,” Kanae replied, causing Isalla to stare at her.

      “Is it really that bad?” the angel asked hesitantly, her desire to drink the elixir fading along with her appetite, despite her wish to recover her strength.

      “Unfortunately, yes. I’ve had to drink one once, and while it isn’t the worst thing I’ve ever had, it’ll turn your stomach,” Kanae explained, beginning to eat her food slowly. “If it weren’t for how useful the elixir was, I wouldn’t even bother making it.”

      It wasn’t a comforting confirmation, but Isalla didn’t exactly see another choice. Grimacing, she uncorked the vial and did her best to avoid smelling it. Instead, she quickly drained the vial… and instantly regretted it.

      The taste was indescribable, in her opinion. It wasn’t quite as horrifically foul as some of the things she’d had the misfortune of smelling during the wars against demons, but it was bad enough that Isalla’s stomach churned and revolted at the taste of it. She forced herself to swallow, her eyes watering as she did. Gasping as she forced the liquid down, the angel quickly grabbed a spoonful of porridge and swallowed it to try and remove the worst of the aftertaste from her mouth.

      “That’s… that’s just… ugh, I thought you might have been exaggerating, but that was horrible,” Isalla gasped, her stomach feeling like it was twisting inside her. She’d almost rather vomit than drink something like the elixir, though it was a near thing.

      “That it is. Still, it’ll have relatively fast results, especially with as weak as you currently are,” Kanae agreed, smiling thinly. “I’m not certain exactly how long it will take, but I’m sure you’ll manage until then.”

      “If you say so,” Isalla said, eating more of her porridge to help cleanse her mouth. After a minute, she nodded at the other pot and asked, deliberately trying not to think about the subject of the previous night or the taste of the elixir. “What’s that for?”

      “Hmm? Oh, I boil my water before adding it to the tank for drinking water. It’s a bit safer than drinking it directly,” Kanae replied, waving her spoon at the copper keg as she added, “It’ll require refilling a bit more often with company, but I regularly have guests like you. I’m not worried about it.”

      “I’ll try to help,” Isalla said quickly, relieved at the thought of something she could do. “It’s the least I can do with everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Maybe once you’re strong enough to hold more than an empty bowl as you cross the room.” Kanae agreed, another smile flickering across her face. “As much as I appreciate the offer, until that point, you’re not going to be much help.”

      “True,” Isalla admitted, feeling slightly dismayed, despite herself. She did find herself happier now that Kanae wasn’t outright ignoring her, though.
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      The next few days progressed more simply than the previous ones had. Isalla found that her strength began to improve rapidly, and by the third day, she was allowed to leave the house, though not without a warning to be prepared to get back inside quickly.

      That said, the exterior of the building was a surprise, because Kanae’s home was built inside a hill in the middle of a forest. The trees were the ones she’d seen in her fall, with black bark like ebony and with broad red leaves. Nearby, a few dozen yards away, were a couple of other buildings, each widely separated from one another, and there was a stream where the hot spring exited the hillside. A wood pile rested against one of the outbuildings, along with an axe and splitting wedge, giving an oddly normal feel to the clearing. A path led into the forest, winding among the trees, and it was surprisingly peaceful despite the looming black expanse of Hellmount in the near distance and the way the sky was lit by a red sun and shone through looming black clouds.

      The grass was the same dark color of the bark, and Isalla simply looked around for a while before asking, her voice a bit soft due to the oppressive surroundings and how it made her mood less upbeat, “Is everything down here so dark? I’ve never thought to ask before, but…”

      “For the most part. I’ve often wondered why myself, but for the most part, the plants and animals in the hells are much darker than in the mortal world,” Kanae confirmed, standing nearby with her hands crossed in front of her, looking around calmly. “It’s also more dangerous, but that’s simply how it is. There are also more predators, including many plants.”

      “Plants are predators here?” Isalla asked, disbelief surging through her even as her eyes widened. “I’d heard some were dangerous in the hells, but…”

      “Only some, and not many nearby. No coming outside without company until you’re able to defend yourself, hm?” Kanae replied with a smile that warmed Isalla’s heart. “Now, go ahead and look around. I’m going to take care of some weeding, then I’m going to have to go into town for a house call, and you’ll need to stay inside while I’m away.”

      “There’s no chance of me coming along, is there?” Isalla asked, letting out an unhappy sigh. “I’m hating being cooped up all the time.”

      “Maybe next week, once I’m sure you can make the trip, and after we figure out a good cover story for you,” Kanae replied in a thoughtful tone. “We could always pretend you were a merchant, and that someone dosed you with warrior’s end when robbing you, then abandoned you in the woods. It would make things relatively easy to explain and has the advantage of being at least somewhat true.”

      “That sounds decent to me,” Isalla agreed, perking up at the thought. “Still, go ahead and do your, um, weeding. I’ll just… walk around the house.”

      Kanae nodded and headed down toward a patch of vegetation that, now that Isalla looked at it, wasn’t wild grass at all. It struck her as slightly funny, watching the demon doing weeding, but she tried to relax. The grove was pleasant enough, considering her circumstances, and she wanted to enjoy her time outdoors. Even if it was darker, fresh air was nice. She barely noticed the sulfur in the air, too.
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      The next few days passed relatively calmly, which was a relief for Isalla. Her strength didn’t come back nearly as easily as she hoped, but even in the few days since she’d taken the elixir, she’d noticeably improved.

      The biggest thing that Isalla had learned was that when Kanae was feeling particularly uncomfortable, the demoness would wait until Isalla’s back was turned, then simply vanish. It happened twice in the few days, which was somewhat eerie. Isalla may not have been quite as observant as some of the scouts in the legion, but it shouldn’t have been that easy for a demon to escape her notice.

      Regardless of how startling it was, Kanae had managed it several times and had worried Isalla by doing so, though she was slowly growing used to the demoness’s habits. That morning, Isalla had been kept inside for about half an hour while Kanae had gone out with a sword, and when she’d finally been allowed out, Isalla had seen that there was a horse-sized, two-headed lizard with dark red scales lying dead on the hillside. Isalla had been even more startled when Kanae had started butchering the beast for meat, but she hadn’t said anything as Kanae had taken several slabs of meat into the hut with the axe near it. It made her slightly uncomfortable, but she didn’t really know what made good meat in the hells.

      Eventually Kanae had hauled the remains of the lizard into the woods and returned to clean off the blood and offal, bringing Isalla inside with her just to be safe. Afterward, she’d gone back to the shed to treat the meat for preservation. It took several hours, but Isalla had noticed the look of happiness on Kanae’s face, which helped assuage her fears.

      It was after they’d started relaxing in the house for the evening that there was a sudden, quick knock on the door.

      As Isalla jumped slightly, just about to attempt another sit-up despite her exhaustion, a man’s voice echoed through the door. “Kanae! Are you in? Please, I hope to the lords of the Iron Circle you’re here…”

      “Enkax? What are you doing here at this time? It’s almost dark, you old fool,” Kanae said, quickly standing up and heading for the door. She opened it to reveal a man just as Isalla climbed to her feet.

      The demon on the other side of the door stood on hooved feet, and a pair of ram’s horns curled on either side of his face. With black skin, as well as a fringe of white hair around his skull and a ragged, thin beard, the golden-eyed demon was a bit startling to Isalla, especially since he was wringing a hat between his clawed hands. His clothing was relatively normal as well, Isalla noticed belatedly, almost looking like that of a common farmer… if a farmer wore silk, anyway. How anxious and… well, normal he looked startled Isalla, as well as making her relax a bit.

      He caught sight of Isalla, and a startled expression crossed Enkax’s face, but he spoke quickly. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t an emergency, not this late! Qirress went into labor just a bit ago, and it’s looking, um, worrisome.”

      “What, already?” Kanae demanded, paling slightly. “Damn it, I told her that a minotaur could lead to a premature birth, but… one moment, I’ll get my things together and we can go.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Enkax replied, his worry appearing to ease slightly as Kanae almost ran for her room.

      “Isalla, I’m likely going to be gone for the entire night, possibly longer. You’re going to have to fend for yourself where food is concerned,” Kanae called out from her room, the sound of cloth rustling audible. “I’ll leave a key by the door, but don’t go far. As weak as you currently are, there are dozens of creatures in the woods that could and would eat you.”

      “Um, alright. I could always come help if you wanted,” Isalla offered, frowning slightly. She didn’t like the idea of being alone. Even if Kanae was a demon, Isalla liked having her nearby.

      “No. You don’t have the endurance for the trip and staying up yet,” Kanae said firmly, looking up and smiling thinly as she stepped out of the bedroom with a satchel at her side and a sword hanging from her belt. “Besides, this… will likely be unpleasant. I don’t think you’d enjoy coming along.”

      “Alright,” Isalla conceded, a little surprised at how out of sorts she felt. “I suppose I’ll see you when you’re back, then.”

      “That’s the hope. Come on, Enkax, let’s get going. The sooner we go, the less likely something nasty will have woken up,” Kanae said, and the man nodded, looking relieved.

      “Of course, Kanae. Thank you so much!” he replied quickly, promptly putting his hat on and stepping outside. Isalla watched them, opening her mouth, but by the time she thought of what to say, it was too late.

      Kanae dropped a key on the table, and then she was gone, the door closing firmly behind her, then locking.

      Isalla watched her go, a bit dazed and uncertain of what had just happened. She blinked several times, then murmured, “That… was startling.”

      She also found herself oddly lonely, more so than when Kanae had chosen to up and vanish.
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      “I have to… to ask…” Enkax puffed, his breathing heavy as it interrupted his words. “Who was… was that, Kanae? I haven’t…”

      “Save your breath, Enkax. Of course you haven’t seen Isalla before,” Kanae interrupted, jogging down the path with far more ease than the tanner did. Her own emotions were complex, since this wasn’t how she’d have chosen to reveal Isalla’s presence to the townsfolk.

      They were heading back toward town, and while the trip was usually relatively safe, Kanae knew better than to assume that would be the case. The nearby Fungal Abyss was far too prone to spitting out monsters, and their proximity to Hellmount meant that occasionally soldiers would decide that they could raid the locals with impunity. They left the towns alone, but those traveling at night were vulnerable to ambush. Kanae wasn’t worried about herself, but Enkax couldn’t handle something like that.

      “Where, then?” Enkax asked, keeping his inquiry short.

      “She’s a traveler from above,” Kanae replied simply, ignoring her desires as they whispered in the back of her mind. “I’m not sure if she was ambushed by bandits or someone specifically trying to kill her, but they dosed her with warrior’s end and left her naked and dying in the forest. I found her and have been nursing her back to health.”

      “Ah! Makes… sense.” Enkax puffed, his gait heavy. “I was… just startled.”

      “I’m sure news will be across town by tomorrow. I’ll bring her into town soon, I promise,” Kanae replied, her eyes narrowing at a particular shadow, then relaxing as she realized it was one of the spiders Ikka kept for silk. The gigantic spider shuffled away from the path, and she passed, continuing in a calm tone, her anxiety heightening as she thought about what awaited her. “For now, we need to make sure Qirress survives. I told her a minotaur child would be too much for her!”

      “She… loves him…” Enkax huffed, and she glanced back to see his helpless shrug.

      “I know. No matter how bad of an idea it is, I know,” Kanae replied quickly, then her thoughts grew a little more jumbled. Qirress’s relationship was one thing, but it also brought to mind Isalla. Kanae shoved the thought of the angel aside as she shook her head. She didn’t have time for that.

      They turned the corner to see the town, and Kanae picked up the pace as she saw the gates were open. Obviously, they were expecting her, and that was a bad sign.
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      The night went by almost agonizingly slowly for Isalla. She wouldn’t have thought that Kanae’s absence would have that much of an effect on her, but it had. The house felt empty in many ways, and the angel had used the time to exercise and try to get into better shape, at least at first. It helped to mitigate the feeling of loneliness.

      She’d grown used to the bandages on her back, while Kanae had removed the ones on her arms, legs, and neck the day before. There were still angry red lines where she’d been injured, but even those were fading now, and Isalla had to marvel at the amount of healing that the demoness’s herbs could manage in such a short time.

      Eventually she went to bed, then got up the next morning, fixing herself a simple breakfast. It struck Isalla as odd that Kanae could produce such potent healing elixirs, yet the food she kept on hand was so simple. It was just… strange.

      Considering Kanae’s warnings, Isalla chose not to go outside, at least for the morning. No matter how stuffy the air could get inside the house, the lizard the day before had proven that the demoness’s warning wasn’t without merit. No matter how much it ashamed her to admit it, Isalla knew she couldn’t have fought the creature with her current strength, and she was too used to fighting while at least partially airborne to have done so easily even if she had most of her strength back. Instead, she continued exercising and waiting, wondering how long Kanae would be gone.

      When the tumblers of the lock finally turned, Isalla sat up in her chair, her mood improving suddenly as the door opened, and she spoke brightly, happiness welling up inside her. “Welcome back, Kanae!”

      As she stepped inside, Kanae smiled in return, nodding. “Thank you, Isalla. I hope your night went well.”

      “Well enough, I think. It was a bit boring, but that’s to be expected.” Isalla said, studying Kanae with concern as she added, standing up, “You look like you had a hard night.”

      The demoness certainly didn’t look like she was at her best. Her skin was even paler than normal, and while she moved with her usual grace, Kanae stepped slightly more deliberately, as if she were having to think about each move in advance. Her clothing had a couple of dark spots on the sleeves as well, which was worrying.

      “It was an… unpleasant experience, as I anticipated,” Kanae said, setting her satchel on the table and letting out a soft sigh as she shook her head. “I had hoped that it would be easier, but I nearly lost both of them. Fortune smiled on me, though, and mother and child will live to see another day. Beyond that… who knows?”

      “That seems oddly fatalistic,” Isalla said, growing more concerned about how talkative Kanae was being, and the demoness sat down across from Isalla. Kanae looked tired, and her eyes looked a bit older than they had before.

      “It’s nothing but the truth. Death comes for everyone, from the lowliest insect to the most powerful deity, archangel, or archdemon,” Kanae told her, shrugging. “Oh, perhaps not the ephemeral gods, but who knows if they truly exist? All the others… I’ve done my research, and every last one of them I’ve found information on has been slain at least once.”

      “I… I guess so?” Isalla replied, slightly taken aback by Kanae’s words. She hesitated, thinking about the various archangels who’d fallen over the centuries, then shoved the thought aside, uncomfortable with the subject. Instead, she asked about something else. “Why was the birth so dangerous? I thought I heard something about a minotaur, but you left so quickly…”

      Kanae let out a heavy sigh, closing her eyes before speaking. “Qirress is a rather… petite minor demoness. She looks more like a half-human demon than anything else, to be honest. Enkax is her grandfather, but she doesn’t have much in common with him aside from the hooves. However, she fell in love with a minotaur, and he’s part of a group of guards that patrols the upper regions of Hellmount. This is one of his three-month periods away, unfortunately. The problem is that she’s small, and minotaur children aren’t. I warned them when they married that it would be extremely dangerous for her to bear him any children, but they insisted. Maybe they’ll listen after this, but I have my doubts.”

      Isalla blushed as she listened, embarrassed that she’d even asked. Minotaurs were very large, so she could understand why they could be problematic. The thought that a couple of demons could fall in love surprised her somehow, but she kept that to herself. Kanae had already made her opinion about angels being biased against demons quite clear.

      “Ah, well, hopefully they’ll listen,” Isalla replied, swallowing hard.

      “Agreed. However, we have another issue we need to deal with, Isalla,” Kanae said firmly, focusing on Isalla.

      The demon’s gaze had a weight to it that Isalla hadn’t expected, and she froze, almost feeling like she was suffocating for a moment. Then the violet gaze shifted away, and the angel could breathe again. She swallowed before asking, even as she wondered what that had been, “What… what might that be?”

      “Enkax saw you last night and asked about you. By this time, the entire town doubtlessly knows that you’re here. I told him that you were a traveler from above, and that I suspected that you were attacked by either bandits or a deliberate assassination considering the poison which was used on you. I also told him you were abandoned in the woods without any of your things, which helps account for why they didn’t see you before,” Kanae explained, slowly tapping a finger on the table, her fingernail almost biting into the wood. “We need to figure out what story to tell them, as everything I told him was honest. Not the whole truth, but the best deceptions are ones that don’t involve the whole truth.”

      “Oh. That does make sense, then,” Isalla replied, relaxing ever so slightly as she realized that Kanae’s concerns were fairly mundane. “I… well, what would you recommend? I haven’t had to keep a secret like this before.”

      “That depends… but quite honestly, the goal will be to keep as much truth in the story as possible, since you are bad at lying,” Kanae explained, watching Isalla with lidded eyes. “Tell me, was it an assassination attempt?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. I think it was… I was investigating some rumors, and maybe I was getting too close?” Isalla hesitated, then admitted unhappily, “I thought that the woman I was meeting was a friend, actually.”

      “Obviously not. Well, no one will think of asking if you’re an angel, or in the extremely unlikely event they do, it’s best for you to laugh it off. We’ll need to ensure you don’t have the bandages on your back by that point, or it’ll give things away, and unless you have me try to deal with the scars, you’ll need to keep your back hidden. That shouldn’t be a problem, though.” Kanae replied, obviously musing aloud. “As for the story… you were trying to escape people who had a grudge against you, and they ambushed you near the base of Hellmount. I rescued you from the woods and began nursing you back to health. It’s a simple story, and one which they’ll believe.”

      “That sounds like it’d work. You’re right, too… it’s almost entirely true, and aside from where it happened, it isn’t like I’d have to lie about things,” Isalla agreed, rolling the story over in her mind. While it wasn’t considered proper to lie to others among angels, she had to admit that survival took priority, and this wasn’t much of a falsehood. It just was claiming that someone had attacked her near the end of her descent, rather than before throwing her out of the heavens. It also felt better to her.

      “Good. Now, I’m rather tired, so I’m going to go sleep for a bit,” Kanae said firmly. “Once I’m up, I’m going to give you a quick lesson on where we are and what you should know. Do you have much knowledge of the geography of the hells?”

      “I’m afraid not. While I was in the Order of the Phoenix, we were never on the front lines while I was a member. We had a number of battles with demons, but nowhere near a gate,” Isalla admitted.

      “Not terribly surprising… angels haven’t made many forays into the hells in the last couple of centuries,” Kanae said, nodding firmly. “At least it means you won’t have much knowledge to unlearn, and we can use the excuse that you didn’t have much of a chance to learn about the region before coming down here.”

      “Very true,” Isalla replied, a bit relieved that Kanae was being so proactive. It was better than doing nothing, too. If things kept going the way they had been, she was worried that she’d go mad from boredom.

      “Well, I’m going to go collapse for a few hours,” Kanae said, standing up and quickly heading for her room.

      “Rest well,” Isalla called after her, feeling a bit happier now that Kanae was back, even if she was going to be stuck inside for a bit longer.
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      Isalla looked at Kanae in surprise as the woman poured herself a mug of water. It’d only been a few hours since the demoness had gone to bed, but when she’d gotten up again, Kanae looked like she’d fully recovered, though her hair wasn’t quite as tidy as it usually was. Isalla suspected that’d be taken care of after Kanae took a bath, though.

      “Alright, now that I’m awake, it’s time for us to figure out a few things. First and foremost, let’s get some basic geography out of the way,” Kanae said in a brisk, no-nonsense tone. “I should have asked this before, but I neglected it. Do you know how territory is organized in the hells, Isalla?”

      “Well, I know that the land is ruled by different demonic lords, whether called archdemons, archdukes, archdevils, demonic princes, or other names,” Isalla said, racking her brain for additional information, but it was somewhat rusty, as she hadn’t had to think about it recently. “I know each ruler tends to be something of a loner, and their armies are often… themed, for lack of a better term. I can’t remember anything else. Oh, and they split the land between them, too, each ruling a section of the hells.”

      “Hm, not too inaccurate in most ways, though not quite right either. You’re quite correct on the titles that demonic lords use, and it’s entirely based on the whim of the demon in question,” Kanae confirmed, smiling slightly. “However, plenty have alliances. The seven lords of the Iron Crown are one of the most powerful factions in the region, for instance. You’re quite fortunate that they’re more concerned with maintaining their power and stability than in invading the mortal world or the heavens. You’re also incorrect on them ruling all the lands of the hells. Some realms don’t have rulers with a mantle of power, some have died… and some are so far from the portals that most demon lords ignore them, and they remain independent.”

      “There’re areas like that? I mean, where there aren’t demon lords?” Isalla asked, honestly startled by the thought.

      “Of course. At my best guess, the hells are at least ten times the size of the mortal world, if not larger. I’m not sure if the heavens are similar, but I wouldn’t be surprised. Interestingly, the portals to the mortal world all seem to congregate in a space roughly equivalent to their separation on the mortal world, though it isn’t precise,” Kanae said, then hesitated before admitting, “I haven’t found the edge of the hells, if I’m being honest, so I’m very much uncertain of its size. It’s much larger than I was taught growing up.”

      “I… I see. I don’t know on the heavens… I never thought about that part,” Isalla admitted, considering the idea of a land over ten times the size of the mortal world. The continents were several thousand miles across, so the idea was incredibly stunning.

      “Hm, interesting. Still, we’re getting off track. You’re somewhat correct about themes of different archdemons, though, as the vast majority of archdemons choose which of the seven sins they prefer,” Kanae continued, her eyes contemplative as she took a sip of water and continued. “Envy, gluttony, greed, lust, pride, sloth, and wrath. Some choose to eschew these rough ideas, but it’s… traditional, I suppose. Each realm is also classified in such a manner, which can give something of an idea of what you’re getting into when you go into its heart.”

      “Ah, I remember hearing about that! I just didn’t remember fully, I guess,” Isalla said, suddenly remembering a fair amount. “There was a huge amount of variation, even so.”

      “There would be. Now, we’re near the base of Hellmount. Have you heard of it?” Kanae asked, tilting her head as she watched Isalla closely.

      “No, I haven’t. I know there are multiple demonic mountains that lead into the portals, but we didn’t name them,” Isalla told her. “We named the portals, but primarily based on whose order was assigned to guard the regions near the portal, if any. Some of them are too far into the Fallen Kingdoms to guard, though, and I never learned their names.”

      “The Fallen Kingdoms, is it? Well, I suppose it’s better than the Alliance of Darkness, which is what I heard last time around,” Kanae murmured, smiling slightly. “Well, have you heard of the Kingdom of Hragon?”

      Isalla’s eyes lit up with recognition. “I have! It’s one of the oldest of the Fallen Kingdoms, and buried deep in the heart of Zintas, the southernmost continent of the mortal world.”

      “Well, that makes this easier. The portal you fell through is connected to Hragon, Isalla,” Kanae explained, and as she did so, Isalla’s happiness at being able to answer Kanae’s question turned to confusion.

      “But… but that doesn’t make any sense,” Isalla said, and it was Kanae’s turn to look slightly surprised.

      “What doesn’t make sense about it? While it’s a bit far, there is an outpost of the Order of the Phoenix not far off the coast, which they use to keep an eye on us,” Kanae said, frowning. “Are you saying you aren’t from there? I think it was named Firewatch…”

      “No! I was investigating rumors in the heavens, and there isn’t a portal from there anywhere near Hragon! They dropped me off one of the continents, and I fell directly into the mortal world, then through the portal to here!” Isalla explained, trembling a little. “I… it isn’t possible!”

      “Unless they had a portal they’ve kept secret, at least. That… is quite disturbing. I knew that you were attacked by angels, but considering that the nearest outpost is controlled by your order, I assumed that you were from there,” Kanae said, a deep frown on her face. “I’d think we’d have heard if there was a portal to the heavens above Hellmount. It’s rather unsettling to think about.”

      “I… I agree. I’m going to have to think about it… though there’s nothing I can do about it,” Isalla said, almost feeling like she’d swallowed something foul.

      “Indeed. Now, Hellmount is bordered by three realms. Estalia, Toflak, and Xanigar. We’re in Estalia, one of the fourteen known realms of lust.” Kanae explained shortly, her expression neutral again, though there was an odd note to her voice. “Estalia is… relatively safe, all things being considered. Queen Estalia likes having mortals visit, so it’s not as hostile as its neighbors, but she’s also known to focus on the core regions of the realm, so the borders are relatively wild. That’s where we are, obviously. We’re fortunate enough that most of the neighboring nations don’t care to attack Estalia, so that’s not an issue.”

      “Okay, that makes a bit more sense to me,” Isalla agreed, though she did shiver slightly at the mention of it being a realm of lust. At least it meant she wasn’t as liable to be murdered, and she internally resolved to stay as far from the core of the country as possible. She didn’t want to be ensnared by those who might perpetuate the nation’s reputation.

      “I should hope so. As for our current location… well, we’re a short distance outside of town. It isn’t named, it’s just town, as far as the locals are concerned. Those from farther away call it Fungustown, which you might imagine isn’t popular among the locals,” Kanae said, a smile flickering across her lips as she added, “In my time here, there have been at least eight attempts to give it another name, but none of them have stuck.”

      “I’ll believe that,” Isalla agreed, but her curiosity was piqued by the name. “Why’s it called Fungustown, then? I imagine there must be a reason.”

      “There is. I’m not sure if the town existed before it formed, but nearby is an area called the Fungal Abyss. It’s in the heart of the forest, and it’s… unpleasant. There’s a reason that the hells are called such, after all. In any case, the various abysses are dangerous. Useful, but dangerous despite that,” Kanae said, a distinct note of distaste to her voice. “The ingredients I got for your elixir came from the outskirts around the entrance to the Abyss. Much like the portals that lead to the hells, the portal in the heart of the forest leads to the Abyss. It’s immense and produces a great many monsters, many of them as types of animate fungi, and some of them occasionally come out in search of victims. It’s the main reason I’ve told you to stay inside as much as possible. Everything outside can be replaced relatively easily, comparatively.”

      “Oh. Why would you live anywhere near someplace like that?” Isalla asked, more startled than she’d been before, and somewhat outraged. “Why would the town be here, either?”

      “Because it’s on the way to the mountain, the monsters aren’t too dangerous when you have a town used to this sort of thing, and the herbs and alchemical reagents that can be acquired from the Abyss are useful,” Kanae replied promptly, and raised an eyebrow at Isalla as she asked, “Are you telling me that the heavens are universally safe and pleasant?”

      “Well… no, not entirely. There are some places that are more dangerous than others; I just…” Isalla’s voice trailed off as she frowned, unable to figure out how to verbalize her unease. At last, she just sighed and shook her head. “Never mind. It just seems strange to deliberately live near someplace so dangerous.”

      “It’s how people choose to live, and reasonably common among the mortal races as well,” Kanae replied, shrugging slightly. “As for the rest… we’ll leave you honestly ignorant of many things. It’ll help with your cover, and I’m not willing to try to teach you everything a person native to the hells would know from growing up. I’d doubtlessly miss something even if I made the attempt.”

      “True enough. You also said something about the bandages on my back, though…” Isalla said, her anxiety growing again, rather suddenly this time.

      “Ah, yes, of course. We do have to remove them,” Kanae agreed, sitting back in her chair and staring at Isalla. “Before I do anything further, do you want me to leave the wounds alone so they scar, or use herbs to help them vanish? It’s possible to make it so that most wouldn’t be able to notice where they were at all.”

      “Um, well… how much effect would those have on eventually getting my wings regenerated?” Isalla asked hesitantly, her mind rebelling at the thought of losing her wings for good.

      “Either way, it’s not going to affect that. Once your injuries have healed, to regenerate your wings will require re-opening the wounds entirely,” Kanae said bluntly, and Isalla flinched.

      “It’s that bad?” Isalla asked. “You’re not just going off rumors, are you?”

      “No, I’ve seen it happen, though not on an angel,” the demoness confirmed, her gaze softening as she continued. “I can’t help you with that, Isalla. I don’t know of anyone capable of regeneration who wouldn’t immediately hand you over to the queen or someone worse. If I did, I’d have already taken you to them.”

      “In that case… could you heal the scars? I don’t think I’ll be in a position where I have to show my back often, but it’d be suspicious if I refused,” Isalla said, letting out a soft sigh of disappointment. A tiny part of her wondered if Kanae was being truthful, but she didn’t dare say anything. Kanae didn’t have any reason to lie, either.

      “Mmhm. We may as well check your injuries and see if they’re ready for the bandages to come off,” Kanae said, setting her mug on the table, then climbing to her feet.

      “As you like,” Isalla conceded, rising as well, then leading the way to her room. She hesitated a moment, then laid on the bed facedown.

      Kanae’s footsteps were almost silent as she approached, and Isalla shivered at her light touch against the angel’s waist as she took the hem of Isalla’s shirt and slowly raised it. Isalla hadn’t put on her chest-strap, as the back would’ve gone over the bandages, so Kanae was able to get to the bandages quite easily.

      Kanae removed the bandages carefully, their adhesive not so strong as to hurt as they came off, and her touch was feather-light as she murmured. “Hmm… you’re coming along quite well, Isalla. The scabs should start coming off any day now, and then I can start treating your scars. I’d guess that it’ll take about half a month from now to make them mostly vanish.”

      “Okay, that’s a relief. I was afraid it’d take a lot longer than that,” Isalla said, relaxing slightly. “I’m impressed at what you’ve managed to do with herbs and alchemy.”

      “Thank you,” Kanae said, and Isalla heard her depart, then return. A few moments later, she applied new bandages as she continued. “I’ve spent quite a few years learning, so I’d hope I’ve improved. It’s a pleasure to hear that it’s the case.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll be honest… I didn’t know that alchemy could do this. Thank you,” Isalla admitted, just as Kanae pulled her shirt back down.

      “Mm, being honest, is it? Well, I suppose it’s best,” Kanae replied, and Isalla blinked as one of her hands appeared on the frame next to Isalla’s head, and then the demoness was speaking softly in her ear. “I’ve been considering my reactions of the past few days, Isalla, and I think you should know that I find you very attractive. However, no matter how much I may feel this way, I realize that currently our situation is too… lopsided. You’re in a position of weakness, and I’m in a position of power. Once the scales are closer to even, I will address this again, but for now I will leave things as they are.”

      With that, Kanae straightened and walked out of the room, leaving Isalla behind her, almost frozen on the bed. It wasn’t as though Isalla hadn’t known that Kanae was feeling something for her… but even so, it was startling. And Isalla couldn’t help but wonder why her heart was suddenly racing. Kanae wasn’t anything like Roselynn, after all, yet she could make Isalla’s heart race like she was.
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      First Sword Roselynn frowned as she tapped her desk with one finger, slowly going through her dispatches. There were the usual reports on what was happening on other fronts, instructions from the Council on what the current goals were, and the usual requests for information on what was happening in Zintas. It was all as should be expected, which was what concerned her. She’d initially thought that Isalla’s letter was a touch on the paranoid side, but now…

      Roselynn set the sheets aside for the moment and stood, walking over to the window to look outside at the island. It wasn’t a small island, but neither was it too large, extending just over ten miles from one side to the other, and as she watched, a group of mortals was harvesting fruit from some of the plantations just outside the fortress walls. Some of her lieutenants had suggested that they cut everything back for a hundred yards, but Roselynn didn’t see the point, and kept it at a mere dozen feet or so. If the demons invaded, enough of them had wings that keeping the area around the fortress that clear wasn’t likely to do much good.

      “Isalla, what have you gotten yourself into?” Roselynn murmured softly, resisting the urge to tap her fingers on her vambrace. No matter how Isalla’s actions had complicated her life, Roselynn still cared for the other woman, and the letter had indicated that Isalla felt similarly, despite the distance Roselynn had deliberately opened between them.

      After a few more moments of staring at the immense clouds and the blue skies above, Roselynn turned back to her desk and opened a drawer, pulling out Isalla’s letter again. The paper was still crisp, though the folds were a bit more pronounced after the half-dozen times Roselynn had read it. Opening it, the angel read through the letter yet again, trying to examine it more critically this time.

      First Sword,

      I’ll entirely understand if my letter irritates you, but I’m not certain who else to send this to. I originally thought my assignment to the outer tiers of the Evergardens was a complete waste of my time and skills, but I accepted my punishment. It still pains me to think about what my admission about our relationship did to your career, and I cannot express my apologies deeply enough. If you wish for me to cease contacting you, you have but to let me know and I will do so, no matter how much I would regret it.

      However, something strange is happening in the Evergardens. At first, I didn’t notice anything, as I was new to the area, but eventually I grew used to the peace of the region. It was then that I realized quite a few angels who I believed were highly ranking were coming to the area, and usually by night when they were least likely to be noticed. I was… confused, honestly. I thought that perhaps some of them were in a situation much like our own, but that makes no sense for the number of them I saw. So I began to investigate, and what I’ve heard worries me.

      Whispers from the common folk through the Evergardens speak of someone new. Someone who glows with a brilliant golden light, and who they believe to be the destined deity of the heavens. Blasphemy, I know, but it’s what they’ve heard and are slowly beginning to believe might be true. I fear that perhaps a faction might be trying to use an archangel’s mantle, whether new or old, to make a play for control of the heavens. The problem is that I don’t have proof, and since I’m not certain who I can trust… the only one I could think of sending a message to is you.

      Soon I’ll be meeting with a contact I trust, who indicated she can help me. Haral has been a friend since I arrived in the Evergardens, and she has more contacts here than I possess. Despite that, it’s possible someone will learn of my investigation, and should they take drastic action… well, someone should know.

      If I don’t contact you by a week after this letter reaches you, I believe something will have happened to me. I don’t know what you should do in that case, but please… know that I still care about you, Roselynn.

      My Deepest Regards,

      Isalla

      The message was simple enough, and at first Roselynn had believed that Isalla had been making a mountain out of a molehill, or possibly even been mistaken about others coming to visit. That had been before the week had passed and no additional letter had arrived, though. Isalla had never missed one of her own deadlines before, and despite Roselynn not having replied to her, her old lover had continued to send regular letters for the past several years.

      “Haral, was it? Considering what she said…” Roselynn considered for a moment, then folded her letter again and slid it back into the drawer.

      Retrieving a sheet of paper and an ink pen, Roselynn began to pen a letter of her own. It wouldn’t be too unusual if she asked about Isalla, and asking about Haral at the same time would be easy. Her superiors would likely be mildly irritated after the scandal with Isalla, but under the circumstances they’d forgive her.

      Besides, even if they didn’t, it wasn’t as though they could punish her much further. Not considering the weapon she bore.
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      “If I say to stop, do it. Similarly, if I tell you to run, run,” Kanae said, half-unsheathing her sword and studying it for a moment before fully sheathing it again.

      “Are you expecting trouble?” Isalla asked, feeling quite nervous at the warning.

      “No more than usual. The path to town is safe three-quarters of the time, but there’s no way to know when something deadly has camped out on the trail, at least not until you run into it,” Kanae replied, smiling slightly as she did so. “It isn’t the monsters that worry me, anyway. It’s renegade soldiers that are more dangerous, particularly if they’re from another domain. Many of those ones raid here because they believe there will be plenty of beautiful demonesses to bed, and that makes you and I prime targets.”

      “Ah. Why don’t you sound worried, then?” Isalla asked, a little confused by Kanae’s smile.

      “Because I’m not. I served in the army for some time, and I practice every morning. I’m not afraid of any of the common raiders, and anyone stronger than that has better things to do than to come after a small town like this,” Kanae explained calmly, picking up a basket. “I doubt it’ll prove much comfort to you, though.”

      “Not really, no. I’ll follow your directions, but simply being here makes me uncomfortable,” Isalla replied, letting out a soft sigh.

      They were going into town, and Isalla was bracing herself for a particularly unpleasant experience. It might not be, based on her interactions with Kanae so far, but she felt it was best to plan for the worst rather than the best.

      “You’ll be well enough in, oh… two months? Something like that. Then you can decide whether you’re willing to risk the climb,” Kanae said, nodding in the direction of the mountain, despite them being inside. She opened the door and checked on either side before stepping out. “It’s not quite everyone for themselves on the way up, but it’s close. Your best bet is to join a caravan, but those aren’t too common and generally charge quite a bit.”

      “And since I don’t have any money, that’s not really an option,” Isalla said sourly, following Kanae outside and watching as the demoness locked the door behind them.

      “No, it isn’t,” Kanae agreed.

      They started down the path, and as they walked, Isalla glanced around as she left the small clearing for the first time. The area was rocky and had numerous outcroppings that forced the path to wind through the trees. There were a few flowers here and there, but all of them were darker than she would’ve expected.

      “One thing you should know is that the spider demons in town are the type which resemble spiders almost entirely, with a pair of arms that are similar to yours that allow them to manipulate objects. They’ll likely keep their distance, as they’re something of loners, but we may encounter them or their silk spiders,” Kanae began speaking as they walked, her voice calm and direct. “Try not to overreact if you see them; I know that most people from above don’t care for their appearances.”

      “That’s fairly accurate… and I particularly don’t like the idea of the webs they can spin. I’ve seen them before, actually. Some tried to infiltrate the fortress where I was stationed a few years back,” Isalla said, her mood souring at the memory, and especially when she thought of Roselynn. She had to wonder what had happened with her letter, or whether Roselynn had even read it. The thought was… discouraging, really.

      “Ah, well that makes things simpler. Those in town aren’t nearly as combative as those who join in attacks in the mortal world, though they protect their livestock viciously,” Kanae replied, leading the way around a tree at a sedate pace. “I’d not talk about where you’ve seen them before after this, though. We’re getting close to town.”

      “Fine,” Isalla said shortly, trying to be polite but failing. Kanae seemed to take it as a hint and didn’t say anything more, heading down the path at the same easy pace.

      Soon enough, they came over the top of a ridge and saw the town, and Isalla’s eyes widened in a bit of surprise.

      The town had a thick wooden palisade around it, along with heavier gates than she’d seen before on a town composed of no more than a hundred buildings. The buildings were largely wooden, and the planed boards must have come from the mill she could see by the river on the far side of town, and aside from the darkness of the building exteriors, it could’ve been most towns she’d seen in the mortal world. The strange aspect was how wide the streets were, and how she could see at least a dozen sheep-sized spiders in a field near the town.

      Down near the gates, she could see a guard, the blue-skinned demon standing about seven feet tall, with long spikes extending from his shoulders and knees, while large horns rose from his head. He wore simple hide armor, likely from a type of lizard, and had a large crossbow in hand and a club sitting next to him. He looked up to see Kanae and smiled, revealing pointed teeth and slit-pupil eyes the same color as his skin.

      “Kanae, it’s good to see you!” he boomed, his voice a deep rumble. “And this must be the guest I’ve heard rumors about.”

      “Indeed. This is Isalla. Isalla, this is Deka, one of the town guards,” Kanae said, smiling slightly more warmly as she did so. “Let me know if he’s rude and I’ll deal with him. We haven’t had a sparring match for a while.”

      “Of course not. I didn’t join the army. I’m just a town guard, and I have my pride,” Deka retorted. He extended a hand which only had three fingers and a thumb, though all of them were larger than normal as he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Isalla. Don’t cause trouble around town, and I won’t cause trouble for you, no matter what Kanae might claim.”

      “Thank you, Deka. I’m happy she found me, and I have no intention of causing trouble. I’ve got quite enough problems as it is,” Isalla replied, shaking his hand in surprise. She’d never met a friendly demon before. Kanae certainly didn’t qualify when they first met.

      “Glad to hear it! You’ll be welcome around town, then, at least for the most part. Avoid Ms. Pix, she’s just ornery,” Deka said, giving her hand a firm shake before letting go. “Any idea what you plan to do in town?”

      “I’m showing her around, getting a few sundries, and buying her a few things to keep her out of my hair,” Kanae said, glancing at Isalla as she added, “Besides, as soon as Enkax saw her, I knew I’d be swarmed with questions and figured bringing her into town was the easiest way to deal with them.”

      “Hah! That sounds about right, especially with how much of a loner you usually are.” Deka laughed, grinning broadly as he nodded. “Good luck with holding off the questions.”

      “I’m certainly going to need it,” Kanae replied dryly, and walked into town at a more sedate pace, something Isalla’s muscles appreciated.

      “What sort of things are you planning to get me?” Isalla asked a few moments later, once they were out of easy earshot of Deka. “I didn’t realize you were planning to buy me things.”

      “You need a practice sword at a minimum, since your calluses indicate you’ve used a sword quite a bit. One of the longer ones, I think,” Kanae replied, glancing at Isalla skeptically. “I think a wooden one for practice until you can build up your strength, and a simple steel one for after that. Are you an archer?”

      “No, I’m middling at best with them,” Isalla admitted, a little surprised at the demon’s suggestion. “Wouldn’t a sword be expensive, though?”

      “Not really. There are a few lava flows from Hellmount that produce large concentrations of iron, so metal weapons aren’t too hard to come by,” Kanae replied calmly as they approached the middle of town. “Not having to buy you a bow is useful, though not ideal from the standpoint of defending yourself. Beyond that, you need a comb, a few hair ties, and other bathing supplies. I can’t have you using all of mine, and I don’t have the ingredients to make decent soap.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t even think of that,” Isalla said, flushing slightly.

      “Don’t apologize,” Kanae said, another smile flickering across her face. “I didn’t tell you not to use them, after all. Now, try not to stare.”

      There weren’t a huge number of people in the town square, Isalla realized, but there were enough to surprise her. A couple of demons much like Enkax were clustered around a cart full of some type of squash with dark rinds, arguing, while a demon-blooded woman with pale red skin sat in a booth weaving baskets.

      The biggest building took up an entire side of the square, and the building must be an inn, the angel realized, looking at the sheer size of the stables. As she watched, a muscular, four-armed demon carried a pair of kegs out of the stables and toward the front doors, ducking his head to ensure his large horns didn’t hit the doorframe.

      Several of the demons in the square looked at Isalla curiously, most of them not bothering to hide what they were doing, and most of the others were glancing at her out of the corner of their eyes. Isalla tried to ignore them, but it was hard. Fortunately, Kanae didn’t so much as pause at their looks, leading the way directly to a building with a broad front directly across from the inn.

      A bell tinkled as Kanae opened the door, and as she stepped inside, Isalla’s eyes brightened in recognition. Shelves lined the walls of the room they stepped into, and they were crowded with everything from a saddle and backpacks to pitons and rope. She could see vials of unguents, tins of what might be makeup or shoe polish, and belts hanging from the wall. She hadn’t been in many stores like this in the mortal world, but she’d been in the heavenly ones before. The only difference was that the shelves were even more widely spaced in the heavens due to the wingspan of an angel, while mortals crowded the shelves even closer than these were.

      “Hello, hello! How may I—ah, my darling Kanae!” A male voice broke the quiet of the store, and a man stepped out of the back, speaking with a more refined lilt than Deka had possessed. “How may I help you, my dear? I haven’t seen you in an age!”

      “I was here just a few days ago, Manog,” Kanae replied, the smile that had been flickering across her face now sticking around. “Might I introduce my current patient and guest, Isalla?”

      “Of course! It’s a pleasure to meet you, Isalla,” Manog replied, and it was all Isalla could do not to stare at him. In fact, she failed despite every attempt to the contrary.

      Manog was a bone demon, and she’d only heard of them before. His face was like that of a doll, a sculpted mass of pale bone with enormous, faceted black eyes twice the size of a human’s. He had a pair of horns that rose up and backward, while more bone ridges ran back along his head much like hair, and separated from his skull to dangle. Each of the spine-like ‘hair’ strands was split into inch-long segments that were held together by some form of red fiber within them. Beneath his clothing, it looked like the demon’s arms and legs were almost identical, and it was eerie how his bone-like lips moved so easily. Bone demons were widely regarded as deadly combatants or assassins among angels, so seeing one running a store was stunning.

      “Oh, my apologies, Mister Manog,” Isalla said after a moment, as she realized she’d hesitated a bit too long. “I didn’t mean to stare, it’s just… I’ve never seen one of your particular species before. I’ve only heard rumors and was surprised. The pleasure is mine.”

      “Not a worry, Isalla! My people don’t breed as quickly as most others, and our homeland is farther to the north, near the Pale Mountains, so I’m not surprised you haven’t seen one of us before,” Manog replied smoothly, his tone easygoing. “I’d also heard that you’re from above, so it’s even less surprising. Is there anything I might do for you lovely ladies?”

      “Flatterer,” Kanae said, smiling at Manog as she shook her head. “Why am I not surprised that you’d already heard that much? Enkax must have been talking a lot since I talked to him.”

      “Well, any word regarding new people in town helps liven up the town. Perhaps it wouldn’t have spread so quickly if we had travelers in town, but alas, it was not to be,” Manog said, and Isalla found herself oddly fascinated by how expressive his face was. She hadn’t realized that their bone could flex like it did.

      “True, that would be more convenient. I can’t control when I have patients, though, so I’ll live with what I have,” Kanae replied indulgently. “Now, I have a few things I’d like to purchase for Isalla, since she’s lost everything and I’m getting tired of her using my things.”

      “Certainly! What do you need, my darling healer?” Manog asked, rubbing his hands together eagerly.

      “To start, we need a comb, then some soap. Preferably something with a good scent…” Kanae began, and Isalla allowed her attention to wander as she walked between the shelves.

      It was fascinating seeing what life was like in a normal town in the hells. It was nothing like she had imagined, which made Isalla wonder what else she might not have known about.
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      “There we are,” Kanae said, sitting down and smiling at Isalla as the angel dropped into her own chair, surprised at how tired she was. Her endurance hadn’t been impacted much, but her muscles wore out easily. After a bit of rest, she’d be good to go, but Isalla wasn’t happy with how painful the experience could be.

      The smith had been human, to Isalla’s shock, and all the weapons had been so heavy that Kanae had been forced to check the balance of the weapons for the angel. Isalla had at least been able to find a decent practice sword, and Kanae had used that as the basis for purchasing a plain, serviceable steel blade. Kanae was carrying both weapons seemingly effortlessly, along with the other items they’d purchased.

      They were in the inn now, and Isalla looked around curiously as she murmured, “Thank you. I don’t think I could’ve gotten back to the house without resting.”

      “I thought as much, which is why lunch here seemed like a good idea,” Kanae said, setting the purchases down, then leaning forward to rest her arms on the worn table.

      The tavern area of the inn was large, and the variety of seats was startling to Isalla, as were the number of chairs. Some were obviously sized for smaller giants or larger demons, while others probably were for the more diminutive species. A few low-slung stools were probably for creatures like the spider demons, Isalla guessed, but she was relieved that few others were there, and no spider demons. In fact, the only person in the room was a lamia with bright pink scales and matching hair that was working behind the bar.

      All the furnishings were pitted and worn with use, and glowing lanterns hung from the ceiling, while weapons and trophies from monstrous creatures hung from the walls. It was fascinating, and just as alien in some ways as the general store had been familiar.

      “It’s interesting to me how much like the surface this is,” Isalla said suddenly, feeling the need to talk about it. “So many things are just like they are back home, but other things… the trophies, the chairs and that, are so different.”

      “Mm… I’m not surprised. Everyone has needs, whether demon or mortal, and they need to sate them,” Kanae replied calmly, nodding to the lamia. “With those needs, it’s always likely that some people will come up with similar solutions. Further than that… demons and mortals have been visiting the realms of one another for generations. Doubtlessly each side has been shamelessly stealing ideas from each other for the entire time.”

      “That does sound like something that would happen,” Isalla said, and opened her mouth to continue, but bit it back before she could say something foolish. Fortunately, the lamia approached about that time, her snake-like lower body slithering its way across the room and with a bright smile on her face.

      “Hello, ladies! How can I help you today?” the lamia asked, smiling broadly as she glanced at Kanae. “Your usual, dearie?”

      “I have a name, Cyr,” Kanae replied with a roll of her eyes. “But yes, I’ll have my usual. If Isalla wants to figure something out for herself she can, but I’d recommend the same.”

      “What’ll it be, Isalla?” Cyr asked, ignoring Kanae’s protest. As Isalla watched, Kanae gently swatted the tip of the lamia’s tail aside as it tried to run down her arm.

      “I’ll just go with her recommendation. I am still her patient and have no idea what you serve,” Isalla said, not wanting to betray her ignorance too much, and also not wanting to hear if there were things that would turn her stomach on the menu. Heavens knew that was almost a certainty.

      “Right away! Two portions of roast cave lizard and mashed potatoes with gravy, coming right up.” Cyr replied easily, turning to slither away quickly.

      “Cave lizard?” Isalla asked dubiously.

      “It’s not that different from beef and is better than most of the other meats down here,” Kanae replied calmly. “I prefer it, and you need more meat to help your body heal.”

      “Alright, fair,” Isalla conceded, letting out a soft sigh. “In that case… what’s after this?”

      “We eat, I take you back to the house, and since you’re in decent shape and have something to do, I go do my rounds,” Kanae explained. “I still need to check on Qirress again to make certain she doesn’t overdo it.”

      “Oh, well… true, you do have a job to do,” Isalla agreed, a little surprised with her own reluctance to let Kanae leave. “I suppose I’ll just have to enjoy our time together.”

      Kanae’s eyebrows rose, and as she realized what she’d said, Isalla blushed furiously. She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again.

      A few moments later, Kanae’s comment was soft and faintly amused. “Indeed, that we shall.”
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      Roselynn paused on opening the door to her room, looking down at the letter that had been slipped under it. The letter was something of a surprise, since most of the time when Roselynn got letters, they were simply delivered to her office. Beyond that, she only ever returned to her room when she needed to rest, so anyone wanting to contact her would know that this was possibly the least efficient way to go about it. Of course, Roselynn knew that could be intentional.

      Stepping over the letter, the angel studied it carefully, a slight frown on her face. If it weren’t for her letter from Isalla, she might have simply picked it up, but of late Roselynn had been feeling a touch more cautious. Pulling out a ring set with a moonstone, Roselynn put it on and leaned down to press the stone against the parchment, murmuring the word to activate the ring’s magic. A moment passed, and Roselynn relaxed slightly as there wasn’t a reaction. If the letter had been poisoned, she would have seen a black mist envelop the paper.

      Picking up the sheet, Roselynn frowned again as she saw it’d been sealed with wax, though without a seal to identify it, and she murmured. “Curious… this is being a touch more mysterious than I like. I hope this isn’t another love letter.”

      Her room was smaller than the one her predecessor had favored, though still finely appointed. She didn’t pay it much attention most of the time, and today wasn’t much different as she approached her desk. Pulling out a letter opener, she broke the seal and opened the letter to reveal a relatively hasty scrawl written in angelic.

      First Sword,

      It’s only by fortune that I learned of your inquiry into the fate of Isalla and myself, and I deeply hope you’ll keep this letter to yourself. You won’t be receiving a reply from your superiors regarding us, and doubtlessly someone is preparing to keep watch over you. I’ve attempted to outrun them here, and if we’re to have any chance of speaking, we must do so quickly.

      I dare not reveal myself openly or enclose much information, but I am willing to tell you what I know. If you wish to speak, come to the pier by Fisherman’s Rock tomorrow night at midnight. If you aren’t alone, I won’t reveal myself. My apologies, I don’t know who to trust.

      I strongly suggest that you burn this letter, so no one else knows.

      Sincerely,

      H

      “Well, isn’t that foreboding?” Roselynn said, unease welling up within her.

      Even the implication that her letter wouldn’t receive a reply was… unsettling. Yet the truth was that Roselynn had expected at least a preliminary response already, and she hadn’t even gotten an acknowledgement that her inquiry had arrived. That lent a degree of legitimacy to the letter on its own, and based on what she knew, the writer likely was Haral.

      Fisherman’s Rock was a common name, but the location the other angel must be thinking of was located less than a mile from the fortress. The sightlines weren’t perfect, with the rock between the pier and the fortress, but sending up a signal flare in the case of an ambush wouldn’t be difficult. Roselynn tapped her lip as she considered what to do. She was tempted to tell one of her lieutenants, regardless of what the letter had said, but it was more of a risk than she was willing to take.

      “As long as I’m careful…” Roselynn murmured, glancing down at her sword and armor. She wasn’t going to go unarmed, regardless of what Haral might wish, so it wasn’t like she could be overwhelmed easily, and she could always scout the area during the day. That would ensure that she had plenty of time for reinforcements to arrive if it turned out to be an ambush.

      Satisfied with the thought, Roselynn nodded to herself and lit a candle. Once it was going properly, she lit the sheet of paper on fire and watched the flames slowly consume it, dropping the last corner as it was about to reach her fingers. Once the last embers went out, she pulled out a wastebasket and swept the ashes into it to be sure the document was gone, then blew out the candle.

      “Alright, time for bed,” Roselynn murmured, standing up again. Regardless of whether the letter was true or false, she needed her rest.
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      The day had gone as well as most did, considering how quiet Roselynn’s post was. None of her troops had noticed anything out of the ordinary, which was reassuring as well, and there’d only been mild concern when Roselynn had decided to perform an impromptu inspection of the island perimeter.

      It had been easy to swing by the pier at Fisherman’s Rock, and it was much as Roselynn had remembered it. The area in question was sandy, and despite the footprints of locals who went there to fish, it would be difficult for someone to lay a trap without being seen. Roselynn approved of the spot, as it was just far enough from any buildings to be an obscure meeting point, but it was still close enough to be relatively safe. She still wasn’t happy to be meeting in private but was willing to play along for the moment.

      Waiting until nightfall to leave had been a touch frustrating due to her impatience, but Roselynn controlled herself. Her explanation of wanting a quiet flight to help relax had calmed the nerves of the guards, and she’d done exactly as she’d said, flying along and relaxing before finally going to the rock to wait.

      The sound of the waves softly crashing on the shore was soothing, and aside from the sounds of a few night birds and buzzing of insects, the evening was quiet as Roselynn waited. Of all the posts she could have been assigned, she supposed there could have been worse, as one of the frozen northern isles would have been unpleasant. Those would have also been a waste of her talents, though, which was likely why they’d chosen the site they had. There was no glory to be had at Firewatch, no matter how vital it might be.

      It was all because she’d inherited Ember, Roselynn knew, glancing down at the sword. The magical weapon had been passed down through her family for generations, and no one else could wield it but those of her bloodline. It was unsurprising that the Council would be loathe to lose the threat of such a weapon, really. It was Isalla who had borne the brunt of their punishment, in all truth.

      Roselynn had been a bit… naïve, she admitted. She’d thought that the punishment would be focused on herself, since she was Isalla’s superior, and she hadn’t argued with the accusations to help focus them on herself. She hadn’t expected the Council to come down so hard on a promising young soldier. But they had, and she felt guilty about it, and even guiltier that she’d never responded to Isalla’s letters. Never mind that it had been partially to prevent further retaliation against Isalla, Roselynn still regretted it.

      That was a large part of why she was out here. Despite everything, Roselynn wasn’t going to see Isalla abandoned again. It just wasn’t right.

      A flicker of movement caught Roselynn’s eye, and she turned to see an angel slipping out from among a group of the nearby trees, wearing brown robes that would help her blend in better, and which partially obscured the blonde woman’s white wings. She looked around before approaching, and as she did so, Roselynn was able to see the crystal blue of her eyes more easily, as well as the nervousness on her face. The woman was attractive, she realized, and looked slightly like Isalla, though her old lover had worn her hair shorter than this woman’s.

      “First Sword?” the woman asked, stopping a good thirty feet away.

      “Yes. I assume that you’re Haral?” Roselynn asked, watching the woman closely. Seeing the way her tension seemed to ease, it helped Roselynn’s nerves settle a bit more.

      “I am. I’m glad to see you didn’t… well, let’s just say that the past couple of weeks have been stressful.” Haral said, letting out a breath and approaching until she was only a few feet away. “I’m fortunate to even be here, if I’m being honest.”

      “Yes, well, that’s why we’re both here, isn’t it? The last I’d heard from Isalla, she said she was meeting with you, and then she never followed up. You claim that my inquiry won’t be answered, so why don’t you provide some answers?” Roselynn asked, folding her arms and pinning the woman in place with a glare. “I’ve chosen to listen to your suggestions despite not having any evidence that you’re speaking the truth, but there’s only so far I’m willing to go.”

      “Of course, I don’t blame you. The situation is… complex, I’ll admit,” Haral said, playing with a curl of her hair nervously as she glanced around again. “I’d known Isalla ever since she arrived in the Evergardens, and we were good friends. When she confided in me about her suspicions about some of the activities in the area… well, I knew I could trust her, so I gathered some of my own information.”

      “Were? You seem to be implying that something happened to her,” Roselynn interrupted, her eyes narrowing suddenly. She felt a flicker of anger surge to life at the thought, but she kept it from showing on her face.

      “Something did. I don’t know if she’s alive or dead,” Haral explained quickly.

      “I need details,” Roselynn insisted, that flicker of anger growing stronger.

      “We met so I could give her the information I had on the… the cult that had been forming in the area. It was dangerous, and I knew that, but I didn’t think anyone knew. Unfortunately, I was wrong.” Haral’s words were almost stumbling over one another at this point. “We were attacked just as we were leaving, though. There were dozens of cultists, and she began fighting them and told me to run! I did, and even so, I barely escaped, but when I went to try to find help, they tried to capture—”

      A flash of light near the tree line caught Roselynn’s eye, and suddenly the world around them rippled, as a huge sphere of distorted air suddenly snapped into existence for over thirty yards in every direction.

      “Or maybe they just let you escape so they could track you to anyone you went to for help!” Roselynn interrupted, growling as she drew Ember and the ruby-bladed sword blazed to life, its runes glowing a bright scarlet. “Are you armed? Because someone just put up a powerful illusion to keep anyone from coming to our aid.”

      “I… I have a dagger,” Haral said, snatching the dagger out of her robes. It was a stiletto, Roselynn noticed, so it wouldn’t be much good against plate, but it might work well enough. “How did they—heavens help us! What are demons doing here?”

      A group of a dozen demons had emerged from the trees, and Roselynn swore under her breath at the sight of them. Most of them were the typical demonic fare, brutes that weren’t dangerous, but in the back was one that worried her. The pallid, eyeless upper body of a woman rested atop a scorpion’s body, the latter with eyes, and with four arms weaving symbols for spells in the air. Hellweavers were not a good sign, and they were generally too rare to send against an outpost like this one.

      “That is a very good question,” Roselynn agreed, glancing over the group of demons. She wasn’t worried about anyone but the hellweaver, but if she had to protect Haral, a fight would become problematic. Fortunately, the two of them had one major advantage. “We’re going to fly directly up, Haral. Your only chance is if we signal the fortress that there’s an attack.”

      “Okay… when?” Haral asked nervously, and the demons began loping forward, growling as they did so.

      “Three… two… one… now!” Roselynn’s voice was low, but she snapped out her wings with the last word and shot upward.

      Or, to be more accurate, she attempted to fly upward. The instant Roselynn’s wings beat for the first time, she felt something wrong as the muscles through her back twitched and cramped, and the beat had no power to it. Instead of taking flight, she went up only an inch or two before half-collapsing, all her muscles cramping suddenly. As she gasped in pain, her right arm was wrenched upward and a spike of pure pain lanced up through her shoulder.

      “What—?” Roselynn gasped, looking over to see Ember fall from her nerveless grasp and Haral holding her arm, the stiletto buried in her shoulder through the thinner chain guarding Roselynn’s armpit.

      “A two-part poison to bypass any poison detection you might have, split between the letter and me. I couldn’t have you flying away,” Haral said, all her hesitation and fear gone as she smiled. “Coupled with the poison on this dagger, you won’t be going anywhere.”

      “Why are you…?” Roselynn gasped, pain surging through her with every heartbeat, and a fuzzy sensation washing over her thoughts.

      “As if I’d tell you. That would simply make this more difficult, and I can’t have that,” Haral replied idly. “Suffice to say that you were starting to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. I do need to find out what you knew, though, which is why I employed others.”

      “Speaking of which, Ms. Haral, the more you speak, the more difficult it will be to remove your words from her memories,” the hellweaver spoke in a voice that had a faint buzz to it, almost like there were wasps within her pale throat. “I would suggest you cease.”

      “As you wish. How soon will you be able to get me the information I need?” Haral asked.

      Roselynn felt her legs give way beneath her as her body began going numb. The demons had surrounded her, and she glared at them balefully, anger and frustration coiling within her, but her throat wasn’t responding as she tried to speak. The numbness had killed much of her pain, but as her thoughts grew fuzzy, she also felt fear. Fear for her failure to avenge Isalla’s death, and anger that she’d fallen into the trap Haral had set for her.

      “The Flame of Ember is legendary for her stubborn nature, so you must expect as much as three months from now. The ladies of the spire require time to work,” the hellweaver buzzed in return. “Now, I must work while the memories are still fresh.”

      “Very well,” Haral conceded, stepping back. At least the annoyance on her face was satisfying, Roselynn thought. The problem was the approaching hellweaver.

      “Hold still, Flame of Ember,” the demon hissed at Roselynn. “The more you struggle, the more painful this will be.”

      Roselynn glared at her hatefully, but the demon simply began to cast a spell, glowing scarlet diagrams forming in each of her hands. Then it thrust them against her head, and pure agony radiated out from them as the magic slammed into Roselynn’s mental shields.

      She didn’t relent, though, fighting back against the demon’s magic with everything she had. Until she lost consciousness entirely, Roselynn fought against the spells trying to warp her recent memories.

      But fail she did, and at long last Roselynn lost consciousness.
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      The axe bit into the wood solidly, though it didn’t go quite as deep as Isalla would’ve liked. She’d never cut logs before this, and she was learning there was a certain amount of technique to it that she’d never realized before. When she did it right, the downward swing was almost effortless, as the weight of the axe would bring it down with sufficient force to split most log sections they had on hand. The problem was getting it right.

      Lifting the axe and the log, Isalla brought it down again, which forced the axe blade the rest of the way through the wood. She still was fascinated by how easy Kanae made it look, a memory which made her pause to think. The previous week, she’d come out early in the morning, just after she’d heard the sound of splitting wood, and she’d stopped, stunned.

      Kanae had stood there in simple trousers and a sleeveless shirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. While tall and broad-shouldered, Kanae wasn’t rippling with muscles, but neither did she look like some wilting flower who’d never trained. Her muscles were toned and distinct as she smoothly placed a log onto the stump and swung the axe, which flashed in the morning light before splitting the log almost effortlessly. Kanae had kept going for almost fifteen minutes, until she had a faint sheen of sweat before stopping to collect the wood.

      Isalla hadn’t been afraid of staring, and having seen it, she’d asked if she could use the axe as part of her own recovery. Kanae hadn’t objected, so Isalla had tried for herself… and almost immediately lost her grip on the axe. It had taken a couple of days before she could swing it properly, and then some instruction from Kanae after a few… less proficient attempts. She’d learned as best she could, though, and it was doing her upper body a world of good as she tried to rebuild her muscles, while she’d taken to jogging around the clearing in the mornings as well as her other exercises. She had wondered what Kanae used the wood for, since it was only used in her alchemical lab and the fireplace, but then a group of demons from town had come and traded some food for a large pile of wood.

      Accompanying Kanae on a few of her house calls had been fascinating as well. The people she visited were all demons, save for a single family of humans that had startled Isalla, but their livelihoods were eclectic. Few of the farmhouses had large fields, which didn’t surprise her after thinking about it. The land was too uneven and rocky for it to be easy to have large farms, but she’d been surprised at how verdant the fields they had were. Many kept a variety of animals, most of which were able to defend themselves, and all the families seemed reasonably well-armed. She found out later that a good number of the locals collected herbs or the hides of monsters to sell in the larger towns or to traveling merchants.

      “Water?” Kanae asked, a flask in her hand as she stood a half-dozen paces back, well clear of the axe’s reach.

      “Please,” Isalla replied, breathing heavily as she set down the axe.

      Kanae stepped forward, and Isalla took the flask and half-drained it over several seconds. The water was cool and refreshing, and Isalla let out a sigh of relief as she lowered the flask again.

      “Thank you, that is very much appreciated,” Isalla said, capping the flask and handing it back. “I can’t believe how easy you make this look.”

      “Lots of practice. At a certain point, you gain enough experience that you can make many things look simple,” Kanae replied, shaking her head slightly as she took the flask. “After as many years of practice as I’ve had, it’s no wonder I’ve grown rather proficient.”

      “I have to ask… you’ve talked a bit about your past, about fighting in the army and such, and it sounds like it was quite some time ago, especially with this stump looking so ancient,” Isalla said, nodding at the stump, which was so weathered she was startled it hadn’t split yet either. “How long have you been here, Kanae? For that matter, how old are you? I know demons don’t age past their prime if they don’t want to, much like angels, but…”

      “That is prying a touch, Isalla,” Kanae said, smiling and looking at the stump with a considering look. “Though you aren’t wrong, either. I probably should replace the stump again, since it probably won’t last more than a few more years.”

      Isalla didn’t say anything more, as she could tell that Kanae was working her way around to answering, if she answered at all. It wouldn’t be surprising if Kanae didn’t answer in the end, since her past wasn’t necessarily relevant, or possibly something she wasn’t proud of.

      “I’m not going to tell you precisely how old I am. Older than you by a large margin… and old enough to remember the last major war,” Kanae finally said, looking at Isalla, her gaze revealing a surprising weariness. “Twelve centuries ago, I responded with excitement when the war began. A century and a half of brutal warfare… well, it cured me of any belief in glory, Isalla. I left the army afterward and went traveling, seeing what else there was to the hells and part of the mortal world. What I found didn’t help, and about five hundred years ago I settled down here. I only knew the basics of healing at the time, but time taught me much.”

      “I…” Isalla found herself almost speechless.

      Calling the War of Decimation just a major war would be putting it mildly. It had begun as a major offensive by the angelic legions and the Firetear Alliance to take back some of the lands of one of the Alliance’s members. The Fallen Kingdoms had rallied, as had the demonic legions, and quickly the war had turned into one of the most horrifying incidents in the history of the wars between the heavens and hells. No war had resulted in the demonic forces coming closer to breaching a gate to the heavens, and it had even waged its way into the hells briefly. Heroes and villains had fallen, and all reports Isalla had seen indicated that nearly one-tenth of each generation that had fought in the war had died, proving that the name was accurate. That war was the reason that both sides had been on an uneasy, quiet footing for over a millennium. They clashed, but no one wished for such devastation to strike again.

      “You survived the entire war?” Isalla asked, her horror growing at the thought.

      “Yes,” Kanae said simply, patting the stump gently.

      “How? Were you stationed at the rear lines?” Isalla asked. “Everything I heard about the war… well, not many people were kept on the front lines, and I’ve never met anyone who survived all of it.”

      Kanae laughed, the sound bitter and sharp. “Well, you have now. I’ve met a few others who did, and I know a number of them did on the side of angels. Most people tried to get away after the first few battles, but my choices… well, they were limited. I was at the battle of Scarlet Peaks, as well as the siege of Rosken. Surviving them, though… that was pure fortune, from my perspective.”

      Isalla flinched. The battle of Scarlet Peaks had renamed the mountains where they were located, for the snow-capped peaks were said to have been stained red in blood by the sacrifices of those who’d fallen in breaking the demon assault driving toward the gates of the heavens. As for the siege of Rosken… it had been one of the most fought-over strategic fortresses, and three mortal gods, two archangels, and two demon lords had joined the fray in the end. Their clash of power had destroyed the citadel and left a wasteland of wild magic which had been abandoned ever since, and had been a telling blow in the war, as only one deity, archangel, and demon lord had survived the battle.

      For a long minute, they were both silent. Isalla watched Kanae as she sat on the stump, staring at the sky for a long minute. She didn’t look like a demon that had survived the War of Decimation. She looked… well, much like a succubus, if larger and without wings or as large of horns, which was unusual enough. Isalla tried to work through what it must have been like in the war, but her mind simply couldn’t process it.

      “I can’t even imagine what that must have been like. I… I really can’t blame you for choosing to abandon the war,” Isalla said. She was going to continue, but Kanae interrupted.

      “I didn’t abandon the war.” Kanae’s tone was soft but precise. “I waited until it was over, then I left the army. I faked my own death to ensure that people would leave me alone, then chose to travel.”

      “That isn’t what I meant, but you’re the one who was in the war. What I meant was that I don’t blame you for losing faith in the war between heavens and hells,” Isalla corrected herself, toying with the axe handle, then taking it over to prop against the shed with a grunt. “I just have to ask… why here? Of all the realms of the mortal world and the hells… you’re near the heart of where conflict might occur, with a gate from the mortal world only days away from you. Why here?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it? I have a couple of reasons… but all of them are shallow. I could have settled in many places in the hells without issue. I’m a skilled warrior, and those are useful almost anywhere. The mortal world… that wouldn’t have been possible back then. There was too much death and destruction,” Kanae murmured, letting out a soft sigh as she stood up again. “I’m not sure why I chose this place, Isalla. Perhaps I was simply tired of traveling… or perhaps this was just comfortable. I’m not entirely certain.”

      “I guess that’s as good of a reason as any you might have had. I don’t know… I just was thinking that the town and everything is a little bit odd for someone like you, and I was right. You’re incredibly unusual for the area, and I had no idea how true that was,” Isalla said, her voice hesitant as she paused, then put her hand on Kanae’s shoulder with a bit of trepidation. “I’m sorry I brought it up, if it was painful for you. I’m more surprised you were willing to help me at all, considering how bad the war was.”

      “That was a long time ago, Isalla. I’ve had a lot of time to work through things, and you’re hardly the first angel I’ve known,” Kanae replied, glancing over her shoulder and smiling at the angel. “Not even the first wingless one, for that matter.”

      “What? But you said—” Isalla began, then stopped as Kanae stretched.

      “I said I’d never treated an angel before. The army alone captured a good many angels, though many were abused and tormented,” Kanae explained calmly. “I took up healing centuries after that, though.”

      “Oh. That’s… well, it gives me mixed feelings,” Isalla replied, her stomach tightening at the thought. “Did you…?”

      “I never forced myself on anyone, and any angels I injured were in battle,” Kanae said. “I might have, some days, but I never sought your kindred out for it. Time changed me, somewhat.”

      “Huh. Well, it makes me feel a little better,” Isalla admitted, looking over at where the sun was ascending through the dark clouds on the horizon, the orb a deep red. After a moment, she asked, “Do you blame me for wondering?”

      “Not at all. If you didn’t wonder, I’d think you were suicidal. Or maybe masochistic, for that matter,” Kanae said, grinning.

      “Uh, what?” Isalla asked, slightly confused. She understood the first part, but… she couldn’t help but ask, “What do you mean by masochistic? I haven’t heard the term before.”

      “Oh? Well, hmm…” Kanae paused, looking slightly taken aback, and tapped her lips before shaking her head. “No, I think I’d best not address that just now.”

      “What? Why?” Isalla followed Kanae as she headed toward the house.

      “I just think it might disturb you, and it’s for the best not to do that,” Kanae replied promptly.

      “Oh, that’s just… that’s just making excuses. I’m a grown woman and have been for decades,” Isalla said in exasperation. “I can handle finding out what a silly word means!”

      “Really?” Kanae asked, turning to look at Isalla speculatively. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes!” Isalla exclaimed, growing annoyed.

      “Very well. Listen carefully, then,” Kanae said, smiling slightly. Isalla nearly took a step backward but kept still as Kanae came close to her ear and spoke softly. “Masochism is when one finds pleasure, usually sexual pleasure, from personal humiliation, pain, or both, Isalla. Does that apply to you?”

      For a moment, what Kanae said didn’t register, and then Isalla’s curiosity turned to horrified mortification as heat rose in her cheeks. She’d never even considered the possibility, and she quickly stepped away, shaking her head vehemently as she exclaimed, “No, of course not! I’ve never even considered something like that, and… and how is that even possible?”

      “Mm… like it or not, some people do feel like that, Isalla,” Kanae replied, smiling as she took a step back. “Now, I’m going to take care of sorting some herbs, hm?”

      Isalla couldn’t bring herself to speak again, staring after her host in shock and with just a thread of curiosity. She didn’t think she had any interest in what Kanae had said, but it was interesting, in a mortifying sort of way.
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      Kanae took a deep breath of the air as she walked still deeper into the forest. The air was mostly clear, though she could smell just a hint of the Fungal Abyss in the breeze. She was closer to the Abyss than usual, though, so that much was natural.

      Walking out to Odrak’s home wasn’t the most pleasant of trips, Kanae knew, which was the main reason that the elderly cyclops had built his home out this far from the main trade routes. He liked being left alone, but since he wasn’t a demon, the man was starting to lose his strength. That was the main reason the town’s mayor sent her to check on Odrak occasionally.

      “Not that I really mind coming out here. It’s peaceful enough, most of the time,” Kanae murmured, looking upward for a moment. Her smile faded as she considered her guest and sighed. “Though it is somewhat complicated, with Isalla at home. She… makes things harder.”

      The forest didn’t answer, of course. Still, Kanae couldn’t help but think about her angelic guest. Isalla was interesting, and for the most part, Kanae liked her. That didn’t mean that her presence was without its problems, though.

      “She brings back memories. Ones I’ve spent centuries trying to leave behind,” Kanae whispered, her mood growing still worse as she remembered some of the events of the war, and of the times even before that. There had been angels throughout her life, and she’d interacted with them more than she’d admitted to Isalla. That was part of the problem.

      A flicker of light from one of the branches up above caught her attention, distracting Kanae. “Hm? What’s…”

      About twenty feet up one of the trees was something made of metal, and Kanae took a few steps back and to the side to get a better look at it. As she got a better angle, Kanae’s lips pursed as she saw that a sword had been driven into the tree, and the blade was sticking out the opposite side of the trunk. The interesting thing was how the blade gleamed, and the gold cross guard shaped like bird wings. Even more intriguing to Kanae, it looked like the sword matched Isalla’s sheath, and her sword had been missing when she found Isalla.

      “Interesting. Her enemies must have thrown it through the portal as well… and the mountain threw it over here,” Kanae said, a smile playing across her lips. “At least it answers the question of where it was. I suppose I’d best retrieve it… even if I need to leave it in the bushes until I’m on my way back. Isalla will probably want her sword back.”

      Approaching the tree, Kanae set down her basket and shrugged off her backpack, judging the best way to get up to the sword. The branches were thick enough to support her weight, and the tree didn’t look diseased, though that might not last after the sword had pierced the trunk. It might be worth coming out and felling the tree later, in fact, but Kanae shrugged. That was a subject for later.

      She jumped upward, grabbing onto one of the branches about halfway to her goal, then swung slightly to plant a foot on another branch. From there, it was a relatively quick climb up to the sword, and Kanae paused as she saw the sword from closer range, her opinion of it improving.

      Several runes carved into the mithral blade showed that it was enchanted reasonably well, and it didn’t take her much work to decipher them. Isalla’s sword was enchanted to be sharper and strike more truly, though it wasn’t heavily enchanted in either regard. If it were Kanae, she’d have tried to get something better, but she had no idea just how high of a position Isalla had possessed before her unfortunate encounter with her enemies.

      “First, let’s get this dislodged,” Kanae murmured, adjusting her feet and wrapping her tail around the tree’s trunk as a brace.

      Kanae couldn’t put all her strength into pulling the sword out, not without risking going flying out of the tree, and that would be quite painful. Instead, she had to carefully control her strength as she slowly wiggled the blade back and forth, working it out of the tree bit by bit. The sword was being stubborn, and as it began coming loose, Kanae realized why as she saw the congealed sap along the blade.

      Eventually, she got past the worst of the sap, though, and as the blade narrowed it got still easier. Finally pulling the sword free, Kanae let out a soft sigh, examining the sword again. It was too obviously of angelic manufacture to show openly, except maybe as a trophy on a wall or the like. The only exception would be for the rare fallen angels, or even for the ashborn. Hells knew that Kanae had seen stranger things in her time.

      “Alright, down we go,” Kanae murmured, uncurling her tail from the trunk, gauging the distance, then jumping downward through the red leaves of the trees.

      She hit the ground and rolled to break her fall, reducing the pain of the impact to almost nothing before springing to her feet, smiling as she did so. She hadn’t done that in a while, and it was oddly refreshing… though it did mean she had dirt and leaves all over her clothing and hair.

      Setting down the sword, Kanae began brushing herself off, sending bits of detritus back to the ground. After a moment, she noticed that there were also bits of bark on her tail, which prompted a little more time spent cleaning off. Only once she was done did Kanae look at the sword again. It was just a bit too distinct, and she debated on where to hide it, before finally simply finding a bush and burying it beneath some leaves.

      “There we go. Now to go take care of errands and get back home,” Kanae murmured, moving to pick up her things and to get moving.

      The remainder of the trip didn’t take too long, no more than a quarter of an hour, and then Kanae came into sight of Odrak’s home. The cyclops lived in a rather large cave, but the front of it had been walled over with stone blocks that Odrak had quarried himself, and it was excellently constructed. Kanae didn’t find that surprising, as in her experience the only ones who rivaled dwarves at forging and building fortifications were cyclops. More to the point, though, she also saw that the subject of her trip was already outside.

      Odrak was a twelve-foot-tall, muscular man, with broad shoulders and bulging muscles, even though he was obviously growing old. He had a fringe of white hair around his head, and the cyclops was wearing simple furs as he examined one of the dozen fruit trees in front of his home with a single, discerning eye. A cyclops-sized battleaxe was near at hand, and Kanae knew from experience that Odrak knew how to use it.

      “Why, is that Kanae? To what do I owe this surprise?” Odrak asked, looking up and smiling broadly at her. “I haven’t seen you in, oh… two months?”

      “Don’t give me that, old man. You know as well as I do why I’m here,” Kanae retorted, increasing her pace as she grinned at the cyclops. “The mayor sends his regards, as per normal.”

      “Ha, the youngster needs to learn not to pry too much. Some of us like our privacy,” the cyclops said, his chuckle a deep rumble. He did give Kanae a pointed look as he added, “And here you are, calling me an old man? You’ve been living here for longer than I’ve been alive, Kanae.”

      “Yes, but my body has the good sense not to age. Yours seems to think that since everyone else does it, it should age, too,” Kanae replied with a derisive sniff. “Hells know where it got that idea from, but someone has to try to keep it from going too far.”

      Odrak laughed at that, grinning broadly in return. “Is that so? Well, I suppose we’d best try to keep it in line. I’ll admit that my knee has been giving me a few complaints, so having you look at it might not be a bad idea.”

      “Is that so? Well, let’s have a look at it, then. We can’t have it giving you problems,” Kanae replied calmly, smiling back at the elderly cyclops. “Where would you like to take care of this?”

      “Why don’t you come inside and relax? I’ll put on a pot of tea, then you can work your magic,” Odrak suggested.

      “It’s hardly magic,” Kanae disagreed but gestured for the house. “Lead the way, then.”

      The cyclops began leading the way to his home, and as he did so, Kanae followed. She imagined that this wouldn’t take too long, but she could be wrong.
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      As she approached the spot where she’d left the sword, Kanae paused, something about the silence making her uneasy. She glanced around and frowned as she didn’t see anything immediately, which was worrisome. Most dangers in the forest tended to be on the obvious side of things, except for the plants which would lay in wait. The creatures that were patient were much more dangerous than she liked to deal with.

      She glanced down at the basket of apples that Odrak had given her, debating for a moment, then carefully set it down. She hadn’t expected the gift, but suspected that it’d make Isalla happy, since the angel wasn’t used to the limited variety of food Kanae tended to eat. But first she had to get the food back to the house.

      Nothing happened as Kanae set the basket down, then unsheathed her sword. Then she slowly stepped forward, her muscles coiling as the sense of danger grew stronger. She trusted her instincts, and her gaze drifted back and forth, then rose to look at the trees, then down at the ground. There wasn’t any sign of an avian, which was good, and she didn’t see the slight distortions of one of the rare chameleons that lived in the region, either. It might be—

      As her boot came down on the ground, Kanae saw the dirt shiver and she had a split second to realize that the earth had recently risen before something almost exploded out of the earth at her. Kanae instantly dodged to the side, swearing under her breath.

      “Crawlers. I hate crawlers,” Kanae hissed, her sword lashing out to cut into the thick, worm-like creature’s side. It’s blunt, beak-like mouth snapped shut around the spot where Kanae had been standing, even as her sword left a wound on its side that dripped nearly black blood.

      Kanae quickly danced backward as she felt the ground shiver, and the next moment five long, whip-like tendrils exploded from the ground as the crawler lashed out with its tails. The poisonous barbs punched through the bushes and into one of the trees, and Kanae sighed unhappily as she cut one of the tails off, leaving it oozing more black blood.

      “This will take some killing,” Kanae muttered, glaring balefully at the crawler as it began retreating underground, hissing in anger.

      Just to be safe, she backed away from the basket of apples and where the angelic sword was hidden. She didn’t want them getting caught in the mess. Fortunately, she was fast enough to avoid the attacks of crawlers, and they weren’t very intelligent, just vicious and voracious.
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      Kanae adjusted her baskets, debating just how to handle them and the sword as she stood in front of the door. Eventually she sighed and set the sword down, leaning it against the frame so she could pull out the key she needed. She was tired and annoyed after the fight with the crawler, but at least she’d killed the beast, and managed to avoid getting more than a few drops of its poisonous blood on her skin. Fortunately, she was effectively immune to its poison.

      Finally retrieving the key, Kanae unlocked the door and slipped it back into its pouch, then picked up the sword again. Opening the door, Kanae felt a faint warmth as Isalla spoke.

      “Welcome back, Kanae!” the angel called out, sounding like she was out of breath and in her room, likely from exercising.

      “Thank you, Isalla. I have some fruit, and something to show you,” Kanae replied, closing the door behind her. She’d have to make certain to lock it a bit later, but her hands were full at the moment.

      “Oh? What might…” Isalla asked, stepping out of her room, and then the blonde angel’s eyes went wide as she saw the sword. Her lips were slightly parted for a long moment, and then she asked hesitantly, “Is that… is that my sword?”

      “If you say it is, yes. I was going out to Odrak’s, and I found this buried in a tree twenty feet off the ground. It looked like it would fit the sheath I found on you, so I thought I’d see if it was yours,” Kanae replied calmly. She pondered for a moment before adding, “If it is yours, we’re going to have to hide it until you leave, much like the rest of your things.”

      “Heavens… I thought… well, I thought I’d never see it again,” Isalla said, her eyes almost reverent, and she stepped over to take the sword from Kanae’s hand. Kanae released the weapon as Isalla did so, and the angel nearly dropped the sword, gasping as she murmured, “Heavier than I remembered, but yes… this is my sword. Thank you so much, Kanae! This was a… a gift from a friend. Losing it would be terrible.”

      “Indeed? Well, I’m glad I was asked to go look in on Odrak, then. Someone else might’ve seen it instead,” Kanae replied, smiling at Isalla’s reaction and moving over to set the baskets on the table. “As I said, we will have to hide it, but once you leave, you can take it with you.”

      “Of course. That’s fine… perfectly fine. I just don’t want to lose it again,” Isalla agreed.

      “Now, Odrak also gave me some of his apples. They’re a species native to the hells, and as I recall, their flavor is a bit different than those from the mortal world. Something along the lines of apple cider, though a bit spicier,” Kanae said, looking over the red-skinned apples and taking off her backpack. “I was thinking of making a couple of pies, and having the rest with breakfast for the next few—”

      The sound of quick footsteps made Kanae stiffen, but no pain lanced through her body, like she was half-expecting. Instead, one of Isalla’s arms wrapped around Kanae and held her as tight as the angel could manage, her body pressing against Kanae’s back. Kanae relaxed after a moment, glancing over her shoulder, but was barely able to see the angel’s hair as Isalla pressed her face into the back of Kanae’s neck.

      “Thank you,” Isalla whispered.

      “You’re welcome,” Kanae replied simply. She waited for a few moments, then asked, “What do you think of my idea?”

      “It sounds lovely to me,” Isalla said, not moving. “But… could we just wait a bit? I’m just…”

      “As you like, Isalla,” Kanae replied patiently, her smile growing gentler as she stood there. “As you like.”
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      Roselynn woke slowly, much more slowly than she was used to, but for some reason it didn’t worry her. It was as though waking up gradually while sitting in a chair was normal, and the faint fog shrouding her thoughts didn’t bother her either.

      The angel didn’t recognize where she was, but that didn’t bother Roselynn as she looked around the room. Directly in front of her was a vanity with a large mirror at its back, the mirror perfectly placed to show Roselynn to herself, while dozens of jars and tools laid on the vanity’s surface. Roselynn didn’t recognize most of the tools, but she did recognize several paintbrushes, the hairbrushes and combs, and the nail clippers and files. There were also a pair of candles filling the room with the gentle scent of vanilla.

      The rest of the room was interesting enough to hold Roselynn’s attention for at least a few moments. There was a door in one wall, the dark wood polished and bearing a carving that looked vaguely like an angel’s wings to her, though there was something odd about them, not the least of which was how the carving was painted gold. The floor was covered by a thick, warm carpet with white, gold, and silver patterns that drew Roselynn’s eyes along their curves and whorls. It was a pleasing pattern, and it took her a long minute before she looked at the walls and ceiling.

      A dozen sconces along the walls contained crystals that produced a warm light not unlike that of the sun, and they were set into gold-veined white marble, complete with periodic pillars, and crimson curtains helped soften the imposing sight. The ceiling wasn’t much different, though it was shallowly vaulted above her head. But without anything there to hold her attention, Roselynn’s gaze drifted back to the mirror to examine herself.

      The chair she was in was the same dark wood as the door, though it was exquisitely carved and comfortable, allowing her wings to rest easily, and the back and seat had soft cushions to make it easier to sit in. The only strange thing were the padded metal braces on the arms holding down her wrists, and the two holding her ankles to the legs. The true oddity was Roselynn herself, though.

      In contrast to the beautiful room, Roselynn looked like she didn’t belong there. She wore a simple white shift and skirt, revealing her arms and legs, with the dozens of faded white scars across them. Her face was slightly heart-shaped and pretty enough, despite the scars she bore there as well. Roselynn’s eyes were a pale blue, and shadows surrounded them, while her lips looked thin to her gaze. Even her curly hair, so reminiscent of flames, was disheveled. It was a strange contrast, and Roselynn studied herself for a minute, that fog still over her thoughts.

      “What are you doing here, Roselynn? You don’t belong here,” she murmured to herself, idly tugging at the band holding her right hand. It was quite secure, though, and after a moment she gave up. She didn’t feel like doing much of anything anyway.

      “Ah, you’ve awakened!” A woman’s cheerful voice broke the quiet of the room. “How do you feel? You were injured when you arrived, so I’ve been quite concerned.”

      The woman who stepped through the door matched the beauty of the surroundings, and despite herself, Roselynn found herself unable to look away from her. The angel had beautiful white wings, though the gold rings through the upper joint where the wings folded startled her, considering how painful it would be to get a piercing like that. Her hair was like spun gold that fell to the middle of her back in a glittering wave, and she had a beautiful, wide smile with ruby lips and bright blue eyes that reminded Roselynn of her beloved Isalla. The woman was wearing a flattering white dress that revealed a generous amount of cleavage, and a white corset helped accentuate her narrow waist, its surface covered in golden patterns. The woman wore gold bracelets as well, but Roselynn found her gaze drawn to the delicate-looking tattoo on her upper chest. It looked like a black cross emerging from her cleavage, but with a budding rose atop it. The entire tattoo was only an inch or two tall, but it felt like Roselynn should recognize it.

      “I… I’m not sure. I feel like I’m well enough,” Roselynn replied, her throat slightly dry, and she licked her lips and swallowed before continuing. “Where am I? My mind feels… foggy.”

      “You’re at the Spire of Confession, dear. You were injured in an attack by demons and were brought to us to help you recover. As for your mind, that would be from the medicine we’ve been giving you,” the angel said, approaching quickly and setting a gentle hand on Roselynn’s shoulder. “You sustained an immense shock, and it’s designed to blunt that and help you recover. We’ll wean you off it over the next week, though.”

      “Oh. That… makes sense. I vaguely remember demons… one ambushed me,” Roselynn said, trying to remember the attack, but it was mostly a blur. She didn’t remember ever hearing about the Spire of Confession, but there were plenty of places she’d never been to. “What about Ember?”

      “Your sword is safe,” the angel replied quickly, stepping in front of Roselynn and smiling as she continued. “Now, my name is Anna. What’s yours? To be sure you’re truly back with us.”

      “I’m First Sword Roselynn Emberborn,” Roselynn replied simply, taking comfort in the fact she could remember. “I’m glad to meet you, Anna.”

      “Roselynn Emberborn… a beautiful name. Do you mind if I call you Rose?” Anna asked, her smile growing gentle as she held one of Roselynn’s hands.

      “That’s fine. I… usually don’t like informality, though,” Roselynn admitted. Looking at her wrists, she asked, “Why am I restrained?”

      “We need to have a serious discussion, Rose, one which has occasionally caused patients here to react poorly. That’s why you’re restrained,” Anna explained, her smile fading slightly as she continued. “It regards your position.”

      “What kind of discussion? I wouldn’t think I’d react badly…” Roselynn replied, growing confused. A part of her was whispering that she should be more upset about being restrained, but that part was tiny and buried.

      “We’ll see. Once I’m sure you’re not going to overreact, we’ll let you out, I promise,” Anna assured Roselynn, then asked, “How long have you been in the army?”

      “Um, about… two and a half centuries?” Roselynn said, slightly hesitant as she tried to remember exactly how long it had been, but unable to pin down the exact length of time. “Close to that. I don’t keep that close of track.”

      “Hm, and you’ve never considered retiring?” Anna asked gently.

      “Not really… the military is a family tradition. I’m needed there,” Roselynn replied, feeling like she was on much firmer ground now. “I wield Ember, after all.”

      “I see. I was afraid of that,” Anna said, her eyes darkening as she looked at Roselynn sadly.

      “Is something wrong?” Roselynn asked, growing a little concerned. “You seem… sad.”

      “Our task here in the spire is to help those who’ve been fighting for too long to… find themselves again. That’s why you were sent here, Rose,” Anna explained.

      “What do you mean, find myself? I enjoy my position… well, mostly,” Roselynn said, her voice growing uncertain again. She didn’t really understand what Anna was saying fully, but the worry in the back of her mind had grown a little.

      “Rose, how long has it been since you weren’t subject to the regulations of the army? Since you could do whatever it was you desired without fear of repercussions?” Anna asked, her voice slow and smooth. “How long has it been since you could truly relax and not have to worry?”

      “I… I don’t know,” Roselynn replied, the questions causing her mind to reel in uncertainty, as if she couldn’t quite find her footing. “It’s just what I do.”

      “That is why you’re here, Rose. You’ve lost balance in your life. Here in the spire, we help warriors rest, recover, and find the joy that they’ve been missing for so very long,” Anna said, smiling slowly as she spoke, her face radiant. “Your time here is meant to bring you beauty, joy, and peace. If, once your time here is done, you feel the need to return to the battlefield again, you may do so. But until we’re certain that you’ve regained balance, we cannot allow that.”

      “I… but…” Roselynn began, then hesitated for a long moment. “But what about my post? I can’t just abandon it.”

      “Someone else has taken your place, don’t worry. All you need to worry about is your recovery,” Anna assured Roselynn.

      “Very well,” Roselynn conceded, a large part of her mind feeling relieved to let go of the worries that had been plaguing her for a while. “I just don’t know what to do.”

      “Of course not, Rose. You’ve lost your balance, and that’s why you need teachers to guide you onto the correct path,” Anna said, smiling as she reached down and unhooked the restraints with a touch. “You’re a beautiful woman, Rose, and you deserve a better life.”

      The compliment brought a flush to Roselynn’s face, and as she rubbed her wrists she glanced into the mirror, looking at herself for a moment before shaking her head. “No I’m not. Not in comparison to you, Anna.”

      “Ah, but that can be fixed, Rose. Would you like me to show you?” Anna asked, gesturing at the vanity and the items across its surface.

      “Um, yes? It’s part of what I’m here for, isn’t it?” Roselynn replied, the tiny resistance she’d been feeling slowly dying.

      “Very true. Tina! Come in and help me, would you?” Anna called out, picking up a jar and uncapping it, then picking up a paintbrush. She dipped the tip into the jar and it came out a deep red that matched her own lips.

      The door opened and another woman stepped in, but at the sight of her, Roselynn’s eyes went wide. A part of her mind cried out in shock, but the fog and Anna’s presence kept Roselynn from doing anything sudden aside from grabbing the armrests.

      A succubus entered the room, her hair raven dark and her skin with a deep pink tinge, as opposed to Anna’s pale skin. The succubus had bat-like wings and a fleshy tail that swayed behind her, and her eyes were like smoldering coals. Coals that caused Roselynn’s heartbeat to quicken, much to her surprise. Even more surprising was that the succubus was wearing clothing that was nearly identical to Anna’s, and she bore the same tattoo, though hers was on her lower right arm.

      “What’s… what’s a succubus doing here?” Roselynn asked, staring as the succubus approached, smiling at Roselynn.

      “Oh, Tina? She and a number of her sisters gained enlightenment and joined the spire’s numbers years ago,” Anna said, giving a comforting smile. “I promise, they won’t hurt you unless that’s what you desire.”

      “It’s true. All we desire is to help you, Ms. Roselynn,” Tina said, a faint, smoky accent to her voice.

      Part of Roselynn wanted to run… but a larger part of her thought that Anna’s words were reasonable. Stranger things had happened, though to her knowledge the angelic legions had never accepted a demon into their numbers. Perhaps the Spire of Confession simply wasn’t part of the legions, and the demons had joined it.

      “Okay… I’m going to watch you, though,” Roselynn warned, and the gorgeous succubus smiled as Roselynn’s hands relaxed.

      “Of course, Ms. Roselynn. Whatever makes you feel better,” Tina replied, her voice growing even more… interesting, somehow. Before Roselynn could put her finger on how it had grown more interesting, Anna spoke.

      “Call her Rose, Tina. She seems to like it,” the angel directed. “Now, purse your lips, Rose. Tina is going to be trimming your nails to start with, so hold still.”

      Despite her fading misgivings, Roselynn nodded, letting her mind drift in the fog as she followed their instructions. Maybe they were right… maybe she did just need some time to relax away from the frustrations of the Council’s directives.
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      Another peaceful day had mostly passed by, and Isalla found herself surprisingly happy with how things had been going. It’d been a week since Kanae had returned with her sword, and despite how it had been covered with congealed sap, Isalla had been thankful beyond words. The sword had been a gift from Roselynn and was one of the few things she owned that served as a reminder of her former beloved. It had taken hours to fully clean the sword, but Isalla had spent the time without hesitation, and only reluctantly had she allowed Kanae to hide it with the rest of her equipment.

      Despite the excitement the sword had prompted, Isalla had quickly found things returning to their routine. She was growing stronger day by day, and Kanae continued to perform her usual visits to patients most days. They visited town together once during the week, which gave Isalla mixed feelings, since she’d met a few new demons, including one of the spider demons. The spider demon had left her shaking slightly, since the sight of the demon had caused near-primal terror.

      Today, though, they were inside. Isalla was trying to read a book, though the handwriting was nearly indecipherable, while Kanae prepared herbs to be dried in her alchemical lab. It wasn’t too different from their normal routine… at least until there was an abrupt banging at the door.

      “Kanae! Lords of fire and earth, I hope you’re there!” a man exclaimed, panic obvious in his voice. It took Isalla a moment to recognize the voice of Deka, the town guard.

      “Deka, one moment and I’ll be there.” Kanae called out, wiping her hands on her robes to dry them as she moved toward the door.

      The door opened to reveal Deka, the guard looking winded and slightly frazzled. He let out a deep breath as he saw Kanae, speaking rapidly. “Fires of Eternity, it’s good to see you! We need your help, Kanae, I don’t know what got into them, but—”

      “Deka!” Kanae interrupted sternly, scowling as she continued. “Shut up, take a deep breath, and tell me what’s going on.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Deka said, flushing slightly as he took a moment, then spoke more clearly, his eyes darting back and forth. “It’s Vokal, Urek, and Brialla. They went into the Fungal Abyss this morning.”

      “They what?” Kanae demanded, her voice sharper than Isalla had ever heard it, and the angel saw the guard cringe.

      “Uban told us. He was going to go with them but backed out at the last minute. He said he saw them go in near the eastern marker,” Deka explained, swallowing hard as he continued. “We’ve sent a few of the hunters into that area, but since they’re not back already, they probably went deeper, and—”

      “And none of the hunters are strong enough to survive that deep. Heaven’s blast the young idiots!” Kanae snarled, somewhat to Isalla’s shock. The demoness spun and flat-out ran for her room, vanishing inside it.

      “Is… is it really that bad?” Isalla asked, looking at Deka in surprise. “She told me the Abyss is dangerous, but I’ve never seen her react this way before.”

      “I don’t dare go beyond the rim of the Abyss,” Deka said simply, rubbing his head in agitation. “Consuming Fires… I don’t know any hunters who go beyond the first tier of the Abyss, for that matter. The only one currently living and in the area who we know can go deeper is Kanae. That’s why we came to her, because anyone else would just be throwing themselves into the meat grinder after them. Young, overconfident idiots.”

      “Oh,” Isalla said, swallowing hard. “Well, maybe I could help somehow.”

      “Not a chance,” Kanae said, her voice flat. “You’re barely recovered enough to practice with your sword, you wouldn’t last an hour in the Abyss.”

      Isalla looked over at the healer and gawked, surprise rippling through her. Kanae looked nothing like her usual self, as she wasn’t wearing her robes, or the trousers and tunic she used when she needed more mobility. Instead, she was wearing black scale armor, the surface reflecting light dully, yet oddly silent despite its construction. The armor covered her from the neck down, with matching gauntlets and boots, and as Isalla watched, Kanae seated a black helm over her head. Even Kanae’s tail was armored, and the tip was razor-sharp. With a sword at her side, Kanae looked deadly, despite the backpack she wore.

      “But what if you’re attacked or injured?” Isalla protested weakly, because she knew Kanae was right.

      “If something that can take me down comes up out of the depths, the entire town would be in danger, not just me. If they’ve gone that deep, the three imbeciles are dead and we won’t even recover their bodies,” Kanae replied grimly, adjusting her sword-belt and pack. “You can start worrying if I’m not back in three days. As it stands, I won’t be surprised if I’m too late as it is.”

      “I… I guess so. I hope you’re going to be safe, though,” Isalla replied, giving up the argument for the moment. She wanted to help, but she wasn’t sure how, and it was obvious that Kanae was in a hurry.

      “As safe as I can be. Deka, lead the way,” Kanae said, and flashed Isalla a smile as she said, “Lock up behind me, please. This is going to be a long day. Or two, for that matter.”

      “Sure,” Isalla replied, but in the time she’d taken to stand, the two were gone, both moving at a run.

      She shut the door behind them and locked it, shocked at how suddenly the day had changed.

      “I need my strength back,” Isalla muttered, her determination hardening. She was tired of being viewed as helpless.
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      “Stupid idiots,” Kanae muttered, her sword leaving its sheath in a flash as the gigantic mushroom opened its maw and tried to bite her. The blade cut straight through the creature’s mouth and caused the cap to topple backward as crimson liquid began spraying upward from the fanged stump she left behind.

      The Fungal Abyss wasn’t pleasant at the best of times, and Kanae had followed the youthful imbeciles into the second tier before losing their trail. It’d been obvious that they’d been chased into the deeper tier, but that didn’t stop her from cursing as she looked around the foul place.

      The air was filled with a foul stench, not unlike that of a rotting carcass, and the only light was sickly greens and reds shed by different types of fungi. Water slowly dripped from the upper tiers of the Abyss to the lower tiers, turning into a strange, thick sludge that gave the impression of a swamp. The different types of mushrooms and fungi all around her reduced the range of her vision, and Kanae scowled as she saw one of the bulging protrusions begin to ripple.

      A mottled red and white fungus erupted in a spray of ichor and fungal flesh, and the creature that emerged let out a warbling cry that hurt Kanae’s ears. It was alien, with three clawed front limbs and a dozen strange, filament-like rear limbs, along with a wide maw with what looked like a tongue lolling out of it. From the look of the interior, Kanae was fairly certain that being swallowed by the creature would be unpleasant and not unlike being run through a grater.

      “I hate this place.” Kanae muttered, her sword out as she watched the creature point at her, somehow seeing her despite not having eyes, then it charged.

      Kanae waited just a moment, watching the creature come, then dodged to the side. As she anticipated, some of its rear ‘legs’ grabbed on to nearby vegetation to swing it around toward her, its maw wide open. Instead, Kanae ducked and rolled forward through the muck, her blade lashing out to sever one of the clawed legs and nearly half of the rear filaments, while her tail blade cut a long gash down its side.

      The creature crashed to the ground with another warbling cry, struggling to turn toward Kanae, and her nose wrinkled at the stench as she almost instinctively lashed out to cut off part of the tongue that’d come after her, the end glistening with a sticky substance. Without waiting for it to attack any further, Kanae gripped the hilt of her sword in both hands and brought it down with a grunt, cutting the foul beast clean in half.

      As it twitched behind her, Kanae continued onward, dripping muck and in a foul mood. “If they’re alive, I’m going to give them one hell of a tongue-lashing.”

      Another howl of a monster split the air, this time accompanied by a scream. Cursing, Kanae broke into a run. Of course it was on the edge of the third tier.
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      Isalla woke to the sound of the door slamming open and sobs, curses, and frantic conversation. She rolled out of her bed, wondering what was going on, just as Kanae’s voice cut through the commotion clearly.

      “Everyone but Manog, out. You’re just going to be in the way. Deka, go to the alchemy shed and get me the red jar,” Kanae ordered, and before the protests could begin, she spoke even more firmly. “I said out! I barely got to them in time, and I’m not going to let all of you get them killed!”

      The commotion died down, and Isalla hesitated before carefully moving to the door and opening it slightly. It took her several moments to make sense of what she was seeing, but what she did see made her wince.

      Kanae was in her armor, though she’d removed her gauntlets and helmet, and the grim-looking demoness was caked in layers of what looked like mud and slime that was mottled with red and green. She was washing her hands, and Manog was beside her, the clothing of the bone demon spattered with blood.

      On the table were a pair of demons, and what she could see horrified Isalla. One was a young woman, a half-demon human from the look of her, and her skin was unnaturally pale, with a bandage stained red across her stomach and her tail ending halfway down, the stump covered by another red-stained bandage.

      The other was a male demon who looked a lot like Deka, save with pinkish-red skin, what she could see of it. His skin was inflamed in several spots, and bandages covered at least three-quarters of his upper body. As Isalla looked at him, the demon groaned, shuddering.

      “What do you need me to do, Kanae?” Manog asked, looking concerned. “I’m not versed in injuries this bad.”

      “That’s fortunate for you. I need you to help hold Brialla down while I open her stomach. She’s got a gut-wound that needs to be stitched and sealed, that’s why I had Deka get the jar. Keep an eye out for any debris lodged in the wound, because we really don’t want her to get infected,” Kanae ordered. “Other than that, I simply need you to be a spare set of hands. Besides, I might not always be here, Manog, and you might need an idea of how to do this.”

      “That idea terrifies me, but I’ll do my best,” Manog said, his face grim.

      A moment later, Deka burst into the room, panting as he held up a red jar. “Here it is, Kanae!”

      “Set it on the table and get outside. Keep anyone from disturbing us,” Kanae ordered, finishing up her washing.

      “Right,” Deka said, looking relieved as he set the jar on the table, then stepped out.

      Isalla hesitated, then opened the door more and asked, “Is there something I can do, Kanae?”

      “Ah, Isalla. I wondered if you’d wake,” Kanae said, smiling thinly and nodding as she pulled out a pair of short, long-handled knives. It took Isalla a moment to recognize them as something humans used, called scalpels, and she winced. “Yes, actually. Put more water on to boil and pull out the spare washcloths. I’m afraid I’m going to need them.”

      “Alright,” Isalla said and winced as she saw the two get to work, prompting a soft cry of pain from the young woman.

      She quickly grabbed a pot and went to fill it with water, glad that she wasn’t going to have to help directly. A part of her wondered if Kanae had been forced to do that to her, and Isalla’s stomach lurched at the thought.

      Isalla imagined that the chances of the young woman were far worse than she might hope.
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      The house finally grew quiet as the last of the visitors left, and Kanae sighed loudly as she began removing her armor. Isalla winced at the sounds the armor was making, afraid of what cleaning it would be like. The muck covering it had mostly dried, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

      “Thank you for being willing to give up your room, Isalla. While I think that Urek could have been safely taken home, Brialla is in a far more questionable state.” Kanae said, setting a bracer on the table. “I’m surprised that I got to them in time… a creature had driven them into an alcove right on the edge of the third tier of the Abyss.”

      “It’s not a problem. You saved me, and they need your treatment far more than I do right now,” Isalla said, watching in idle curiosity as Kanae removed the armor.

      “I still appreciate it. Those idiots… I can’t believe they let themselves be driven deeper rather than running for the exit.” Kanae sighed.

      “What are the tiers of the Abyss that you keep talking about?” Isalla asked, looking away for the moment. “You’ve mentioned them a few times, but…”

      “They’re like… like levels of a vast strip mine, for lack of a better term. Each tier is deeper into the earth, but the entire Fungal Abyss is a wound in reality where space warps and mana causes strange mutations,” Kanae explained, shrugging unhappily as she did so. “It’s hardly the only Abyss in the hells, but it’s the only one nearby, and legend has it that it’s where angels and demons clashed in excessive force, much like the siege of Rosken.”

      “Oh. That does explain some of what I heard… what happened to them, then?” Isalla asked, shivering as she looked at the bowl filled with what looked like bloody beads or rocks.

      “Vokal, wonder of wonders, managed to get through things with little more than a scratch or two. The other two, though… they got ambushed by a number of fungal beasts. Don’t ask what they were, they’re rarely the same in the Abyss,” Kanae explained, shaking her head. “Brialla lost most of her tail to the ambush, which is going to be quite uncomfortable for her, I’ll imagine. She’s probably going to have to save funds for a few years then go to the capital to get it regenerated. They fled, and mid-way, another ambush got her in the side. Urek and Vokal managed to kill the creature there, but then Urek ran into a pustule that exploded in his face, embedding dozens of spores across the front of his body. I didn’t dare leave any of them inside, since they’d doubtlessly start consuming him as they grew. With both of them down, Vokal managed to hole up in a small alcove where he could hold off any attackers. It’s still not good, but he was luckier than he had any right to be.”

      “Ow, that’s… well, they’re alive. That has to count for something, right?” Isalla asked, flinching at the idea of something exploding in front of the young man. She’d seen how deep the spores had been embedded, and the idea was somewhat terrifying.

      “Quite. I’m going to take a bath, then get some sleep,” Kanae said, sounding oddly tired to Isalla. “You can use my bed, I have a bedroll that I can use.”

      “I could use the bedroll. It isn’t like I haven’t used them before,” Isalla quickly offered, flushing slightly at the thought of using Kanae’s bed.

      “No, no… you’re a guest. I’ll be fine, Isalla, and you’re still healing,” Kanae said firmly, now down to the padded gambeson and her stockings, both of which had some of the same muck on them, though not nearly as much as the armor had been caked in. Mostly it looked like they’d been hit by what had come through the joints of Kanae’s armor.

      “But—” Isalla began, but Kanae ignored her, heading for the bathing room quickly. A moment later, Isalla murmured, “But you deserve to have some comfort after all that.”

      She hesitated for a long moment, debating what to do, then slowly, curiously approached Kanae’s room. She hadn’t been in it before, but now that she had an invitation, Isalla couldn’t help herself. The door creaked open at her touch, and she blinked as she looked around the room.

      Unlike the rest of the house, Kanae’s room was crowded with boxes, chests, a bookshelf, a wardrobe, and a bed, just to begin with. An empty armor rack was in the corner, with a weapon rack next to it on which hung a crossbow and a quiver of bolts. A set of nearby shelves held several towels, along with a nightgown that Isalla had never seen Kanae wear. The room was surprisingly cluttered, but in a way, it was reassuring.

      Kanae had often struck Isalla as distant and, in a lot of ways… too perfect in what she was doing. Some of that could be ascribed to centuries of practice and personal poise, but that didn’t mean that it was easy for Isalla to feel comfortable with the demoness.

      The demoness’s room, though… it was the look of a room that was lived in. Someplace private, where Kanae doubtlessly relaxed more fully. That was part of why Isalla was surprised that the other woman was offering her bed, because it was her private space.

      “Actually… she didn’t take a towel with her this time, either. I should take her one,” Isalla murmured, looking at the towels and hesitating.

      Part of her was uncertain how good the idea was, but it felt like the right thing to do. It had nothing to do with wondering what Kanae looked like beneath her clothing, Isalla told herself firmly as she took the top towel off the shelf. She knew she was lying to herself, but Isalla felt a little better when she told herself that.

      Stepping out of Kanae’s room, Isalla slowly approached the door to the baths, trying to decide what she’d say. Eventually she decided on something simple, and opened the door as she spoke. “Kanae, I thought you might want a towel, and…”

      Isalla’s voice trailed off and she blinked owlishly, freezing in place as she looked at Kanae, who was just stepping into the pool. The demoness’s clothing was piled nearby, and while there was steam in the room, it hardly hid Kanae, and the sight caused heat to rise in Isalla’s cheeks.

      Kanae’s skin was flawless, without the slightest scar or other mark that Isalla could see on it. She had the same slight purple tinge to her skin that Isalla had noticed initially, and the darker parts of her skin were a more obvious purple as well. More interesting in its own way were her toned curves, and the demoness’s beauty made Isalla envious. Kanae’s tail swayed as she slipped into the water, which was cloudy enough that Isalla finally tore her gaze away, blushing furiously.

      “Thank you, Isalla; that’s appreciated. I forgot to grab one again, which could have proven a bit unfortunate,” Kanae replied, her voice unhurried. It took Isalla a moment to realize the demoness didn’t seem even slightly bothered or embarrassed by Isalla’s intrusion.

      “W-well, that is why I brought it in. Even if I appear to have intruded at an improper time,” Isalla replied, her gaze still averted as she studied the wall.

      “Mm… perhaps so. I am the child of an incubus and succubus, so let’s just say that I’m used to people walking around unclothed, even if it’s been a while,” Kanae said, now sounding amused. “I’m not going to be upset about you walking in right then. If you had a sword, maybe, but you don’t.”

      “I guess that’s true,” Isalla said, hesitating a moment before leaning over to set the towel down. “Anyway, I’ll just set this here. I hope your bath goes well.”

      With that, Isalla all but bolted from the room, feeling as though her face was about to burst into flames, she was so embarrassed. Worse still was the faint laugh that she just barely caught as she left the room.

      “Heavens, what made me think that was a good idea?” Isalla muttered under her breath, rubbing her eyes as she tried to drive the sight of Kanae out of her mind. That wasn’t happening, though, as it seemed like the image was almost seared into her mind.

      Opening her eyes again, Isalla hesitated for a long moment, trying to think of what to do. Her mind was racing in circles, and she didn’t think she could sleep easily. Looking at the table and the mess on it, Isalla came to a sudden decision, and one that relieved her a lot.

      “Oh, I can clean that up,” Isalla said, letting out a breath and smiling to herself. “Something to get my mind off her.”

      With that, she quickly grabbed a washcloth and bucket, filling the latter with water that hadn’t been boiled. She tried to clean off the muck first so that it wouldn’t dirty the towel, then got to work wiping down the table. It didn’t take too long, and Isalla hesitated before wiping off the bulk of the gunk on Kanae’s armor as well.

      It took Isalla nearly half an hour and left her exhausted, but at last she was done. Her cleaning wasn’t perfect but took care of most of the debris. Since Kanae hadn’t come out yet, Isalla decided that it was time for her to go to sleep again, despite how guilty she felt about taking Kanae’s bed. She did take the time to wash up again, and then padded off to the bedroom.

      Slipping into the bed was a surprise, and Isalla let out a soft gasp as she sank a couple of inches into its soft surface. The silk sheets were cool, and it was softer than any bed she’d ever slept on before, which was stunning. The pillows were made of the same material too, and Isalla slowly relaxed, luxuriating in the feeling as her exhaustion started taking its toll, and a faint, familiar scent surrounded her.

      Isalla was mostly asleep when the door opened again, and she barely stirred. A minute later, she heard a soft voice near her ear, gentle and attractive. “Thank you for cleaning up, Isalla.”

      “You’re… welcome,” Isalla murmured, rolling over sleepily. “Was… right thing to do.”

      “It’s still appreciated. Rest well. I’ll go get my bedroll,” Kanae said softly, and in the dim light Isalla saw her turn to leave.

      Before she could, Isalla reached out clumsily, only barely managing to catch the hem of Kanae’s shirt as she murmured, “No. Your bed… it’s big enough.”

      Kanae paused, and Isalla could barely see the woman’s eyes glittering as she turned to study Isalla. After a few moments, she asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Isalla said, smiling a little herself as she added insistently. “Is right.”

      “As you wish. Thank you, Isalla,” Kanae said, and moved over to close the door.

      As she felt the bed shifting, Isalla felt sleep finally claim her.
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      “Isalla.”

      The soft voice didn’t quite manage to stir Isalla from her sleep, though it came close. She was warm and comfortable, more comfortable than she’d been in ages, and she felt incredibly content as well. She did drift up out of the depths of sleep and closer to consciousness, but not all the way.

      “Isalla!” Kanae’s tone was firmer this time, but her voice still didn’t fully register. “I need to get up, so let go.”

      Isalla let out a murmur of protest, her arms tightening as she hunkered forward, her fingers sinking into something warm and soft. That was what drew her closer to consciousness, though, as she blinked slowly, then she focused on what was in front of her.

      She was in Kanae’s bed still, the sheets soft and warm around her. More pertinently, Isalla was staring at the back of a neck, with floral-scented black hair almost tickling at her nose. It was the back of Kanae’s head, she realized. Then she realized that her arms were wrapped around Kanae, and just what her fingers were sinking into as her grip tightened. The surge of embarrassment that blasted through her was incredibly potent, and for a moment Isalla was afraid that she’d spontaneously combust.

      “Oh! S-sorry, Kanae! I was asleep and didn’t realize what I was… I mean…” Isalla stammered, flushing deeply as she released the other woman as quickly as she could, recoiling so quickly she nearly hit the wall. Her cheeks felt like she was on fire, and she quickly looked at the ceiling.

      “I’d rather guessed as much. Thank you for letting go,” Kanae said patiently, the demoness slipping out of the bed and standing.

      Kanae looked more amused than anything else, Isalla realized, her humiliation growing more pronounced. The demoness wasn’t quite naked, as she was at least wearing her underthings, but that didn’t mean that it made the situation easier on Isalla. Despite her attempts to put it out of her mind, holding onto Kanae had felt wonderful.

      “I’m so sorry… H-how long was I, um…” Isalla asked, closing her eyes as she tried to gather the tatters of her composure again. It wasn’t going well, and Kanae’s response embarrassed the angel even more.

      “About, oh… an hour ago? I woke up when you grabbed me,” Kanae replied. The demoness turned away and approached the wardrobe, opening it as she continued. “I thought about saying something then, but you seemed to relax afterward, so I decided to wait until I needed to get up.”

      “I’m so sorry. I can’t believe that I did that.” Isalla repeated her apology, trying to resist the urge to hide, especially since there was an enormous part of her that would love nothing more than to crawl into a hole and fill it in behind her. At least then the demoness wouldn’t look so entertained.

      “It’s alright, Isalla. I probably shouldn’t have taken your offer last night, since you were mostly asleep,” Kanae said, pulling out a change of her underwear as well as a pair of trousers and a tunic. She turned away to slip them on as she continued. “That said, I’m going to finish cleaning in the dining room, then I’m going to check on my patients and exercise. Feel free to rest a bit more, Isalla; it was a long night.”

      “But—” Isalla began, managing to overcome her embarrassment after a moment, but her protest came just as the door closed behind Kanae. Isalla blinked at the door, then continued, her voice softer now as embarrassment was forced back by concern, and even worry. “But you were the one who was up for so long, not me. You should be the one resting.”

      The empty room had no response for Isalla, and she rolled over to face the wall. She didn’t need to sleep, in all honesty. She probably could have for an hour or so more, but the way she’d woken had rather firmly kicked her thoughts into motion, and there was no undoing that now. Still, she didn’t want to get out of bed, not after the incredible embarrassment she’d been through.

      Almost worse was that Isalla could still feel the warmth of where Kanae had been laying, as well as where she’d been touching the angel. The feeling of pressing against her… Isalla shivered at the memory, closing her eyes and breathing in again as her heartbeat quickened. Kanae’s scent was that of a type of flower, but not one which Isalla had ever encountered before. It wasn’t powerful, a somewhat subtler scent, but attractive anyway.

      “What is wrong with me? Is it just having lost my wings?” Isalla muttered, feeling slightly frustrated as her confusion heightened along with her libido. “She’s a demon. I shouldn’t be… be attracted to her. And yet I am.”

      It was something that had been frustrating Isalla ever since Kanae had mentioned her attraction to Isalla. She’d never considered how beautiful or not a demon might be, not in the rare instances she’d fought them in her previous stations. It was a bit silly that she hadn’t, since a succubus had managed to lure off and kill three men at one fort before being spotted and dealt with.

      “Dealt with. That’s a term for it,” Isalla said, rolling onto her back and thinking harder as her mood soured a little. As she thought, suspicion began to grow inside her. “I was taught to hate them, wasn’t I? It’s easier to fight and kill someone when you think of them as a thing, rather than a person. Yet at least some demons are… people. Most of them, possibly, though plenty are as bad as we were taught they were. Heavens… what a mess.”

      Isalla had enough problems to worry about when she was back in the Evergardens, though life had been fairly simple. Her position had been… well, as the only member of the Order of the Phoenix in the city, she’d been overworked and most people found her annoying, as she’d taken the place of an experienced investigator who was supposed to take care of figuring out the rare crimes. Not many people had trusted her when she’d abruptly replaced someone they’d known so well. Still, she’d done her best, even if the position was obviously a deliberate punishment. Her failures were being held against her at the time, she knew, which would limit her ability to ever rise in the ranks afterward.

      “Not that it matters. They’ve probably reported me as dead. Even if I get my wings back, once they hear where I ended up, I’ll be under so much suspicion I’ll never get back into the order. They might even execute me,” Isalla murmured, staring at the ceiling as she worked through the likely chain of events. She’d been ignoring her possible fate for a while now, but when she thought about it in more detail, it was depressing. Not depressing enough to disable her, but it didn’t make her happy.

      In the end, Isalla had to figure out what to do. Her primary focus had been on recovering, and she still had a long way to go, but… now she needed to decide on her future and what it entailed. The thought brought to mind the length of Kanae’s tail as it flicked through the air, and Isalla giggled in sudden amusement.

      “Oh, I’m an idiot…” Isalla murmured, stretching an arm toward the ceiling and debating for a long moment as she looked at her hand against the dark backdrop, the thought of Kanae improving her mood inordinately. Finally, she nodded to herself. “Fine, then. I’ll let things progress how they will and considering where we are… once I’m well enough, I’ll go warn Roselynn about what I learned. After that… well, we’ll see how things have gone. My past isn’t dead, but it’s close to it.”

      Almost on cue, Isalla heard the muffled sound of an axe hitting wood. She had to marvel at Kanae’s dedication. The woman had delved into what she’d admitted was a horrifically dangerous region the previous day to rescue a trio of young men and women, then had performed an intricate, bloody operation to save two of their lives before finally going to bed. Now here she was, getting up at a time that Isalla guessed was about normal, and going out to exercise and cut firewood like nothing had happened.

      “Yet here I am in bed. I can’t have her completely overshadowing me, can I?” Isalla murmured, gathering her motivation as she forced herself to push the covers aside. The bed was sinfully comfortable, but she couldn’t let it stop her, not when she had a role model like Kanae. “Alright, up I go.”

      It took more effort than Isalla wanted, but she managed to escape the bed’s clutches. She just had to get dressed, and she’d be ready for the day. Or somewhat ready, at least.
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      “Kanae, I brought out some water,” Isalla called out, and Kanae looked up as she easily freed the axe from the stump. She was a bit surprised to see Isalla already, but wasn’t going to argue.

      The angel was looking a bit tired, but not too much. She certainly looked more poised than she had that morning, when her cheeks had been such a deep crimson that Kanae had been worried Isalla might faint. The chances of that weren’t good, but it was always possible. Now she was just a little flushed, and the angel had taken the time to take a quick bath from the look of her hair. The outstretched hand holding the flask of water was a pleasant surprise, though, and Kanae smiled.

      “Ah, thank you, Isalla. I imagine there isn’t much left after last night,” Kanae said, setting the axe aside and stepping away to take the flask. As she uncorked it, Isalla smiled in return.

      “Very true. Fortunately you have the spring, or it would be more difficult to fill the keg,” Isalla agreed, shrugging nervously. “I did put some water on to boil, so we can replace it before long.”

      “Ah, that’s very kind of you, Isalla. I was planning to do that a bit later, but it saves me some time,” Kanae said, taking a drink of the water. It wasn’t the best water ever, but it was clean and should be disease-free, which was the important thing to her. After taking a few swallows, she lowered the flask and continued, feeling more upbeat at the angel’s help. “I’m used to dealing with this sort of thing on my own, frankly. I didn’t thank you for your help last night, either, and I want to apologize for that. It was a little chaotic.”

      “I’ll definitely agree with that. I didn’t expect anything so… strenuous, I suppose. I thought you’d be a healer, not a rescuer,” Isalla said, looking like she was somewhat relaxed, but also pensive, somehow. That worried Kanae a little.

      “Mm… well, when not many people in the area have the skill to go to that depth, you just end up helping out where you can in towns like this,” Kanae said, capping the flask and handing it back. “Thank you again.”

      “Right, that does make sense,” Isalla said, hesitating for a long moment as she took the flask, holding it in both hands. It was obvious that she was debating on saying something, so Kanae paused, studying the attractive angel. The question was whether Kanae should encourage her or not.

      “Was there something you wanted to talk about?” Kanae finally prompted, knowing that many people would find an opening easier to take advantage of, and she was curious what Isalla wanted to say.

      “Well, yes,” Isalla admitted, taking a deep breath and looking Kanae in the eyes. Her voice was slightly unsteady, but she looked more confident to Kanae. “It’s about your comment a while back. About you being attracted to me.”
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