
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
   Peter and the Rising Angels Book 6 of The War of Contractia By T.J. Dixon (part of The Chronicles of Contractia)
 
   Author’s Foreword
 
   Please note that all people, places and events in this story are purely fictional.  Any resemblance to any real person, place or event (or anything else) is purely co-incidence.  This is the sixth and final book in the War of Contractia, which is the first series in the Chronicles of Contractia.
 
   As Peter’s journey approaches its final destination where will he end up?  Hell?  Heaven?  Or somewhere in between?  Wherever he may end up we can be certain that Peter’s path will be a bloody one, but he will not tread it alone.
 
   As gods and angels battle against the forces of hell, armies of elves and dwarves march to war.  Contractia fights a war on two fronts for not only Contractia’s survival, but for the survival of humanity and the freedom of all the mortal races.


 
   
  
 

Prologue (Azrael)
 
   I open my eyes to the familiar darkness and nice ashy smell of my room.  My bed still retains the silky softness of the elven skin I used to cover it, though I forget how many centuries ago that was.  Right now it is covered with the ash of my human ‘companions’ that I took to bed last night.  Their souls made a nice late night snack and I enjoy the gritty feel of their ash underneath my body.  It feels especially good as their ash grinds against my leathery wings.
 
   My room is almost entirely filled with my bed other than a few feet on the wall against the door.  The bed is big enough for twenty human adults to sleep comfortably with me or about twice that many to squeeze onto.  Of course that is only when I keep my form small like it is now.  My muscular red leathery body is now a mere eight feet tall and five feet across, which still feels tiny even after all this time, but it is much more convenient than having to build everything over twenty times bigger.  More importantly it takes less energy to maintain my body when it’s this small.  Last night I had eaten not long before I went to bed, so I made do with just a dozen humans.  Six men and six women.
 
   There is a nervous knock on my door.  I look through the door and see my brother Gregory May in his elven form.  I renamed him that after we left heaven.  His old name was so long it took almost a minute to say.  He is holding the broken body of a human woman by what is left of her dirty blonde hair.  Her eyes are dead but she is clearly a filthy Contractian and still alive.  Her body is covered in dirt, bruises and cuts.  The clothes she’s wearing were once powerful mage robes but now they are just dirty rags.
 
   I get up from my bed and swing the door open with magic.  The woman doesn’t react when she sees my black leathery wings, my black hooves, my hairless red leathery skin, the white bone horns on my head, the fierce red fire that forms my eyes or even my long razor sharp white teeth.
 
   “How thoughtful of you to bring me a snack so early in the morning, even if she is just a mouthful.”  I say in my usual deep voice.  She doesn’t react but Gregory shakes his head with a grin.
 
   “She knows a way into Portalis.”  Gregory tells me.
 
   “Excellent.”  I reply and placing a hand on her forehead I quickly enter her mind.  She offers no resistance as I peer through her memories.  It seems she used to belong to the elite Contractian Old Guard but retired, became a criminal and ended up having to flee Contractia once her crimes were exposed.  As an elite she knew about a backdoor that the old queen placed in the Great Shield of Portalis.  It seems the paranoia of the old queen who feared being locked out of her own city will serve me well.
 
   I soon have everything I need so I burn the woman and the stain she left on my hand.  Her soul is resting in my hand so I eat it as an afterthought whilst her ash falls to the ground.
 
   “So what’s the plan?”  Gregory asks.
 
   “Gather all the elves and faeries behind our human forces at the siege of Portalis.  We will meet with the Envoys this morning and feast in Portalis tonight.”  I tell him.
 
   “Do we have to worry about the Sky Lord?”  Gregory asks nervously.  Gregory clearly remembers our last fight with the Sky Lord of Ishki.  Gregory came so close to death that it took a century of intense healing magic and countless human souls to save him.  It then took another two centuries to fully recover.
 
   “No.  He may have awakened two moons ago, but he is not in Portalis and his powers are no longer anything to worry about.”  I answer.
 
   “Should we invite the others?”  Gregory asks.
 
   “No.  Let’s not share this feast.”  I declare and lick my red leathery lips with my white forked tongue.  That taster I just had is making me feel hungry, but I’m not about to eat anything else now when there is such a delicious feast awaiting me.
 
   “Then we will eat well.”  Gregory declares and pats his elven stomach.
 
   “Make sure to take your true form for the feast.”  I remind him.
 
   “Of course.  I could hardly enjoy the feast in this pathetic form.”  Gregory says and a moment later his body is covered in flames of transformation.  The flames last a few seconds and then he is standing in front of me in the same form as me.  We’ll have to wait until nearer the time to restore our bodies to their proper size.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1 (Dairon) – Two Months Earlier
 
   I look at the charred remains of the goblins and can’t help thinking that Elucia overdid it.  I look up from the goblin corpses at Elucia standing beside me.  She’s wearing a short skirt and sleeveless top made from woven green leaves.  Even her shoes are made from woven leaves.  They suit her soft pale skin and almost shoulder length cool blue hair.  Despite the cold weather the enchantment on her clothes keeps her warm.
 
   The leaves were initially very prickly just like the leaves on the trees surrounding us.  I had Kal Aer turn them into soft clothes using the ancient elven traditions of my clan.  Of course I had to show Kal how but I never have had the patience for leaf weaving.  That’s doubly true when the leaves are so prickly in the first place.  Anyway, Kal then showed her sisters and all five of them are now wearing the same leaf woven clothes too.  They have much more patience than me.
 
   I considered asking them to make me leaf woven clothes too but the green enchanted cloth of my top and shorts is warm and comfortable so it seems a lot of work for very little benefit.  Admittedly the protection of the leaf weaving enchantment is stronger than the protection my own clothes offer.  Any attack that can take down my shield though would be too powerful for the leaf weaving to protect against.
 
   “I got them.”  Elucia says grinning mercilessly.  Whenever we’re alone like this she seems to reveal her true and rather sadistic feelings towards the enemy.  To be honest I’d rather not be alone with her but right now we are being hunted and it isn’t wise to stay in too big a group the whole time.
 
   “Peter…”  I gasp as I sense our contract break.
 
   “Where?”  Elucia asks looking around desperately.
 
   “He’s dead.”  I tell Elucia somehow able to keep my voice calm.
 
   “That’s not possible!”  Elucia protests loudly.  A moment later a blast of fire hits her back but is harmlessly deflected by her leaf woven clothing.  She turns her head angrily and reduces a dirty goblin mage to ash along with its enchanted leather armour.  “Peter can’t be dead.  How would you even know?”
 
   “Our contract is not one that can be easily broken but I felt it break just now.  The only way that could happen is if Peter died.  I wish it wasn’t true but it is.”  I tell Elucia.  I don’t want Peter to be dead for his own sake, for everyone’s sake and most importantly for my sister’s sake.
 
   “Even if he is dead surely your legendary elven magic can just bring him back to life, right?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Impossible.”  I say shaking my head at her naivety.
 
   “What about Sakura’s magic?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Also impossible.  We’re not gods.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “I won’t believe Peter’s dead just because your contract broke.”  Elucia tells me.
 
   “Then don’t believe it.  I envy you for being able to believe he is still alive.  I can’t believe though and I will act accordingly.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “Does that mean you’re going to betray us?”  Elucia asks nervously.
 
   “Even if he is dead I will not harm his friends, but I will have to advance my own plans.  Sakura accepts me as king of the elves so that is what I will become.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll help you.”  Elucia says and I blink in surprise.
 
   “Really?”  I ask doubtfully.
 
   “Of course.  I don’t see why Peter would have a problem with it and I certainly don’t.  You’re still fighting against the Fallen Angels, right?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Of course.  They will pay for what they have done to my people and my sister.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “So how do we make that happen?”  Elucia asks curiously.
 
   “On our own it’s impossible but we have Sakura’s legion.  We first need to persuade the other faery legions.  Once we have them on our side convincing the elven clans to rebel should be easier.  Also with the faery legions united we can pass between worlds much easier.”  I explain.
 
   “So where are the other legions?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “I don’t know but it doesn’t matter.  Sakura can contact them wherever they are.”  I answer.
 
   “So why didn’t you do this before?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Even if Sakura was willing to accept me, the other legates would never accept a slave as a king.”  I explain.
 
   “Maybe Peter realised that and freed you so you could do this.”  Elucia suggests.
 
   “The contract didn’t allow Peter to break it.”  I tell Elucia firmly.
 
   “You don’t seem that upset if you really believe he’s dead.  To be calmly making plans like this.  Ouch!”  Elucia says nursing her left cheek that I just slapped.
 
   “If you say that again I’ll forget that you were Peter’s friend and that you are strong enough to kill me.”  I tell Elucia with a voice as cold as ice.
 
   “Sorry.”  Elucia says looking down at the ground rather pitifully.  “I don’t believe he’s dead, but it scares me to think that he might be and if he is dead then Rin and the others might be dead too.”
 
   “I’m not going to say sorry for slapping you, but I’ll accept your apology.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “That’s fine.”  Elucia says meekly.
 
   “We’d better continue.  If we stay here too long we may not reach the meet up point before sunset.”  I tell Elucia.  The sun is already low in the sky.  I doubt we have more than half an hour until sunset.
 
   “Ok.”  Elucia says and follows me as I lead the way through the forest.  To my relief she doesn’t try to talk again.
 
   In silence I should be able to order my thoughts and calm down a little.  Instead of calming down though my thoughts go round and round in circles.  After a few minutes I find tears flowing from my eyes.  I stop walking and rub my eyes trying to will the flow of tears to halt.  No matter how hard I try though, it’s impossible.
 
   “Your majesty, what’s wrong?!”  An unfamiliar voice calls out.  I look up and see Elucia looking at me worriedly with a faery on her right shoulder.  It was clearly the faery that just spoke.
 
   “Sorry.  I want to be alone for a while.  Take Elucia to the meeting point.  I’ll be there later.”  I tell the faery through my tears.
 
   “Understood.”  The faery says without the protest I expected.
 
   “But we can’t leave Dairon alone.  What if he’s attacked?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Then pity the goblins.”  I tell Elucia grimly and she looks a little scared.  In fact she looks almost exactly like how I sometimes feel about her.
 
   “Come along human girl.”  The faery says tugging harshly on her hair.
 
   “Oww!  Hey you little imp!”  Elucia protests.
 
   “Go.”  I tell her coldly, my tears finally halted.
 
   “Fine, I’m going.  Now get off my hair you stupid little imp.”  Elucia mutters but the word imp just makes the faery tug harder.  I chuckle quietly at the sight but once Elucia is gone my tears come back full force.
 
   Sadly no goblins do wonder upon me so I end up sitting on the ground crying for too long.  I can’t stop thinking about Peter and my sister.  I had hoped so much that he would save her.  It is not just dark but well into the night by the time I am able to stop crying.  I am able to find my way easily though, so the darkness isn’t a problem.  If Elucia were still here we would have to go really slowly and the goblins would have an advantage over her, which is why we don’t travel at night.
 
   When I reach the camp I can tell instantly that Elucia has told everyone about Peter.  Jenny and Jimmy both have dark tearstains around their eyes.  They are sitting by the small fire looking miserably at the ground.  They remind me of how I was not long ago.
 
   “Your majesty, welcome back.”  Sakura says quietly as she floats in front of me.
 
   “Will you fight for me no matter what?  Will you stick by my side even to the last breath of both our races?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Sakura answers firmly and with eyes full of hope.
 
   “You can share my voice, not just my words, with the other legates.  All of my voice.”  I tell her.  It isn’t a question.
 
   “Let me know when you are ready.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “Now.”  I say simply and Sakura blinks.
 
   “Are you sure?”  Sakura asks doubtfully.
 
   “Yes.”  I tell her firmly.
 
   “You don’t want a little time first?”  Sakura asks.
 
   “No.  It has to be now.”  I tell her.
 
   “Very well.  It will take about a minute to connect to the other legates.  I’ll raise my right hand once your voice is connected.  Raise your right hand when you are finished.  They will only hear your voice.  They won’t see you.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   Sakura frowns as she begins work on contacting the other legates.  I’m impressed that it should only take a minute to contact the other legates.  It is very advanced magic to contact even one because she has to do it manually, they are on different worlds and she has no way of knowing where they are.  To contact all six of the other legates is of course far more than six times harder.  The legates though, including Sakura of course, are all at the ultimate pinnacle of faery magic.
 
   Sakura raises her right hand and I begin to sing.  Again it is the song of my life sung through the voice of my soul just like when I first met Sakura.  The song this time is different though.  It is sadder, darker, fiercer and freer.  It calls for rebellion.  We fae will live free or die.  Freedom or death, those are the only options that I will accept.  Those that refuse to join us will be my enemy and die by my will.
 
   I don’t know how long my wordless song lasts but eventually it is over.  I raise my right hand.  I feel Sakura cut the connection as she stares at me in shock.  I also feel the stares of the other faeries and of the wind sisters.  Elucia looks at me, confused and worried.  Even Jimmy and Jenny look up at me in confusion.  Of course the three humans couldn’t hear my song but they can see the reactions of the faeries and the expression on my face.
 
   “I suspect it will be a while before we hear back from the other legates.  Perhaps days or even weeks.  They will have a lot to consider before they can make a decision.”  Sakura says cautiously.
 
   “We may not hear back from them at all.”  I say.
 
   “I am sure at least some of the other legates will side with us.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Even after your legion rebelled?”  I ask.
 
   “It is true that they will be kept on a tighter leash now, but to be the elven king’s enemy is the ultimate disgrace for a faery.  The faery legates have not forgotten their pride despite the dismal reality they live in.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “We will wait here for their answer tonight before we make any further plans.  If we haven’t heard anything by dawn we will need to consider our options carefully.  I do not wish to be killed before I have brought an end to the Fallen Angels.”  I tell Sakura.
 
   “Try to get some sleep your majesty.  Tired generals are easily defeated.”  Sakura tells me quietly.
 
   “I’ll try.”  I reply weakly.
 
   “And I’m sorry for your loss.”  Sakura says with genuine sadness.
 
   I look over to Jenny, Jimmy, Elucia and the Aer sisters.  The Aer sisters all seem to be intently minding their own business, but Jenny, Jimmy and Elucia aren’t hiding their curiosity even a little.  If I try to get to sleep they’ll just come over and bother me so I wander over to them.
 
   “What were you talking to Sakura about?”  Jenny asks.
 
   “I had her contact the other faery leaders.  I’m trying to convince them to help me defeat the Fallen Angels.”  I answer.
 
   “Weren’t the faeries and elves already beaten by the Fallen Angels?  Will they really help us?”  Jenny asks dubiously.
 
   “They were and they may not, but if there is a chance to beat the Fallen Angels it is now whilst Contractia still stands.  Once Contractia falls there may never be another chance and even if there is it is unlikely to be in our lifetimes.”  I tell her.
 
   “I hope they see it like that.”  Jenny says.
 
   “So do I.”  I agree.
 
   “Your majesty…”  Sakura says cautiously from behind me.  I turn to face her.
 
   “Has one of the legates responded?”  I ask.
 
   “They all have.”  Sakura says with a wince on her face.
 
   “They said no?”  I ask.
 
   “No, they all agreed, but on a condition.”  Sakura says.
 
   “What condition?”  I ask.
 
   “They had the impudence to question whether you are worthy to be king.  They insisted that you defeat an enemy chosen by each legate.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Have they told you which enemies I need to defeat yet and where they are?”  I ask.
 
   “Only the first so far.  The ‘Goblin Cook’.  He’s an immortal goblin and the only goblin in the empire to be given the title of general.  He’s also the goblin responsible for defeating and cooking the eighth faery legion.  That was before we were conquered by the Fallen Angels.”  Sakura tells me nervously.
 
   “It sounds like he’s our natural enemy.”  I say.
 
   “He is, but all faeries are terrified of him.  If I take the legion against him I suspect that most of the legion will desert.”  Sakura tells me with her gaze on the ground.
 
   “Then I can’t use the legion.  Did they say where the Goblin Cook is or do I need to find him?”  I ask.
 
   “He’s currently besieging a city about nine hundred miles south of here.  The city is called Nimes.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “Nine hundred miles will take a long time to reach.  The enemy may no longer even be there when we arrive.  Are the legates just trying to buy time so that Contractia falls before we can fulfil their conditions?”  I ask.
 
   “Possibly, but they did sign a contract.  So if we can fulfil their conditions they will have to honour the deal.  The contract only allows them to choose enemies on this world and that are part of the empire, so they can’t choose the Fallen Angels or Contractians.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “In other words they can make it very difficult but not completely impossible.  How much help am I allowed?”  I ask.
 
   “You can use any help you can get.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “How did they sign a contract?”  Jenny asks.
 
   “With magic.  Obviously.”  Sakura says with a shrug.
 
   “We’ll have to get a port boost or it will take too long to reach Nimes.”  I tell her.
 
   “If it’s just the two of us I can port most of the way from here.”  Elucia says.
 
   “It’s nine hundred miles!”  I exclaim.
 
   “I can do it.”  Elucia grins.
 
   “Have you been there before?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  I went there a few years ago with Kelliet to watch some wind racing competition.  She was really into it at the time.”  Elucia says.
 
   “Who’s Kelliet?”  I ask.
 
   “When my mother died Kelliet inherited me.  In other words I used to be her slave.  She was my friend before that though so it was a bit of a weird relationship.  I hope she’s safe, but not as badly as I hope the others are.”  Elucia answers.
 
   “We should get some rest tonight whilst the faeries can hide us.  There’s no telling how soon we will get into a battle after we port.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll need my full strength to port us that far anyway.  I’ll probably need a couple of days rest before I can port back again too.”  Elucia tells me.
 
   “I’m impressed you can port that far at all.”  I tell her.
 
   “Can the two of you really defeat the enemy alone, especially if Elucia may not be able to fight?”  Jimmy asks nervously.
 
   “We’ll have to.”  I answer.  “I’ll need to know everything you can tell me about the Goblin Cook though, Sakura.”
 
   “Of course, but porting one faery shouldn’t take much more mana, so I’ll be coming too.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Are you sure?”  I ask her.
 
   “Of course.  Even if I can’t bring the legion I can at least fight by your side.”  Sakura says.
 
   “One faery will be fine.”  Elucia agrees.  “But I can’t bring anyone else with us.”
 
   “Now tell us about the enemy.”  I tell Sakura.
 
   “Ok, well…”  Sakura says and spends the next half hour telling us everything she knows about him.  Unfortunately most of it is just rumours that seem to have been embellished as rumours often are.  Once Sakura finishes talking we settle down to sleep.  To my surprise I start to fall asleep as soon as my head touches the ground.
 
   I wake to the cold light of day.  The sun is high in the sky so it is much later than I normally wake.  I feel well rested but more than a little guilty to be able to sleep so well despite Peter’s death.  Right now though it means my mana is at full strength.  Elucia is sitting beside me and Sakura is sitting on top of her head.  Jenny and Jimmy are nowhere to be seen so have probably left the camp already.  There are undoubtedly other faeries nearby but they are hidden from my sight.
 
   “Good morning.”  Elucia says with a smile.
 
   “Good morning, Elucia.  Is your mana at full strength?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  I can port us as soon as you’re ready.”  Elucia says.
 
   “Are you ready too, Sakura?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Sakura says hiding her nervousness well but not entirely.
 
   “Give me a few minutes then.”  I say and get up.
 
   “Of course.”  Elucia says.
 
   I walk away from everyone just enough to get some privacy behind a tree.  I then take my clothes off and wash with water magic.  The air is cold so I am quick!  Once I am fully dressed again I return to Elucia and Sakura.
 
   “Are you ready?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Once we get there Sakura will hide us, so don’t fight even if we port right on top of the enemy.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “What if the enemy see through Sakura’s magic?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “If that happens we will have to fight, but I hope it doesn’t come down to that, because I want you to have a chance to recover your mana first.”  I reply and then hold out my right hand.  “I’m ready.”
 
   “Sakura?”  Elucia asks as she takes my hand.
 
   “Still ready.”  Sakura says trying to sound bored but not quite succeeding.
 
   “I’ll port on the count of three.  One.  Two. Three.”  Elucia says and as she says three I feel the port.  It is much further than normal but it’s still instant.  Sakura’s magic instantly hides us but we find ourselves falling from the sky.  I catch Elucia and myself with wind magic, whilst Sakura floats just above our heads with her own magic.  There is a foul smell in the air even though we are still far from the ground.  It is also much warmer here.  It feels like summer.
 
   I look down and gasp at the sight below.  Ash is littered all over the ground below and the whole way between us and the city walls.  We must be about a mile away from the city.  Behind us there is a forest that I suspect once reached the city walls.
 
   Below us there are also three huge round white clay pots each about the size of a large house.  They are arranged in a triangle and almost touching each other at the closest points.  Inside the nearest pot is boiling water.  The second closest pot is filled with a red liquid that smells like blood.  The third pot is covered by a white clay lid with a round nob sticking up in the centre of the lid like a giant handle.  I dread to think what may be inside it.
 
   “There used to be a wind race arena here and it was surrounded by trees.”  Elucia says.
 
   “Goblins are the enemy of nature just as much as they’re our enemy.”  Sakura says with a dark scowl at the ash covered barren land below.
 
   “True, but I don’t sense any goblins.  Can you sense any, Sakura?”  I ask.
 
   “No, but I feel their foul magic in the air and the soil.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Yes, even this high up their taint is impossible to mistake.”  I agree.
 
   “The city walls look intact so Nimes can’t have fallen.  Do you think they beat the goblins?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “No, I very much doubt that.  The goblins are probably either hiding or too far away.  Most likely they are close to the city, although they probably have some hidden guards here too.”  I answer.
 
   “What are the pots for?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Cooking.”  I say grimly.  Elucia winces as she remembers the gory rumours about the Goblin Cook.
 
   “Sorry.  I forgot.”  Elucia says quietly.
 
   “Once you have recovered your mana we’ll take care of the enemy.  For now though you can rest whilst Sakura hides us.  I’ll take us over the city and then keep us up.”  I say.
 
   “I can’t rest in the sky!”  Elucia protests.
 
   “You’ll be fine.  It’s actually quite easy.  Landing in the city would most likely get us killed by the city’s guards and enchantments, even with Sakura’s magic.  Landing anywhere else on the other hand would most likely mean having to fight the goblins.  They shouldn’t find us up here though and certainly aren’t going to be directly above the city.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “I still don’t see how I’m expected to sleep up here and it’s not even night yet.”  Elucia complains.
 
   “It will be later though.  Just rest for now and sleep when you’re able to.  I’ll even sing for you to help you rest.”  I tell her.
 
   “Might the enemy hear you?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Only if they break through Sakura’s magic and if they do that they’ll find us, song or no song.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “Then please sing for me.”  Elucia says.
 
   “This is the first song I ever learnt.”  I tell Elucia as I fly us towards the city.
 
   I begin to sing that sad nostalgic song with the wind gently washing over us as we continue to fly towards the city.  My sister always loved this song.  She’d always get me to sing it to her when she couldn’t sleep.  I wish I could sing it to her once more but that is a wish that will never come to be.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 (Dairon)
 
   Elucia is sleeping soundly in my ‘arms’ of wind magic with a smile on her pale face so I stop singing.  It seems that my song has driven away her worries for now.  They will return all too soon when she wakes but hopefully by then her power will also have returned.  Not to full strength of course, but to a level much greater than that of a normal human.  Elucia’s cool blue hair is hanging down loosely as it is blown about a bit by my wind magic.  Asleep she looks so gentle and delicate that it is hard to remember just how powerful she really is.
 
   Whilst Elucia sleeps I send my senses out searching below us for goblins and any other enemies we may face.  If they are there then they are hiding themselves with magic and will not be easily found.  Even so if I focus my senses I should be able to find traces of the magic that they are using to hide themselves.  So I focus my senses on a spot of land not much bigger than two feet by two feet for a few moments before moving on to the next spot right beside it.  If I am lucky I will find the enemy like this and if not I will only have wasted time that I would have had to waste anyway.
 
   A few hours of my painstaking search pass without any luck before I finally sense something.  It isn’t below us though.  The sun is suddenly blocked and a chilly foul stench wafts down.
 
   I look up and just a few feet above my head is a giant bird with four white wings each twenty foot long.  Each feather is almost a foot long and ends with a sharp bony tip.  Its body is about twelve feet long and four feet across.  It has pale red talons and beak.  Its right eye is bright red and presumably its left eye is too.  It is quite intimidating, especially just a few feet away.
 
   It hasn’t sensed us yet though, so more urgent than its appearance is another sight directly below it.  Six long white bundles of cloth tied to its underbelly, each with a human head sticking out the end.  By the length and shape they are fully grown women and from their sticky blonde hair, terrified blue eyes and sweat covered pale skin they are most likely Contractians.  Worse there is a foul goblin magic cast upon them that is slowly draining their souls.  There is also goblin magic hiding it, but it is so close to us that its magic is useless.
 
   “Is it night?”  Elucia asks sleepily rubbing her eyes, apparently woken by the sudden chill.
 
   “Don’t scream.”  I tell Elucia urgently but from the sudden look in her eyes I realise it’s futile.  I cover her mouth with my right hand just in time as she lets out what would have been a very loud scream.  Instead it’s muffled and I can only pray that Sakura’s magic is enough to hide it from the enemy.
 
   The bird twitches and tilts its head for a moment.  It seems to dismiss its suspicions after a few moments though.  Wide awake now Elucia stops her screaming so I take my hand away from her mouth.  I also move us just behind but still below the bird in case it chooses to descend.
 
   “What is that?”  Elucia whispers.
 
   “I’m not sure, but it’s using goblin magic and human hostages so it is clearly the enemy.”  I tell her.
 
   “Can you fight it?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Just one would be possible, but I suspect it is just one of many.”  I reply.
 
   “It is.”  Sakura warns me.  “Also it’s a blood bird.  Goblins ride them into battle.  There are nine goblins on this one.  They are all mages.  I count about fifty blood birds.”
 
   “So there are probably around four hundred and fifty goblin mages riding fifty monsters like this.”  I think aloud.
 
   “I’ve only recovered a little of my power.  I’m not much stronger than an average mage at the moment.”  Elucia warns me.
 
   “Sakura, when they attack the city are you able to break their magic so the city isn’t taken by surprise?”  I ask.
 
   “I can, but only if I drop the magic hiding us.”  Sakura replies.
 
   “Then the timing will have to be perfect.  It will have to be after they have dropped far enough that they can’t quickly return to this height, but not far enough that there is no time for the city’s mages to react.”  I tell her.
 
   “What if they port back up here?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “I can suppress porting with song magic.  I was using something similar when I first met Peter.”  I reply suppressing my sadness at the mention of Peter.
 
   “It will affect the city’s mages as well.”  Sakura warns me.
 
   “I know, but it may also prevent the goblins retreating or sending in reinforcements.”  I tell Sakura.
 
   “What about the hostages?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Unfortunately I doubt they can be saved.  The city’s mages can’t afford to hold back.”  I admit.
 
   “If we are hidden couldn’t we do something now?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “If we do we’ll be exposed and the city may fall.  At the very least more people will die if we are unable to help.”  I reply.  Elucia frowns unable to hide her feelings.
 
   “It’s so sad.”  Elucia whispers to herself.
 
   “When you’re invaded by an evil enemy there are only two things sadder than fighting a war.  Losing a war or not fighting a war.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “Then let’s help win this war so that we can stop the suffering.”  Elucia says rubbing her eyes again, but this time she’s rubbing away silent tears.  Then she blinks and asks urgently.  “What’s that down there?”
 
   “Contractian wind mages.  Nine of them flying in three wings of three.”  I reply after a quick glance.
 
   “Do you think they know the goblins are up here?”  Elucia asks hopefully.
 
   “No.  If they did they would have brought a lot more mages than just nine to fight four hundred and fifty goblin mages.”  I tell Elucia.
 
   “Then they’re in danger, aren’t they?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “If they notice the goblins they’re as good as dead.  If they just fly by without noticing anything the goblins should let them leave alive.  Killing nine mages isn’t worth losing the advantage of surprise.”  I reply.
 
   “Please don’t notice anything.  Please don’t notice anything.”  Elucia repeats over and over again like some sort of prayer.  Unfortunately her prayer goes unanswered.
 
   Just as the mages are more or less directly below us one mage looks sharply up at the bird above us and sends a lightning bolt at it.  I quickly dodge the lightning pulling Elucia and Sakura with me.  The lightning strikes the bird which starts to spasm violently before dropping like a stone.  The hostages and goblins on it seem to have been killed by the same lightning bolt, but the other birds become visible as the goblins swap their stealth magic for shielding, port blocks and fireballs.
 
   The nine Contractian mages appear shocked but break formation instantly and dodge the hail of fireballs.  They then reform their three wings of three but each wing acts independently.  The three trios of mages not only dodge with wind magic that reminds me of Peter but counter attack with powerful, accurate and perfectly timed trios of lightning bolts.  The first barrage of lightning bolts actually overwhelms the shield around one of the blood birds.  The bird, its human hostages and goblin riders fall from the sky as charred corpses.  The other goblin riders quickly reinforce their shields though so the next attacks fail.
 
   “They’re doing well.  They might even survive at this rate.”  I whisper.
 
   “There are more Contractians on their way.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “How long until they get here?”  I ask.
 
   “Maybe a minute or two.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “Can’t we do anything for the hostages now?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “It would put us in a lot of danger just to save some random humans.”  Sakura says.
 
   “It would help defeat the goblins.”  I remind her.
 
   “Killing some goblins would help more, but revealing ourselves to help before reinforcements arrive will attract a lot of enemy attention.  Once the Contractians arrive they may target us as well.  Elves and faeries are their enemies after all.”  Sakura reminds me.
 
   “I hate letting innocent, helpless people die like this.”  Elucia tells me earnestly.
 
   “Me too.”  I say and then quickly dodge a trio of lightning bolts, pulling Elucia and Sakura with me again.  I look past and don’t see any enemies in the path of those lightning bolts.  “Did they just target us?”
 
   “Maybe they targeted us in the first place too.”  Elucia suggests.
 
   “Are you calling faery magic weaker than goblin magic?”  Sakura asks crossly.
 
   “Sakura, forget that.  We should get out of here quickly in case the Contractians really have seen through your magic.”  I say urgently and fly us down away from the battle.  Lightning bolts shoot down at us and I barely dodge them this time.  Without slowing down I say grimly.  “They’ve definitely noticed us.”
 
   “The port block is down.”  Elucia exclaims and she’s right.  A moment later the sun is completely blocked out as if night has come early.  I look up and enhance my vision with magic.  I almost drop my flight magic in shock.  There are so many blood birds above us that it is pointless to try counting them.
 
   “Nimes will fall.”  I predict with absolute certainty.
 
   “I sense the Goblin Cook, below us!”  Sakura shrieks.
 
   “What?!”  I gasp and then narrowly avoid a huge fireball shooting straight up at us.
 
   “Faery stew!  Elf stew!”  A high pitched goblin cackles below us.  He’s riding a blood bird about ten times the size of the other ones we’ve seen.  There are no other goblins on it but I sense lots of hostages tied underneath it.  Its four white wings must each be two hundred feet across.  The feathers are each two feet long and their tips are glowing blue, with lighting magic clearly readied.  Even at full strength I’m not sure if Elucia could shield a full out attack from that blood bird.
 
   I sense the faery magic that was hiding us fade and then the sky around us is filled with elves.  The Goblin Cook just laughs clearly realising the elves are nothing more than illusions.  A dozen or so lightning bolts shoot straight at us but I just about manage to pull us out of their path.
 
   “Dance elf, dance!”  The Goblin Cook cackles.  I manage to dodge the next small barrage too.  “Soon you will dance in my stew!”
 
   “He’s too powerful.”  I curse.  The sky above us is filled with flames much brighter than mere sunlight so the darkness is now replaced by blinding light.  The nine Contractians are surely dead by now and soon we and a whole city will be too.
 
   As I am thinking this though a barrage of fifty huge blue beams of pure magic shoot up from the city straight past us through the illusionary elves.  One beam also clips and scorches the left wing tip of the blood bird below, but all of the beams hit the swarm of blood birds above us.  Next rather than lightning I have to dodge falling blood birds.
 
   “Damn humans interrupting my snack!”  The Goblin Cook curses and sends a barrage of thousands of lightning bolts straight down at the city.  The city shield holds, but it seems to waver.  Then a barrage of wind slices hit the Goblin Cook’s shield.  It seems the Contractian reinforcements have reached us.  Killing the Goblin Cook might now be possible, but the Contractians will probably try to kill us too.
 
   I send a few wind slices of my own down at the Goblin Cook whilst he’s distracted but they bounce off his shield.  Then a huge blue fireball blasts down at him from beside me.  He looks up at it and laughs.  It seems it’s not even a threat.  Strangely though it goes straight through his shield as if the shield wasn’t even there.  It not only hits him and the blood bird but burns him to ash.  The blood bird isn’t burned too badly but without its rider the blue glow on its wing tips fade and the shield protecting it is gone.  A moment later wind slices from below cut the bird to pieces.
 
   “They saved the hostages!”  Elucia exclaims.  She’s right.  The wind slices were aimed to avoid the people tied to the bird and the hostages have now been ported away.
 
   “Now get us out of here before they kill us.”  Sakura warns me.  As if to emphasise her words another fifty or so blue beams shoot past us, one missing me by only half a foot.
 
   I desperately race us away from the falling corpse of the Goblin Cook and the Contractian wind mages.  The illusions race along with us.  They may not entirely fool anyone, but they do at least make it harder for anyone to hit us.
 
   The Contractian wind mages seem sensibly much more focused on the goblins than on us.  They fly up into the swarm of goblin blood birds whilst evading the goblin attacks with the same nimble reflexes as the first wind mages we saw.  The pure magic beams give me hope that the goblins may be defeated despite their overwhelming numbers.  I just hope the attacks focus on the goblins and not on us.  We are now past the fiery shadow of the blood birds so any attacks against us will either be wasted entirely or kill only us.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief once we are past the huge white pots we first saw when we ported in.  The goblins and Contractians are a long way behind us now.  We should be safe.  The pots themselves make me nervous though so I keep on flying.
 
   All of a sudden I hear a deafening crash followed by an unnatural piercing shriek.  I turn my head and don’t need my magical senses to see what caused it.  The shattered remains of the giant white clay lid lies on the ground in thousands of pieces beside the pot it was previously on.
 
   Climbing out of the huge pot is a gigantic green lizard with spiked green leather wings, a green metal tail with a sharp spike at the end, white bone claws, green scales and burning red eyes literally formed of fire.  It must be a hundred feet tall and its wings now beating furiously generate so much wind we are thrown down to the ground.  The wind is smoky and makes it hard to breathe.  It feels like fire based flight magic.
 
   Those burning red eyes look our way for a moment, then at the city and finally at the blood birds.  It lets out another shriek before launching itself up towards the blood birds.  They scatter and start to port away.
 
   I grin darkly and begin to sing.  My song instantly prevents anyone from porting.  The range of my song is much greater than that of a mere port block.  The blood birds and goblins that haven’t ported away already are torn apart ruthlessly or burnt to ash by the lizard demon.  They send fireballs but the lizard demon shrieks and emits a huge sphere of fire all around itself.  The remaining enemies are all killed in just that one attack.  I stop singing since it’s now only the lizard demon, the Contractians and us that are affected by my song.
 
   “The poor hostages.”  Elucia whispers wiping away a tear.
 
   “Will it attack the city?”  Sakura asks as if I could know the answer.  It quickly provides one though and to my relief that answer is no.  Instead of attacking the city it flies straight up until it is out of sight entirely.
 
   “How did your fireball get past the Goblin Cook’s shield?”  I ask Elucia.
 
   “Elves don’t use fireballs and even if you did they’d be weak, right.  I think it just assumed the fireball was an illusion or too weak to hurt it.  I think it focused most of its shield below and only shielded from above when it thought it needed to.”  Elucia explains.
 
   “There’s no way that’s possible.  Even stray fireballs from its allies would be a threat.”  I protest.
 
   “Well that was my plan.  If that isn’t why it worked I have no idea.  I put all my magic into that attack in case my plan worked.”  Elucia tells me.  Perhaps all her magic was more than she realised.  That’s the only reason I can think of that can explain why her attack worked.
 
   “It will be a while before we can port then.”  I say.
 
   “Sorry.”  Elucia apologises.
 
   “There’s no need to be sorry, Elucia.  You saved us back there.  Sakura, find out where and who the next enemy is.”  I say.
 
   “They’ll be shocked when they realise we killed the Goblin Cook already.”  Sakura laughs.  “Is it safe to contact them from here though?”
 
   “Perhaps we should fly on a bit further.”  I admit.  We fly into the forest and then continue flying for about ten minutes.  “This should be far enough.”
 
   “I’ll contact the other legates.  Is there anything you want me to tell them other than that we killed the Goblin Cook and need to know our next target?”  Sakura asks.
 
   “No.  That’s all.”  I answer.  Then I turn to Elucia.  “You need to rest so we can port again.”
 
   “I don’t really feel tired though.”  Elucia complains.
 
   “I can sing you to sleep again.”  I remind her.
 
   “Fine, but where should I sleep?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “How about…”  I start to say but Sakura interrupts.
 
   “There’s no time for sleep.  The next enemy is really close but it’s likely to move soon.”  Sakura tells us.
 
   “What’s the next enemy?”  I ask, concerned that we may be too weak to fight it without resting first.
 
   “A rabbit.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “A rabbit?”  I ask in disbelief.
 
   “Yes.”  Sakura nods.
 
   “What sort of rabbit?”  I ask.
 
   “A snow rabbit.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “So does it have water based magic?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  It’s just a rabbit.  No magic.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “Does it have exceptional physical abilities then?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  Like I said, it’s just a rabbit.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “Then why the hell did the other legates ask us to kill it?”  I ask.
 
   “I have no idea, but if we’re going to kill it we need to start moving now.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “Then lead the way.”  I tell her.
 
   “This way.”  Sakura says and flies even deeper into the forest.
 
   “What’s a snow rabbit doing somewhere warm like this?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “No idea.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “It seems strange.”  Elucia says.
 
   “Let’s just be grateful that it isn’t another legendary enemy this time.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Hmm.”  Elucia mumbles not sounding too happy.
 
   “It’s just up ahead.  I can’t see it yet but I can sense it.”  Sakura tells me.  I focus my senses and realise it’s in a small forest glade nibbling on grass.  It seems perfectly harmless.
 
   “I sense it too.  Even if it is supposed to be defenceless let’s not let our guard down.”  I say.
 
   “Are we really going to kill a harmless rabbit?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Yes, if that’s what it takes to defeat our enemy and save my people.”  I answer.
 
   “What if they asked you to kill me?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “They already agreed that we wouldn’t have to kill any Contractians.  Anyway, you eat animal meat so why do you care about a rabbit?”  I argue.
 
   “But what if they hadn’t agreed that and they asked you to kill me?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “This and that are totally different.  I feel sorry for the rabbit but it’s not even a person.  Besides it’s not really any different from hunting for food.”  I tell her.
 
   “So if it was an innocent person you wouldn’t do it?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “If it was just one innocent person I would probably sacrifice it anyway.”  I admit.
 
   “We’re almost out of time.”  Sakura interrupts urgently.  “Either we kill this rabbit or we don’t.  Decide now.”
 
   “We kill it.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll wait here.”  Elucia tells me.
 
   “Fine.  Sakura, keep Elucia hidden.”  I say and advance towards the rabbit at a fast walk.  I hide my presence.  I’m not as good as Sakura but I can keep myself hidden from most enemies and certainly from a mere rabbit.  I don’t use flight magic in case there are other enemies nearby who might sense the magic despite my best efforts to keep it hidden.
 
   I enter the glade and the rabbit looks up as if it can see me.  Then it looks down again and continues nibbling on the grass.  The rabbit is covered in pure white fur.  Even its eyes are white.  It’s about a foot long and half a foot wide and tall.  It looks perfectly harmless just like Sakura said.
 
   “Sorry little rabbit but today is the day you die.  May you rest in peace.”  I whisper.  I can at least make it painless though.  It doesn’t deserve a painful death.  So I use wind magic to draw the air out of the rabbit.  It looks up at me accusingly as it tries desperately to breathe.  It doesn’t feel like some dumb animal.  It feels like a person, but even if it is a person I have no choice.  Eventually it falls to the ground lifelessly.
 
   I look around almost expecting to see enemies surrounding me.  It feels like it should be a trap.  There’s nobody around though and no sign of enemies.  Was this simply a test to see if I could sacrifice an innocent life for the greater good, but if so why an innocent animal and not an innocent person?  It could be because of the contract.  Regardless of the reason, if this was a test I passed, but I don’t feel good about it.  I would much rather fight an enemy that can fight back.  It was still much better than killing an innocent person though.
 
   I walk back towards Sakura and Elucia.  Elucia looks at me sadly.  Not accusing, but instead pitying me.  Then there is an almighty howl from right behind me.  I turn and see the rabbit standing back up.  Its eyes, pointed clearly my way, are now red and its fur shimmers with blue light.
 
   “What the hell?”  I ask myself in shock.  Then I breathe a sigh of relief.  Perhaps this rabbit isn’t so innocent after all.
 
   Men and women wearing white fur clothes similar to the rabbit’s fur port in all around the rabbit.  Their skin is pale and their eyes are red just like the rabbit’s eyes.
 
   “How did it die?”  One man asks.
 
   “Kill now.  Investigate later.”  Another man orders urgently.
 
   “At least we got the rest inside.”  The first man says with a sigh.  Then all hell breaks loose.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 (Multiple) – One Day Ago
 
   (Midori)
 
   It must have been hours since I first arrived here and I’m still in this cold dark grey stone room all on my own.  The only light is starlight from a small window near the ceiling about twenty feet above me.  I’m currently sitting on a small grey wooden bed with just a thin grey blanket on it.  No mattress or pillows or anything even remotely comfortable.
 
   My emerald green dress from our date looks so odd in this dismal grey room.  The bed is the only furniture in the room and other than the window the only exit is a thick grey wooden door but it’s locked and protected by magic.  I could fly up to the window but it’s too small to fly through.  I can’t port because there’s a port block up.
 
   I was ported in here from the cave where Peter left me and then the port block went up a few second later.  The mind stone was dead so I was terrified that Peter was dead.  A small slit in the door opened briefly a few minutes after I arrived.  There was a yellow eyed and black furred cat man behind the door.  He told me Peter, Hinata, Hermes and Rin were all safe and that I was to wait here.  Then he closed the slit and left me all on my own.  Of course I’m still scared that he was lying but it took the edge off of my fear.
 
   The slit opens again and this time a young woman’s face is on the other side.  Her eyes are bright green just like Yu Kii and she has white hair like Yu Kii’s too, but much longer.  I am certain that she is an adult but probably no older than I am so at most about twenty one years old or so.
 
   “Are you Midori?”  She asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I reply, eagerly jumping to my feet.  The door opens.  The young woman behind it is wearing fancy clothes which are a bit like a dress.  They consist of a white layer on top and a red layer beneath.  The red layer you can see where there are patterned diamond holes in the white layer as well as the sleeves which are missing from the white layer.  She is standing in a grey stone corridor with a long glass window directly behind her.  Outside the window is a dreary mist that matches the mood of the room and the corridor.
 
   “Follow me.”  She tells me.
 
   “Where are we going?”  I ask.
 
   “To see our gods.”  She replies.
 
   “Do you follow the Kuroneko?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  She answers.
 
   “What other gods are we seeing?”  I ask.
 
   “Just one other god but I am not allowed to tell you who.”  She says.
 
   “Will my friends be there?  Will Peter be there?”  I ask.
 
   “You will find out soon.  Be patient.”  She tells me.
 
   “I’ve just been waiting on my own for hours with no idea what is going on, so why should I be patient?”  I ask angrily.
 
   “If you are impatient you risk angering the gods.”  She warns me.
 
   I suppose questioning her isn’t going to get me anywhere so I just follow her in silence the rest of the way.  It’s just a straight line along this corridor with the long window on my left.  No matter how far we walk the scene outside never changes.  I wonder whether it’s an illusion but I can’t sense any magic.
 
   Finally we reach the end of the corridor.  There’s a shiny black stone door in front of us.  It totally contrasts with the dull grey of everything else in this place.
 
   “In here?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  I’ll be leaving now.  Good luck.”  She says, knocks on the black stone door and turns back the way we came.  “Don’t keep the gods waiting.”
 
   “After they kept me waiting all this time.”  I sigh and approach the door.  It opens on its own revealing a black stone room with a large black stone throne.  The Kuroneko is sitting on the throne.  There are large fiery torches on the wall every ten feet or so lighting the room well.
 
   “Sorry to keep you waiting.”  Peter’s voice calls out from just beyond the door to the right.
 
   “Peter!”  I call out and rush into the room.  I turn but to my shock it isn’t Peter standing there.  Instead there’s a lizard person with green scales like armour all over its body.  It has a short scaled nose, razor sharp teeth and burning blue eyes literally formed of fire.  It has spiked green leather wings and a green metal tail with a sharp spike at the end.  It has sharp white bone claws on its feet but its arms and hands look human.  I look closer and gasp as I realise that they don’t just look human.  They look like Peter’s arms and hands.
 
   “Yes, I am Peter even if I look a little different now.”  He tells me.
 
   “Is that an illusion?”  I ask suspiciously.
 
   “No.  Other than my dwarven hands and arms this body is my real body.  I got it back along with my memories when I died.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “You died?!”  I ask in shock.  Even if I’m not sure that this is Peter hearing that he died is enough to make my legs shake.
 
   “Yes.  I would explain but it’s much easier to share my memories with you.”  He says and instantly closes the few feet between us to place his forehead against mine.  His thoughts and memories flow into my mind in an instant and then he pulls away.
 
   Tears flow down my cheeks and I fall to my knees.  The memories that he shared are full of sadness, suffering and death.  His time in the arena.  His time as a star in the sky.  In other words an angel.  Being thrown down from the heavens by his father Ikarus.  His time as an evil tyrant.  What he wants from me.  No, what he needs from me.  It’s just so much to take in all at once.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll want some time to sort out your thoughts.”  Peter tells me kindly.
 
   “You don’t have time for that.”  I tell him looking up sadly.
 
   “It is a big decision though, and you’re confused right now.”  Peter warns me.
 
   “I already decided to follow you.  I already decided to love you.  This is a bit like marriage so there’s no way I’d hesitate.”
 
   “You didn’t know who or what I was.  Even I didn’t know that then.  Also this may be a bit like marriage but it isn’t marriage and it is a bit like slavery too.”  Peter reminds me.
 
   “It isn’t slavery though, and I will willingly follow you through the gates of hell and back again.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “I can’t guarantee that I’ll be coming back again.”  Peter warns me.
 
   “I know, but I’ll make sure you do.”  I tell him firmly.
 
   “For now though, hell can wait.”  Peter reminds me.
 
   “I know, but when the time comes I will be there with you.”  I tell Peter.  “For now what you need is to make me your miko.”
 
   “I’m not convinced that she’s suitable.”  The Kuroneko purrs.  “A miko must submit to her god.  This girl seems more like a companion.”
 
   “I’m not like that stuffy old Ikarus you imitate.  I will do things my way.  What matters is the connection between our souls.”  Peter tells the Kuroneko.
 
   “That may be true, but it is risky to make a girl that has not submitted to you a miko.  She may drain your power rather than replenish it.”  The Kuroneko replies.
 
   “Peter, I will submit to your will as long as you don’t plan to have me abandon you.”  I declare.
 
   “Then prove it.”  The Kuroneko tells me with a dangerous glint in her eyes.
 
   “How?”  I ask.
 
   “Bare yourself completely to Peter, soul, mind and body.  Then allow him to do as he wishes with them.”  The Kuroneko answers.
 
   “Here?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “If that is Peter’s wish.”  The Kuroneko laughs.
 
   “It isn’t.”  Peter quickly tells me.
 
   “It doesn’t sound like she would have been willing anyway.  That’s why I say she isn’t suited.  She could be trained but training takes time and if you have to train her it would be better to use someone you have no attachment to.”  The Kuroneko tells Peter.
 
   “I would do it if Peter asked me to.”  I tell the Kuroneko angrily.
 
   “That’s easy to say now you know he isn’t going to.”  The Kuroneko growls.
 
   “Midori, show the Kuroneko your scar.”  Peter says and I gulp.  I can feel the Kuroneko’s watchful eyes on me as I look into Peter’s fiery eyes.  I stand like that for a few moments building up my courage.
 
   “If that is your wish.”  I eventually reply with a small smile.  I turn my back to the Kuroneko and pull my emerald green dress up over my head revealing my plain white underwear and more importantly my ugly green scar.
 
   “Dirty half goblin!”  The Kuroneko yells angrily.  “She is definitely not suited to be a miko.  A miko must be pure.”
 
   “Kuro, you’re just stuck in the past.  I don’t care about her goblin blood.  Her soul is pure and strong so she will make a great miko.  She passed your test so I will hear no more complaints.  Midori, put your dress back on.”  Peter says calmly.  I rush to throw my dress over my head and back on again.  It is a bit of a mess but once my scar is covered I breathe a sigh of relief as I put it back into place properly.
 
   “In many ways you have changed, but I see you are just as single minded as ever.”  The Kuroneko sighs.
 
   “What next?”  I ask Peter.
 
   “We continue this in private.  The bond will be stronger that way and it should be easier for you without Kuro watching.  Come with me and prepare yourself.”  Peter says and walks towards the throne that the Kuroneko is sitting on.
 
   I follow Peter but am confused as to why we are approaching the Kuroneko if we are meant to be going somewhere private.  As he reaches the wall just this side of the throne though he continues on and walks through the wall.  I suppose it makes sense to have an escape route right next to a throne.  I follow Peter through the wall.  On the other side is a long grey stone corridor but just a few feet along on the right Peter walks through another wall.  I follow him through the wall.
 
   We are in a brightly lit room with a large comfy looking red bed.  There’s also a small round red wooden table and four comfy red padded chairs made from the same red wood.  The walls, floor and carpet are also red.  There’s a red wooden bookcase with five black leather bound books in it, but room for perhaps a couple of hundred books.  There’s also a black stone chest beside the book case.
 
   “How old did you say you were?”  Peter asks me.
 
   “About twenty.  I think I’m twenty one, but I could be twenty two.”  I answer nervously.
 
   “I’ve been around since just after this world was formed.  My father was around before the world was formed.”  Peter tells me.  I gulp.  “It’s not too late to turn back but once the connection between our souls is formed there is no turning back.  Will you still submit to my will?”
 
   “Yes.”  I answer nervously.  I look at the bed and ask the question that has been in my mind a while now.  “Are we going to have sex?”
 
   “Do you want to?”  Peter asks.  I gulp but Peter stares firmly into my eyes.  “Answer honestly.”
 
   “In your current body it might be painful.”  I admit.
 
   “And if I was still in a human body?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Yes, though I was planning to wait until you were an adult for that.  I wouldn’t want you getting the wrong idea about me.”  I explain quickly.
 
   “Well, I can’t afford to change back to a human body right now.  You won’t be allowed to have sex with anyone else either, because you need to be completely devoted to me and only me.  Even knowing this are you still prepared to submit to me?”  Peter asks still staring into my eyes with those burning blue eyes of his.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer nervously.
 
   “Then take off your clothes.  All of them.”  Peter says.  I pull my emerald green dress over my head yet again and place it on the floor.  I take off my emerald green shoes and socks.  I then reach behind my back to undo my bra strap.
 
   My hands are trembling from nerves.  I’ve imagined having sex with Peter many times but always as a human.  I never really thought it would happen.  Even if it had happened I knew it would be when he was older, so it was always something a long way away.  The closest I came to this was that one time in the caves on our date, but I wasn’t going to have sex with Peter.  I was ready to expose my body and to allow Peter to touch it, but that was all.
 
   “We’re not going to have sex.  I’m going to start by teaching you how to form spirit armour.  You still need to be naked though, so carry on.”  Peter tells me.
 
   My bra falls to the ground exposing my flat chest.  I look down regretfully at my body.  At least it isn’t as flat as Rin’s, but hers may still grow.  My body may look a little immature but I’m an adult and my body will only age when I become an old lady.  That isn’t the sort of aging I want!
 
   “What do you think of your body?”  Peter asks.
 
   “What do I think?”  I ask confused.
 
   “Are you happy with it?”  Peter asks.
 
   “You’re being mean.”  I grin.  “No.  I don’t like it.  It’s pathetic.  It’s all yours though.”
 
   “Actually I like it.  If I had sex with a human though, it wouldn’t simply hurt them, it would kill them.  So at least whilst I’m in this form, there’s no possibility of my having sex with you or anyone else down here.  I can still tease you though.  Now, you’re still wearing one last thing.  I’m sorry, I know it’s embarrassing, but your efforts so far would be meaningless unless you take that off too.”
 
   “This is more embarrassing than I expected.”  I admit going a little red as I bend forwards and pull down that last item of clothing.  I step out of my plain white panties and stand there stark naked not trying to cover myself.
 
   Peter unexpectedly walks towards me and puts his arms around me, embracing me tightly.  He summons a pure white gown over my body.  It is made of Peter’s soul.  In it I can feel his kindness and the teasing playfulness that he seems to have developed.  It is incredibly intimate and makes the physical contact between our bodies and even my nudity seem as trivial as a handshake.  I simply bared my body to him but Peter is baring his soul to me.
 
   “You can sense my soul, but can you sense your own soul?”  Peter asks.
 
   Feeling Peter’s soul I look within myself for something similar.  I quickly find it but mine feels like a pair of candles whereas Peter’s is like the sun.  One half of my soul is in my head and the other half is in my barren womb with a thin strand connecting both parts.  Even though I can’t have children half of my soul rests in my womb?
 
   “Yes.  It’s as pathetic as my body though.”  I answer.
 
   “A mortal’s soul is far smaller and weaker than that of an angel or a god.  Yours is no smaller or weaker than most humans.”  Peter assures me.  “Now try to expand your soul a little.  To make spirit armour you need to cover your entire body with your soul.”
 
   “Is this how the Kuroneko taught her followers?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course not.”  Peter laughs.  “They had to learn the hard way.  There’s no way that the Kuroneko would expose her soul to her followers.  To be honest there aren’t many people that I would be comfortable exposing my soul to either.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Then I’m really privileged.”  I grin.
 
   “More so than you know.”  Peter tells me.  “Now expand your soul.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  I say and tug at the edge of the top half of my soul.  It gradually expands but it is hard work.
 
   “Try to expand the thread.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Oh, ok.”  I say and tug at the edge of the thread of my soul.  It expands easily and soon I have covered my entire body with it.
 
   “I’m going to link our souls.  Don’t resist.”  Peter tells me seriously.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I won’t resist.  I can’t think of anything better than connecting our souls together like this.”  I tell Peter blissfully.
 
   “It will hurt and not just a little.”  Peter warns me.
 
   “I’ll be fine.”  I tell him a little nervously.  A moment later waves of intense pleasure pulse through my body from my womb.  “It doesn’t hurt.”
 
   “It will.”  Peter warns.  A moment later my head starts to pound.  Then the waves of pleasure turn to pain.  I gasp.  “Hang in there.  It’s almost over.”
 
   “It hurts!”  I cry out but then the pain is gone.  I look down and the spirit clothes are gone too.
 
   “It’s all over.  Your scar is healed too.”  Peter tells me still embracing me.
 
   “What?”  I ask, unable to comprehend what he just told me.
 
   “Your scar is healed and your body now has a weak regenerative power.  You are also immortal now.”  Peter tells me adding further incomprehensible assertions.
 
   “That’s impossible.  That scar was given to me by the gods.”  I tell him.
 
   “Have you forgotten that I am a god now?”  Peter asks me.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to remove the scar?”  I ask.
 
   “Did you want to keep it?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Of course not.”  I reply.
 
   “So don’t complain.  If I had told you about all of this it would have been like offering a trade or a bribe.  I wanted you to choose to become mine without the need to bribe you.  Besides, if you chose to become mine purely for this you would have soon regretted it.  Immortality, regenerating and removing a scar are all trivial compared to what you have given me.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “It isn’t trivial!”  I protest.
 
   “Now lie down on the bed and rest.”  Peter tells me and releases me from his embrace.
 
   “But I want to help you.”  I insist.
 
   “Then lie down on the bed and rest.”  Peter says firmly.
 
   “Ok.”  I agree reluctantly.  I walk over to the bed and lie down.  To my surprise Peter lies down beside me.
 
   “To be honest I need to rest too.  I suppose you were right.  It is a bit like marriage.  Of course you knew from the start that it could never just be you.”  Peter says.
 
   “Even before you became a god I was ready to share you.”  I remind Peter.
 
   “That’s true actually.  I doubt the others will be so willing though and I have no intention of forcing anyone to become mine.  Your power is actually more than I expected.  Even though it is weak in comparison to a god or an angel, your soul really is strong for a miko.  For now you should be enough to sustain me as long as I don’t have to fight.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I have to admit though, now that I’ve gone through with this I am a little jealous that other girls are going to do the same thing with you.”  I say.
 
   “Sorry Midori, but I have no choice.”  Peter tells me and strokes my hair gently.
 
   “I know.  Keep doing that please.  It feels good.”  I say.
 
   “Your hair feels nice too.”  Peter tells me.  I feel so happy lying here like this beside the man I love.
 
   “Are Yu Kii and Haru Kii immortal?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  Kuro always was stingy.  I doubt that will ever change.”  Peter says.
 
   (Rin)
 
   I will always be grateful to the Kuroneko for saving my mother’s life, but I do wonder how long she plans to keep us down here in this dungeon.  I suppose it isn’t really a dungeon but it feels like one.  There’s only a little light from a few dim light stones embedded in the grey stone ceiling and the wooden door is guarded by a muscular grey furred catman.
 
   The room isn’t small but there isn’t much space in it.  There are ten large stone workbenches and sitting on each workbench is a round green bamboo basket filled with herbs.  There’s also a chopping board and a variety of knives and spoons.  Underneath the worktop is a cupboard filled with glass vials and beakers.
 
   Along with nine other girls I am chopping the herbs in preparation for use in potions.  The other girls have the same green eyes and white hair as Yu Kii and Haru Kii.  Their skin also has the same golden tint to it.  Beside me my mother is busy mixing healing potions.  Beside each of the other girls is a black catman or catwoman mixing potions.  My mother and I are focusing on healing potions.  I recognise some of the potions the others are making as healing potions too but the rest of their potions I am unfamiliar with.
 
   “We’ve been at this for hours.  How long do you think they plan on keeping us at this?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t know, but if it’s just making potions this is a small price to pay for saving our lives.”  Mother answers as she carefully crushes a small pile of leaves in the bottom of a glass beaker.
 
   “I know, I know, but aren’t you getting tired?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m used to working for a lot longer than this.”  Mother laughs.
 
   “We never had this many herbs though.”  I remind her.
 
   “There’s always something to work on even without herbs.”  Mother tells me.
 
   “Are you Rin and her mother?”  A black catman asks from right behind us.  I didn’t even notice him approach.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer quickly.
 
   “Both of you come with me.  The gods wish to see you.”  He tells us.
 
   “Do you mean Peter and the Kuroneko?”  I ask happily following him as he leads the way to the door.
 
   “Yes.”  He says with a glare.  All around the room the cat people mutter quietly and glare at us.  The human girls seem to focus extra hard on their work as if eager to avoid attracting anyone’s attention.
 
   “Rin, let’s just follow him.”  Mother whispers to me.
 
   “Ok.”  I whisper back.
 
   The catman leads us out of the room and along a long grey stone corridor.  At the end of the corridor is a shiny black stone door in front of us.  It looks out of place in this dreary grey stone corridor.  The catman knocks on the black stone door and turns back the way we came.  He glares at us and says.  “Don’t keep the gods waiting.”
 
   I look at mother nervously but she smiles reassuringly and leads the way towards the black stone door.  It opens on its own revealing a black stone room with a large black stone throne.  There are large fiery torches on the wall every ten feet or so lighting the room well.
 
   Peter is sitting on the throne with a black cat sleeping on his lap.  Midori stands calmly on his right and Hermes stands nervously on his left.  They are both wearing a plain white dress with a side slit from the shoulder all the way down.  You might even call it a tabard rather than a dress, but if it was a tabard they would be wearing more underneath it than they are.  Their dress is tied together with a red silk sash just above the waist.  Under the dress instead of shorts or panties they are wearing white cloth wrapped repeatedly around them like a bandage.
 
   “What the hell are you making Hermes and Midori wear?!”  I yell at Peter.
 
   “Nobody’s making us wear anything.”  Midori answers.
 
   “I let Midori decide on the miko uniform since she was my first miko.  I was surprised when Hermes agreed to become a miko too.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Miko?  Like Yu Kii?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  Yu Kii was Kuro’s miko.”  Peter says stroking the black cat affectionately.
 
   “And these two are Peter’s miko.”  The black cat says glaring at me with her red eyes.
 
   “Is that cat the Kuroneko?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes and if you weren’t Peter’s friend I would kill you for being so disrespectful.”  The cat tells me.
 
   “Kuro, there’s no need to be rude.”  Peter says.
 
   “But she was rude to me!”  The cat protests childishly.
 
   “I hope you’re not planning on making my daughter into your miko.”  Mother tells Peter.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m not.”  Peter says quickly.  I’m not sure whether to be relieved or disappointed.
 
   “So what do you plan on doing with us?”  I ask.
 
   “I need your mother’s help as an alchemist and I’m sure she will need an assistant.  Hinata can help you too, though you’ll need to train her.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Are we still friends now that you’ve gotten your memories back?”  I ask nervously.  It feels like I’ve been abandoned.
 
   “Of course.”  Peter assures me.
 
   “I don’t know about this whole miko thing, but I want to stay by your side.”  I tell him.
 
   “Right now that will be too dangerous.”  Peter says.
 
   “But not too dangerous for Hermes and Midori?”  I ask accusingly.
 
   “They will both be staying behind too.  Their job is to supply me with the power I need to survive.”  Peter declares.
 
   “Does the power of two girls make that much difference?”  I ask.
 
   “That depends on the bond, but the bond between us is very strong.  Of course their power alone is nowhere near enough to defeat my enemies.  I need to get in contact with Sakura and Dairon.  We left a faery with the dwarves so Sakura should be able to contact the dwarves through her.  If my plan is to work the help of the dwarves is absolutely essential.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “What is your plan?”  I ask.
 
   “To restore my full power and limit my enemies’ power.”  Peter answers.
 
   “How will you do that?”  I ask.
 
   “Sorry but that’s a secret.”  Peter says with an annoying grin.
 
   “You don’t look very sorry, but fine.  I’ll just have to trust you.  So how do we contact Dairon?”  I ask.
 
   “Your mother is going to make something to either track the mind stones or to restore their original link.  The Kuroneko’s followers can gather whatever materials are needed.”  Peter says.
 
   “I’m really more of a potions expert.”  Mother says with a sigh.
 
   “You’re the only expert we have and possibly the best hope the universe has of not falling under the rule of the Fallen Angels.”  Peter says.
 
   “So no pressure then.”  Mother chuckles.
 
   “Indeed.”  Peter agrees.
 
   “Will your full power really be enough to defeat the Fallen Angels?”  Mother asks.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be.”  Peter says.
 
   “Let me have a think about how best to do this.  Tracking the mind stones is probably the best we can hope for.  I’ll need whatever mind stones we have here and a dedicated research lab.”  Mother says.
 
   “That’s fine.”  Peter says.
 
   “We’ll need somewhere close by to rest and eat so we don’t waste any precious time.”  Mother says.
 
   “That’s fine.”  Peter agrees.
 
   “Also, thank you Peter for saving my daughter’s life.  And thank you Kuroneko for saving mine.”  Mother says.  I blush as I realise that I probably seemed ungrateful.
 
   “Yes thank you Peter and thank you Kuroneko.”  I say quickly.
 
   “It just happened.”  Peter shrugs but then he smiles.  “I’m glad you’re both alive.  Rin, you’re my most special friend and you have been there for me since the start.  Rin’s mother, you’ve helped me many times and shown me nothing but kindness.  You are both important people for me.  No matter what the outcome, even if Contractia falls, I don’t intend to allow either of you to die.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 (Yu Kii)
 
   I’m not sure how long it’s been since the academy was attacked.  Night and day blur without any visible difference.  The classroom is always dimly lit by light stones with the windows magically covered by darkness to prevent anyone outside seeing in.  Lessons are sporadic because the teachers are so busy preparing the defences and patrolling for intruders.  They need to sleep and eat too of course so they only give lessons in what little time remains.
 
   Naturally we are expected to practise on our own as much as possible.  If the enemy make it inside the academy we will have to fight.  Our magic will be the only thing keeping us alive so the better at it we can get the more chance we have of surviving.
 
   The best students also accompany the teachers on patrol.  I haven’t been asked to so I guess I’m not considered one of the best students.  Not being chosen is a relief though.  Prowling the corridors seeking out intruders would be really scary.
 
   It’s noisy in here right now because Sor is busy bossing around her fan club.  When the academy was besieged a lot of students begged Sor to help protect them.  She agreed on the condition that they became her miko.  That she calls them miko really gets on my nerves.  Emi and some of the others went on at me to join too since I was the Kuroneko’s miko before I came to Contractia.  They only relented when Sor asked me to make uniforms for her and her fans.
 
   I agreed on the condition that Emi and the others stop harassing me to join.  There are other earth mages that could have made the uniforms but Sor seemed keen to have me do it.  She said it was because I was more thorough than the others, but that just sounded like flattery.  Perhaps she had another reason but I have no idea what it might be.  At least she seems to have stopped calling me ‘rude girl’.
 
   The top half of the uniform consists of a plain black flame proof leather jacket and a poison resistant white cloth bandage around the breasts instead of a bra and shirt.  They also wear very short pale grey shorts and light brown sandals.  The sandals are enchanted to not come off and with a little help from Cherry I managed to enchant the shorts to assist with flight magic.
 
   Why they couldn’t just wear the school uniform though, I don’t know!  It has protective enchantments that only a professional alchemist could replicate.  The teachers don’t mind though, because Sor and some of her followers are helping them with the patrols.  Cherry joked that perhaps it was because some of the girls in her fan club have much bigger breasts than Sor and the new uniform makes their chests look flatter.  If that’s really the reason I went through so much effort to make those uniforms though, I’ll be furious.
 
   Right now Sor’s fan club are dancing and singing for her.  They aren’t very good and keep on bumping into each other.  They’re obviously tone deaf too.  Sor doesn’t seem to mind though.  She seems to find it funny.
 
   Even if Sor doesn’t care, it makes it really difficult for anyone trying to sleep.  The trouble is that Sor and some of her followers are actually very strong so it is very hard to ask them to be quiet.  Even some of 2A are amongst her followers.  Haru Kii looks up at me as if pleading with me to make them shut up.  She’s clearly exhausted.
 
   Sleeping on blankets on the floor in a classroom that is always lit doesn’t make it easy to sleep even when there isn’t a ruckus.  Also because it blurs day and night inevitably not everyone is trying to sleep at the same time.  The whole of our club and lots of Sor’s fans are here so it’s crowded too.
 
   “Sorry.”  I whisper to Haru Kii.
 
   “Can’t we move to a different classroom?”  Haru Kii whispers.
 
   “We’re not allowed to.”  I tell her for at least the fifth time.
 
   “I almost wish I was back serving the Kuroneko.”  Haru Kii whispers.
 
   “I suppose it was quieter there, but it was a lot rougher and scarier too.”  I remind her.
 
   “It’s scary here too.”  Haru Kii whispers.
 
   “The enemy can’t get in.”  I tell her.
 
   “Then why do we have patrols?”  Haru Kii asks.
 
   “The teachers are just being cautious.”  I say but as I finish, the floor shakes a little.  There’s a small thud as a book falls off a desk on the other side of the room.
 
   “What was that?!”  Haru Kii asks.
 
   “It’s nothing to worry about.  If it was a problem it would have been much stronger than that.”  I tell her.
 
   “I hope you’re right.”  Haru Kii whispers.
 
   “Of course I’m right.  Have a little faith in your big sister.”  I tell Haru Kii and stroke her hair.  She relaxes a little.  Then a loud bell rings.  That’s the signal that the enemy are inside.
 
   “Everyone get up and into your groups!”  Lilian calls out.  She’s our only Year 1 student so she was put in charge of our club by the teachers.  She’s a bit taller than us because she’s older.  Like me she’s an earth mage and also has the same white hair.  Her other features are Contractian, except that she has a slight red tint in her blue eyes.  Like most of us girls her hair is short.
 
   “What’s going on?”  Haru Kii asks me as she gets up.
 
   “We’re going to have a bit of a fight.  Make sure you stay close to me and I won’t let anyone harm you.”  I tell Haru Kii.
 
   “I thought the enemy couldn’t get in.”  Haru Kii says accusingly.
 
   “Me too.”  I say apologetically.
 
   “Yu Kii, we’re ready for your orders.”  Misty says with Juliet right behind her.  The two girls seem inseparable now.  I’m glad that they’re good friends.  They both have typical Contractian features but with Juliet’s weird personality and the whole club knowing about Misty’s taste in ‘artwork’ not many people are even willing to talk to them now.
 
   “I’m ready too.”  Jade says.  She also has typical Contractian features like Misty and Juliet but like most of the club she seems unwilling to talk to Misty and Juliet.  She is an earth mage like me and can create lots of golems.  With Juliet being a fire mage and Misty good at both wind and water magic that gives our group all four elements but a very strong focus on earth magic.  Juliet’s habit of overpowering her fire magic does make me more than a bit nervous though, so I’ll try not to rely on her if I don’t have to.
 
   “Yu Kii.”  Lilian says.  She is holding a map of the academy.
 
   “Yes!”  I answer.
 
   “No need to be so tense.  We’ve received orders to defend the nearby corridors.  It seems some of the weaker enemies made it past the teachers at the main entrance.  The teachers were too busy dealing with the stronger enemies to pursue.  We’re not sure how they got past the shield but that doesn’t matter right now.  The shield is still up so enemy reinforcements are unlikely.  They are ice and earth mages but not too strong so your group should be well suited to deal with them.  We mustn’t let them get past us or the weaker students will be at risk.  I want your group to defend the corridor here.”  Lilian says and points on the map.  “Leave your sister with us.  We’ll make sure she’s safe.”
 
   “I don’t want to be alone!”  Haru Kii cries out.
 
   “You won’t be alone.”  Lilian tells her with a kind smile.  “I’ll have Cherry’s group defend the classroom with me so you’ll be perfectly safe.”
 
   “I want to stay with my sister.”  Haru Kii pouts.
 
   “That’s enough Haru Kii.  You’ll be safer here.”  I tell her firmly.  She clearly doesn’t like it but she doesn’t argue.
 
   “Aventurine’s group will be going with you up to here.  That’s the point they will be defending.  If you need to fall back they’ll take over the defence, so don’t push your group too hard.”  Lilian tells me.
 
   “Ok.”  I agree.
 
   “Now go.”  Lilian tells us.
 
   “Right away!”  I reply and lead the way to the door.
 
   Aventurine turns to face me and as she does so her shoulder length red hair shakes a little.  The fear in her emerald green eyes is obvious and her pale skin is tense all over.  I probably look just as tense.
 
   Neko is standing beside Aventurine but looks much more confident.  Neko’s green eyes are much darker but right now they are filled with anticipation almost as if she were expecting a present.  Her blonde/ginger coloured skin and fur like hair are clear reminders that she is not Contractian or even human.  Perhaps it’s her cat hunter instincts kicking in?
 
   Tomo, Tabi and Mirai all with typical Contractian features make up the rest of Aventurine’s group and are standing nervously behind her.  They don’t seem anywhere near as nervous as Aventurine though.  The three of them are of course wind mages like Neko.  That leaves four wind mages and one water mage.  I hope they’ll be ok but they only have to fight if the enemy get past my group, so I suppose they should be worrying about my group rather than the other way around.
 
   “Ready?”  Aventurine asks nervously.
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  I answer just as nervously, but then lead the way out the door and towards our bits of corridor.  Some of the other groups have already left so we had better leave now or they may be vulnerable to attack from behind with our corridor undefended.  We only have to walk for about half a minute to reach the corner that Aventurine was ordered to defend.
 
   “Good luck.”  Aventurine tells us.
 
   “Good luck.”  The others in her team say a moment later.
 
   “Thanks.  You too, though I hope you don’t need it!”  I tell them and then lead my group onwards.
 
   “If they need luck that means we’ve been beaten, right?”  Misty asks.
 
   “Yes, but we’re not going to let that happen.”  I answer, before adding a silent ‘I hope’.
 
   “This is the spot isn’t it?”  Jade asks.
 
   “Yes.  Create some golems and have them defend the area from there to there.  I’ll prepare some traps just past that area.”  I tell Jade.
 
   “Be careful not to get too far ahead.”  Jade warns me.
 
   “I know.  I don’t want to get caught on my own.  Misty please keep your senses open.  If they use water magic your senses are most likely to pick them up.  Juliet, keep yours up too and warn us the moment you sense anyone approaching.”  I say sounding calmer than I am.
 
   “I sense them.”  Juliet says immediately.
 
   “How close are they and how many?”  I ask urgently.
 
   “Sixty nine feet.  Six people.”  Juliet says calmly.  In other words they are just around the next corner.  There’s no time for traps.  At least Jade has already created a dozen white marble stone golems from the corridor floor.  They aren’t very big though, at about half my height.
 
   “Misty, defend against fire and water magic.  I’ll defend against earth and wind.  Jade, focus on your golems.  Juliet, don’t overdo it but attack them with fire magic as soon as they’re in sight.”  I say and then ready my magic.
 
   A moment later Juliet sends six small fireballs hurtling down the corridor.  They each hit a shield, revealing the enemy mages.  The enemy must have shielded at the last moment.  They are all tall strong looking pale skinned, brown haired men in black robes.
 
   The enemy send a hail of icicles but Misty blocks them with a wall of boiling water that blocks the entire corridor just in front of us.  Next I sense earth magic on the stone below us but I counter by wresting control of the stone with my own earth magic.  There may be six of them but they really don’t seem that strong.  I breathe a sigh of relief as I realise we’ll be alright.
 
   “Got one of them.”  Jade grins but then she frowns.  “Damn, they’ve taken over my golems.”
 
   “Get them back then!”  I tell her urgently.
 
   “I’m trying, damn it!”  Jade yells, but she isn’t quick enough, because as she says it half a dozen stone golems jump through Misty’s wall of water.  They’re partly melted but that actually makes them scarier as the golems charge us dripping molten marble.  I form a wall of solid marble from the floor all the way up to the ceiling blocking their path.  With the academy port block up the only way they can reach us is to penetrate or destroy the wall.  “I can’t get the golems back.  The enemy are too strong.”
 
   “I can’t attack and keep control of this wall, so is anyone actually able to attack the enemy with these walls still up?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet says calmly.  She’s the only one of us that doesn’t seem to be panicking.
 
   “Then hurry up and do it.”  Jade yells.  Juliet looks scared of Jade even though she isn’t scared of the enemy.
 
   “Ok.”  Juliet says, so quietly that I only just catch it.
 
   “Not too strong.”  Misty warns her.
 
   “Why not?!  We need to attack with everything we’ve got!”  Jade shrieks.
 
   “We don’t want to bring the academy down.”  Misty warns her.
 
   “Jade, calm down.”  I tell her whilst struggling to keep control of the wall of stone.  The enemy mages all seem intent on wresting control of it from me with their own earth magic.  They don’t seem quite strong enough, but it’s still a real struggle.
 
   “Drop your magic or she dies.”  A man says holding Misty by the throat.  He’s tall, covered in muscles and only wearing a loincloth.  He looks like he could kill her easily without even using magic.  There’s a hole in the marble floor at his feet so he must have come from below but I didn’t sense anything.
 
   “We surrender, please don’t kill her.”  I say yielding control of the marble wall to the enemy mages.
 
   “What are you doing, they’ll kill us all?!  I’m not dying to save a pervert like her!”  Jade yells and forms a fist of marble from the wall behind Misty.  The man tightens his grip on Misty’s throat and applies a little lightning magic.  Misty’s scream is muffled by his grasp and then she drops to the floor either dead or unconscious.  The man then easily dodges the marble fist.
 
   Something hot and hard hits the side of my head and blood blurs my vision.  I just about make out the stone golem before falling to my knees.  I hear footsteps and then see Jade turn and run.
 
   “Die now, please.”  A quiet voice says oddly politely but I can sense the anger beneath the surface of those words.  It takes a moment to recognise Juliet’s voice and by the time I have done so a pillar of flames has engulfed the man.
 
   The flames disappear a moment later and all that is left is molten marble dripping from a hole in the ceiling.  Through the hole I can see clear sky and a shimmering light.  The academy shield?  Then I hear a thud as Juliet drops to the floor unconscious.  With Jade out of sight now, I am alone and surrounded by four golems.  If it was just the golems I might be ok but there are still five enemy mages supporting them.
 
   The four golems roughly grab me by my wrists and ankles.  They carry me towards the enemy mages whilst the other two surviving golems pick up and carry Juliet and Misty.  Resistance now would be futile.  I can only pray for mercy.
 
   “So this was the one?”  One of the mages asks, looking at Juliet.
 
   “Must be.  We got what we came for.  Now let’s get out of here.”  Another mage says.  They were after Juliet?  Why?
 
   “Let’s put this one to sleep first.”  A third mage says.  I feel a thick cold finger on my neck and become really sleepy.
 
   I wake to cold, darkness and silence.  I am still wearing my uniform but its enchantments seem to have died so it provides little warmth.  My arms and hands are bound together behind my back.  My legs are bound together too.  There’s a rope around my chest and also my ankles that seems to be hanging me from something.  From the pressure of the ropes I must be facing upwards.  There’s something round and slimy in my mouth and my tongue and gums are in agony.  There’s also a cloth gag covering my mouth.  Talking is obviously impossible but I can still breathe through my nose.
 
   I can smell something really rotten like fish that has been left in the sun for far too long so my sense of smell is fine, though I wish it wasn’t right now! Other than that and my sense of touch (mostly pain), all my senses seem to be blocked including my magical senses.  I can’t even control the mana within me.
 
   I’m grateful that I’m alive but I’m not confident that I’ll stay that way.  The enemy have well and truly secured me.  I have no way of knowing where I am but to have secured me this well I doubt that I’m still in the academy.  If they are going to kill me I hope they don’t leave me like this for too long before doing it.  I could endure the pain if I knew I was going to come out of this alive, but going through this only to be killed is just too much.
 
   I feel a warm liquid splash onto my right ankle.  I brace myself for more pain.  The pain doesn’t come though and whatever it was my ankle doesn’t hurt.  Perhaps it is for a ritual?  If so I may be about to die.
 
   Haru Kii…  Please be safe and please forgive me.  I’m sorry I can’t be there for you anymore.
 
   Daylight dazzles me as my blindfold is removed.  A moment later I can hear again too.  It sounds like there’s fighting close by.  I can hear thunder, the distinctive roar of fireballs and a hiss that may be acid.  Perhaps there may be hope if the enemy are still fighting?
 
   My vision clears and terror fills my heart.  I didn’t think anything could make me more afraid than I was just now, but this reptilian face with blue fire in place of eyes scares me even more than certain death.  Surely I am about to be eaten, body and soul.
 
   “Yu Kii, I’ll get you out of here soon.”  It says and I recognise that voice.  That is without a doubt Peter’s voice, but is this really Peter?  Is he using an illusion?  His appearance seems so real that it’s hard to believe that this is an illusion, but with my magical senses still blocked I suppose any illusion would seem this real.  Of course with my mouth effectively gagged I can’t respond or ask him why he looks like that.
 
   Peter or whoever is pretending to be Peter moves away from me.  As he does so I can see a wooden pole above me that I seem to be tied to and more importantly I see the rest of his body.  What I notice most though are his arms.  They look just like Peter’s arms and seem totally out of place on a lizard.  Other than his arms his entire body is exactly that of a genderless lizard person covered in scales instead of skin or clothing.  If this is an illusion why leave his arms like that?
 
   “It’s too late for this one.”  A terrifying cat voice says.  That is definitely the Kuroneko, even if I can’t see her.
 
   “They’ll pay for this.”  Peter whispers.  Then he turns back to me and unties the gag.  He then reaches inside my mouth and pulls out a dark blue disgusting slimy slug like… thing.  He takes a vial of pale blue liquid and pours it down my mouth.  The pain in my mouth instantly disappears.
 
   He quickly snaps the ropes that are tying my feet to the pole.  They are thick ropes but he does so effortlessly and then lowers me gently to the ground.  He then snaps the rope tying my chest to the pole, though there is still rope wrapped around my chest.  As he does so I see Misty and the Kuroneko.  There are other people close by but it is these two that have my full attention.  Mostly Misty though, because she is lying on the ground with her eyes closed and is such a pale white that I fear the worst.  Especially after the Kuroneko’s words.
 
   “Is she…?”  I start to ask but I can’t bring myself to finish the question.
 
   “Yes.  She’s dead.”  Kuroneko tells me calmly.  It’s not like I’d expect her to care about a human, but it still hurts to hear it said without even a trace of emotion.
 
   “What about Juliet?”  I force myself to ask.
 
   “Juliet?  Was she with you?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Yes.  The three of us were captured.”  I tell him.
 
   “She’s not here.  How long ago were you captured?”  Peter asks.
 
   “I don’t know.  I was unconscious.”  I answer.
 
   “It was just the three of you?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I nod.
 
   “Kuro, annihilate the enemy attacking the entrance.  With the academy shield damaged and the automatic defences down the teachers need all the help they can get, but avoid killing our allies.  I’m going to find Juliet.”  Peter says.
 
   “What about that one?”  The Kuroneko says looking straight at me.  My knees tremble.
 
   “She’s mine.  You’re not getting her back.  Her sister too.”  Peter says.  I half expect the Kuroneko to kill him for being so rude!
 
   “Fine.”  The Kuroneko agrees without a word of protest. She turns towards the academy entrance where her followers are engaging the enemy in a fierce battle, but don’t even appear to have caught the attention of the enemy’s main force.
 
   The Kuroneko walks casually towards the enemy as if strolling through a park.  A moment later she assumes the form of a large muscular cat about ten feet long and three feet tall.  She’s capable of assuming a much larger form, but this is plenty scary even without knowing she’s a god.
 
   Peter kneels beside Misty and places his right hand on her forehead.  She disappears.  I assume he ported her though I still haven’t recovered my magical senses.
 
   “You had better come with me for now.”  Peter says.  He is Peter, right?  I hope so.
 
   “Will you look for Juliet from the sky?”  I ask with a tremble in my voice.
 
   “No.  I sense dimensional magic.  She was most likely ported.  So I plan to follow the port.”  Peter says.
 
   “You can do that?”  I ask.
 
   “Not as well as Sor could, but in my current form it is possible.”  Peter says.
 
   “About that form…?”  I start to ask but Peter interrupts me.
 
   “There’s no time to explain.  Keep your senses open and be ready to fight.”  Peter says.  A moment later he ports us without needing to touch me, although it feels slightly different to a normal port.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 (Peter)
 
   Following the dimensional magic I shift with Yu Kii.  We shift into a cave deep below the surface of the world.  It is pitch black in here but I can sense the whole of the cave, which is as big as the academy.  I can also sense a vast tunnel network connected to it.  Juliet is deep within the tunnel network and appears to be unconscious.  I am relieved to find her alive.
 
   Porting is impossible in here and shifting would use a lot of energy due to powerful dimensional dampening magic.  It is far more sophisticated and powerful than a simple port block.  There aren’t many enemies here unless they are hidden even from my senses, but the enemies I do sense are truly powerful.
 
   “I can’t use my senses and I’m out of magic.  I can’t even see my own hand right in front of my eyes.”  Yu Kii whispers.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll protect you.”  I say and hold her right hand with my left hand.  Yu Kii blushes.  Was she embarrassed by my words or was it holding hands that she found embarrassing?  I suppose it doesn’t matter.  Right now I need to save Juliet.  As I’m thinking that though, Juliet’s presence disappears.  It doesn’t feel like she died or was ported or shifted.  It feels more like her presence was simply hidden.
 
   “Can you sense Juliet?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “I could but her presence was just hidden.  It seems that the enemy know we’re here.  It’s odd that they don’t hide their own presence too, but perhaps some of them are.  We’ll need to be careful.”  I say.
 
   “Should we come back with reinforcements?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “No.  We don’t have time or anyone else we can spare right now.”  I say.
 
   There’s an enemy mage guarding the entrance but I’ll just have to kill him.  We need to enter the tunnel entrance if we want to save Juliet.  So I lift us up into the air and fly towards the tunnel network.  I cover the distance between us in about three seconds and send a hundred strong wind slices at the enemy before he can react.  He had a shield up but it wasn’t at full strength so both he and his shield are split in two cleanly down the middle.  It is probably just as well that Yu Kii can’t see the sight in front of us.
 
   I race us down the main tunnel but am intercepted by two enemy mages before I can reach the side tunnel I need.  One of them shields and his shield is at full strength so my wind slices aren’t going to be strong enough.  The other mage sends barrages of fireballs, fifty at a time.  They are so hot that the fire cannot be seen so they don’t provide any light.  It doesn’t matter though.  I simply use my senses and dodge them easily, flying at close to the speed of sound.  The loud crashing and hissing sounds of their fireballs hitting the tunnel walls still reach us despite flying at close to the speed of sound though.
 
   “I feel weird.”  Yu Kii gasps.  I guess flying this fast even with my magic protecting her is a bit much for a human body.  I need to end this quickly so I decide to just accept the high mana cost and shift a wind slice past their barrier.  It cuts cleanly through their necks and sends their heads flying.  Obviously the shield falls, because they are both dead.
 
   “Sorry, Yu Kii.”  I apologise.
 
   “Is it safe to stop like this?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “These two are dead, but we do need to continue.”  I tell her.
 
   I’ll need to have Hermes and Midori replenish my power.  I’ve already used a lot of what they have given me.  Of course even here the flow of their power still reaches me, but it is much stronger if we are close together.  At the moment the flow of their power is barely enough to sustain my body so I am using my mana reserves to fight.
 
   I fly us along the main tunnel again until we reach the side tunnel we need.  It is about two kilometres but I take it ‘slowly’ to save mana, covering the distance in ten seconds.  I then fly us along the side tunnel and navigate the complex web of tunnels at the same speed.
 
   As expected we reach the final enemy between us and Juliet in just a few seconds.  Her shield is up and too strong to easily penetrate.  I really don’t want to waste power shifting another wind slice.  The dimensional dampener just makes that too costly.  So instead I send an overpowered wind slice at the roof of the tunnel.
 
   The crash of wind on stone hurts even my ears so I feel really sorry for Yu Kii but it brings the roof down on the enemy.  With her shield entirely focused on blocking the tunnel she is unprotected from the falling rocks.  A boulder crushes the enemy mage, killing her instantly and so her shield goes down.  Dodging falling rock I manage to slip us past once her shield is down before the tunnel is completely blocked.
 
   I enter the room where I sensed Juliet after another ten seconds without encountering any more enemies.  In those ten seconds I covered about three kilometres.  There aren’t any enemies as far as I can tell but the room is filled with large pots.
 
   Of course large is a bit of an understatement.  This room is even larger than the one we first entered.  The pots are all different sizes but the largest are hundreds of metres tall.  Each pot is made from white clay and has a white clay lid with a round nob sticking up in the centre of the lid like a handle.
 
   There’s a tiny pot just large enough to contain a human adult exactly where I sensed Juliet.  It is by far the smallest in this room.  The next smallest is the size of a small house.  I fly us over to the tiny human sized pot and lift the lid with wind magic.  Inside Juliet is snoring.
 
   I lift Juliet out of the pot with magic and lay her on the floor.  There is powerful sleeping magic on her that I dare not even attempt to remove.  Doing so carelessly would kill her.
 
   Without leaving Juliet’s side I lift the lids of the other pots one at a time, putting the lid on the ground beside the pot.  Inside each pot I sense an angel sleeping.  Most of them are fire angels but I also sense five lesser angels, two snow angels and one angel of love.  The angel of love is less than two feet tall, but she is so dangerous that she is still in a house sized pot to allow room for a ridiculous amount of enchantments.  Seeing the young fire angel Hercules here makes me think of my date with Hermes just after I thought he was killed.
 
   The lesser angels must serve a lesser god similar to serving me or the Kuroneko.  It is the other angels that worry me the most though.  To leave this many powerful angels here at the mercy of the enemy is not an option.  So I silently apologise in advance to Hermes and Midori, and then use most of my remaining power to shift Yu Kii, Juliet, the angels and of course myself back to the temple grounds.  The more powerful angels being hundreds of feet tall and of similar proportions to a human are of course far too big to fit inside the temple itself.
 
   Kuro and her followers are already back.  Kuro shifts to my side and mentally orders her followers out here.  She looks beside me and laughs.  I look beside me and see that Yu Kii is standing there with her head literally spinning and her eyes entirely out of focus.
 
   “How dignified…”  Kuro laughs.  Yu Kii doesn’t seem able to hear us.
 
   “Any human would have had a hard time with what I just put her through.  Yu Kii went through a lot before that too.  Not fainting is impressive.”  I say and then see Midori and Hermes running towards me.  Their power flows to me much quicker now that they are so close.
 
   “So what do we do with these angels?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “More importantly, what happened at the academy?”  I ask.
 
   “The enemy were defeated and the teachers managed to repair the shield.  The automatic defences are lost though and the shield will fall in days even if the enemy don’t attack again.”  Kuro tells me.  “But surely the angels are more important than some school?”
 
   “My friends are at that school.”  I remind Kuro.
 
   “We can save them when the shield falls.  Now, what do we do with these angels?”  Kuro asks lipping her lips.
 
   “Create somewhere under the temple to keep them for now.  We should wake them, but we’ll need to be careful.  I think Rin’s mother is the best person to look into doing this.”  I say.
 
   “That seems such a waste.  They’re so defenceless that nobody could complain if we ate them.”  Kuro says.
 
   “I think Hades and father would both have something to say about that.”  I remind Kuro.
 
   “I doubt they have time to worry about anything down here.”  Kuro laughs.
 
   “That’s all the more reason we need to send these angels back where they belong.”  I tell her.
 
   “Do you have any idea how much mana we could gain by eating these angels?  We could beat whatever comes through that gate easily with this much power.”  Kuro complains.
 
   “You have no idea how powerful the enemies on the other side of that gate are, but if this much power was enough why do you think the angels still up there are having such a hard time?”  I ask.
 
   “Because they have the wrong element.”  Kuro says, which is true but not the whole truth.
 
   “Anyway, no eating the angels.”  I tell her firmly.
 
   “Fine, fine.” Kuro says.
 
   “Kuro, we can talk later.  Right now I need to talk to Rin’s mother.  Hermes and Midori, help Yu Kii walk.  She’s a bit unsteady at the moment.”  I say.
 
   “Yes, Peter!”  Midori says as energetic as always.  Hermes just nods with a gentle smile.  They both put an arm under Yu Kii’s arms and guide her forward.  She still seems totally out of it, so she doesn’t greet them despite not having seen each other in so long.
 
   I pick up Juliet in my arms and carry her.  We head towards the entrance of the temple and once inside we go down the grey corridor to the immediate left of the entrance until we reach Rin and her mother’s alchemy lab.  The door and wall are both made from strong black stone rather than wood or the grey stone that the rest of the corridor is made from.  This is to help protect the lab and surrounding temple in case of any accidents and to protect the lab in the event it is attacked from outside.
 
   “Hermes!  Midori!”  Yu Kii exclaims having finally woken up from her dazed trancelike state.  I knock on the door.  It opens instantly revealing Rin standing directly behind it.  Rin is wearing white mage robes and some sort of protective transparent helmet that covers her whole head including over her eyes.  She can only still breathe and talk thanks to the enchantment on it.  “Rin!”
 
   “Yu Kii!”  Rin exclaims moving towards Yu Kii and closing the door behind her.  Then she notices the rest of us.  “Wait, what happened to Juliet?”
 
   “She’s under a powerful sleep enchantment, but I can’t remove it because it’s trapped.  She’ll die if I try to remove it.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “I don’t see any traps on the enchantment.”  Rin says staring intently at Juliet.
 
   “Could we come in?”  I ask.
 
   “Not at the moment.  Mother is in the middle of some very tricky and dangerous work.  Could you wait a few minutes?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Sure.  Does your mother need your help?”  I ask.
 
   “No, I’ve done my part.  She’ll come out as soon as she’s able to.”  Rin answers.
 
   “I’m glad you’re all ok, but what happened to Peter?” Yu Kii asks Rin.
 
   “He died and became an angel or a god.  Well both, I suppose.  I still can’t really believe it.”  Rin says shaking her head.
 
   “Oh and Rin died too.  I brought her back to life.  Anyway I didn’t become an angel, I just remembered that I was one.  Since my god abandoned me a long time ago though, I decided to become a god myself so I could recover and grow my power.  Without enough power it’s impossible to defeat Azrael and his followers.”  I say.
 
   “If you brought Rin back to life can’t you bring Misty back to life too?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Misty is dead?”  Rin asks in shock.
 
   “Yes she is and no I can’t.”  I say sadly.  “There are two problems.  Firstly I don’t have enough power left.  Secondly her soul is gone so even if I brought her body back to life she would just be a soulless zombie.”
 
   “Is there nothing that can be done, even with two gods?”  Yu Kii asks desperately.
 
   “Sorry Yu Kii, but without her soul it truly is hopeless.”  I answer.
 
   “Where is her soul?” Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Most likely resting somewhere safe.  If so she will eventually reincarnate, but she won’t be Misty when she does.”  I answer.
 
   “But if we found her soul you could bring her back as Misty, right?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “I don’t have enough power though.”  I remind Yu Kii.
 
   “So how do you get more power?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Hermes and Midori became my miko and are helping me increase my power.  They’re doing a great job, but the power required for resurrection magic is on a completely different level.  Also if I do recover enough power and use it on another resurrection I may throw away a chance to defeat Azrael.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “If I became your miko might you have enough power to resurrect Misty?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “No and even if I did there’s no way to find her soul.  You must have become good friends, but you should give up.  Death isn’t something that can be conveniently reversed even by the gods.  I only managed to save Rin because her soul was still there and by using the last of my power as an arch angel of fire.  The longer this war drags on the more people will die.  We need to focus on ending this war by defeating Azrael.”  I tell her.
 
   “I wasn’t really good friends with Misty, but I was the leader.  I was responsible for her and I failed to protect her.”  Yu Kii tells me with tears in her eyes.
 
   “The rest of our friends are all still in danger.  If failing to protect Misty hurts now, imagine how it would feel to fail to protect everyone else as well.”  I warn Yu Kii.
 
   “If we found Misty’s soul after the war and you had enough power, could you resurrect her?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “It depends how much her soul has changed.  Finding her soul is impossible though.”  I answer.
 
   “I will become your miko if you agree to save Misty if it is within your power after the war.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “Sorry, but I refuse to let you trade your future for the sake of a hopeless gamble.”  I tell her.
 
   “But you need power!”  Yu Kii pleads.
 
   “You’re my friend.  I’m not going to trade that friendship for power.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’m begging you!”  Yu Kii pleads.  Then she kneels and places her head on the cold stone floor.  “Save Misty… please!”
 
   “If it is within my power after the war I will, but it truly is hopeless.”  I tell her.
 
   “Then I’ll become your miko.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “I refuse.  You’ll help Rin instead.”  I tell her.  She raises her head and looks up at me with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Am I really no good?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “That’s not it.  I just told you.  You’re my friend.”  I remind her.
 
   “Aren’t Hermes and Midori?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Well they are, but that was different.  I didn’t offer them anything in return.  I just asked for their help.”  I tell her.
 
   “So if I had just offered without asking for anything in return you would have accepted?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer honestly.  “But then I would have refused your request to save Misty.  Not that it makes much difference without even knowing where her soul is.”
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, but did you need me?”  Rin’s mother asks from the doorway.  The room behind her is filled with green smoke.  She is wearing white mage robes.
 
   “Yes.  Juliet is under a powerful sleep enchantment, but it’s trapped so she’ll die if it is removed carelessly.”  I tell Rin’s mother and hold Juliet closer so she can take a proper look.
 
   “It’s a really nasty enchantment.  I see the trap but it isn’t going to be easy to remove.  It will probably take a few hours of very careful work.  The other project will have to wait until I’ve safely woken Juliet.  I’ll need someone to make sure we’re not disturbed.”  Rin’s mother says.
 
   “Do you have everything you need?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  She replies.
 
   “Yu Kii will wait out here and ensure you aren’t disturbed.  Hermes, I’m sure you both have plenty to talk about so please keep Yu Kii company.  Let me know as soon as Juliet is awake though, because I have urgent questions for her.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll let you know the moment she’s awake.”  Hermes says enthusiastically.
 
   “By the way, why is Yu Kii on her knees?”  Rin’s mother asks suspiciously.
 
   “Because she was desperate for a miracle.”  I answer.
 
   “And what price did you ask from her?”  Rin’s mother asks clearly still suspicious.
 
   “Only that she helps you.”  I say quickly.
 
   “Oh, that’s fine then.”  Rin’s mother says sounding relieved.
 
   “You don’t have to be that suspicious of me.  I am still Peter even if I look like this.”  I tell her.
 
   “You may still be Peter, but you have definitely been acting differently to how Peter would have acted before.”  Rin’s mother says.
 
   “It can’t be helped if I’ve changed a bit.  I did get my memories back.  Anyway, please save Juliet.”  I ask and bow my head down.
 
   “Of course.”  Rin’s mother says and takes the young girl from my arms.  “And Yu Kii, we’ll talk later.”
 
   “There are lots more people to wake.  The others are angels though.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll do my best but if they aren’t human it will be much more difficult.”  Rin’s mother says.
 
   “For now focus on Juliet, then waking the others and then the other project.  If waking the others seems impossible let me know though.”  I tell her.
 
   “I will.”  Rin’s mother says.
 
   “Midori, come with me.”  I say and lead the way back to my private room with Midori a couple of steps behind me.  We pass the empty throne room, then through the illusionary wall into the tunnel and then enter the private room.  I lie on the bed and indicate for Midori to lie beside me.  Only when we are resting side by side do I let out a long sigh and look to Midori.  “Was I too harsh on Yu Kii?”
 
   “No.  You were very kind to her.”  Midori says but she looks like she is holding back.
 
   “Just say it.  You should know that you can’t deceive me.”  I tell her.
 
   “Was it wise to give her hope?”  Midori asks apologetically.
 
   “No, but there’s no time for her to accept Misty’s death.  If this lets her continue then so be it.  There was something else though, so continue.”  I say.
 
   “Although I’m relieved not to have another rival you should have accepted her as your miko.”  Midori says.
 
   “She’s already been a miko before and she hated it.  I don’t want my friends to be forced into a life they hate.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “But having been a miko before means she would have been useful.  She already knows a lot of what you’ve taught us.”  Midori says.
 
   “Everything you say is true and if she hadn’t been a friend I would have accepted her as my miko even if I knew she would regret it for the rest of her life.”  I say.
 
   “Then why not take one of the Kuroneko’s miko?”  Midori asks.
 
   “We’re allies.  Taking another god’s miko is the same as declaring war.  Never suggest this again.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Midori says.
 
   “There’s nothing to be sorry about, but I don’t want to fight Kuro.  She’s a friend too even if we hadn’t see each other for a while.”  I say.
 
   “If Yu Kii isn’t your miko will Kuro really…”  Midori starts to say.
 
   “Don’t call her Kuro.  You’ll cause trouble for me if you do.  You can use her informal name ‘Kuroneko’ or her formal title ‘the Kuroneko’, but never shorten her name to Kuro.”  I warn Midori.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Midori says quickly.
 
   “Just continue.”  I tell her.
 
   “Will the Kuroneko leave Yu Kii alone if Yu Kii isn’t your miko?”  Midori asks.
 
   “I declared her and her sister mine, so even if they aren’t miko taking either of them back would mean declaring war on me.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “Even if the Kuroneko was your friend, can she truly be trusted?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Yes.  Kuro can definitely be trusted.”  I declare.
 
   “I hope you’re right.”  Midori says.
 
   “I am.”  I say and stroke her hair.  “That’s one thing we don’t need to worry about.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6 (Peter)
 
   “Juliet.” I say relieved to see her awake and safe.  Her uniform is a bit torn in places but she appears physically unharmed.  Everyone else is waiting outside whilst Juliet is sitting on a long stone workbench.  She is eyelevel with me just a foot away.
 
   “Misty…  Danger.”  Juliet says with tears welling up in her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry, but Misty was killed.”  I tell Juliet.
 
   “Know that.  Soul.  Danger.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Do you know where her soul is?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “Ritual sacrifice.  Innermost hell.  Demon.  Lord.”  Juliet says in a panicked rush and her words are enough to fill my heart with fear.
 
   “They sacrificed her to try to summon the demon lord of the innermost hell.  Maou Ferdinand?  Is that what you are saying?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet nods.
 
   “But the ritual failed?”  I ask.
 
   “…”
 
   “It didn’t fail?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  No.  Soul taken.”  Juliet tells me.
 
   “So her soul was taken but Ferdinand refused to agree to a contract?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet says.
 
   “How do you know this and why were they treating you like an angel?”  I ask.
 
   “Hades.  Close sister.”  Juliet tells me.  Although it’s a shock it explains a lot.  For example her often short sentences are probably because she is still learning the Contractian language.  Human common sense and emotions are also very difficult for a young angel to understand.
 
   “Did Hades send you here?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet answers looking worried but then her expression hardens.  “Misty.  Save.”
 
   “Are you fallen?”  I ask.
 
   “Not yet.”  Juliet answers.
 
   “So you understand that you will fall if you continue down this path.”  I say and Juliet nods even though it wasn’t really a question.  “The demon lord of the innermost hell, Maou Ferdinand, is already an enemy I was planning to kill.  If he took a soul from a ritual he would keep it as a prize and a toy for a while before eating it.  There’s no guarantee that we will be able to save Misty before he eats her soul though, so are you still prepared to sacrifice your place in heaven for Misty?”
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Why does an angel care so much for a human?”
 
   “Friend.”  Juliet says and I smile.  It’s a reason I understand well.
 
   “Then let us walk down this path together, though I fear Hades will punish us even if Azrael and Maou Ferdinand fail to end our lives.”  I say and Juliet nods.
 
   “Father too.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Do you still have much mana in your reserves?”  I ask Juliet.
 
   “Yes.  Can’t access.  Body weak.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Are you able to change into your real body when the time comes?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Remain like this until the last moment to preserve your mana reserves.”  I say.
 
   “Could harvest.”  Juliet says.
 
   “We will not be harvesting human souls.”  I tell her firmly.
 
   “Goblin souls.  Demon souls.  Monster souls.”  Juliet says and I wonder why the thought never occurred to me.  Actually thinking about it the idea did occur to me but I dismissed it because harvesting dirty souls is so unpleasant.  For the sake of our friends though I must do whatever it takes.  There’s no getting around it now Juliet has suggested it.  I can’t continue to turn a blind eye to this solution.
 
   “That would work.  Once you start harvesting souls though, there will be no turning back.  You will be a fallen angel.”  I warn Juliet.
 
   “Understand.”  Juliet tells me with a fire in her eyes that seems to say there is already no turning back for her.
 
   “We need to save the rest of our friends at the academy first.  Saving Misty will have to come after that.”  I tell Juliet.
 
   “Now?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “No.  The shield is still up around the academy.  It will probably fall in the next few days.  That’s when we need to intervene.”  I tell her. 
 
   “Harvest now?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “We should discuss with Kuro first.  I’d like to combine harvesting goblin souls and weakening the enemy.”  I answer.
 
   “Kuro?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Kuro is a cat god and my friend.”  I explain.
 
   “Trust?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I reply.
 
   “Harvest together?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Kuro replies from right behind me.  She’s in catgirl form.
 
   “When did you get here?!”  I exclaim.
 
   “I was happy when you called me your friend.”  Kuro purrs ignoring my question.
 
   “Well of course we’re friends.”  I say.
 
   “I’m not eating dirty goblin souls but I’ll help you hunt them.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “Thank you.”  I tell her.
 
   “When you go to hell you had better come back.”  Kuro warns me.  I can’t lie to her though so I find myself unable to answer.
 
   “We will… be back.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Peter…?”  Kuro asks darkly.
 
   “We’d better start hunting.”  I say pointedly ignoring her question.
 
   “Peter, promise me you’ll be coming back.”  Kuro tells me placing both hands on my shoulders and glaring straight into my eyes.  Right now she reminds me of Rin so much that it is uncanny.
 
   “I can’t promise that.  You should already know how dangerous it will be.  The more power I have though the safer it will be.”  I tell her.
 
   “Then don’t go with just two of you.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “Who else would voluntarily enter hell?  You?”  I ask.
 
   “Perhaps, or one of your friends in that school.”  Kuro answers.
 
   “They’re just humans.  They’d die for sure if they went with me.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “One of them is a lesser god.”  Kuro tells me.  I blink in disbelief.  “I made Sor a god.”
 
   “Why?”  I ask in utter bewilderment.
 
   “She let me taste her soul.  It was delicious.”  Kuro says licking her lips.  “I thought she’d die, but she survived so I had to keep my promise.”
 
   “Even if she is a god, unless she has enough followers she’s not much different to a human.  I suppose Emi would follow her, but I wonder whether anyone else would.”  I say.
 
   “They do.”  Juliet says.
 
   “How many?”  I ask.
 
   “Not sure.”  Juliet answers.
 
   “I’m still not convinced that taking a new lesser god would make much difference when Ferdinand has already killed true gods.”  I say dubiously.
 
   “Aren’t you just a new lesser god too?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “I was at least an arch angel before I became a god.”  I remind her.
 
   “That girl may be new but she was strong enough to survive having her soul torn apart.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “Even if she is strong I doubt she’d agree to enter hell with us.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “She might.  Ferdinand did kill her mother.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “Are you sure?  Does she know?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “Yes and yes.”  Kuro answers with a smug grin.
 
   “Then she probably would agree.  She might even follow us if we go without her.”  I admit.
 
   “Then you’ll take her?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Yes if she agrees and she’s able to, but I still can’t promise to return.”  I answer.
 
   “Harvesting all the goblins of the empire should give you plenty of power.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “All?  I doubt they are even all in this world.”  I reply.
 
   “With Sor you could travel to all the worlds of the empire without using that much power.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “We don’t have much time and there are powerful enemies in the empire.”  I remind Kuro.
 
   “Since when did that ever stop the Sky Lord?”  Kuro asks with a laugh.  “I’ll even help you.”
 
   “Let’s start by hunting the goblins of this world, but make sure your people are keeping an eye on the academy and that this place stays safe as well.”  I say.
 
   “They are and if this place is attacked I’ll know.  After that time my people were captured by the empire and used as hostages I have taken more precautions to keep them safe.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Then let’s start the hunt.”  I declare and as an afterthought send a quick one way message to Hermes and Midori through our soul connection.  “I’m going hunting.  Juliet and Kuro too.  Wait at the temple.”
 
   “Where?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “I can smell the stench of the goblin souls so I’ll shift us to them.  You can both focus on devouring their souls.  I’ll deal with any strong foes, but I will not show mercy to the enemy even if they are human.”  Kuro says.
 
   “That’s fine.  Juliet, assume your true form.”  I say and watch as Juliet’s childish typical Contractian body is wrapped in flames and turns to ash.  From the ash her true body rises just like the ‘phoenix’ of her last name.
 
   Like me she has spiked green leather wings and a green metal tail with a sharp spike at the end, capable of impaling and stealing the soul of even a demon.  She also has the same white bone claws that I have on my feet, sharp and strong enough to cut metal, instead of toes and fingers.  Green scales like armour cover her human shaped body but if I didn’t know she was female I would assume she was male.
 
   Her burning red eyes of fire are the only significant difference between her true body and mine.  Mine are formed of hotter blue flames because I was an arch angel.  Of course right now there is one other difference too.  I still have human, well dwarven, arms and hands.
 
   “I’m ready.  Let’s devour goblin souls until there are none left.”  Juliet says.  It takes a moment to realise that she isn’t using Contractian but rather our native language.
 
   “Rather you than me.”  Kuro says and shifts us just outside Utopia Camerona right in the middle of a goblin encampment.
 
   Kuro grabs a shocked looking black haired human man by the throat and crushes it in an instant before throwing his lifeless corpse to the ground.  Everyone else around seems to be a goblin so I let loose my favourite attack from my days as the Sky Lord.  Soul thief, basically black soul stealer lightning.
 
   Juliet uses black soul stealer lightning too, but unlike my signature attack hers is still fairly weak because this is her first time using it.  The gods banned its use because it was soul stealer magic that gave Azrael and his allies the strength to rebel against the gods.  Even using it once means ‘falling’.  In other words being cast down by the gods and banned from the divine realms.  Most importantly though it means being cut off from your god’s mana supply.
 
   I feel the dirty goblin souls sucked out by my attack enter my own soul.  Far harder than killing the goblins is purifying their souls to avoid poisoning myself.  I look over at Juliet but her weaker attack is an advantage.  She seems easily able to purify the souls entering her without any problem.
 
   It is over so quickly that the goblins don’t even have time to counterattack.  Once I have finished purifying their souls and draining them almost entirely I release what is left of their powerless souls.  I look around at the goblin corpses and at the gap I accidentally created in the city wall when Rin had been killed.
 
   “Are you ready?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “I am.  What about you, Juliet?”  I ask.
 
   “All done.”  Juliet tells me with a smile.
 
   “Wait, did you remember to release their purified and drained souls?”  I ask.
 
   “Isn’t it better to keep everything?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “No.  If you release the very last part of their soul they can eventually reincarnate and it actually uses more power to completely consume their soul than it does to release the last part.”  I tell her.
 
   “Oh…  I thought it felt a bit odd but I’ve never done this before.  I’ll release what’s left.”  Juliet says and after a moment nods.  “That’s better.  We cleansed their souls so they can’t reincarnate as goblins.  What will they reincarnate as?”
 
   “That depends on who is living on this world at the time but if this is still a Contractian world when they eventually reincarnate they will most likely do so as humans.”  I tell her.
 
   “Ok, ready?”  Kuro asks impatiently.
 
   “Yes, ready.”  I say and Juliet nods.
 
   Kuro shifts us to another goblin encampment.  There are about a thousand goblins and no humans this time so I let my soul thief tear through the goblins immediately.  Juliet attacks a moment later.  A few fireballs are thrown our way but I don’t even bother shielding.  Such weak attacks just bounce off our scales and Kuro’s fur.  It only takes a few moments to steal the soul of every goblin.  Purifying the souls takes longer but I am starting to get used to the unpleasant feeling.
 
   “The goblin souls feel really bad.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Why do you think I hate eating them or Kuro refuses to?”  I ask.
 
   “I knew they wouldn’t be pleasant but I didn’t think they’d be this bad.  I feel sick.”  Juliet says.
 
   “You’ll get used to it, but don’t take too many at once or you really will get sick.”  I tell her.
 
   “But you’re taking lots more than me.”  Juliet complains.
 
   “I have a lot more experience stealing and absorbing souls than you do.  I almost managed to steal Azrael’s soul once.”  I tell her.
 
   “Was he too strong?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “No.  The old queen interrupted us.”  I tell her.
 
   “Ready?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer and Kuro shifts us without waiting for Juliet to respond.
 
   There are a few dozen humans this time so I start off with divine flames.  Surprisingly one of the humans, a black haired woman in silky black mage robes, manages to shield but Kuro charges her and tears her heart from her chest.  Kuro then proceeds to eat it whilst the woman’s soul is still leaving her corpse.  The surrounding goblins throw lightning, fireballs and huge rocks at Kuro but Kuro shields herself.  There are about twenty thousand goblins but most of them haven’t yet realised what is happening.
 
   With no time to waste I send soul thief amongst the goblins tearing out every goblin soul in just a few seconds.  The surge of dirty souls almost overwhelms me but I manage to purify enough before the poisonous effect corrupts my own soul.  I then work hard for at least a minute purifying and draining the remaining souls before finally releasing what is left of them.
 
   “This many may even form a nature spirit.”  Kuro says with a grin.
 
   “Warn us first if there are that many goblins.  They almost corrupted my soul.”  I complain.
 
   “The other goblin armies on this world are all smaller.  The only enemy army that is bigger is the human army around the capital.  Most of the human armies are probably stronger though.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “We’re only fighting the goblins for now.”  I remind her.
 
   “I know.  How is your mana reserve now though?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Goblin souls aren’t as rich as human souls, but I still feel a lot more powerful.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “Ready for some more?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I agree and Kuro shifts us into the middle of a couple of thousand goblins.  There are no humans so Juliet and I both attack instantly.  The enemy are dead before they even realise they are under attack so we don’t have to shield.  The hard part as always is purifying their souls.  It doesn’t feel so bad though, after having managed to purify so many last time.
 
   “I’m feeling stronger too now.”  Juliet says.
 
   “You’d better be.”  Kuro says with a glare.  “I’d hate to be dragging along a total waste.”
 
   “There’s no need to be like that, Kuro.”  I say reproachfully.
 
   “Ready for some more?”  Kuro asks me happily, completely ignoring what I just said.
 
   “Yes.”  I agree.
 
   Kuro ports us into the middle of a small group of five hundred or so goblins.  We ignore the few weak fireballs that the goblins send at us.  I let Juliet attack first so she has a chance to get some power.  I do attack with soul thief after a few moments though, because even this few goblin souls would probably be too much for Juliet until she gains a bit more power.
 
   “Ready?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I agree and she shifts us again.
 
   We’re in the middle of a group of goblins as usual but in front of us is a very familiar human girl being held by the throat by a black haired human man.  The girl has cool blue shoulder length hair, pale skin and she’s wearing a short skirt with a sleeveless top both made from woven green leaves.  Even her shoes are made from green woven leaves.  It is of course Elucia.
 
   Dairon lies on the ground beside her and is bleeding from countless cuts.  His green shorts and shirt are both torn almost to shreds but that is the least of his worries, because he is close to death.  Sakura is floating above him in tears.
 
   With no time for words I raise a divine shield around Dairon, Sakura and Elucia.  I cut the man’s hands off with the shield but a moment later I rip his soul out with soul thief.  It isn’t just his soul but those of about fifty other human enemies.  Juliet has turned her soul stealer lightning on the goblins behind us, but both she and Kuro stare at the human corpses in shock.
 
   “I thought you were hunting goblin souls.”  Kuro points out.
 
   “These are my friends.”  I tell Kuro pointing at Elucia and Dairon.  I send divine healing magic into Dairon’s body before it’s too late.  Then I heal Elucia’s throat, which seems to be her only injury.
 
   “Who are you?”  Elucia asks rubbing her throat.
 
   “Peter.”  I tell her.
 
   “Peter…?  No, really, who are you?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Don’t you recognise my voice or my arms, Elucia?”  I ask.
 
   “Those arms are dwarven so they don’t prove anything.  As for your voice you could just be copying Peter’s voice so that doesn’t prove anything either.”  Elucia says.
 
   “If you were my enemy you’d be dead already.”  I say with a sigh and then shift us all back to the temple throne room.  I send a message to Midori and Hermes through our soul connection.  “Come to the throne room with Rin.  Elucia and Dairon are here.”
 
   “We’re taking a break?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “I’d better clear things up with my friends.  Juliet, why don’t you rest for a while?  The strain of purifying all those souls is probably starting to build up because you’re not used to it.”  I say.
 
   “Ok.  Where can I rest?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Use my room, first room through there.”  I say pointing at the illusionary wall.  Of course no illusion is going to fool Juliet so as far as she is concerned the illusion may as well not be there.
 
   “Peter!”  Midori cries out as she enters the throne room at a run from the main entrance.
 
   “Elucia!”  Rin calls out from just behind Midori.  They seem to be racing, with Hermes right behind them.
 
   “Rin!”  Elucia calls back and runs towards her.
 
   “Peter, how did you break the contract?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “I died of course.  Then I came back to life using my powers as an arch angel.  This body is my real body.”  I tell him.
 
   “An arch angel?”  Dairon asks incredulously.
 
   “Yes.  An arch angel of fire.  A fallen arch angel of fire specifically.  Not one of Azrael’s fools though.  He’s a fallen death angel.”  I tell Dairon.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll have lots to discuss, but first perhaps we should pick up the rest of our little group.  We left Jenny, Jimmy, the Aer sisters and Sakura’s legion behind when we attacked the enemy.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Do you know their location?”  I ask.
 
   “Sakura, do you know?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Sakura says and then shares a mental image of their location with me.
 
   “I’ll get them now then.”  I say and shift to them.  Sakura must have warned them because nobody attacks me or raises a shield.
 
   Jenny, Jimmy and the five Aer sisters are all standing by a small campfire in the middle of a snow covered forest clearing wearing leaf woven clothes just like Elucia was.  The faeries are floating all over the place but they aren’t trying to hide.  Not that they could hide from me, but if they saw me as an enemy they would certainly be trying to hide.
 
   I shift everyone back to the temple without wasting any time on explanations or greetings.  I only want to go through this once.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 (Peter)
 
   “So does that explain everything or does anyone have any more questions?”  I ask everyone in the throne room.
 
   Kuro is sitting on my lap in cat form whilst I’m sitting on the throne.  Everyone else is sitting on chairs that Kuro’s followers brought here for us, except Juliet who decided to rest in my room but is listening to the conversation with magic.  The chairs are arranged in a rough circle that includes the throne.
 
   Midori is sitting on my right and Hermes on my left.  Beside Hermes are Rin, then her mother, Hinata, Yu Kii, Jenny, Jimmy, the Aer sisters, Dairon with Sakura on his right shoulder and finally Elucia who is of course also next to Midori.  The faeries are floating around us just outside the circle of chairs in a broken circle of their own.  None of them seem to dare fly over the throne.  I can’t really blame them given that two gods are sitting on it.
 
   The elves and faeries look to Dairon.  Dairon frowns for a moment before answering for everyone.
 
   “I think that explains what has happened so far, but what do you plan to do now?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “I plan to steal as much power as I can from the empire’s goblins.  I plan to save my friends at the academy and everyone else there too.  I intend to conquer the innermost hell and steal as much power as I can from the demons that live there.  Then I intend to defeat Azrael and free the people living under his rule.  I’ll need help from both the dwarves and the elves to do that though.”  I tell everyone.
 
   “So no big plans for the future then?”  Sakura asks with a grin.
 
   “No, just a few odd jobs.”  I agree with a smile of my own.
 
   “If you need elven help then you’re going to have to help us too.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “That’s fine.  What do you need?”  I ask.
 
   “My fellow legates have agreed to accept Dairon as king if he can kill one enemy chosen by each of the legates.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “Who are these enemies?”  I ask.
 
   “The most recent was the man who almost killed us, whose hands you cut off with your shield and then stole the soul of.”  Sakura answers.
 
   “Oh, does it matter that it wasn’t Dairon who killed him?”  I ask.
 
   “As long as he’s dead it’s fine.”  Sakura says.
 
   “So who are the others?”  I ask.
 
   “One was a goblin but we killed him first.  Then there was that damned rabbit.  We almost died in the chaos after we killed it.  So we’ve killed three of our enemies.  That leaves three more but I need to check with the other legates who the next enemy is.  They only tell us one at a time.”  Sakura says.
 
   “So what’s to stop them naming someone impossible or even an ally?”  I ask.
 
   “That would break the contract so they can’t do that.”  Sakura tells me confidently.
 
   “Then find out who is next.”  I tell her.
 
   “I only obey my king.”  Sakura tells me, which prompts Kuro to growl.
 
   “I’d like to know too.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Right away, your majesty.”  Sakura says and then closes her eyes.  We all wait in silence for a few minutes until she reopens them.  “Your majesty, the next target is the emperor.”
 
   “I thought they had to be on this world.”  Dairon says sounding and looking just as shocked as the rest of us.
 
   “It seems he is on this world at the moment.  In fact he is very close.”  Sakura tells Dairon.
 
   “Kuro?”  I ask.
 
   “Give me a moment.”  Kuro says and sniffs a few times.  Then she contacts someone with a soul link.  After a few more moments she looks up at me very nervously.
 
   “Just how near is he?”  I ask.
 
   “The emperor and his six elite personal guards, known as the god slayers, are all standing outside the academy.  The academy is surrounded by goblin and human mages who seem to be preparing a ritual.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “I thought you were keeping an eye on the academy!”  I protest.
 
   “I got a bit distracted.”  Kuro admits.
 
   “Well it seems the emperor really is our enemy.  If we manage to kill him, the empire will be in chaos, but if we fail or act too slowly our friends will die.”  I say.
 
   “The title god slayer isn’t an empty title.”  Kuro warns me.
 
   “I know they have each killed at least one lesser god in single combat, but I have no choice.”  I tell her.
 
   “Why are they using their leader against one academy?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Probably to draw us out.  Between me, Juliet and Kuro we did slaughter tens of thousands of goblins in just a few minutes.  If we keep that up the empire will be seriously weakened and Contractia will be able to easily destroy what is left of their forces on this world.”  I answer.
 
   “How did you kill that many goblins in just a few minutes?”  Rin asks.
 
   “There’s no time to explain.  Juliet and Kuro, will you come with me?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course.”  Juliet answers through a mental link, though only Kuro and I hear her response.  A moment later though she is standing behind Hermes having shifted in from my room.
 
   “I will too, but I can’t go easy against an enemy that specialises in killing gods and if you go easy on the enemy the academy will be at risk.”  Kuro warns me.
 
   “I know and I have no intention of going easy on the enemy.”  I tell her.
 
   “As long as you understand.”  Kuro says and then jumps out of my lap and onto the floor.
 
   “Dairon?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, I’ll be coming too.”  Dairon agrees.
 
   “I will be leading the legion into this battle, and there had better not be any complaints.”  Sakura says glaring around the circle at her fellow faeries.  None dare to complain or refuse.  I think they are more scared of Sakura than the enemy right now.
 
   “I will come too.”  Elucia says.
 
   “Those who are going, please prepare for battle.  Everyone else, please leave this room immediately.”  I say.
 
   “Are you really taking Elucia?”  Rin asks as everyone gets up.
 
   “If she wants to go.”  I say.
 
   “Then take me too.”  Rin says angrily.
 
   “You’re not strong enough and if we argue now our friends will die.”  I tell Rin who looks at Elucia in frustration one last time before leaving without another word.
 
   Everyone who isn’t coming with us has now left the room and those who are going are now inside the empty circle of chairs.  Dairon and Elucia stand side by side surrounded by faeries with Sakura still sitting on Dairon’s right shoulder.  Juliet is on my left and on my right is Kuro still in her little cat form.  It’s easier for Kuro to shift in like this and transform into her giant cat form when we get there.
 
   “Sakura, have your legion use illusions to confuse the enemy.  Kuro, once the battle starts shift some of your followers and have them blend in with the illusions.  Have them attack to maximise the confusion, but keep them away from us and the elites or they’ll be wiped out.  Dairon and Elucia mix in with the illusions and disrupt the ritual if possible.  Kuro, Juliet and I will attack the emperor and his elite guards.  Everyone, please don’t die.  Kuro, shift us there on the count of three.  One.  Two.  Three.”  I say.
 
   Kuro shifts us directly behind the enemy.  We’re in the ash that used to be a forest.  Humans and goblins really do surround the academy and the air is charged with mana from the ritual that they’re performing.  The enemy humans are mostly wearing mage robes.  The goblins are wearing armour and holding swords or spears.
 
   The enemy leader and his elite guards are obvious because their souls are far stronger than that of a normal human.  In fact each of their souls rival that of a god.  The elite guards are also physically larger than most humans with the shortest being eight feet tall and the tallest almost ten feet tall.
 
   The emperor has an even more powerful soul than his guards but his body is far smaller than a normal human at only two feet tall.  He is no child though.  His appearance is that of a very old man.  His skin is wrinkled and his head is bald.  His eyes are white as if he were blind.  Based on his soul I would estimate his age at no less than six hundred years but probably closer to seven hundred.  His guards are also old men who have lived for centuries but they still maintain youthful bodies.
 
   The emperor and his guards are also the only humans wearing armour or holding swords.  The swords are forged from red metal and each of the elite guards is holding one large sword at least nine feet long whereas the leader is holding two swords each about a foot long.  The armour is formed of black leather that covers their chest, arms, hands, legs and feet.  They each have a red cloth wrapped around their forehead.  I can’t sense any enchantments but there is no way in heaven or hell that their armour or weapons aren’t enchanted.
 
   “So this is the Sky Lord and his pet cat that I have heard so much about.”  The emperor says in a deep quiet voice that can be heard for miles around thanks to his magic.
 
   I ignore the emperor’s words and attack him with soul thief.  As expected he easily repels it with a strange shield.  Normal shielding is of course useless but this isn’t a divine or demonic shield.  It takes a moment to recognise it for what it is.
 
   “Draconic shielding.  In other words, magic immunity.  It’s been a while since I came across that.”  I say.
 
   “Draconic shielding.  Understood.”  Juliet says with a grin and jumps into the sky.
 
   As I follow Juliet into the sky Kuro restores her true size, which is larger than the academy.  Illusionary mages, monks and warriors appear all around the enemy.  Kuro then shifts some of her followers amongst them.  I can’t tell where Elucia and Dairon are but they must be there somewhere.
 
   I don’t have time to look at the rest of the battle though, because the six elite guards have all jumped into the air to engage us.  They are flying in a double line, so paired up with the pairs in a line that is pointed straight at us.  They clearly see two fallen angels as a much greater threat than one lesser god, but to leave their emperor without any elite guards is surprising.  Hopefully Kuro will show them just how dangerous a mistake this was.  Regardless I am not called the Sky Lord just for show.  In the sky I won’t lose.
 
   Juliet begins to sing and dance in the air above us.  I recognise the pattern instantly, even though the last time I saw it was when I fought Azrael.  That time it was being used against me but I killed the caster before it was complete.  The only other time I saw it was in the war of heaven when Azrael first rebelled.  The enemy may not recognise the pattern but they are no fools.
 
   They instantly target Juliet and increase speed, but I won’t let them.  I charge the closest pair at twice the speed of sound.  They are moving almost as quickly so my dwarven hands tear through their necks with the speed of four times that of sound.  Their heads fall to the ground below a moment before their swords and bodies drop but that moment is like an eternity in such a fast paced battle.
 
   Despite my speed and the loss of their comrades the next pair attack with their swords and slice cleanly through my dwarven arms long before their comrades severed heads begin to fall towards the ground.  It doesn’t matter though, because I form my true arms in their place.  To both my enemies’ shock I tear through their chest and just to be safe crush their heart.
 
   Just one pair left.  I guess Juliet’s ritual dance is truly overkill, but it did force the enemies into the sky.  The last two foes bring their swords down just that bit too late.  One scratches my left elbow but the other misses completely.  I tear through their necks and turn to watch the enemy fall to the ground.  As I am turning though I feel a sharp pain in my side.
 
   I look down and see two huge red swords piercing my left side.  A moment later four more swords strike through my body from the same direction.  The six enemies that I just killed are holding their swords and their bodies have completely recovered from those fatal blows I just delivered.  Intense green and blue flames cover my entire body.
 
   “Accept your fate, foolish angel.”  The closest man tells me with a smug grin.
 
   I grin back as my body is turned to ash.  I abandon my body and instead possess the flames.  They are controlled by the magic swords but I am an arch fire angel.  Even if fire isn’t my best element, father made sure that I had full mastery of it and my soul itself is attuned to the fire element.  It only takes a moment to wrest control of the flames and to reduce all six of the enemy to ash with their own flames.
 
   I don’t bother forming a new body yet.  Instead I weld the six swords into one and controlling it through the flame enchantment I launch it at the emperor who is busy fighting Kuro.  The difference in size between Kuro and the tiny emperor is vast but the emperor has the upper hand.  Kuro’s soul has been struck many times by his blades.  All of his nearby allies are dead though, with the ash of his elite guards having fallen near him too.
 
   Before the blade can hit the emperor’s small body, his six elite guards reform their bodies from their ash.  They block the blade’s path with the biggest man accepting the huge blade in his chest and the others grabbing the sword with their bare hands.
 
   “Stop the dragon dance!”  The emperor yells at his guards in a panic.  “I can deal with these two!”
 
   “I won’t let you.”  I tell them and blast all six with soul thief.  They block with draconic shielding of course, but that was the plan.  Using hands of pure flame I tear off the head of the big man with a blade in his chest and throw it before they can drop the draconic shielding.  It doesn’t go far but it doesn’t need to.  The other five look on in shock as his body dies for the last time, with the draconic shielding having cut the soul in his head off from his resurrection magic.  By the time the draconic shielding falls the resurrection magic has died too.
 
   “Monster.”  The emperor mutters.
 
   “Still want to fight me and Kuro alone?”  I ask using the dead man’s mouth.
 
   “Stop him!”  The emperor yells as I use the big man’s dead arms to grab the huge sword out of his chest, not bothering about the damage to his corpse that I am now possessing.  I use wind magic to pick up the dead man’s head and put it back more or less where it belongs.  All five of the surviving elite guards surround me with draconic shielding.  I can’t move, but neither can they.
 
   “I’ll take that as a no.”  I say with a laugh.
 
   “I’ll deal with your dancing brother when I’ve killed your cat.”  The emperor tells me and tears through Kuro’s soul once more.  She hisses but the one who is truly angry is up above us.
 
   “Now you’ve pissed her off.”  I warn the emperor.
 
   “Like an oversized cat can do anything about it.”  The emperor says with a haughty laugh.
 
   “I wasn’t talking about her.”  I say with a shrug.  “But I dare say you’ve pissed off Kuro too.  Anyway, shouldn’t you be more concerned about that army of elves?”
 
   “If you’re going to use illusions at least make them realistic.  An army of elves…?  You might as well use the illusion of a dragon.”  The emperor says as he cuts Kuro again.  Unfortunately his draconic shield makes Kuro’s magical attacks useless and his blades block every physical attack that Kuro sends his way, cutting both her body and her soul.
 
   “My army of elves just stopped your army’s ritual and saved the academy.  A dragon though…  That’s actually not a bad idea.”  I tell him and he frowns but continues to block Kuro’s attacks without allowing himself to be distracted.
 
   “I doubt your cat can last long enough for your brother to complete the dragon dance.”  The emperor says and unfortunately given Kuro’s state he may not be entirely wrong, other than about Juliet’s gender.
 
   All of a sudden though, a dagger appears in the emperor’s back.  The emperor screams and drops his draconic shielding.  As soon as he does so Kuro consumes his body and soul with red lightning and black flames.
 
   “Hey, careful!”  Lucy shouts as she backs away from Kuro’s attack.
 
   “Lucy!”  I exclaim.
 
   “We thought you were dead, you big idiot!”  Lucy yells at me.
 
   “Well, I did die a couple of times.”  I admit.
 
   “You can tell Juliet to stop her dragon dance.”  Lucy tells me.  I guess there’s no fooling her no matter what bodies we happen to be in.
 
   “Have you forgotten that there are still enemies to eat?”  Kuro asks in a hiss.
 
   “No, I haven’t forgotten, but they kind of have me trapped here.”  I point out.  As I say it though the enemy port away.  “They got away whilst we were chatting.  Juliet, stop dancing!  They’re gone.”
 
   “Damn, I wanted to spend a few days breaking him.  Why did you kill that insensitive bastard so quickly, Kuro?”  Juliet asks.  It seems she really didn’t like being called a ‘brother’.
 
   I consider suggesting that we deal with what’s left of the enemy force but it’s easier to just do it myself.  So I send soul thief at all the goblins and mix in ordinary lightning to kill the human enemies.  It only takes a few moments to kill them.  It would have been quicker but I had to avoid killing my allies.
 
   “Why didn’t we just do that at the start?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “If we’d tried that whilst the emperor or his elite guards were still around they would have blocked it and taken advantage of our distraction to kill us.”  I tell Juliet.  It seems that she still has a lot to learn about war but I suppose that is normal for a recently fallen angel.
 
   “Now the emperor is dead, doesn’t that mean we’ve won against the empire?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “It is a serious blow but they still have five of their god slayers and lots more normal mages.”  I remind her.
 
   “So what exactly happened to both of you?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “As you pointed out, I kind of died.  That was when I got my memories and my true body back.  I resurrected Rin at the same time too.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “So what exactly are you?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I’m a fallen arch fire angel and Juliet is a fallen fire angel, though she only fell today.”  I explain.
 
   “You’re fallen angels?”  Lucy asks in disbelief.
 
   “Yes, though nothing to do with Azrael.  He’s a fallen death angel.”  I point out before she misunderstands something important.
 
   “So what now?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I take down the academy shield and shift everyone currently in the academy to safety.”  I answer.
 
   “Is anywhere truly safe?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Not really, but the academy shield is going to fall soon anyway.  I’ll take everyone back to the temple first.  I’ll then let anyone who wants to do so leave for Utopia Camerona.  Both places are safer than staying here once the shield falls.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “Are you at least going to swap that corpse for a proper body first?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Oh, right.  Good point.”  I say, having completely forgotten that I was still possessing a corpse.
 
   I abandon the corpse and reform my true body.  The dwarven arms are nowhere to be found, so this time it is entirely my true body.  Fortunately the goblin souls I harvested have given me more than enough power to do so even without the anchor that those arms provided me.
 
   “So you chose that body again.”  Lucy says with a sigh.
 
   “I can’t afford to use a weak human body.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “I suppose that’s true, but I still prefer your human body.  I hope to see it again after the war.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Let’s hope we both live that long.”  I say.
 
   “Yes, let’s hope.”  Lucy agrees.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8 (Aventurine)
 
   We were nervous the last time we had to defend the corridors but after losing Yu Kii, Misty and Juliet it’s ten times worse now.  Tomo, Tabi and Mirai all stand a little behind me.  I’m confident in their abilities and in my own but I looked up to Yu Kii as one of Peter’s original friends.  Her abilities were incredible.  If the enemy were able to kill Yu Kii I wonder how we could fare any better.  We can only pray that any enemies that break through are a lot weaker this time.
 
   After letting Yu Kii die I don’t know how any of us will even look Peter in the eye if we see him again.  I have of course heard the rumour that he’s dead but I don’t believe it.  The Peter that I know, respect and love wouldn’t die just from being killed.  It would take a lot more than an enemy army.  It would probably take a dragon to kill him.  No, perhaps even a dragon couldn’t kill him.  It would take an army of angels led by a god to kill him.  There’s no way he’d ever have to deal with something quite that crazy so he’s definitely still alive.  Probably.  I hope.  Definitely.
 
   “Aventurine…?”  Mirai says sounding worried.
 
   “What?”  I ask.
 
   “Third time lucky, but seriously you need to concentrate.  If I’d been saying that the enemy were here you’d be dead already.”  Mirai warns me.
 
   “Sorry.  I’ll concentrate from now on, but what was it?”  I ask.
 
   “Doesn’t something feel odd in the air?”  Mirai asks.
 
   “I don’t sense anything but you’re the wind mage.  What do you sense?”  I ask.
 
   “It feels like lightning waiting to happen, but different.”  Mirai says.
 
   “That does sound odd.  Is someone hiding their presence?”  I ask.
 
   “If so they know what they’re doing because I can’t sense them.”  Mirai says.
 
   “I’ll try flooding the corridor and then freezing it.  Unless they’re already past it that should stop them sneaking right up to or past us.”  I say.
 
   “Good idea.  I’m glad you’re awake now.”  Mirai says.  I bite back my complaint, because she has a point.
 
   I summon a wall of water from the floor to the roof of a ten foot stretch of the corridor ahead.  I don’t sense any reaction from the potential lightning that Mirai sensed so I just freeze it as planned.  The port block should prevent anyone simply porting past, so it should keep us safe from any sneak attacks.
 
   I feel the ice shake a little so I focus my senses intently on the ice.  As I do so though not only the ice but the whole corridor shakes violently.  I’m thrown from my feet and the ice shatters.  I quickly melt the ice, which was being thrown at us as ice shards.  I then restore the wall of water but I don’t sense anything inside it.
 
   “The port block is down!”  Tabi yells.
 
   “I’ve raised a port barrier!”  Tomo calls out but as she does so I realise a much bigger problem.
 
   “The academy shield is down.”  I whisper in horror.
 
   “We’re really going to die, aren’t we?”  Mirai asks listlessly.
 
   “If so we’ll go down fighting.”  I declare but as soon as I’ve said it I’m ported.  I thought there was a port barrier up?  All around us are students and even teachers from the academy but the huge grey stone room we’re in is unfamiliar.
 
   “Where are we?”  Mirai asks in a panic.
 
   “We must have been taken prisoner.”  Tomo says.
 
   “Do you think they’ll treat us well?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “It seems odd to be taken prisoner like this, all together with our powers unrestricted.”  I say.
 
   “Do you think we’ve been saved?”  Mirai asks.
 
   “But by who?”  I ask with a frown.
 
   “Everyone, please calm down.”  A very familiar voice says from just behind me.
 
   “Peter…!”  I say and smile in relief as I realise who saved us.  I turn and my smile drops instantly as I see a very different person to the one I was expecting.
 
   “Yes Aventurine, it’s me even if it doesn’t look like it.”  A green scaled lizard man with green leathery spiked wings, a green metal tail with a sharp spike at the end and white bone claws instead of toes and fingers says in Peter’s voice.  Most bizarre are his eyes, which are literally blue flames.
 
   “An illusion?”  I ask, about the only possible explanation I can think of.
 
   “No, but I don’t want to go through this with everyone one at a time.  Can everyone please quieten down and give me your undivided attention?!”  Peter (?) asks.
 
   Even quicker than if the teachers had asked for silence the whispered conversations behind me all come to a complete halt.  We all stand waiting nervously watching Peter (?), a similar lizard person but with red flames for eyes standing on his right and a black cat sitting on his left.
 
   “I’m going to keep this simple for now but there is a lot you are going to have to take in.  I am Peter, the boy who won the recent tournament at our academy.  I’m also a fallen arch angel and a lesser god.  Kuro, I mean Kuroneko, on my left is a lesser god and on my right is Juliet.  Juliet is a fallen angel who the members of my club already know, though not in this form.
 
   “Even though two of us are angels that have fallen we are not on the same side as Contractia’s enemies.  In fact we just helped Contractia by killing the leader of the empire that invaded Contractia.  I also intend to kill Azrael, leader of the Fallen Angels that Contractia is currently fighting.
 
   “I also need to inform everyone who knows them that the following people are all safe.  Rin, Hermes, Midori, Yu Kii, Hinata, Jenny, Jimmy, Elucia, Dairon and all our other elven and faery friends.  Sadly Misty was killed in battle.”  Peter announces.  He pauses and then continues.
 
   “You will all need to make a choice.  Those who wish to leave will be sent to Utopia Camerona.  Those who wish to stay and fight beside us may do so.  However I am not part of Contractia anymore so joining me means leaving Contractia and its laws.  Most importantly there will be no slaves, and family will be family, not property.  There will be plenty of details to be worked out but that can come later.  It is also possible though that we may come in conflict with Contractia even though our interests are currently the same.
 
   “There is one person here who will be sent to Utopia Camerona regardless of her will.  I am sure Jade knows why she doesn’t have the option of staying to fight beside us.”  Peter says.  Beside him Juliet is glaring in the same direction Peter is looking.  I find my gaze drawn to the target of her fury.
 
   “It’s not my fault!”  Jade protests.
 
   “If you really want to continue to defend yourself that’s fine, but if you do you had better be prepared to duel Juliet, because I’m not going to be able to hold her back.  I won’t allow anyone to help you though, because Juliet has every right to want you dead.”  Peter says.
 
   Jade wisely goes silent.  She also goes bone white as all the blood seems to drain from her face.  After what Peter said it is clear that nobody will help her if she continues.  Her only chance of surviving is to shut up.
 
   There are whispered conversations everywhere in the room, but it seems obvious why Juliet is angry.  If she really is Juliet and Misty is dead, what else could it be?  Jade was supposedly the only person from her group to survive.  A group that included Misty and Juliet who were best friends.  In fact Misty and Juliet were more or less each other’s only friends.  Rightly or wrongly, Juliet clearly blames Jade for Misty’s death.  If Peter is on Juliet’s side though it seems unlikely that Juliet is wrong.
 
   “Everyone who wishes to leave, please gather on the far side of this room and wait to be sent to Utopia Camerona.  Everyone who wishes to fight alongside us gather near me.  Even if you aren’t good at magic there will be work you can do to help defeat Azrael.  Please make your choice quickly though.”  Peter tells us.
 
   “I’m staying.”  I say without even having to think about it.  Peter smiles.
 
   “I’m glad.  I would have been disappointed if you’d left.”  Peter says.  I feel happy to hear him say it and can’t help smiling back.  Yes, this is Peter, whatever he may look like now.
 
   I look behind me.  It is no surprise that the teachers and many of the students have made their way to the other side of the room.  Many of the students however are on this side of the room too.
 
   “How is Midori?”  Mirai asks Peter.
 
   “She’s doing well.  You’ll have a chance to see her again assuming you stay.”  Peter replies.
 
   “Of course we’re staying.”  Mirai says.  Both Tabi and Tomo nod in agreement.
 
   “Hey!”  A short girl calls out from behind a crowd of people.  I can’t even see her.  “We’ve got a question before we can decide to join or not.”
 
   “Grace, ask whatever you need to.”  Peter says patiently.  People make way for her and I see a small black girl standing there with a familiar looking group behind her.  Ah, she’s the leader of our rival club that we once competed with to use the arena for practise.
 
   “Our parents are slaves.  If we join you, will you help us free them?”  Grace asks.
 
   “Where are your parents?”  Peter asks.
 
   “In the Black Forest.”  She says and Peter winces.
 
   “In the slave farms?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Grace says nervously.
 
   “I’m sorry.  There’s no easy way to say this.  The slaves living there were all killed by the enemy.”  Peter tells her.
 
   “You’re serious?”  Grace asks in a small voice.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Peter says.
 
   “When?”  Grace asks.
 
   “Before the tournament ended.”  Peter answers.
 
   “But Mayor Perry assured us they were all safe just before the academy was besieged.”  Grace says.
 
   “I would never trust Perry, but might she have moved them somewhere else?”  Peter asks.
 
   “No.  She said they were still there.”  Grace answers.
 
   “If you or any of your friends want to stay here a while before making your choice you are welcome to do so, or before leaving even if you have made the choice already.”  Peter tells her.
 
   “I’ll stay, but we will want to see our parents’ fate for ourselves.  If they truly are dead there’s no longer any reason to bow down to that evil mayor.  Besides, a land without slavery is something I would gladly fight for, even if it is too late for the ones we care most about.”  Grace says.  The girls behind her nod angrily, though there isn’t a single girl among them that doesn’t have tears in her eyes.
 
   “I’ll make sure you have a chance to see what you need to, but prepare yourselves.  Does anyone else have any questions that need to be answered to make their decision?”  Peter asks.  He is met with silence.  “It seems that everyone has made their decision.  I wish those who are leaving the best of luck for the future.  That is doubly true for my friends from future’s forge.”
 
   I follow Peter’s gaze and realise that most of the newest members of our club are leaving.  Some look a bit sheepish whilst others look nonchalant.  I suppose they mostly joined because we more or less forced them to for the sake of making up numbers.  I’m glad that most of the original members are staying.  In fact I can’t see a single one of our original members there, but with every student and teacher from the academy here I can’t be sure.  There are many more students leaving than staying but there are lots of students staying too.  I would estimate perhaps around a hundred are staying.
 
   “Goodbye.”  Peter says with a smile and then everyone who decided to leave is gone.  Peter wipes his left eye as if to wipe away a tear.  Can he even still cry when his eyes are pure fire?  “I am truly happy that so many of you decided to stay.  This room is filled with my friends and my comrades.  The future is uncertain, but together we have the power to shape it, or perhaps out of respect for my old club I should say to forge it.
 
   “Regardless of any pretty words though, there is much hard work and bloodshed ahead.  I would like everyone standing here to survive the war, but I cannot promise that will happen.  This place is Kuroneko’s temple but she has kindly agreed to share it with me for now.  There are a few unoccupied large rooms like the one we are currently standing in.  When you leave this room the three nearby doors lead to the other rooms.  With the help of any earth mages among us it should be possible to create beds and any other furniture you need.  You can decide to split up however you wish.  For now please make yourselves comfortable whilst I talk in more detail with Sor.”  Peter finishes and then ports away, presumably with Sor.  Juliet and Kuroneko port away a moment later.
 
   “Why Sor?”  I ask myself.
 
   “More importantly, when do you think we can see Midori?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “I doubt it will be long.  At least we now know everyone is safe, well, except Misty.”  I say.
 
   “I feel a little bad about her now.”  Tabi says.
 
   “It does feel a little silly.”  Tomo says.  “We were worrying about some drawings whilst we were surrounded by enemies trying to kill us all.”
 
   “They were pretty sick though.”  Niji says from behind me.  I turn to face her.
 
   “She didn’t deserve to die because of them though.”  I say.
 
   “I didn’t say she did, but that doesn’t mean we were silly to worry about them.”  Niji says.
 
   “It’s not like she was causing anyone any harm, and now she’s dead.  It sounds like she died because Jade either betrayed or abandoned her too.  That’s just too sad.”  I tell Niji.
 
   “We already thought she was dead.”  Niji reminds me.
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t make it any less sad.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’m sad for her too, but aren’t you glad that everyone else is alive and safe?”  Niji asks.
 
   “Of course I am!”  I protest.
 
   “I’m jealous.”  Grace says.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  I tell her honestly.
 
   “It’s not your fault, but you could at least accept how lucky you are.”  Grace tells me.
 
   “I know I’m lucky.  Most of my friends are alive and my family may be alive.  My mother and sister are fighting on the frontline if they’re still alive though.”  I tell Grace.
 
   “I hope they are still alive, but right now I don’t want to hear about other peoples’ families.  None of us do, so we’re going to take one of the rooms just for us.  I hope you can all respect that.”  Grace tells me.
 
   “I’m sure everyone will.”  I tell her.
 
   “Since you’re one of Peter’s friends other people probably will if you back us up.”  Grace says.
 
   “I don’t know if being his friend makes much difference to that, but if you have any trouble let us know and we’ll do what we can.”  I say.
 
   “Thank you.”  Grace says and bows her head for a moment.  Her friends bow their heads too.  Then they all head towards the door.  Everyone else is still talking amongst themselves but as they move away from us Neko squeezes past some girls that I don’t know.  They’re wearing the same uniform as us so they’re either in year 2 or 3.
 
   “He’s alive, nya!”  Neko exclaims and hugs me.  Grace and her friends don’t look back but there’s no way they didn’t hear.
 
   “Yes, he’s alive.”  I say quietly but happily.  I hug Neko back tightly.
 
   “Mirai, Tabi, Tomo!”  Midori cries out and I turn my head to see Midori.
 
   “What are you wearing!?”  Tabi exclaims.
 
   “This is my miko uniform.  I designed it.  What do you think?”  Midori asks.  I can’t help staring at the uniform that leaves her side mostly exposed.  It covers what it needs to, but even so…  That is daring.  There’s no way I could wear something like that.
 
   “Miko uniform?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “I’m Peter’s miko now.”  Midori says with a huge beaming smile.
 
   “What exactly does a miko do?”  I ask.
 
   “Oh, Aventurine, you were there were you?”  Midori says with a scowl.   “A miko basically supplies power for Peter.”
 
   “So you kiss him to provide mana?”  I ask.
 
   “No, he connects our souls and then takes it directly.  That’s way more intimate than simply kissing, but I wouldn’t mind kissing too.”  Midori says happily.
 
   “Looks like you beat Rin and Cherry.”  Tabi says with a grin.
 
   “Peter is a god though, so I don’t have him all to myself.”  Midori says looking a little less happy again.
 
   “Is Rin a miko too?”  I ask.
 
   “No, but Hermes is.”  Midori says.  “It’s fine though.  I was prepared to share Peter even when I thought he was mortal.  As a god it would be weird if I didn’t have to share him.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that.”  Tabi says.
 
   “Me neither.”  Mirai agrees and Tomo nods.
 
   “The whole miko concept seems weird to be honest.”  I admit.
 
   “Does it?”  Neko asks.
 
   “Don’t you think it’s weird?”  I ask.
 
   “It seems like common sense.”  Neko says.
 
   “Why don’t you try becoming a miko then?”  I suggest, not really serious.
 
   “You don’t mind?”  Neko asks.
 
   “Why would I?”  I ask.
 
   “Then I will, nya.”  Neko says with a grin.
 
   “Are you sure?”  I ask dubiously.
 
   “Yes, nya.”  Neko says happily.
 
   “Sure about what?”  Cherry or Sherry asks.  The other twin is right behind her but I still have no idea which is which.
 
   “Becoming one of Peter’s miko like Midori, nya.”  Neko says.
 
   “Is that why you’re wearing those weird clothes, Midori?”  Cherry or Sherry asks.
 
   “They’re not weird, but yes.”  Midori says.
 
   “You’re next.”  Sor says and a moment later I’m ported into a small grey stone room.  It’s about six feet by six feet in here and doesn’t have any furniture, windows or even a door.  Peter is right in front of me just a foot away, but it still feels weird to see him looking like this.  It also feels weird being alone with him or quite so close.
 
   “I saw Trinity not that long ago and she was safe at the time.  Your mother was fighting somewhere else but as far as I know she’s ok.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Thank you.”  I say gratefully.
 
   “How have you been?”  Peter asks.
 
   “It’s been scary, but I feel much safer now.  I’m just glad almost everyone was ok.  We thought Yu Kii and Juliet were dead so finding that they’re alive was like a miracle.”  I tell him.
 
   “Miracles are what I need to create right now, but I can’t do it alone.”  Peter says.
 
   “I don’t know what I can do, but I want to help.”  I tell him.
 
   “Will you let me share my mind with you?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Sure.”  I say.  He places his forehead against mine.  His thoughts and memories flow into my head in a huge torrent.  It only takes a moment but when he removes his forehead from mine I understand.  It’s not something trivial that he wants.  In fact what he wants scares me to the very bottom of my soul.  In fact in a sense it is my very soul that he wants.
 
   “You’re scared.”  Peter says.
 
   “I am.”  I admit.  There’s no point denying it.
 
   “Think about it and let me know when you reach a decision.  It is a big decision so rushing it would be foolish.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Is there any other way I can help?”  I ask.
 
   “Everyone can help in one way or another, but what I need most is the power to defeat my enemies.  Of course even if we win we will need to consider what comes next.  There is no point to victory if there is nobody left to enjoy it or if we leave behind a situation just as bad as defeat.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I will think about it but I’m not sure.  I’m sorry.”  I tell Peter looking down at the ground in shame.
 
   “There’s nothing to be sorry about. You’re taking your future and your soul seriously.  That’s all.”  Peter tells me and raises my chin up so that I find myself looking him in the eye.  “Whatever decision you make, you are important to me.  Your soul reached out to me even when my memories were buried.  You are more like me than you realise.  When I look into your soul it is like looking into a mirror distorted by time.  I truly am glad you decided to stay.”
 
   “I, um, don’t quite know what to say.”  I admit with a blush, my heart racing.
 
   “You don’t need to say anything.  Just take your time and think about it.”  Peter tells me.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 (Sor)
 
   I’m so embarrassed.  It was humiliating to have to be told by Peter why I wasn’t able to form a soul link with my miko.  It was even worse that my soul link to Emi wasn’t in fact the connection of a miko but merely that of a lover.  In other words I thought that I had thirty miko but I didn’t even have one.  Utterly humiliating.  Worst though was the Kuroneko’s hearty laughter and that way Juliet looked at me as if I was some unwanted mouse that a cat had brought her.  The Kuroneko should have just told me from the start!
 
   I tried so many methods to form a soul connection with my other miko.  I assumed that I just had to connect with them the same way I connected with Emi.  So I toyed with them, teased them and made fools out of them just like I always have with Emi, but of course nothing worked.  I did consider that we needed to become genuine friends, but that just seemed like a weird way to form a connection between a god and her miko.
 
   At least now I have finally managed to form the soul link with my miko, even if it did take Peter’s help.  With the proper soul link Emi gives me more power than I would have imagined possible.  The other twenty nine miko combined only give me about a tenth of what Emi gives me.  It seems that numbers alone aren’t enough to make me strong.  It needs to be people that I’m already closely connected to.  Sadly the only person who I have that sort of connection with is Emi.
 
   It was amusing that two of my miko tried to escape when Peter gave everyone a choice of staying or leaving.  When I ported them both from the other side of the room and glared at them the look on their faces made me wonder whether they were about to wet themselves.  To have the audacity of trying to break a contract with me!  I promptly reminded all my miko of the consequences of breaking the contract though, so they won’t be trying that again.
 
   It seems that Peter is hoping to form a miko connection with some of his friends.  I’m jealous of the number and strength of his connections.  Both Midori and Hermes look to have a connection with Peter that is just as strong as mine is with Emi.  It’s just so annoying that even now I’m a god he’s still stronger than me.
 
   If all Peter’s close friends became miko his strength would be unimaginable.  He’s not going to force any of them though, so I doubt many will be willing to make that sacrifice.  Even with just two though, he has much more strength than me.  I could probably still beat him at the moment.  Actually who am I kidding?  I doubt I would stand more than a one in ten chance of winning even like this.  With a third miko that would be less than one in a hundred or perhaps even less than one in a thousand.
 
   There is one ray of light though.  Peter agreed to teach me soul stealer lightning, provided I sign a contract to never use it on any pure souls.  That means humans, elves, dwarves, nature spirits etc.  So I can use it on enemies such as demons and goblins.  In return he wants my help to defeat Maou Ferdinand, the evil demon lord that killed my mother.  Needless to say I agreed without a second thought.
 
   My one hesitation with working with Peter is that he killed Emi’s mother.  It was in the arena and he had no choice, but Emi is my most special person.  Now that he has his memories back, does he remember killing her?  If he doesn’t, does that make it better or worse?  I don’t know.
 
   For now I’ll work with him.  That’s why I’m here in this dull grey stone room with a couple of dozen goblins in mouldy leather armour chained to the walls.  They can’t move so all they can do is glare at me with fear and hatred.  Soon I’ll make them despair.  They’ll get no pity from me.
 
   As for Peter, it’s not like I hate him.  Neither does Emi despite knowing he’s the one who made her an orphan.  We agreed to forgive him before he returned to the academy and I fought him in the tournament.  That was before he got his memories back though.
 
   Now isn’t the time to hesitate.  I want to kill Ferdinand.  If he hadn’t come to the aid of that world of demons my mother was assigned to conquer she’d still be alive.  He had no reason to agree to the summons.  Now I have a chance to make him truly regret it and then to end his life.  I lick my lips in anticipation.
 
   “You’re eager.”  Juliet says in her native language.  I can understand her thanks to the translation magic Peter used on me, but it feels odd.
 
   “What did you bring her for?”  I ask Peter in annoyance.
 
   “Juliet can use some practise too.  Her technique is still very inefficient.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “At least you didn’t bring Kuroneko.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “I came along to watch and laugh at you.”  Kuroneko says from right behind me and laughs haughtily.
 
   “Be nice, Kuro.”  Peter says.
 
   “I am being nice.  I’m not eating her.”  Kuroneko says.
 
   “That’s because we have a contract.”  I tell Kuroneko with a glare.
 
   “The contract is weak.  I could still eat you if I wanted to.  What matters is the promise.”  Kuroneko says.
 
   “Did you bring Kuroneko to improve her technique too?”  I ask Peter.
 
   “No, I taught Kuro everything I could a long time ago.”  Peter says.
 
   “So even the great and glorious Kuroneko had to learn from Peter.”  I say with a victorious grin.
 
   “Sor, Kuro… both of you, please be nice to each other.”  Peter says glaring at us both.
 
   “I will be, if she’s nice to me first.  For now I’ll forgive her if she bows down to me and apologises for all her rude comments.”  I say.
 
   “Sor…”  Peter says having closed the six feet between us instantly.  For the first time I sense danger.
 
   “Just kidding.”  I say taking a step back.
 
   “Kuro, I’m sure you’re too busy to waste your time here.”  Peter says.
 
   “I’m leaving.”  Kuro says seeming a little nervous for the first time.
 
   “Sor, do you still remember how you formed a soul link with your miko?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Of course.”  I answer.
 
   “Stealing a soul is very similar to forming a soul link.”  Peter says.
 
   “Isn’t it unpleasant when the enemy is a filthy goblin?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, very.”  Peter agrees.
 
   “That sucks, because you won’t let me steal any clean souls.  So all I get are filth like this.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “Having your soul stolen is far worse than simply dying.  Would you really want to steal another human’s soul?”  Peter asks.
 
   “If it was an evil human or my enemy I don’t see the problem.”  I say.
 
   “In this life they may be evil but in their next life they may be a good person.  That new life will never happen if you steal their soul.  With goblin and demon souls once you purify the soul and get most of their power you release it.  Taking everything uses more power than releasing the last dregs.  With a human soul it is very hard to take only a little.  Kuro managed to take only a bite from your soul but she is very experienced.  For you that would be impossible.”  Peter explains.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  I signed the contract.”  I remind Peter.
 
   “I know you did.  I had hoped you’d understand, but I suppose you’re right.  As long as the contract is in force there’s nothing to worry about.”  Peter says.
 
   “So share your mind already.”  I tell him.
 
   “There’s no need.  This is something you need to learn the hard way.  First for the very basics.  It’s inefficient but surround a goblin’s soul with your own soul.  Then just absorb it.  You’ll understand how when you try.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I hate doing things the hard way.”  I tell him with a glare but follow his instructions anyway.  I expand my soul a bit like during a soul link but this time cover the goblin’s soul.  It’s easy to absorb.  In fact not absorbing would be harder.
 
   “Now you have to purify the soul.  One goblin is no danger, but when you absorb hundreds or even just dozens of goblins all at once there is a risk of corrupting your soul.  Doing so would mean becoming a demon rather than a god.  It would also mean death for all your miko unless you cut your connections to them first.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Emi would die?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “Emi and all your other miko.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I don’t really care about the others.”  I say with a shrug.
 
   “That’s one of the reasons you don’t get much power from them.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Telling me that isn’t going to make me start caring.”  I say with another shrug.
 
   “I know.  For now just focus on the goblin soul.  It feels dirty, right?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Yes.  Filthy.”  I agree.
 
   “As long as you can sense the filth you can purify it.”  Peter says.
 
   “How?”  I ask.
 
   “You need to figure that out yourself.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Hey!”  I exclaim angrily.
 
   “If you have time to complain use it to purify the goblin.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Damn you.”  I say but turn my focus on the goblin.  It really is filthy.  I want to clean it as quickly as possible.  As I think that I sense the dirt fade.  “It’s gone.”
 
   “See, that wasn’t hard, was it?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Annoying.”  I say shaking my head in frustration.
 
   “Now you need to take most of the power.  When it gets hard just eject what is left from your soul.”  Peter tells me.  I focus on the soul and drain power from it just as if it was a soul link to my miko, except much more forcefully.  When it’s almost empty it resists desperately so I eject it.
 
   “So that’s why taking everything is inefficient.”  I say.
 
   “Whether good or evil, all life wishes to exist.  People may sometimes wish to end their lives, but the soul is the very core of their existence.  Their soul will always struggle to exist.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.  Why then is it harder to take only part of a human soul?”  I ask.
 
   “Because it tastes too good.  Once you’ve started you just can’t stop until it’s all gone.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “That’s the only reason?”  I ask dubiously.
 
   “Yes.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Then I simply can’t accept that I’d be unable to stop.  All it would take is enough will power.”  I tell him.
 
   “You don’t have to accept it.  You just have to keep the contract.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I don’t have much choice about that.”  I say.
 
   “Anyway, keep practising.  We have a couple of dozen goblins here, but I’ll be working with Juliet so you can have about a dozen of them.  Once we’ve finished here I’ll show you how to take this to the next level.  A dozen goblin souls isn’t enough to make any real difference.  Tens of thousands of goblin souls is an entirely different matter.  Even a few hundred would be of some value.  Of course the goblins don’t normally wait patiently for you to steal their souls.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “If one feels this bad, I hate to think what that many would feel like.”  I admit with a shiver.
 
   “We’ll work up to that slowly.  For now focus on dealing with one at a time.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I will.”  I say and look at a nearby goblin.  He stares back at me.  He can’t move or talk because he’s chained tightly to the wall and gagged.  His skin is green of course and his eyes are red.  Right now his eyes clearly show just how terrified he is.  If our places were swapped though, he wouldn’t show me any mercy.  I don’t intend to show him any.  He’s just food.
 
   I reach out with my soul and envelop his.  I pay a bit more attention to the goblin this time.  Last time I was focused purely on its soul.  As I absorb his soul the goblin dies painlessly as if going to sleep.  I clean the soul, eat most of it and then release the last part into the air.  It floats away as if caught in a breeze.  I watch until it floats through the wall.
 
   I look at Juliet and as I do so she releases a black lightning that eats the souls of six goblins at once.  I watch as she purifies and eats the souls.  Juliet really was hiding her real powers damn it.  To think that annoying little girl was actually this powerful.  So annoying.
 
   I quickly move on to the next goblin as Peter lectures Juliet.  At least I’m not the only one still learning.  I’ll never finish my goblins before she finishes her half.  I steal and purify its soul quickly, eat most of it and discard the rest.
 
   “Sor, don’t waste so much.  It’s not just about speed.  Efficiency is much more important.  We are taking lives, even if they are goblin lives.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I thought I ate most of it.”  I say.
 
   “You wasted more than you should have.  With one it doesn’t really matter but multiply that by tens of thousands and it makes a huge difference.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I’ll be more careful.”  I tell him.  He then returns his attention to Juliet.
 
   I focus on the next goblin.  I steal and purify his soul quickly again, but take a bit more time eating it.  Once it starts resisting desperately I discard it.  I then move onto the next one and repeat the process.  Soon all of my goblins are soulless corpses.
 
   “Let’s hunt some small groups of goblins next.”  Peter tells us.
 
   “I’ll deal with most of the enemy.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Leave some for Sor though, or she’ll never improve.”  Peter says.  It just feels so strange being the weakest one here.  Strange and annoying.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll let Sor have some too.”  Juliet says.
 
   “By the time we finish I’ll be the one who has to go easy on you.”  I tell Juliet.  She looks at me confused.
 
   “Ok.”  Juliet says sounding as if she has no idea what I’m talking about.  There’s no point arguing.  Even though she’s this powerful it seems she really doesn’t understand human emotions.  Of course I’m not human anymore, but I still feel human.
 
   “Let’s go.”  Peter says and shifts us.  Of course I already understand how it works now, but to be shown something about dimensional magic by Peter is humiliating.  That was supposed to be the one area that nobody was better at than me.
 
   In front of us there’s a group of a few dozen goblins wearing mouldy leather armour and each holding a sword or spear.  Before I can react Juliet has already released her black lightning.  It instantly steals the souls of most of the goblins.  She purposefully leaves the couple of goblins closest to me.
 
   I reach out with my soul and envelop both of theirs at once.  Absorbing their souls is easy but purifying them is much harder than I expected even with just two goblins.  It feels like my body and soul are heavy.  I manage though and eat their souls, releasing just the very last part.
 
   “Good work both of you.”  Peter says condescendingly.  Juliet seems happy but I can’t be happy.  I only stole the souls of two goblins.
 
   Peter shifts us in front of another group of goblins.  I reach out for the souls of three goblins before Juliet can strike with her black lightning.  I would aim for more, but if even two is bad I need to gain more experience at this before taking too many souls at once.  I quickly absorb their souls.  My body and soul feel much heavier this time.  I quickly purify the souls and eat as much as I can.
 
   “How did it feel?”  Peter asks me as I release the last part of their souls.
 
   “Disgusting as always.”  I answer with a shrug.
 
   “But no trouble?”  Peter asks.
 
   “None.”  I answer.
 
   “Good.  Perhaps try a few more next time.”  Peter says.
 
   “Fine.”  I say although the idea of taking so many at once is a bit intimidating.  Of course if I’m aiming to deal with tens of thousands then I can’t just keep adding one goblin at a time.
 
   “Juliet, leave six for Sor next time.”  Peter says.
 
   “Ok.”  Juliet says happily.
 
   “You’re doing well too.  That was definitely more efficient.”  Peter tells her.
 
   “It feels better this way.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Good.”  Peter says and then shifts us again.
 
   There are around twenty goblins but Juliet releases her black lightning leaving just six standing.  They charge at us but I envelop and absorb their souls.  I feel heavy again but not much different to when I took three at once.  That’s a relief.  I quickly purify their souls and then eat their souls until just before the point where they would resist desperately.  I’m sure I’ve got the right amount so I release them.
 
   “Perfect, Sor.  You seem to have the basics now.  Juliet, leave the next group entirely to Sor.”  Peter says.
 
   “Ok.”  Juliet says.  If it was just killing them it would be easy, but the thought of stealing so many souls all at once is a bit intimidating.  I’m not going to let Peter or Juliet know that though.
 
   “Good, make it a nice sized group.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “Sure.”  Peter says and shifts us in front of a group of about fifty goblins.  Why did I have to say make it a nice sized group?!
 
   I envelop and absorb all of their souls.  My whole body is in pain and feels disgusting.  I feel much heavier than before too.  I quickly purify the goblin souls and the pain goes away.  My body and soul are back to normal but I take a moment to relax before eating just the right amount of each soul.  Then I release the last part as usual.
 
   “How did that feel?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Fine.”  I tell him.
 
   “That’s good.  Let’s get Kuro and go hunting properly.  Just deal with what you can though.  We all need to harvest goblin souls for power so don’t feel you need to take more than you’re ready to.”  Peter says and then shifts us back to the temple throne room.  Kuroneko is lounging on the throne in cat form.  “Kuro, let’s hunt.”
 
   “Took you long enough.”  Kuro complains but leaps through the air, adjusts her angle slightly and lands on Peter’s right shoulder.  Then she licks Peter’s ear.  Damn cat!
 
   “You can choose the targets now.  You’re better at it than me.”  Peter says.
 
   “I don’t see how you could fail to smell the goblin stench.”  Kuroneko says and then shifts us in the middle of an entire goblin army.  Peter wasn’t kidding when he was talking about tens of thousands of goblins.  I’m not sure how many there are, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there are that many here.
 
   I envelop some of the closer enemies and absorb their souls.  I focus on purifying them quickly as Juliet releases her black lightning.  I can’t help but shiver as Peter releases his own black lightning though.  The army literally falls down dead in an instant.  I knew Peter was powerful but this is ridiculous.
 
   “That was the power of a fallen arch angel.”  Kuroneko whispers in my ear.  “Pray you never find yourself on the wrong side of it.”
 
   I just stand there trembling.  I was still entertaining thoughts of fighting Peter one day.  How foolish could I have been?  I may be a god too, but my power is nothing compared to Peter’s power.
 
   “Kuro?”  Peter asks.
 
   “Sorry, that group was a bit small.  There weren’t even a thousand goblins.  I’ll try to find a better sized group next time.”  Kuroneko says.
 
   “It’s fine.  We plan to kill all of the empire’s goblins, so we’ll need to deal with the small groups too.”  Peter says.
 
   For the first time since my mother’s death I find myself relieved that I’m on this side.  I almost pity the enemy.  Only almost though.  After all, the enemy never showed us any mercy.  They can die pathetic deaths.  Certainly there’s nothing to fear if we have this power on our side.  It’s also the first time I’ve felt like that since my mother died.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 (Multiple)
 
   (Cherry)
 
   Why Aventurine?  She didn’t even go on a date with Peter.  It’s bad enough to be beaten by my rivals, Hermes and Midori.  I don’t really understand what it means to be a miko or even if I would want to be one, but to invite Aventurine and not me hurts.  She even ported back with a huge blush on her face.
 
   Is Peter angry at me for some reason?  Was Peter just pretending to enjoy our date, or is it because of what happened afterwards?  I was angry that he embarrassed me so much right after our date, but I didn’t make a huge issue out of it.  Did I do something else to offend him?  Or has Peter simply changed and no longer likes me?  He did like me, didn’t he?
 
   He has changed physically though, from that lovely cute little boy to a big lizard man with wings, claws and even a tail.  His current form seems very noble, but it doesn’t seem suited to being a lover.  According to Yu Kii he can change back to human form but it would be dangerous for him to do so right now.  Perhaps after the war he’ll take a human form again.
 
   Becoming a miko might make it easier or even be necessary to become his lover and his wife after the war.  With two of my rivals, Hermes and Midori, already his miko I would be at a huge disadvantage already.  If he has offered Aventurine the honour of being his miko but not me, then surely I have another rival too.  Perhaps Aventurine is even the strongest of my rivals.
 
   It seems odd that Rin didn’t become his miko though.  Is she no longer a rival?  According to Yu Kii, Rin is in the temple but I haven’t seen her yet.  Apparently Rin, her mother, Asuna’s little sister, Yu Kii and Haru Kii are doing some important alchemy work.  Yu Kii does come to see us every now and again though, unlike the others.  Asuna has been to see her sister too but only when Yu Kii accompanied her.
 
   We’re not allowed to wander freely around the temple because it belongs to the Kuroneko so we can’t go to see Rin.  Unlike Asuna we don’t have a good enough reason to ask Yu Kii to take us with her either.  Like Yu Kii, Hermes and Midori though, Rin can go wherever she likes.  It wouldn’t hurt Rin to come by and say hello to us, would it?
 
   Even if we’re still rivals we are her friends and most of the club weren’t romantically interested in Peter even when he was human.  They liked and respected him, even idolised him, but that’s all.  With the whole lizard man issue now anyone who was only half hearted will almost certainly lose any romantic interest.  So not coming by to see us seems a bit cold, just like Rin’s favourite magic.
 
   It was a huge relief though when Yu Kii let me know my mother was safe not that long ago and hopefully still is.  Since mother survived the initial invasion by the empire I’m confident I will see her again.  Not that I can be sure, but it seems much more likely than it did when I was back in the academy.
 
   I probably seem ungrateful worrying about my love life when Peter just saved all our lives.  That doesn’t stop me worrying though.  In the academy I was scared for my life but now we are under Peter’s protection I feel safe.  I can’t imagine anywhere safer.
 
   The war should be over soon too.  With Peter having killed the emperor and confident that he can kill Azrael I can’t imagine the war lasting much longer.  When it does end I can see mother again.  Where will we live though?  I can’t imagine Contractia would be happy to have another nation sharing one of their major worlds even if it is an ally.  Perhaps we’ll return to the Kuroneko’s land.  If we do does that mean we won’t be able to see mother?
 
   I chose to join Peter and I would make the same decision again without a second thought.  Even if he isn’t human anymore he is still Peter and Peter is the boy, or perhaps man now, that I love.
 
   Back in the academy I found myself worrying more for Peter than for my own mother.  That’s how much he means to me.  Of course I worried for my mother every day too.  It was close whether it was Peter or my mother that I worried most about.  I love my mother too.  She means the world to me, but so does Peter.  That’s why it hurts.  That’s why my heart aches that I haven’t even had a chance to talk to Peter yet.
 
   “Stop worrying.”  Sherry tells me with her hand on my left shoulder.
 
   “Why did I have to fall in love with a god?”  I ask.
 
   “At least he’s alive.  You didn’t even know that until recently.”  Sherry reminds me.
 
   “I know that, but…  Neko?  …?  Am I seeing things or is Neko wearing a miko outfit?”  I ask Sherry in pure shock.
 
   “He said yes, nya!”  Neko exclaims in glee.  “Peter let me become his miko, nya!”
 
   “Congratulations.”  Aventurine answers sounding a little annoyed at her friend.  Aventurine unlike Neko is still wearing her uniform from the academy.  Aventurine may have been offered a chance to become a miko but Neko has actually become one.
 
   “You said you didn’t mind.”  Neko reminds her friend.
 
   “I don’t mind.”  Aventurine says, but she sounds a bit like how I feel.  Jealous.
 
   “Neko!”  Sherry calls out.
 
   “Cherry?”  Neko asks.
 
   “I’m Sherry.  So how did you become Peter’s miko?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “I can’t explain it.  It was wonderful and scary.  Like heaven and hell.”  Neko explains.
 
   “But how did you get Peter to agree?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “I just asked to become his miko.  He said yes and that it would help a lot.  The more miko he has the stronger he gets.”  Neko answers.
 
   “So why hasn’t he asked all of us to become his miko?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “It’s big.”  Neko answers.
 
   “What’s big?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “Becoming a miko.”  Neko answers.
 
   “I don’t understand.”  Sherry says.
 
   “You can’t understand just with words.”  Neko says.
 
   “So if I wanted to become his miko would I need Peter to explain what it really meant?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Neko says.
 
   “Could you ask him?”  Sherry asks.  Neko goes silent so Sherry frowns and asks.  “Would that be a problem?”
 
   “No.  Peter says he’ll explain.”  Neko says.
 
   “What?!”  Sherry asks literally taking a step backwards.
 
   “You asked me to ask him, didn’t you?”  Neko asks with a puzzled expression.
 
   “I was more asking whether…  Oh, never mind.  This is fine, but it’s actually Cherry not me that he needs to explain to.”  Sherry says.  A moment later though Sherry is ported away.
 
   “Oh…  Did I mess up?”  Neko asks.
 
   “Never mind, Sherry will clear things up with Peter.  You’ve been a big help.”  I tell her.
 
   “Huh.”  Aventurine says sounding really unhappy.  Looking at her I can’t stay silent.  I can’t stand how she keeps her feelings quiet, but still acts like this when her friend acts on her own feelings.  Besides, Aventurine is the one that Peter asked first.  I’m the one who should be jealous of her not the other way around.
 
   “Aventurine, do you love Peter too?”  I ask.  Aventurine goes bright red.
 
   “Lo, love?”  Aventurine stutters.
 
   “Yes, do you love Peter?”  I ask my rival.
 
   “Why, why do I have to tell you that?”  Aventurine asks unsteadily.
 
   “Because I do love him.  Even in this form he is still the one I love, but do you love him?  Or are your feelings half hearted?”  I ask.  Aventurine goes silent.  Then she glares at me.
 
   “Yes.  I do love Peter.  Do you have any idea how it felt when all of you went on a date with Peter, but I was left out?  Just because I’m not good at flying and I’m not one of his very first friends?  Do you have any idea how that felt?!”  Aventurine almost screams at me.
 
   I take a step back in shock, no, two steps back.  Even Neko almost steps back.  Almost the entire room was listening to us the whole time with only the occasional quiet conversation in the background.  Now though there’s silence and whereas most of the people in the room were being discreet, now they are openly staring, many with mouth wide open.
 
   “I, er, well.  I’m sorry.  I don’t know how that felt, but it must have been hard.  There’s no way that I’d have refused a date with Peter though.”  I tell Aventurine.
 
   “I wouldn’t have either, but don’t you dare call my feelings half hearted.”  Aventurine tells me.
 
   “I’m sorry.  They obviously aren’t half hearted.  I almost didn’t recognise you just then.  Peter being a god may complicate things, but we’re still rivals and I hope friends.”  I tell her.
 
   “Rivals and friends.”  Aventurine says and nods with a fiery determination in her emerald green eyes.
 
   I hold out my right hand to shake on it as a vow but as I do so my surroundings change.  I’m in a far smaller empty grey stone room.  I don’t even see a door.  More importantly though, instead of Aventurine in front of me is Peter.  He looks at my held out hand in confusion for a moment.  Given the timing he must have ported me here to discuss becoming a miko.  Sherry must have cleared up the confusion.
 
   “Peter?”  I ask hopefully.
 
   “It seems that Neko misunderstood your sister earlier.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “She did.  I’m the one who wants to become your miko, though I don’t really understand what it means yet.  I need to know that before I can be sure.”  I tell Peter clearly.
 
   “Unfortunately it’s impossible.”  Peter tells me.  I blink in shock.  What did he say?!
 
   “Impossible?”  I ask.
 
   “To become a miko is to connect your soul to me, but your soul is already connected to Sherry’s soul.  As twins your souls have a powerful connection.  You could even say that they are two halves of the same soul.  It is possible to connect your soul to someone else but doing so will also connect your sister’s soul to the same person.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “So making me your miko would also make Sherry your miko?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  Making you my miko is impossible.  The connection between a god and a miko must be a single direct connection between souls.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “So as long as we’re both alive neither of us can become your miko?”  I ask.
 
   “Even if one of you were to die it would still be impossible.  Your souls would still be connected even after death.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “So it really is impossible?”  I ask stupidly.
 
   “Yes.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “Could you at least explain to me what a miko really is?  What does it mean to become one, or not to be able to become one?”  I ask.
 
   “I can’t explain with words, but I can share my mind with you.  You’ll learn a lot more about me too though, and I can’t promise that you’ll still like me.  You may even hate me.  Do you still want to learn?”  Peter asks.
 
   “I could never hate you.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “I hope so.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I won’t hate you.  That’s a promise.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “Then prepare yourself.”  Peter tells me and approaches closer to me.
 
   “I am prepared.”  I tell Peter with a determined smile.
 
   Peter presses his forehead against mine.  I blush for a moment but then a torrent of knowledge and memories rushes into my mind.  As Peter pulls his head away from me tears roll down my cheeks.  My legs shake but Peter gently holds my shoulders to steady me.
 
   “It’s a lot to take in.  Do you want some time to sort through your feelings?”  Peter asks me.
 
   “It is a lot, but there’s one thing I am entirely sure about.”  I tell Peter though my voice shakes.  “I love you even more now than I did before.”
 
   “It might have been better if you didn’t.  You should know now that I can’t return your feelings.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t stop them.  I wish it did, but it doesn’t.  Even though I know it’s impossible I won’t give up.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “There was a time I laughed at these human emotions and the foolish humans who were controlled by them.  Now though I understand them all too well.  Even though it’s impossible I won’t tell you to give up.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I would tell you to give up, but I know you wouldn’t listen.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “Even though my giving up would mean all our deaths?”  Peter asks.
 
   “There must be another way.”  I tell him.
 
   “There isn’t.”  Peter tells me with absolute certainty.
 
   “Then I’ll make a way.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “There’s no point if you die.”  Peter warns me.
 
   “I won’t die.”  I tell him firmly.
 
   “Then vow not to die.”  Peter says.
 
   “I just did.”  I say.
 
   “For now return to the others.  If you really do come up with something let me know through any of my miko.”  Peter says.
 
   “I’ll try not to keep you waiting too long.”  I agree.
 
   “I can’t afford to wait and I’m not really expecting anything, but it would be nice to be proven wrong.”  Peter says.  Then he shifts me back to the big room we’re using.
 
   “I’m sorry!”  Sherry tells me.
 
   “For being born?  Don’t worry about it.  Even if I do love Peter there’s no way I’d ever wish you weren’t there.”  I tell my idiot sister.
 
   “But if it wasn’t for me…”  Sherry starts to say but I cut her off.
 
   “Enough!”  I snap at her.
 
   “I’ll shut up.”  Sherry says quickly.
 
   “Good idea.  Actually bad idea.  We need to come up with a plan.”  I tell her.
 
   “A plan?”  Sherry asks in confusion.
 
   “Didn’t Peter share his mind with you?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  He just told me why we couldn’t be miko because we’re twins.”  Sherry says.
 
   “Well the first thing we need to do is convince Aventurine to become his miko.”  I say.
 
   “Why do you want to help your rival?”  Sherry asks dubiously.
 
   “I’ll explain later.”  I tell Sherry.
 
   (Aventurine)
 
   “Can we talk?”  Cherry asks me.
 
   “Sure.”  I answer.  Why does she even need to ask?
 
   “Not here.  Neko, can you take us somewhere private?”  Cherry asks.  As a miko Neko can take us anywhere she wants in the temple.  As long as we stay with her there aren’t any problems.  Why couldn’t Cherry have suggested that last time though?  I still remember everyone’s shocked stares.
 
   “Certainly, nya.”  Neko says happily and ports us to a small room with a large comfy looking bed.  It has a bright red duvet, red sheets and red pillows.  “Peter gave me this room so nobody should disturb us here.”
 
   “Do all miko get their own room?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  There isn’t enough space to give everyone a room, but all miko get one.”  Neko tells me.
 
   “He could at least give his friends rooms.  There aren’t that many of us.”  I say.
 
   “The Kuroneko has lots of followers.  If we all had a personal room her followers would need to have one too.  That’s what Peter said.”  Neko explains.
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.  This is her temple after all.  Anyway, Cherry, what did you need to talk about?”  I ask.
 
   “Peter asked you to be his miko, so why haven’t you accepted yet?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “You went to ask him to become one, so why haven’t you become one?”  I ask back.
 
   “It’s impossible for me.  Twins can’t become miko.”  Cherry tells me.
 
   “They can’t?  Why not?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s because our souls are linked to each other.”  Cherry tells me.
 
   “Oh.  I’m sorry.”  I tell her.
 
   “So now that I’ve answered your question, will you answer mine?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Did Peter share with you what a miko is?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Cherry tells me.
 
   “I love Peter, but I’m scared.  I don’t know how Neko could so easily submit to Peter and become a miko without having time to even think about it.”  I say.
 
   “I trust Peter.”  Neko says.
 
   “Me too.”  Cherry says.
 
   “I do too, but it goes much further than merely marrying him.  I prepared myself for the possibility of marriage as the lower partner a long time ago.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Surely your family would never have agreed to that.”  Cherry says rather dubiously.
 
   “My mother not only agreed to it but ordered it.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Seriously?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer.
 
   “I understand that becoming a miko is a much bigger decision than marriage, but to save the life of the boy you love surely it’s an easy decision.”  Cherry tells me.
 
   “I trust Peter, but that means I also trust him to win and survive.  I am absolutely certain that Peter will not die.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Are you crazy?  He did share his mind with you, didn’t he?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Yes, he did.”  I answer.
 
   “You did see his plans, didn’t you?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Yes.  If it was anyone else they would die for sure, but not Peter.  I trust the man I love.”  I tell Cherry with a confidence she just can’t seem to understand.
 
   “Even if you really believe that, don’t you want to help him?”  Cherry asks me.
 
   “Of course I want to help him, but I’m not sure about becoming a miko.  I need a little time to think about it.”  I say.
 
   “Neko, can’t you convince Aventurine?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Peter ordered me not to interfere with or influence Aventurine’s decision.”  Neko tells us.  As a miko she has no choice but to obey.
 
   “I see.”  Cherry says unhappily.
 
   “Just give me some time.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “I will, but you know as well as I do that we don’t have much left.  If you take too long it will be too late.”  Cherry tells me.
 
   “I know.”  I tell her and I truly do.  Time really is running out.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11 (Multiple)
 
   (Dairon)
 
   We’re living in a large room underground like dwarves or perhaps a little like the time we lived with them for a while.  There are more of us now than when we lived with the dwarves though.  Sakura has her entire legion here and there are the five wind sisters.  Then there’s Elucia, Jimmy and Jenny.  It’s the same group that fought together to survive in the wild when Contractia was invaded.
 
   The room we’re in has beds for everyone and a port boost crystal embedded in the wall near my bed.  It’s very simple but it serves our needs.  For now we are safe in the Kuroneko’s temple but we can’t stay here forever.  I wouldn’t want to either.  I am an elf after all, not a dwarf.
 
   “They’ve decided.”  Sakura tells me.  As soon as she speaks she has everyone’s attention.
 
   “So who do we have to kill next?”  I ask.
 
   “The leader of the empire’s assassins is next on the list.  Their name is unknown but their orders are to kill Kai, that half dwarf friend of yours.  She’s in Utopia Camerona.  It seems the enemy have retreated most of their remaining forces from Contractia’s worlds thanks to Peter’s rampage, the loss of the emperor and Contractia’s recent counter attacks.  So they’re cleaning up some unfinished business before withdrawing completely.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “We should contact Peter at once.”  I say.
 
   “We can’t.  If Peter is around the enemy isn’t going to show himself.  Kai isn’t that important.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “You’re right, but we could at least have him ready to port in.”  I tell her.
 
   “The enemy may be able to intercept our message to Peter.”  Sakura warns me.
 
   “I hope we don’t end up regretting this.”  I say.
 
   “Have more confidence your majesty.  The enemy may be strong but he is only one person.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “Do you know where in Utopia Camerona Kai is?”  I ask.
 
   “Not yet, but when we reach the city I’ll be able to sense her.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “Who’s coming?”  I ask everyone.
 
   “I am.”  Elucia says right away.
 
   “I will be bringing the legion, but against this enemy illusions will be useless.  We should be able to counter his illusions and stealth magic though.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “I’ll be coming.”  Jenny tells me.
 
   “Me too.”  Jimmy says.
 
   “You will not.”  Jenny tells him with a glare.
 
   “We don’t have time to argue.”  I warn them.
 
   “Then leave Jimmy here.”  Jenny says.
 
   “Fine, Jimmy stays here this time.  We can’t afford to be distracted.”  I say.
 
   “Please take us too, your majesty.”  Val Aer says.  The other four Aer sisters nod vigorously.
 
   “Ok, it’s everyone other than Jimmy then.  Sakura, use the port boost and take us all there.”  I say.
 
   “Right away, your majesty.”  Sakura says and floats quickly over to the port boost crystal.  A moment later we’re all standing in Utopia Camerona hidden by the faeries.  Their magic may not fool the enemy but it should avoid causing a panic among the people living here.  “I’ve found Kai.”
 
   “Port us to her.”  I say.
 
   We port into an almost empty street.  Other than Sakura who is on my right shoulder and Elucia who is standing to my left, everyone is just behind me.  In front of us is Kai wearing light brown trousers and a pale linen shirt just like the first time we met.  I remember thinking back then that her short white hair and pale skin with a golden tint was just like Yu Kii, but having seen Yu Kii recently she reminds me of Yu Kii even more.  Of course Kai is much taller and also a half dwarf so the differences are much greater than the similarities, but I still can’t help noticing the similarities.
 
   “Dairon!”  Kai exclaims.
 
   “Kai, you’re in danger so we’re here to help protect you.”  I tell her.
 
   “What danger?”  Kai asks not sounding too concerned.
 
   “It seems an assassin is after you.”  I tell her.
 
   “There have always been assassins after me.”  Kai says with a shrug.
 
   “Well now the head of the empire’s assassins is after you.”  I tell her.
 
   “There’s no way he’d bother with me.”  Kai says dubiously.
 
   “We intercepted his communication magic and his orders were to kill you.”  I tell Kai.
 
   “Why?”  Kai asks.
 
   “The empire is having to withdraw from Contractian territory so they want to finish some unfinished business apparently.  I assume they must have a specific reason to kill you but I have no idea what it is.  Sakura, they didn’t say did they?”  I ask.
 
   “No.”  Sakura says shaking her head.
 
   “It doesn’t really matter.”  I say.
 
   “We parted ways and you have no obligation to protect me, so why are you helping me?”  Kai asks.
 
   “You are still our comrade.”  I point out.
 
   “Former comrade.”  Kai points out.
 
   “I’d like to protect you, but I also need to kill the assassin who was sent after you.”  I admit.
 
   “I don’t want to die, but the enemy is too strong for you so there’s no point protecting me or trying to trap the enemy.  I appreciate the warning but I have no intention of hanging around here.  The mayor lifted restrictions on porting this morning.  The port gate in Regalia to Portalis is not only restored, but accessible again now the empire has retreated.  Even if they want to kill me, the empire isn’t going to pursue me to Portalis.”  Kai says.
 
   “Can you even afford to use the port gate?”  Jenny asks dubiously.
 
   “Yes, I’ve made enough money to get that far.  I worked in the refugee camp creating water and I did other work before the siege.  Anyway I don’t want to hang around and get killed whilst we talk.”  Kai says.
 
   “If we don’t kill the assassin, Portalis will fall.  Going there won’t save you.”  I tell Kai.  It may not be entirely true, but it’s not entirely a lie either.  If we can’t kill the assassin we can’t convince the faeries and elves to join our side.  That failure could very well lead to the fall of Portalis, but it isn’t certain.
 
   “He may be dangerous, but he isn’t a threat to Portalis.”  Kai says dubiously.  Unsure how to convince Kai I look to Sakura.
 
   “The next target after you is the queen.”  Sakura tells Kai.
 
   “If his target was the queen there’s no way he’d waste time killing me.”  Kai says with a glare.  She’s obviously not fooled.
 
   “Actually there’s no queen on the list, but there is a king on it.”  Jenny says.
 
   “What?”  I ask turning to face Jenny.  What is she thinking?
 
   “The king of the elves.”  All five of the Aer sisters say as one.  I raise a shield fearing the worst.
 
   “Sorry, your majesty.”  Jenny says with a grin and flames rise up all around me.  My shield holds but then the Aer sisters all blast me with wind slices.  Their aim is poor so I manage to dodge with a quick step backwards.  As I do so though I feel Kai’s hands both touch the back of my neck.
 
   Kai forms rock from her hands and sends it straight at the back of my neck.  It overpowers my shield but hits a second shield.  I glance to my left and see a determined expression on Elucia’s face.  Not just determined actually, but pained.
 
   “I won’t let you!  You’re nowhere near as strong as that monster.  I won’t lose to you!  Get out of my mind!”  Elucia yells at an unseen enemy.  Where is he?  If we can kill him everyone should come back to their senses.
 
   “Your majesty, over there.”  Sakura whispers and points just behind Kai.  I don’t think Elucia is going to be able to attack right now, so I’m going to have to do this myself.
 
   I pray my strength is enough and then pour most of my mana into a single lightning strike.  The thunder is deafening and even in broad daylight the flash is blinding.  It fails to break the enemy’s shield but it breaks his concentration for just a moment.  A second lightning strike hits him that makes mine pale in comparison.
 
   I stumble as my vision becomes a flashing blur from the lightning flash and my hearing is just a roaring echo from the thunder.  Deafening doesn’t even begin to describe it.  I’ve been around Peter for a long time now and I don’t think even his attacks are this overpowered.  When my vision finally returns I see Elucia standing in front of me with a worried expression.  I look around and see the rest of our group just sitting around in a daze.  Even the faeries are spinning in the air.
 
   “Did you get him?”  I ask and am relieved that I can hear my own voice over the now dim echo in my ears.
 
   “Yes, look.”  Elucia says and points at a blackened corpse that is partly disintegrating as we watch.
 
   “Sakura, can you hear me?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  I apologise for letting him get so close undetected.”  Sakura tells me from my right shoulder where she is sitting in a daze.
 
   “Please confirm his death with the other legates.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’m really sorry your majesty but I think I will need to recover a little more before I can do that.”  Sakura tells me with a wince.
 
   “It can’t be helped.”  I tell her.
 
   “What did you think of my attack?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Scary.”  I say with a shiver.  Elucia looks a little hurt though.  “It was impressive and so was resisting the enemy’s mind control.”
 
   “After David, this guy was really weak.”  Elucia says unenthusiastically.
 
   “Well I’m glad you’re on our side.  I’d hate to ever have to fight you.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’d hate to have to fight you too.”  Elucia say with a small grin.
 
   “I’m nowhere near as powerful as you.  I’d definitely lose.”  I tell her.
 
   “I know, but I’d still hate to fight you.”  Elucia says.
 
   “We wouldn’t let you lose, your majesty.”  Sakura says with a frosty glare at Elucia.
 
   “We’d better leave before the guards try to arrest us.”  I say.
 
   “I doubt they’d dare.”  Elucia says with a grin.
 
   “Can you port us all back anyway?”  I ask.
 
   “Should I port Kai with us?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “Do you want to come?”  I ask Kai.
 
   “No.”  Kai says with a glare.
 
   “Then leave her here.”  I tell Elucia who nods and then ports us back.
 
   “She wasn’t very grateful.”  Elucia complains as soon as we port in.
 
   “At least we got our kill.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll let the other legates know and get our final target.”  Sakura says sounding a bit steadier now.  She doesn’t leave my shoulder though.
 
   “Hopefully it won’t be long before we’ve secured the loyalty of all the faery legions.  I wonder whether the elven tribes will be as easy.”  I say.
 
   “If it’s you then it’s definitely possible.”  Elucia assures me.
 
   “We have a problem.”  Sakura tells me with a wince.
 
   “What’s wrong?  Didn’t we get him?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s not that.  I’m so sorry, but the last target is a dragon.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “We have to kill a dragon?”  I ask in disbelief.
 
   “Yes.”  Sakura tells me.
 
   “Normally that would be suicide, but with Peter, Juliet, the Kuroneko and Elucia, perhaps it’s not so bad.”  I say.
 
   “Since when did I rank up there with Peter and the Kuroneko?”  Elucia asks in a slight panic.
 
   “Actually I think just Elucia would be enough if we chose a young dragon.”  I say remembering the power of her attack earlier.
 
   “I’m not that powerful!”  Elucia protests frantically.
 
   “Unfortunately it’s not just any dragon that we have to kill.  It’s the dragon sleeping under what used to be the Mountain Palace.  It’s a particularly old, large and dangerous dragon.  It defeated the Contractian mages who were sent against it ten years ago led by Lucy before she got cursed into her current mini form.  They managed to injure it so it is currently sleeping, but it will wake up as soon as we approach and then we’ll see just how dangerous it really is.”  Sakura warns us.
 
   “Is it still wounded?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “It should take a hundred years to recover and it has only been ten years so it should be, but nobody knows for sure.”  Sakura says.
 
   “I thought they were limited to the empire.  What excuse did they give for killing the dragon?”  I ask.
 
   “Since the empire has more or less retreated now the contract doesn’t limit them to the empire any more, but they still can’t pick allies or Contractians.  The excuse for the dragon was just that it should be a very good test of your power.”  Sakura says.
 
   “In other words they don’t think there’s a chance in hell that we can kill it.  We’ll definitely need to wait for Peter for this one.”  I say.
 
   “I wonder whether even his strength will be enough.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Given a choice of enemies I would far rather face a dragon than Peter.”  I tell Sakura.
 
   “Me too.  There’s no way Peter will lose against a dragon.  Taking the Kuroneko and Juliet as well would be overkill.”  Elucia agrees.
 
   (Kai)
 
   Dairon and his friends port away.  I must have seemed ungrateful, but I don’t have time to worry about that now.  I look at the corpse of the substitute and wonder who Elucia’s overpowered attack killed.  Most likely an innocent person, but I don’t plan to tell Elucia that.  Not that I’ll have the chance.
 
   If the faeries think it’s the leader of our assassins because they intercepted our communications it’s clear who is after my life.  We all used code names that had nothing to do with our real identity.  Hers was ‘head of killers’.  The other code names sounded nothing like a leader of assassins so unless a new assassin’s code name sounds like it then it has to be her.
 
   “Chi chan, I think I’ve had enough of adventure.  Let’s go home together.”  I say not bothering to speak loudly.  She can hear me.  I could even whisper and she’d hear, but there’s no point.
 
   “Kai onee sama, I thought you’d never come to your senses.”  Chi chan says from right behind me.
 
   “Adventures really aren’t how they’re described in stories.  I wish I’d never left.”  I say, turning and embracing my ‘little sister’.  Her shoulder length soft black hair and even softer pale skin feel so familiar.  Her green eyes look as sad as I feel.  Even though she’s an adult now she hasn’t grown, so her head is still level with my chest.
 
   “Me too.”  Chi chan says with that sad smile.
 
   “I love you.”  I say honestly as I pierce her heart from behind with a stone shard grown directly out of my hand.  At the same moment Chi chan’s dagger pierces my heart from behind me.
 
   “I love you too.”  Chi chan gasps without ever losing that sad smile as we die together.
 
   I’m sorry Chi chan.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12 (Grunti)
 
   “Finished.  Swimsuit girl, I mean Lupine, get these over to the copiers.  If they work through the night they should have everything ready by the morning just in time for my fans to read with their breakfast.”  I order.
 
   “Right away, your majesty.”  Lupine says and takes the original that we just spent all week working on, but almost drops it in the inkwell.
 
   “Careful with that!”  I yell at just the same time as little Imogen.
 
   “Sorry, your majesty!”  Lupine apologises and bows deeply before running off.  I watch her back as she leaves.  That red one piece swimsuit of hers that she’s got on at the moment goes really with her red hair and soft creamy skin.
 
   “That idiot.”  Imogen complains.  I look down and see her emerald green eyes are fixed on Lupine’s back just like mine were a moment ago.  Now mine take in Imogen’s silk green skirt and shirt clad tiny body.  Just like Lupine’s red swimsuit matches Lupine’s red hair they match Imogen’s green hair.
 
   “That’s the most polite you’ve ever been about Lupine.”  I comment.
 
   “I have to make allowances for the fact she’s been working with us without sleep for the last forty eight hours.”  Imogen says.
 
   “She wasn’t bad.  We should have had her help from the start.”  I say.
 
   “We don’t normally have so many pages to make or nearly as many background characters.”  Imogen reminds me.
 
   “I know!  Remind me never to do a hundred page special again.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “We’ll have to do a two hundred page special next time or we’ll disappoint your fans.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “Nooo!”  I protest.
 
   “Oh, by the way I had a message from my old boss.  We were busy though so I didn’t want to distract you.”  Imogen says.
 
   “Who was your old boss again?”  I ask.
 
   “Legate Sakura.”  Imogen says.
 
   “I’m sure it can wait until tomorrow.  It wasn’t anything important, right?”  I ask Imogen.
 
   “Peter just wanted help killing this Azrael guy.  Any idea who he is?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “No idea.”  I answer.  Then I notice Lupine is back but she still has the original.  She’s standing there with her mouth wide open.  “What did you forget?”
 
   “Did you say Azrael?”  Lupine asks with her blue eyes wide in apparent shock.
 
   “Yes, but more importantly what did you forget?”  I ask.
 
   “Azrael is the leader of the Fallen Angels and the biggest threat to dwarven kind.  Killing him is vastly more important than the picture book.”  Lupine says.
 
   “What, did, you, forget?”  I ask as if she were an idiot child.  How dare she say it’s more important than the hundred page special edition we just slaved away for an entire week to create?
 
   “You forgot to sign the last page, but what help did Peter want with killing Azrael?”  Lupine asks.
 
   “Oh, damn!  Thank you Lupine!  If it had gone out without my signature I would have looked an idiot.”  I say and grab the original from her.  I carefully take out the last page and sign right at the bottom.
 
   “Now take this to the copier and really, thank you.”  I tell her and kiss her right cheek.  She blushes and spins around to take it to the copier.  Then she pauses.
 
   “Make sure to talk to General Karina about Peter’s message.”  Lupine says and then dashes away.
 
   “What help did Peter want, anyway?”  I ask now that the more important matter is resolved.
 
   “Sakura wouldn’t say.  She just invited you there.  They have someone who can come to get you.”  Imogen says.
 
   “It can wait until the morning.  I’m exhausted.  There’s no telling how long it would take so I need to wait and find out how the special edition is received.  Tell her to pick me up tomorrow evening.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “I’ll tell her in the morning.  She’s bound to make a big deal out of it and I’m tired too.  Actually I don’t think I’ll be up until the afternoon.”  Imogen says.
 
   “That’s fine.  I think I’ll be the same. Karina did say there was nothing important to deal with at the moment and we’ve finally got the special edition done, so don’t wake me until late afternoon.”  I tell her.
 
   “I doubt I’ll be waking you at all, but don’t you dare wake me before late afternoon either.”  Imogen says and flutters up to her mini bed on the shelf in our picture book studio.
 
   “Good night.”  I say and climb into my own bed in the studio.  I’ve been using this one much more than the one in my bedroom recently.  The smell of pens, pencils, ink and fresh paper is reassuring.  We used to use slate, but the original methods are the best and this is how picture books are meant to be made.
 
   “Wasn’t the next volume out tomorrow?”  Imogen asks.  Oh, the next volume of that series!
 
   “Actually Peter can wait until the next day.”  I say.
 
   “Damn right he can.”  Imogen agrees.
 
   “After the last cliff hanger we have to know what happens next.  We’ll need to read it at least a few times too to make sure we don’t miss anything.”  I say and then fall to sleep for the first time in a week.
 
   I wake up to find Nairon chasing little Miki across my studio.  The poor little elf girl that the envoy possessed seems as lively as ever.  Perhaps to make up for losing so much of her childhood she seems to be making the most of what is left of it.  After everything she went through I’m just glad that she has a chance to enjoy herself now.
 
   “Grunti!”  Miki calls out and throws herself on me.
 
   “Ouf!”  I grunt as all the air leaves my body.  It takes a minute to recover my breath but when I do I ask.  “How is my cute little friend doing?”
 
   “Genki!”  Miki calls out.
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t teach her weird words.”  Nairon says shaking her head.
 
   “It’s not a weird word.”  Miki protests.
 
   “It wasn’t me either.”  I protest.
 
   “It was me.  It means happy, healthy and energetic.  Something like that, anyway, probably.  My translations sometimes suck when I don’t use translation magic, so I suppose it could be a weird word.”  Imogen says stretching both arms and hitting me in the left cheek.
 
   “You fell off your bed again?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, but there’s nothing wrong with waking up in bed with my husband.”  Imogen says.
 
   “You’re not his only wife.”  Nairon quickly reminds Imogen.
 
   “It seems the first wife is jealous.”  Imogen says with a mischievous grin.
 
   “I’m not jealous, but it’s not fair to get ahead of me by pretending to be working on your latest picture book.”  Nairon says.
 
   “We weren’t pretending!”  Both Imogen and I protest in unison.  Miki laughs.
 
   “Do you have any idea how much work we’ve put in to this special edition?”  I ask.
 
   “A whole week.  Is it really ok for the king to spend a whole week on his personal hobby?”  Nairon asks.
 
   “It’s for the sake of my people.”  I tell Nairon.
 
   “Are you sure that’s what your people want you to work on?”  Nairon asks.
 
   “If they don’t then that’s only because they’re poor ignorant souls that have yet to see the light.”  I answer entirely serious.
 
   “I’m sure they’d love to be called that.”  Nairon says.
 
   “That’s why I’m devoting my time and energy to educating them.”  I tell her.
 
   “General Karina was looking for you.”  Nairon tells me.
 
   “It must be Lupine.”  I say and glance at Imogen.  She nods.
 
   “What have you done this time?”  Nairon asks suspiciously.
 
   “I haven’t done anything.  Anyway we’d better head off to grab the next volume or they might actually sell out.  It’s almost night time.  Miki, would you mind getting off me?”  I ask realising just how late it is as I see the clock on my bedside desk.
 
   “Wait!”  Karina calls out, having just entered the room.
 
   “We can talk when we get back.”  I tell her.
 
   “Miki, stop him!”  Karina shouts.
 
   “What do you want with my Grunti?”  Miki asks with a scowl.  She really seems to have taken a liking to me.  I think she may see me as a bit like a dad and Imogen as a mother.
 
   “Peter asked for Grunti’s help defeating the people who made you do all those awful things.”  Karina says.
 
   “Really?”  Miki asks me.
 
   “Yes, but it can wait until we get back.  They left the last volume at a huge cliff hanger.”  I say.
 
   “That’s more important than me?”  Miki asks with tears in her eyes.
 
   “No!  But you’re not in any danger.”  I tell her quite reasonably.
 
   “But my friends are.”  Miki tells me with a sniff.
 
   “I suppose the cliff hanger can wait.”  I admit in defeat.
 
   Damn that Karina and Lupine as well.  I’ll have Lupine punished later.  Something really embarrassing.  Perhaps I should have her compete in a slimy obstacle race.  I’d love to have Karina compete too, but then I’d have to explain to Miki why I’m punishing her.  Lupine on the other hand is always getting punished for something or other.
 
   “You’ll save my friends?”  Miki asks.
 
   “I don’t know whether we can, but I’ll at least talk to Peter to see what help he wants.  Imogen, contact Peter and have them pick us up.”  I say.
 
   “Thank you Grunti!  I knew you wouldn’t abandon my friends.  I love you!”  Miki says and hugs me tightly.  She really does seem like a daughter.
 
   “Take me with you too.”  Karina says.
 
   “That’s fine.  You can do most of the work.”  I say.
 
   “I’ll pick up the next volume so it’s ready as soon as you get back.”  Imogen says.
 
   “That’s great!  I love you Imogen!”  I say.
 
   “Don’t be gross.  Just because we’re married doesn’t mean you have to act all lovey dovey.”  Imogen says.
 
   “Sorry.”  I say quickly.
 
   “Besides I plan to read it whilst you’re gone.  I might even spoil the plot for you.”  Imogen says.
 
   “I hate you.”  I tell her.
 
   “That’s more like the Grunti I know.”  Imogen says with an evil grin.  “By the way, my old boss says they’ll send someone right away.”
 
   “They just did.”  A human girl says from directly behind me.  “So is that fat one who’s messing around with the elf girl your king that I’ve heard so much about?”
 
   If she wasn’t so cute with her short blonde hair, soft pale skin and lovely blue eyes I’d be angry.  She’s a bit tall for a dwarf, but she’s not too tall.  She’s slim too.  She’s wearing an open black leather jacket, pale grey shorts and white bandages wrapped around her chest.  If she didn’t open her mouth she’d be really cute.  I suppose you can’t have everything though.
 
   “General Karina over there will be coming with me and yes I am King Grunti.”  I tell her.
 
   “Fine.”  The girl says and ports us both without needing to get any closer to either of us.
 
   We port into what appears to be a throne room.  The throne, if that is what it is, is made from simple black stone not as strong or flexible as the stone we work with in Nirvali.  It is however large and on the throne sits a very impressive looking lizard man with blue fiery eyes.  As in blue orbs of fire where his eyes should be.  His white claws look sharp on his hands and his feet.  His green scales look far stronger than any armour I’ve ever seen.  I wouldn’t want to get attacked by this guy.
 
   On the lap of the lizard man is a small black cat girl that looks like she came straight out of a Nippon picture book.  On his right is another lizard man who looks very similar except that this one has red fiery orbs for eyes instead of blue ones.
 
   To the right of the lizard man is the elf Dairon with a cute little faery sitting on his right shoulder.  The faery has red silk shorts and shirt that match her red eyes and hair.  Elucia with her cool blue hair and blue eyes stands to his right and on her right are five skinny elf girls.  They would be cute if they put on a little weight.  Their short light brown hair and pale green eyes are nice as is their pale skin with a slight hint of silver.  Don’t tell me that bloody elf king has got himself a harem!
 
   On Peter’s left are three girls wearing a plain white dress with a side slit from the shoulder all the way down.  Their dress is tied together with a red silk sash just above the waist.  Under the dress instead of shorts or panties they are wearing a white cloth wrapped repeatedly around their waist like a bandage.
 
   Closest to Peter is a green haired girl with purple eyes, then a very pale girl with blonde hair and yellow eyes and third is a cat girl.  The cat girl has skin, fur and hair that are a cross between blonde and ginger and has green eyes.  She’s not especially cute but she is certainly distinctive and the other two are cute.
 
   “Welcome to our temple.”  The lizard man says and it takes a moment to recognise his voice.
 
   “Are you Peter?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  The lizard man answers.
 
   “What happened to you?”  I ask.
 
   “A lot, but to put it simply I remember who I am and this is my true form.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I thought your true form was a powerful demon.  This is a bit different to what I imagined though.  It seems your soul is closer to an angel or a god now.”  I tell him.
 
   “I am both an angel and a god.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “That’s great.  So have you started building your harem yet now you remember who you are?”  I ask.
 
   “Your majesty…”  I hear a quiet and very familiar voice behind me.
 
   “Lucy!”  I exclaim and turn to see that lovely mini human.  Her smooth pure white skin, short green hair and little blue eyes are just as I remembered them.  So is her tiny body, though the green cloth wrapped around her waist and breasts aren’t what she was wearing when I last saw her.
 
   “So how is Imogen doing?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “She’s having a great time as my second wife.  Are you jealous?”  I ask.
 
   “Of Imogen?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I reply.
 
   “No.”  Lucy says firmly.
 
   “You really haven’t changed.”  I tell her with a grin.
 
   “It’s not been long enough for me to change and even if I did change I still wouldn’t be jealous of Imogen.  Anyway, the H word is forbidden in front of Peter.”  Lucy tells me.
 
   “Much as I’d like to chat, I have important business to deal with, so what’s this help you want?”  I ask Lucy.
 
   “Peter’s the one who wants your help, not me.”  Lucy says with a shrug.
 
   I turn and notice the girl who ported me here is nowhere to be seen.  I didn’t get the impression she liked me.  At least she brought Karina and me here so we didn’t need to waste time researching how to get here.
 
   “So what help do you need?”  I ask Peter.
 
   “I’m going to be fighting in the ice hell, so I was hoping you might be able to make something to help.  More importantly though you helped separate the elven Envoy from its elven host.  I need to separate the rest of the Envoys from their elven hosts.  I should be able to defeat them in their physical form, but I don’t want to have to kill their hosts.  Especially Dairon’s sister.  In fact against all of them at once still in their hosts plus Azrael and the rest of his angels I’m not certain of the outcome.”  Peter tells me.
 
   “I’ve thought about those monsters quite a bit in my spare time, so I already have something that should be of use.  I can’t stand the thought of innocent elf girls forced to do the sorts of things Miki was forced to do.”  I tell him.
 
   “What did you come up with?”  Peter asks.
 
   “It’s a simple device, though you wouldn’t understand how it works even if I explained it.  Basically you just send a little power into the device and any of those monsters within about a mile of the device will be forced out of their host and unable to enter a new host until the device stops working.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “I’m glad I asked for your help.”  Peter says.
 
   “I’ll give it to the girl who brought us here when she takes us back.  As for the ice hell if I think of anything I’ll have Imogen let you know.”  I tell him with no intention of spending any time on it.  He doesn’t look like he needs my help anymore.  After all he seems to have his own personal harem now.  I would be jealous but I’m happy with my own.  Actually mine may be smaller but I like it better than his.
 
   “Thank you King Grunti.”  Peter says.
 
   “Don’t worry about the thanks.  Just send me back home already.”  I tell him.
 
   “Your majesty, shouldn’t we discuss compensation and any additional help we may be able to provide?”  Karina asks.
 
   “I don’t need compensation.  I want those Envoys dead too.  As for any extra help I don’t think it’s needed.”  I tell Karina who does not look happy.  She doesn’t protest though.
 
   “Sor, send them back.”  Peter says.
 
   “Happily.”  Sor says sounding relieved from just behind Lucy.  Was she hiding with magic or did she just port away and port back again?  Either way she ports us back to my studio in Nirvali.
 
   “That was quick.”  Imogen says sounding a bit annoyed as she looks up briefly from the latest volume that I’m dying to read.
 
   “Did you help Peter?”  Miki asks.
 
   “I’m just about to.”  I reply and look around the studio.  “Ah, there it is.”
 
   “Where?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Just a moment.”  I say and grab the green emerald from the shelf.  I double check that everything is still working by giving it a quick shake.  It whistles at just the right pitch.  “It’s working.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Sor says and ports it into her hand.  Then she ports away.
 
   “At least she’s polite.”  Lupine says.
 
   “That reminds me.  I haven’t thanked you yet.”  I tell Lupine.
 
   “Thanked me?  For what?”  Lupine asks nervously.
 
   “Don’t worry about the details.  I have a special job for you.”  I tell Lupine.
 
   “Will I like it?”  Lupine asks even more nervously.
 
   “I don’t know, but I look forward to seeing you complete it.  I have a few things to set up first so we can arrange it later.  For now I have some reading to catch up with.”  I tell her.
 
   “What about helping Peter with the ice hell problem?”  Karina asks.
 
   “The story might help inspire me.”  I tell Karina.
 
   “That’s just an excuse.”  She says.  I should have known she wouldn’t buy that excuse.
 
   “No it’s not.”  I tell her quickly and add another lie.  “This volume is set in a similar environment to the ice hell.”
 
   “How did you know that?”  Imogen asks looking up again from the picture book.
 
   “What, it really is?”  I ask.  Karina glares at me.  “But it really is though, so what’s the problem?”
 
   “It doesn’t change the fact that you were lying.”  Karina points out.
 
   “Lying or not there might be something in this that would help inspire me.”  I tell her.  “Anyway I’ve already resolved his main problem.”
 
   “Fine, read the picture book but make sure you really do consider his ice hell problem.  Also, don’t refuse compensation again.  It may sound noble of you, but the compensation that you’re refusing is for the city and its people not just for you.”  Karina reminds me.
 
   “It probably would have taken ages to work out.”  I complain.
 
   “I knew that was the real reason.  I can stay behind to negotiate next time.”  Karina tells me.
 
   “Fine, you do that.  Now let me read in peace.”  I tell her.
 
   “Will the bad people be punished?”  Miki asks.
 
   “Yes.  That device was to save the others like you.  Peter will then kill all the evil monsters that were possessing them.”  I tell her.
 
   “Thank you Grunti!”  Miki exclaims and throws her arms around me.  Being hugged like this isn’t bad, but I want to know what happens next.  If it was anyone else I’d just tell them to leave me alone, but no matter what I can’t bring myself to be that harsh to Miki.  I consider my options.
 
   “I need to read the next volume or I won’t be able to come up with something to help Peter.”  I tell Miki.
 
   “Let’s read it together.”  Miki suggests heresy.
 
   “It’s volume seventeen.  If you want to read it you need to read the other sixteen volumes first!”  I scold Miki.
 
   “Ok.  I’ll read them, so please wait for me to catch up.”  Miki tells me happily.  Why did I have to scold her?  Why??!!!!!
 
   “I’ll read it again with you when you’re caught up.”  I tell Miki.
 
   “But it’s more fun the first time.  I want your first time reading it to be with me.”  Miki tells me.
 
   “Fine, I’ll read the other volumes with you too.  That way it will be fresh in my mind before I start seventeen.”  I tell Miki.
 
   “Yay!”  Miki cheers.
 
   “Imogen, if you’re going to teach her ‘genki’ at least teach her to cheer properly.”  I complain.
 
   “Don’t disturb me!  I’m busy.”  Imogen complains.
 
   “The rest of you unrelated parties, get out of here!”  I yell as I notice everyone staring at us.
 
   “At least leave Lupine here.”  Karina protests.
 
   “Fine, as long as she doesn’t speak or distract me from my vital work.”  I reply.  Karina sighs but nods.
 
   “Vital work?”  Miki asks.
 
   “Educating you on the wonders of this story.”  I explain.
 
   It takes a while to catch Miki up but I have fun reading the whole story again and thankfully Imogen doesn’t spoil the next volume.  She’s not that cruel even if she’s happy to joke about it.  As I’m reading the latest volume though I really do find inspiration.  Imogen must notice my expression because she grins and interrupts the story.
 
   “You noticed too then?  So can you make them?”  Imogen asks with that huge grin plastered all over her face.
 
   “It will be challenging, but seeing them for real will be worth the effort.  I mean helping Peter will be worth the effort.”  I say quickly correcting myself.
 
   “You just want to see them for real, don’t you Grunti?”  Miki asks.
 
   “Yes, but they’ll definitely help Peter.”  I tell her.
 
   “I want to see them too.”  Miki says.
 
   “I’ll definitely show them to you!”  I tell Miki happily.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13 (Peter)
 
   “I really am sorry.”  Aventurine apologises yet again, looking up at me whilst I sit on my throne.
 
   “I’ve already told you there’s nothing to be sorry about.  If you keep on apologising I’m going to get annoyed.”  I tell Aventurine.
 
   “I’m sorr…  Ha, ha.”  Aventurine laughs nervously.
 
   “Anyway return to the others.  I have a few more preparations to complete before I leave.”  I tell Aventurine.
 
   “You’re really going to invade hell?”  Aventurine asks.
 
   “It’s not the sort of thing you joke about.  Defeating Ferdinand and conquering his realm is essential if I am to kill Azrael.”  I tell Aventurine.
 
   “If anyone else said they were going to conquer hell I would think they were crazy, but when it’s you I know that you’ll succeed.  Good luck Peter and I’ll see you when you get back.”  Aventurine says and ports away.
 
   So both Aventurine and Asuna rejected me.  It’s frustrating that I had to refuse Cherry.  Neko’s offer though was unexpected to say the least.  I could ask more of the girls from the club and I might get another girl to accept my request, but they are my friends and comrades.  I don’t want to randomly ask my friends for such a huge a request.
 
   I asked Aventurine because we already had a connection between our souls.  I asked Asuna because I was confident she would accept.  I was wrong, but at least Asuna seems to be treating her life with a little more respect now.  When I first met her she’d have accepted for sure.
 
   I have three miko, which may not sound like much but the connection between our souls is far greater than normal.  There is still a limit to how much power three people can give a god regardless of the strength of their soul link.  The problem is their souls aren’t that strong.  They are stronger than average human souls and there is little difference between humans, cat people and half goblins as far as their souls are concerned.  Even the strongest of human souls though is weak compared to even the weakest of angels, let alone gods.
 
   “Midori, come to my room.”  I say and get up off the throne.  I could shift but I try not to shift everywhere.  Even if it’s just walking from my throne, through the illusionary wall and into my room like this I should at least keep my body a little active.  Not that this counts as exercise of course.  I’ll get plenty of that in hell.
 
   “Peter!”  Midori calls out cheerfully as I enter the room.
 
   “Midori, I’m sorry that I’ve been so busy lately.  It must be boring being stuck around here like this.”  I say.
 
   “As long as I know that I’m helping you I’m happy.”  Midori says and puts her right arm around me.  She presses her body against me.  I can’t really feel it because of my scales but she seems to like to be close.  The closer she is the more power I get from her so it works out just fine.  “Of course I’m happiest when I get to see and touch you though.”
 
   “I’m glad.  Right now though I need to kiss you.  Is that alright?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course it’s alright but try not to bite me, ok?”  Midori says with a grin.
 
   “Actually I have to bite you a little.”  I warn her.  “It shouldn’t hurt much though.”
 
   “I’m prepared.”  Midori tells me.
 
   “I’m going to strengthen your soul.  Since I only have three miko it’s important that you can each provide me with as much power as possible.  You mustn’t use magic for at least a few hours.  Of course it’s best that you don’t use magic anyway unless you have no choice.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “I know.  If I use my mana then I can’t give it to you.”  Midori says.
 
   “Yes and I’m going to be fighting some far more powerful enemies soon.”  I tell her.
 
   “Did the goblins give you much power?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Yes, but I’m going to use some of that power to strengthen each of your souls.”  I tell her.
 
   “It feels odd knowing that I’m using goblin souls when I’m a half goblin myself.”  Midori says.
 
   “It’s not a problem is it?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  You may think I’m being a bit evil, but it feels good.  Like I’m getting a little revenge.”  Midori says.
 
   “I have no love of goblins, but killing as many as I have didn’t feel good.  At least they can reincarnate as something cleaner now though.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “What does it feel like to purify a soul?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Like drinking a dirty, poisoned river to make it clean.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “Like drinking the whole river?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I tell her.
 
   “I can’t imagine what that feels like.”  Midori says.
 
   “I hope you never can.  It isn’t pleasant.”  I tell her.
 
   “Are you ready for me to kiss you?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I say and Midori kisses me.
 
   It’s a bit weird kissing a human in my angel form.  My mouth is filled with sharp teeth, fangs really, intended to tear apart a person’s flesh, bone and soul at the same time.  I gently pierce Midori’s lower lip and at the same time her soul.  Midori winces but that’s the hardest part.  I lick her lip with my lizard tongue to heal her lip and then allow the flow of mana to enter Midori’s soul.  Midori seems dizzy so I hold her up under her arms.  Then she faints from the sheer amount of mana flowing into her.
 
   I pour a lot of mana into Midori’s soul before stopping.  When I do finally stop I seal the slight gap in her soul by covering it with our soul link.  Then I stop the flow of the soul link.  Of course I could have sent mana into her soul through the soul link, but that wouldn’t have strengthened her soul.  It would have simply returned to me through the soul link or if I cut the flow of the soul link after I was done it would have burned her soul.  It might even have killed her.
 
   I place Midori on the bed to rest and lie beside her.  I just used a ridiculous amount of mana but it was worth it.  When Midori recovers she will be able to provide me with vast amounts of mana.  As I examine her soul though I realise she’s no longer a miko.
 
   “So that’s how you create an angel.”  I think aloud.
 
   “Wasn’t that what you were trying to do?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “When did you get here?”  I ask with a yawn.
 
   “I was here the whole time.  I thought you knew.  You’re not on form today.  Those girls’ rejections must have had more of an impact on you than I realised.”  Kuro says.
 
   “It can’t be helped.  Midori, Hermes and Neko will be enough.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “I still think we should eat those sleeping angels.  Who knows how long it will take to wake them or even if we can?  Their power is much greater than everything you got from those filthy goblin souls.  They’d taste much nicer too.”  Kuro says.
 
   “I know, but we’re not going to eat them.  Rin’s mother will wake them.  I trust her skills and her heart.  There is absolutely no chance in my mind that she’ll fail.  As for the mana we need, we’ll have demon souls to munch on soon enough.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “I can’t wait.”  Kuro says holding her nose as if she can already smell the demonic filth.
 
   “Don’t worry.  You don’t need to push yourself too hard.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “You may have coped with goblin filth, but the demons are a completely different matter.”  Kuro warns me.
 
   “I’ll be ok.”  I assure her.
 
   “If you get corrupted we’ll all die.”  Kuro warns me.
 
   “I don’t plan to get corrupted.  I may have been a bit rusty but the vast amounts of goblin souls I’ve purified have gotten me back into practise.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “You still claim to be that human boy, yet you can talk about our hunt so easily.  You may not be the same as the Sky Lord I once knew, but you’re definitely not the same as that little human either.”  Kuro says.
 
   “The thing with killing is that the more you do it the easier it becomes.  You become numb to it.  Even the human boy killed plenty of goblins and other monsters.  I don’t plan to become numb to killing humans again though.  I will massacre goblins and demons even if it means creating oceans of their blood, but I will not stain my hands in a sea of human blood.  That doesn’t mean that I won’t kill humans, but I promise to the boy I once was and to my friends, that I will not become a monster that slaughters humans without feeling anything.  I will kill when I must to protect my friends, my comrades and the future we seek.  That is all.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “I wonder whether you’ll be able to keep that promise.”  Kuro says.
 
   “I will keep it whether I’m able to or not.”  I tell Kuro who laughs.
 
   “You sound just like that boy when you say it like that.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “I am that boy.”  I tell her.
 
   “It’s not that boy that I like, but I can understand why those human girls like him.”  Kuro tells me.  Then she looks at me seriously.  “But I wonder how many of those girls could forgive and continue to like you if they knew your past.”
 
   “I don’t know.”  I tell Kuro honestly.  Then I frown.  “But what is it that you like about me?  Why are you helping me?”
 
   “Perhaps to repay a favour, or perhaps because it’s in my best interest.  Azrael is no friend of mine.  Or perhaps I just enjoy the hunt.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “I suppose I didn’t really expect a proper answer.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “That’s good, because you’re not going to get one.”  Kuro tells me and shifts away.
 
   “I should know better than to intrude on Kuro’s thoughts.”  I think aloud.  I look at Midori spread out on the bed beside me with a smile on her face.  I suppose I should rest a bit more before I summon Hermes.  I close my eyes and find myself drifting off to sleep.  I don’t fight the sleep though.  I’m just too tired.
 
   I wake to find Midori still lying beside me, but she’s awake now and is watching me.
 
   “Good morning.”  Midori says happily as she sees I’m awake.
 
   “Good morning.”  I reply.
 
   “I feel great.  It feels like I could do some really powerful magic.”  Midori says.
 
   “You could, but unless it’s absolutely necessary please don’t.”  I tell her.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll save it all for you.”  Midori says with a grin.
 
   “It seems strengthening your soul turned you into my angel.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “What does that actually mean?”  Midori asks.
 
   “It’s mostly just an indication of your strength and how closely connected we are.  You were already immortal so there’s no change there.  It also means that you’re a little more like me though, since I am an arch angel in addition to being a god.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “So are you getting much mana from me?”  Midori asks.
 
   “None at the moment.  I’m going to leave the mana in you for a while longer to ensure your soul is as strong as possible.”  I tell Midori.
 
   “So is it Hermes next or Neko?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Hermes.”  I reply.
 
   “Should I leave you?”  Midori asks.
 
   “For now.  I’m sure Hermes would like a little privacy.”  I answer.
 
   “Am I ok to port?”  Midori asks.
 
   “Yes as long as it isn’t far.”  I answer.
 
   “Ok, but if there’s anything you need I’ll be happy to help.”  Midori says and ports away.  As soon as she ports though there’s a knock on the wall beside the illusionary wall at the room’s entrance.
 
   “Who’s there?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s me.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Come in.”  I tell her.  Rin walks through the illusionary wall at the entrance.
 
   “All alone?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.  Midori just left.”  I answer.
 
   “Have fun?”  Rin asks darkly.
 
   “Just to be clear but I haven’t done anything like what you’re thinking of with any of my miko.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “What about with anyone else?”  Rin asks raising her right eyebrow.
 
   “No.”  I reply.
 
   “Then what was I thinking about?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Do I really need to spell it out to you?”  I ask.
 
   “I suppose not.”  Rin says and blushes slightly even though she was the one who brought it up.  “I came here to tell you that we’ve worked out how to wake the angels.”
 
   “How?  How long will it take?”  I ask.
 
   “The problem is that we need an intact empty demon soul stone to wake each angel.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “So we need one per angel?”  I ask just to be sure.
 
   “Yes.  Since you’re going to be going to hell you should be able to get them easily enough.”  Rin says.
 
   “Easy for you to say.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to find an empty one?”  I ask.
 
   “No, but surely there must be enough if you’re going to be conquering an entire hell.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do, but I doubt I’ll be able to get enough for every angel.  Isn’t there some way you can reuse them?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  Even if everything works perfectly the soul stone will be destroyed in the process.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “It’s like one of your mother’s jobs from when we were still at the academy.”  I tell Rin with a sigh.
 
   “Except that you’re not taking us with you.”  Rin says sounding a little sad.
 
   “I wish I could but you’d die before we even got there.”  I tell her.
 
   “Just make sure you don’t die.”  Rin says.
 
   “If I do die I’ll probably just come back to life again.”  I joke.
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  Rin laughs quietly.  Then she looks me in the eye.  “After the war is over… what are your plans?”
 
   “Until Azrael is dead and we’ve somehow survived I can’t really make many plans for after the war.  I’ll need to start a country somewhere though, or we’ll never be safe.  Azrael isn’t the only evil person out there and even some of the good people may have reasons to try to kill us.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “So any idea where you’ll start this country?”  Rin asks.
 
   “It depends how the war ends.  If Contractia becomes our enemy it could get awkward.  Whether the elves and dwarves decide to join us will be important too.”  I tell her.
 
   “So right now you have no idea?”  Rin asks.
 
   “None.”  I agree.
 
   “Don’t let anyone else know that.  Right now they believe in you.  They’ll lose faith if they hear you talking like this.”  Rin warns me.
 
   “I don’t think anyone would be confident if they were about to face all the demons of hell.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “It’s only one hell though.”  Rin reminds me.
 
   “That’s fine then.”  I say.
 
   “It was your plan.”  Rin reminds me.
 
   “I know and I still think it will work.  In fact it’s probably the only plan that would work.  That doesn’t mean I’m happy about it though.  I’m a fire arch angel even if I’m aligned more closely with the wind element.  As a fire angel my soul is at its best in hot places.  The hell I’m about to conquer is as far removed from hot as it’s possible to be.  That puts me at a huge disadvantage.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Then don’t go.”  Rin says.
 
   “I just told you it’s the only plan that will work.  If I don’t go we’ll all die.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Why is conquering the ice hell so important?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Because it’s where Azrael will retreat to if he feels he’s losing badly enough.  The possibility of defeating him and Ferdinand at the same time in that place is exactly zero.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “If he retreats there can’t you just wait for him to return?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Right now he knows that I’m recovering but he doesn’t see me as an immediate threat.  To beat him I need to use the element of surprise.  I can only do that once.  It may not be impossible to beat him a second time but it is unlikely.  I’m far weaker than I once was and he’s far stronger.  If hell doesn’t kill me it will make me stronger, but that’s true for Azrael too.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “So you have no choice?”  Rin asks.
 
   “That’s right.”  I answer.
 
   “Then good luck and don’t you dare die.  If you can’t get the soul stones don’t worry too much.  We’ll just have to find another way.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “I’ll do what I can.”  I tell her.  Then there’s another knock on the wall.  “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Dairon.”  Dairon calls out from the other side of the illusionary wall.
 
   “It must be about the dragon.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “You’re killing a dragon?”  Rin asks.
 
   “No.  Come in!”  I call out.  Dairon enters with Sakura on his right shoulder.  Elucia enters behind him with Lucy on her right shoulder.  “Lucy too?”
 
   “Yes.”  Lucy says with an odd expression.
 
   “Have you reconsidered about the dragon?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “The answer is still no.”  I tell Dairon bluntly.
 
   “About that dragon…”  Lucy says and takes a deep breath.  “It killed my friends and my comrades.  I want it dead.”
 
   “I understand, but I’m not killing it.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “Why not?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I have my reasons.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “But you can’t tell me?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Not until after the war anyway.”  I tell her.
 
   “Will you be willing to kill it after the war?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “No.”  I tell her.
 
   “I see.  If it was Rin, Hermes, Yu Kii, Midori and the rest of your friends here that it had killed, would you kill it?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Perhaps, but it isn’t.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “So can you imagine how I feel about it?”  Lucy asks angrily.
 
   “Right now attacking the dragon would risk winning the war for Azrael.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “And after the war?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I’ll tell you after the war.”  I answer.
 
   “And I’m just supposed to happily accept that?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I don’t expect you to be happy about it but unless your grudge is more important than winning the war I expect you to accept it.  If you don’t like my answer after the war you can kill me then.”  I tell Lucy.
 
   “Hey!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “You’re that serious?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I tell her.
 
   “Don’t think I won’t take you up on that offer just because of my feelings for you.  They are strong, but so are my feelings for my murdered comrades.”  Lucy warns me.
 
   “I wouldn’t make the offer if I wasn’t serious.”  I tell her.
 
   “Then I’ll wait.  I’ve waited this long.  It doesn’t solve your faery problem though.”  Lucy reminds me.
 
   “The faeries will just have to choose their side when the time comes.  Sor can help Dairon persuade the elves to join our cause even without the faeries.  If Dairon already has the loyalty of the elven tribes it will be very difficult for the faeries to refuse.  That is especially true after they set a task that should be impossible.”  I say.
 
   “How will Dairon convince the elves?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I’ll leave that up to Dairon.  If he is the elven king it’s his job to convince his people to follow him.”  I answer.
 
   “Aren’t you being rude?”  Elucia asks.
 
   “I’m just saying the truth.”  I tell her.
 
   “But talking about Dairon like that whilst he’s standing right here is rude.”  Elucia says.
 
   “Then aren’t you being rude too?”  I ask.
 
   “But I...  It’s not like that.  I’m just speaking up on Dairon’s behalf.”  Elucia protests.
 
   “Dairon, will you convince the elves to join you?”  I ask ignoring Elucia.
 
   “I will, but don’t you need Sor to help you?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “Sor only needs to take us to the gate.  She can come straight back.  It will only be Kuro, Juliet and me going through the gate.  Sor wasn’t happy about it but she agreed on the condition that I bring her Ferdinand’s head.”  I answer.
 
   “Then with Sor and Sakura’s help I’ll convince my people.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Then I’ll leave that to you.”  I tell him.
 
   “When this war is over I too would like to hear your reason for not killing the dragon.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Fine, but we need to win the war first.”  I remind him.
 
   “Also, Elucia had a point.”  Dairon tells me.
 
   “That may be true, but you should have been the one to say it.  If you are a king, then act like one or your people will not follow.”  I warn Dairon.  Elucia glares at me.  Since when did she feel that way about Dairon?


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14 (Peter)
 
   Finally alone again I lie face down on my large red bed.  Rin was the last to leave but Dairon and the others didn’t leave much before Rin.  It would have been good to have chatted with Rin but Dairon and Lucy put me in a bad mood.  I’m glad Dairon decided to become king of the elves, but his being a king makes talking to him harder.  I can’t forget that my conversations with him are negotiations with a foreign nation.
 
   I would get more power if I had one or more of my miko lying beside me but right now I just want to be alone.  So naturally there is another knock on the door.  I peer through the door rather than asking who is there, and realise Yu Kii is standing there nervously in her school uniform.  If she was here to talk about alchemy wouldn’t Rin have dealt with whatever she needed?  So why is Yu Kii here?
 
   “Come in!”  I call out to her.
 
   “Thank you.”  Yu Kii says as she enters.  “It’s good to see you again.”
 
   “It’s good to see you too.”  I reply.
 
   “I still can’t get used to how different you look though.”  Yu Kii says nervously.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m still me.  So how are you coping with life here at your former god’s temple?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s fine here.  The Kuroneko’s followers respect that I’m no longer her miko.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “And how’s the alchemy going?”  I ask.
 
   “Rin’s mother came up with a solution to the angel problem, but I’m sure Rin told you about that.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “She did.  So can I help you in any way?”  I ask.
 
   “Please make me your miko.”  Yu Kii says seriously.
 
   “I told you no before.”  I remind her.
 
   “I know, but even so, please make me your miko.”  Yu Kii says with a deep bow.
 
   “Why?”  I ask.
 
   “I want to help you, but I also want to help keep my little sister safe.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “You are helping.”  I remind her.
 
   “I know, but I can help more as a miko.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Didn’t you hate being a miko before?”  I ask, unable to deny her words.
 
   “Yes, but that was different.  I don’t want to be the Kuroneko’s miko.  I want to be yours.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Even so, won’t you regret it?”  I ask.
 
   “No and even if I do, I’d regret not becoming your miko more.  You asked Aventurine and Asuna, as well as allowing Neko, Hermes and Midori to become your miko.  Please accept me too.”  Yu Kii says looking me in the eyes without a trace of doubt in her mind, body or soul.
 
   “If you’re truly serious, then prove it and I’ll accept you as my miko.  You already know what it means to be a miko, so you already know how to prove it.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “I need to dance, right?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Yes and it needs to be the real thing.”  I tell her.
 
   “Of course.”  Yu Kii says and starts to unbutton her shirt.  I look away as she continues to undress.  Yu Kii already knows how to form her spirit clothes so I don’t need to teach her.  As a former miko she also understands what she needs to do to become my miko, so I can at least respect her privacy this much.
 
   “Let me know when you’re ready.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “I will do.  Just a minute please.”  Yu Kii says.  Unlike Midori who might have insisted on having me watch, Yu Kii is more than happy to let me respect her privacy.  In fact she sounds quite relieved.  “I’m ready.”
 
   I turn and see Yu Kii wearing her spirit clothes.  They’re like a dress but with a white layer on top and a red layer beneath.  There are diamond patterned holes in the white layer, which is also sleeveless, allowing the red layer to show through the holes and leaving the sleeves of the red layer in plain sight.
 
   “Those are the spirit clothes you wore for Kuro.  You’ve seen the uniform that my miko wear so please change your uniform to match.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   Yu Kii closes her eyes.  The red layer of her uniform turns white without changing shape.  Then the two layers blend together and the sides separate to form the side slits of my miko’s uniform.  The white bandage like underwear is already formed but now I can see it.  Then a red sash forms just above Yu Kii’s waist.
 
   “Is this right?”  Yu Kii asks as she opens her eyes.
 
   “Yes.  That’s correct.”  I answer.
 
   “Are you ready for me to dance?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Yes, please do, but not Kuro’s dance.”  I tell her.
 
   “Not my old spirit dance?”  Yu Kii asks, clearly puzzled.
 
   “The dance of another god would be insincere.  It needs to be your own dance.”  I tell her.
 
   “But I’ve only ever danced the one dance.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “Just close your eyes and listen to your soul.  It doesn’t need to be perfect or elegant.  The dance just needs to be pure and honest.  It needs to be you.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “Listen to my soul…  What does that mean?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “How did you form your old spirit dance?”  I ask.
 
   “It was passed down by miko and their trainers.  Ara Kii taught me the dance as my trainer.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “That bloody lazy cat didn’t even teach you the basics.”  I say with a glare through the wall at where Kuro is currently sitting on her throne.  Kuro pretends not to notice.  “For now just close your eyes and dance without thinking too much, but without moving from that spot.”
 
   “Ok.”  Yu Kii says nervously and closes her eyes.  She begins with a deep bow.  That is so typical of her!  Then she begins to dance properly.  Her lack of confidence is obvious but her movements are extremely elegant.  To avoid moving around she focuses most of her movement on her upper body and her arms.  Her dance looks good but it doesn’t really display her soul very well.
 
   “You’re thinking too much and dancing on the spot doesn’t mean not using your legs.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “Ok.”  Yu Kii says and stops dancing so she can clear her mind.  Then she begins to dance again and this time it is a little less elegant but more energetic.  Her soul really comes through this time.  Of course I can see her soul all the time anyway, but when she wears her soul openly like this and dances so honestly it is a truly beautiful sight.
 
   “That’s better.  Keep at it.”  I tell her.
 
   “Thank you.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   The dancing and Yu Kii’s soul aren’t just beautiful, they’re incredibly relaxing too.  I feel the stress of everything fade away as I watch.  I quickly lose track of time.  I find myself starting to drift off to sleep so I’d better stop Yu Kii.  I find it hard to force myself to have her stop though.  I force my mouth open but I just can’t bring myself to actually speak.
 
   I wake to find Yu Kii still dancing.  It seems I lost the battle with my tiredness.  Yu Kii’s eyes are still closed and her dance is just as energetic as before but she is exhausted.  I can only tell though because I can see her soul.  I check the time.  She was dancing for six hours.  That’s impressive.
 
   “That’s enough.  Good work Yu Kii.”  I say without mentioning that I fell asleep.
 
   “Will you accept me?”  Yu Kii asks as she opens her eyes.  Even if she could hide her exhaustion from her appearance she can’t hide it from her voice.
 
   “Of course.  Come here so I can connect to your soul.  You already know this, but it will hurt.”  I tell her.
 
   “Thank you.”  Yu Kii says happily and walks up to me.
 
   I embrace Yu Kii with my arms pulling her tightly against me, being very careful to avoid hurting her with my claws.  I connect directly first to the lower centre of her soul in her womb and Yu Kii gasps.  Then I connect to the upper centre of her soul in her head and she grunts in pain.  The pain only lasts a moment though.  Once it is gone the connection is formed between our souls.
 
   “That wasn’t as painful as I expected.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Kuro never was very gentle.”  I say and Yu Kii nods in heartfelt agreement.  “Although it’s impossible for our relationship to remain unchanged, as much as it’s possible for a miko and a god, I hope we can remain good friends.”
 
   “I hope so.  Whether as a friend or a miko though, I have to suggest that you try to get enough rest.  I’m sure Rin would say the same thing if she knew how tired you were.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “You noticed?”  I ask.
 
   “Of course.  Even with my eyes closed I still have my magical senses.”  Yu Kii reminds me.
 
   “Sorry to make you dance for so long.”  I say.
 
   “I’m happy that I was able to help you sleep.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “For now you’re the one who needs to rest.  You’re exhausted.  Sleep on the bed here.  I’ll be back later.”  I say.
 
   “Shouldn’t you rest more too?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Unfortunately I don’t have time to rest any longer.  Embarrassing as it is to have left you dancing whilst I fell asleep I did just get some very good sleep.  That will keep me going for some time.  This body doesn’t need as much sleep as a human body.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “I can help.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “You can help best by keeping yourself in good condition by getting enough sleep.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “Ok.”  Yu Kii agrees reluctantly.
 
   “Sleep well.”  I tell Yu Kii as I get up.
 
   “I’ll try.”  Yu Kii says as she climbs onto the bed.  She lies down face up and looks towards me for a moment before closing her eyes.
 
   “I’ll see you later.”  I say and leave her in peace.  I wander through to the throne room where Kuroneko is sleeping on the throne.  She wakes as I approach.
 
   “Sleep well?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer with a small nod.
 
   “Good.  You took so long that I fell asleep too whilst I waited for you.  Anyway, be grateful that I let you have her.  She was mine originally.”  Kuro says.
 
   “True, but you sold her to Contractia.”  I point out.
 
   “I didn’t sell her.  I traded her for protection that Contractia wasn’t able to provide.”  Kuro protests.
 
   “Either way you let go of her before I took her.”  I say brushing Kuro’s protest aside.
 
   “I never let go of her sister.”  Kuro reminds me.
 
   “No, I took her before you let go of her.”  I say with a grin.
 
   “With most gods you’d have ended up at war.”  Kuro growls.
 
   “I know, but you’re not most gods.  We go way back.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “If you take any more of my miko I may just forget that.”  Kuro tells me pointedly.
 
   “As long as you don’t take any of my people I’ll leave the rest of your people alone.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m not going after your friends even if they are mere mortals.”  Kuro assures me.
 
   “Good.  So how was your nap?”  I ask.
 
   “I wasn’t asleep.”  Kuro says indignantly.
 
   “You just said you fell asleep waiting for me.”  I remind her.
 
   “Oh.  It was fine.”  Kuro says sheepishly.
 
   “That’s good.  Since you were waiting here though, I assume you must have something you need from me.”  I say.
 
   “Do I always have something I want from you every time I want to talk?”  Kuro hisses.
 
   “Yes.”  I reply instantly.
 
   “I protest that!”  Kuro complains.
 
   “So you didn’t have something you wanted?”  I ask.
 
   “Well as it happens this time I do, but I don’t every time!”  Kuro protests.
 
   “So what did you want this time?”  I ask.
 
   “Your alchemist has some spare time now, right?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “Yes, I suppose she does.”  I reply.
 
   “So how about we have her develop something to help protect my temple whilst we’re away?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “We’ll be leaving in a few days at most.”  I remind Kuro.
 
   “If she can come up with something to wake those angels this quickly I’m sure she can come up with something helpful in three days.”  Kuro says.
 
   “I’ll ask her but don’t get your hopes up too high.”  I warn Kuro.
 
   “I’m expecting miracles.”  Kuro says.
 
   “You’re a god, so you’re the one who’s meant to provide miracles.”  I remind Kuro.
 
   “I’ll leave the boring divine duties to you.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Thanks.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Kuro purrs.
 
   “I’ll see what Rin and her mother can do.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “Good luck.”  Kuro says and shifts away.
 
   I consider walking to save power but Rin is on the other side of the temple and I hate walking.  So I decide to shift instead.  I shift right outside the door to their alchemy lab and peer through it.  They’re not there so they must be in their room next door.  I walk to their door and knock.
 
   “Who’s there?”  Rin calls out sleepily.
 
   “It’s Peter.”  I call back.
 
   “Just a minute!  I’ll meet you in the lab.”  Rin tells me sounding wide awake now.
 
   I wander over to the lab and wait outside for a couple of minutes.  Then Rin opens the door.  She’s wearing white shorts and shirt but is barefoot.
 
   “Come in, Peter.”  Rin says with a smile on her face.
 
   “Thanks, and sorry we didn’t get the chance to talk for long earlier.”  I tell Rin as I enter the lab.
 
   “It’s fine.  I understand that you’re busy.  I’m glad you came to talk to me though.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’m afraid I came here to ask for some more help.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “I should have known, but it’s still a chance to talk.  How’s Yu Kii?”  Rin asks.
 
   “She’s fine.  She convinced me to accept her as a miko.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “When she didn’t come back I assumed she must have.  It was what she wanted, so I’m happy for her.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’m very lucky to have her as my miko.”  I tell Rin honestly.
 
   “You certainly are!  Don’t forget she’s your friend too though.”  Rin says.
 
   “I won’t.  All my miko are my friends.  Have you had a chance to talk to Hermes recently?”  I ask.
 
   “Just the once.  She seemed happy.”  Rin says.
 
   “What about the rest of our friends?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ve spoken to a few of them.  Cherry, Sherry and Aventurine have pestered us more than a few times.”  Rin says.
 
   “What did they want?”  I ask.
 
   “Nothing short of a miracle.”  Rin says with a sigh.  Then she frowns.  “So what miracle are you after this time?”
 
   “Kuro was just wondering whether there’s anything you could make to keep the temple safe whilst we’re away.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “That’s vague, just like what Cherry asked for.”  Rin says.
 
   “With three gods living here you must be wondering why everyone comes to you for miracles.”  I say and Rin laughs.
 
   “I’ll send them your way next time.”  Rin says.
 
   “That’s fine.  I’ll just send them straight back to you.”  I tell Rin with a grin.
 
   “In that face you look a little scary when you grin like that.”  Rin says.
 
   “Don’t worry.  Only our enemies need to be scared of me.”  I say.
 
   “I know.  It’s not that I’m actually scared of you, but you still looked scary.”  Rin says.
 
   “Hopefully my enemies will think so too.  I’ll leave it up to you to try and come up with a miracle.  Hopefully nobody will realise we’re gone though.  If need be my angels will protect you and the temple, but it will weaken me if they have to.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Could the faeries trick the enemy into thinking you’re still here?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Maybe, but if it goes wrong it might actually expose my absence.  The empire has been chased off and the Fallen Angels under Azrael are still besieging Portalis as far as we know.  That just leaves Contractia as a threat.  I don’t consider them the enemy, but seeing as how this temple is on Contractian land they may consider us to be enemies.  If they do though, I can only hope that they have the sense to prioritise dealing with Azrael.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Does that mean we’re likely to be attacked once we’ve beaten Azrael?”  Rin asks.
 
   “If we stay here for too long it is quite likely.”  I admit.
 
   “There are a lot of Contractians here though, so would Contractia really attack us?”  Rin asks.
 
   “That makes it even more likely.  They can use you as an excuse by pretending you’re hostages or by treating you as traitors.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Would the queen really allow that?  For that matter would she allow you to be attacked after all the help you’ve given her?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Even assuming she survives the war she is a queen so she has to consider the interests of the whole nation of Contractia.  Her own personal feelings are unlikely to sway her decision.  It’s not even guaranteed that she’ll be involved in the decision to put down a few rebels or to kill a few invaders.  I hope she survives though, because I think she’ll make Contractia a better place.”  I tell Rin.
 
    “It was so much simpler when we were just hunting monsters and practising our magic.”  Rin says.
 
   “It really was.  If the empire hadn’t invaded everything would have stayed so much simpler.”  I say.
 
   “And we could have gone on our date.”  Rin says wishfully.
 
   “We still can once we’ve dealt with Azrael and found somewhere safe to live.”  I say.
 
   “It’s not the same if you look like that.”  Rin say shaking her head.
 
   “I can take human form too.  I can’t afford to do so right now, but once it’s safe I can.”  I tell Rin.
 
    “You’d still be a god though.  It just wouldn’t be the same.”  Rin says.
 
   “I suppose not.”  I agree.
 
   “It might be nice to go out as friends in your human form and have some fun again when the war is finally over.  Not just the two of us but Hermes and Yu Kii too.  I suppose even Midori and that blasted Cherry.  Aventurine and Neko too.  Actually, forget that.  Just Hermes and Yu Kii.”  Rin says.
 
   “Sure.  We can do that.”  I promise, adding a silent ‘if we all survive’.
 
   “I’ll have a think about your request.  I’m sure you must be busy.”  Rin says.
 
   “Ok.  Let me know if you come up with anything.”  I say.
 
   “Of course.  Take care Peter and goodbye for now.”  Rin says.
 
   “You too.  Take care and bye for now.”  I say and shift back to my room.
 
   Yu Kii is lying there drooling on the pillow and spread out on the bed, mostly under the duvet but not entirely.  She really was tired.  There’s just one problem.  What happened to her clothes?  Oh, she was wearing spirit clothes and they only last as long as you’re conscious.  I’d better get her a real miko outfit.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 (Peter)
 
   It’s been a few days since I made Midori, Hermes and Neko into my angels and since Yu Kii became my miko.  The mana they have given me already is enough to make me feel like a true god and certainly more than the mana I used strengthening their souls.  That is only possible because our soul links are so strong.
 
   That my soul link with Neko is so strong was the biggest surprise.  Neko’s is still the weakest but only just.  I expected it to be a lot weaker, because we didn’t have such a strong bond.  It seems that a connection like this is more natural for Neko than it is for Hermes, Yu Kii and Midori though and Neko had very strong feelings for me that made up for the lack of such a strong mutual bond.
 
   Once I’m in hell the supply of mana from my angels will be severely reduced.  My angels in their human bodies would die if they went with us though so it can’t be helped.  Teaching them to take on new bodies would take too long and I’m not sure I’d want to do that anyway.  I will have to rely on the demon souls to replenish my power, so victory will depend on how efficiently we can kill the demons and drain their souls.
 
   If Ferdinand notices us too quickly we will be in deep trouble, but with just Kuro and Juliet with me it should be ok.  The ice hell is a very large place so the presence of two lesser gods and an angel shouldn’t attract too much attention until we start to cause some serious damage.  By then we’ll have our tactics refined and should know our enemies’ weaknesses.  Also if we can kill our enemies efficiently we’ll have increased our mana reserves.
 
   “What was the point training her if we aren’t taking her with us?”  Kuro asks.
 
   “I’m the one taking you.  I’m also the one who wants to kill Ferdinand most, so I’m not happy about this either.”  Sor reminds her.
 
   “You didn’t need to learn how to drain souls to take us to the gate.”  Kuro complains.
 
   “Sor has important work to do whilst we take care of Ferdinand.”  I remind Kuro.
 
   “Taking the elf king wherever he needs to go, but again she doesn’t need to drain souls for that work either.”  Kuro complains.
 
   “It may take a lot of power depending where Dairon needs to go.  Anyway, Sor would have needed to learn sooner or later.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “Can I take you there yet?”  Sor asks clearly wanting to get rid of us.  Well, mainly wanting to get rid of Kuro.
 
   “Kuro, are you ready?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Juliet, are you ready?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Juliet says sounding a little nervous.
 
   “Yes, please do.”  I say and Sor shifts us to the celestial gate.  I don’t wait to watch her shift back.  I just throw myself through the gate before we get caught up in the surrounding battle.  If I had looked behind me I would have seen Hades with a very stunned expression on her face.  I didn’t look though so I didn’t see it.
 
   The celestial gate currently appears as a grey stone circular gate with a constantly swirling, distorted rainbow of dark, mostly metallic colours filling the gateway.  As we enter it we’re entirely surrounded by the constantly swirling colours.  My body feels like it is being pulled on from every direction and at the same time pushed forward.
 
   As we move forwards the colours take on a purple hint and eventually we are entirely surrounded by dark purple.  Then the purple takes on hints of blue before becoming a dark purple and blue swirling mass.  As the dark blue becomes stronger the purple fades until it is entirely gone.  Then the blue becomes paler and paler until we can see clearly.
 
   We are surrounded by ice.  Even my body feels the chill of absolute zero.  It won’t kill me but it will gradually drain me and my comrades.  We must hurry to absorb the souls of the resident demons.  If we can absorb and purify them all this hell will eventually become a divine realm.  Even if we can’t do that however we must kill Ferdinand.
 
   There is ice under our feet but there is no air as such.  Instead there is just empty space all around us.  If we were human the cold would kill us first, but even if we were immune to the effects of the cold the lack of air would kill us.  It also prevents sound travelling so we can’t talk.  In fact the lack of air causes pressure all around us crushing our bodies.
 
   Mine and Juliet’s bodies are both designed to live above the atmosphere where there’s also no air though, so our bodies cannot be so easily harmed.  Kuro on the other hand can change the shape of her body however she wishes so has taken the form of an ice cat.  Copying the ice below us her body is very resilient indeed.  Even if it’s destroyed she can just reform it.
 
   “Is Kuro ok?”  Juliet asks using a mental link that connects the three of us.  We had it ready to use because we knew that talking normally would be impossible.
 
   “I’m fine, but I hate being so white.”  Kuro replies.
 
   “You stand out less like this so it’s not bad to be white right now.”  I tell her.
 
   “I smell a pair of demons close by.”  Kuro says.
 
   “It can’t be smell in this airless hell.”  I tell her.
 
   “Don’t be so fussy.”  Kuro tells me and leaps forwards.
 
   Gravity, the pull of the world, is light here so it’s easy to make big moves but difficult to make small ones.  Juliet and I are both used to it but Kuro finds herself much further forward than she expected.  I did warn her but unless you experience it for yourself you just don’t understand.  As Kuro shoots forwards a hundred feet in the blink of an eye, two huge mountains of ice rise up through the ice sheet below us and crash together almost crushing Kuro.  Kuro having just about made it past them lands, turns and glares.
 
   I send soul thief at the nearest mound of ice, sucking the demon’s soul from it.  It resists as hard as it can.  I can feel its dark soul begin to enter my soul but it really is hard work.  The other demon turns and throws itself at me, but I jump into the ‘air’ and easily dodge.  Even without actual air my flight magic still works just fine and the weak gravity here allows me to fly as quickly as I once did in the heavens above the world.
 
   Then Juliet and Kuro both send their dark soul stealer lightning at the second demon.  It resists too but it can no longer move.  I turn my full attention back to the victim of my soul thief.  The mountain of ice begins to shrink as its soul is pulled further and further into mine.
 
   As expected the demon’s soul begins to corrupt mine.  I quickly focus more on purifying it and less on pulling it into me.  I can feel its soul howl in agony.  Unlike a goblin it will take a while to purify.  It resists even harder and begins to pull its soul away from me but the purification quickly weakens it.  Soon its soul is unable to resist me at all.
 
   Once entirely within me the demon soul feels far worse than ten thousand goblin souls.  I hurry even more to purify it but it still takes a few more seconds.  Finally the ordeal is over but there is still one more job to complete.  I eat the purified soul until there is only a tiny bit left.  I then spit it out so it can eventually reincarnate.
 
   “You took your time.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “You had help!”  I protest.
 
   “Were these especially powerful demons?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “No.  Just common demons.”  I tell her.
 
   “But they were so powerful!”  Juliet protests.
 
   “This is their home ground and we are facing their entire soul.  In our world they would be easy enough for an average mage to kill, but doing so would leave the majority of their soul unharmed.  That’s why killing a demon in our world just means banishing them back to hell.”  I tell Juliet.
 
   “This is going to be harder than I thought.”  Juliet tells me.
 
   “You didn’t really think this would be easy, did you?”  I ask Juliet.
 
   “I at least thought the normal enemies would be easy.”  Juliet says.
 
   “We need to keep fighting.  Just staying here drains our mana.”  Kuro reminds us.
 
   “You’re right.  Where’s the next victim?”  I ask.
 
   “I sense another ice demon a little further ahead.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “Then lead the way.”  I tell her.
 
   “I already hate this place.  Why did I ever agree to come?”  Kuro asks as she makes a much smaller leap forward.
 
   “I don’t know.  You never told me, but I’m glad you did come with us.”  I tell her.
 
   “Here.”  Kuro says and sends her soul stealer lightning at a small ice mound the size of a mole hill on the ground ahead.  I send soul thief at it and Juliet sends her soul stealer lightning.  We tear its soul in three and purify it as quickly as we can.  It only feels like I’ve drunk a bottle of poison and not a river this time.  Once we’ve purified the entire soul I spit it out and so does Juliet.  Kuro gulps the rest of it down and a moment later spits out a single soul drop.
 
   “That was easier.”  Juliet says.
 
   “There are three ahead of us.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Can’t we stick to single targets?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.  We’ll be here for all eternity if we do that.”  Kuro hisses.
 
   “Kuro’s right.  Let’s go.”  I agree.
 
   Kuro cautiously bounds ahead in leaps of less than fifty feet.  I follow in the ‘air’ with Juliet just behind me.  We’re being careful, but this time one of the ice mountain demons emerges from the ice sheet and towers above us before we can close the distance enough to attack.  We may not be close enough to attack but it fires shards of ice from its body.  Each ice shard is as large as a small house, but thankfully they’re only moving at about fifty feet a second.  Juliet dodges easily and so do I.  Kuro simply charges straight through them turning each ice shard into rain, though it instantly freezes again sending a hail of tiny ice fragments to the ground where Kuro was a moment ago.
 
   The other two ice mountain demons circle behind us without rising up from the ice sheet.  They move much faster than the ice shards being lobbed at us and quickly assume a triangular formation with the ice mountain demon ahead of us that Kuro is still charging.  Then they rise up and fire their own ice shards at us.  Being targeted from all three directions makes dodging even these slow ice shards a bit harder.
 
   I pick the closer of the two behind us and hurtle towards it, leaving the other for Juliet.  To save time I only evade the ice shards thrown at me from every direction by the width of my arm.  I don’t have time to focus on Juliet and Kuro but I’m confident they will soon be in range of their ice demons.
 
   It takes me a few long seconds to close the distance but once I’m close enough I strike with soul thief.  With my focus now on absorbing and purifying the ice demon’s soul a couple of ice shards hit my wings.  Instinctively I cover my wings in divine flames that instantly vaporise the ice shards and melts the ice below.  Even the ice demon’s body starts to melt, though that could be from having its soul absorbed.  Cursing my foolish instincts I cancel the divine flames that are burning through my power far too quickly.
 
   Another couple of ice shards hit me but I just throw them down to the ground with my wings.  Then the ice shards stop flying.  It seems Juliet and Kuro have reached their targets.  I now have the entire soul of my ice demon inside me.  It doesn’t feel as bad as the first one I faced.  It still feels bad though, so I am quick to finish purifying it.  Then I eat the majority of the soul and spit out the last little bit.
 
   “Why didn’t you both shift?”  Juliet asks.  I turn to face her and see she is right behind me.
 
   “Shifting…  That would have been a good idea.  Normally there’d be interference, but not against weak enemies like these.  I take it you did shift?”  I ask Juliet.
 
   “Of course.”  Juliet says.
 
   “That is a good idea.  I’m not used to fighting enemies that are able to attack from further away than I am, so I didn’t think of it.”  Kuro purrs.  Then she glares at Juliet.  “But why didn’t you suggest it earlier!?”
 
   “I thought you both had a good reason not to.”  Juliet says innocently, which makes Kuro hiss.
 
   “We don’t have time to argue.  Where are the next targets?”  I ask Kuro.
 
   “There are a couple more of the same just up ahead.”  Kuro tells me.
 
   “Is there anything stronger nearby?”  I ask.
 
   “That’s the closest.  Don’t be so picky with your food.”  Kuro scolds me.
 
   “Fine, lead on.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   Kuro leaps straight ahead without caution and lands between two startled ice mountain demons.  The ice mountains rise up a little slower than our earlier targets but this time I shift directly above one and attack with soul thief.  Kuro and Juliet attack the other ice mountain with soul stealer lightning.
 
   “That was quick.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Next.”  I say a little bored.
 
   “Two more.”  Kuro says and leaps ahead again.  I yawn and then shift over one of the now rising ice mountains.  Its soul is soon mine, other than the little bit I spit out.  “Five this time.”
 
   “That’s more like it.”  I grin.
 
   “It is still only five.”  Kuro warns me.
 
   “More to the point will we be ok against five?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “If we aren’t ok with five we shouldn’t have come here.”  Kuro tells her.
 
   “I’ll take two.  Kuro take two.  Juliet, you can have the last one.”  I say.
 
   “Sounds fine to me.”  Kuro says and leaps ahead between two of the five ice mountain demons.  She launches soul stealer lightning at both of them before they can even start to rise.  I shift next to Kuro and send soul thief at two more ice mountain demons.
 
   The filth of their souls is almost unbearable as they start to enter mine and one glance at Kuro says she is having the same problem.  These ice mountains may be slow but their souls are strong and dark.  I struggle to purify their souls as quickly as I can and even have to release a little of their souls whilst I work.  I took in too much to start with.  I don’t know how long it takes but eventually I have purified their souls.  As I eat their souls I am filled with far more power than the previous enemies.
 
   “They were tough, but tasty.”  Kuro says and licks her lips.
 
   “Are these really the weak enemies here?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Yes.”  We both reply in unison.
 
   “You must feel stronger now though.”  I say.
 
   “I do, but I dread to think what the strong enemies here are like.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Think less, fight more.”  Kuro tells her.
 
   “So where next?”  I ask.
 
   “There are six enemies up ahead.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Fine, I’ll take three, you take two and Juliet can have the last one again.”  I say.
 
   “You spoil her too much.”  Kuro says and leaps ahead.  This time three of the ice demons do smash together, crushing Kuro right in the middle, but a moment later her soul stealer lightning is sucking their souls out.  Greedy little cat.  I said I’d have three, but I guess Kuro gets that privilege this time.
 
   I shift above the enemy as the other three begin to rise up.  Not giving them time to attack though I send soul thief at two and Juliet attacks the last.  Their souls don’t feel too bad this time and are soon nothing more than my food, other than the bit I spit out.
 
   Kuro emerges from the melted ice mountains and shakes the liquid off.  Not that it’s actually liquid as such.  If it was it would still be frozen given that we are surrounded by absolute zero.  The ‘liquid’ is actually demonic essence, which means it’s entirely unaffected by the surrounding temperature because it isn’t truly a physical substance.  Only mana, soul and magic affect it.
 
   “This one has something in it.”  Juliet says pointing at her now melted enemy.
 
   “Oh, that’s a soul stone.  I’m collecting those.”  I say.
 
   “Collecting soul stones?  That’s the sort of thing I’d expect to hear from Azrael.  What a weird hobby.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Rin needs empty ones for alchemy and we don’t have time to check if they have anything in right now.”  I explain.
 
   “What would they have inside?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Souls, of course.”  I answer.
 
   “Oh…  That is a weird hobby.”  Juliet says with a disgusted look.
 
   “Hey, I just explained!”  I protest.
 
   “There are more enemies ahead.”  Kuro says.
 
   “How many?”  I ask.
 
   “Two, but they smell different.  I’m not sure what they are.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Good.  I was getting bored.  Lead on.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “Don’t complain to me if you regret those words.”  Kuro warns and leaps cautiously towards the enemy, covering less than fifty feet at a time.  I fly just behind Kuro with Juliet flying on my left.  We are all within about five feet of each other, which in this vast expanse of ice is practically touching.  We really are being cautious this time.
 
   “Where are they?”  I ask unable to sense anything yet.
 
   “I can’t smell them anymore.”  Kuro says coming to an abrupt halt.
 
   “They probably sensed us coming.  Be ready for anything.”  I warn Kuro and Juliet whilst preparing myself.
 
   “Above us!”  Juliet warns.
 
   “That’s not two enemies!”  I protest as a swarm of ice moths engulf us and try to suck our souls out.  I quickly surround myself with a huge orb of soul thief and suck out the souls of everything other than the two souls I am now very familiar with.  The ice moths melt instantly as I absorb their souls, soaking us in demonic essence.  I purify, eat and spit out.  A familiar routine now.
 
   “I thought you were going to eat us too!”  Kuro protests.
 
   “I did consider it but I’m not a fan of cat or lizard.”  I reply with a grin.
 
   “Your jokes are going to get you killed one of these days.”  Kuro warns.
 
   “Maybe, but I can think of other things that are more likely to kill me.”  I tell Kuro.
 
   “Where next?”  Juliet asks impatiently.
 
   “Kuro?”  I ask.
 
   “There’s a group of about nine ice mountains.”  Kuro says.
 
   “Juliet, take two, Kuro three and four for me.”  I say happily.
 
   “So many…”  Juliet says sounding depressed.
 
   “Cheer up.  There’s only a few million left.”  I tell Juliet.
 
   “That many!”  Juliet exclaims.
 
   “Actually there’s probably more than that.”  Kuro says.
 
   “I want to go home!”  Juliet cries.
 
   “Just think how Misty must feel right now.”  I remind her.
 
   “Souls can’t actually feel anything, can they?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “No idea.”  I admit.  “But she’d feel really happy if you saved her.”
 
   “Why did I have to get attached to a human?”  Juliet asks.
 
   “Less talking, more fighting.”  Kuro warns us and then leaps forward impatiently.
 
   “I hate this place!”  Juliet protests as she flies on my left again right behind Kuro.
 
   “Me too, but just look forward to seeing Misty again.”  I tell her.
 
   “Here they are.”  Kuro purrs and lands right in the middle of all nine ice mountains.  I pick four at random and begin to suck their souls out with soul thief.  It’s not as bad as I expected.  I could get used to this.  In fact I have to get used to this and quickly, because even four at a time would take forever.  We don’t have forever.
 
   “Above us!”  Juliet yells.  Why is Juliet the only one looking up?
 
   “What the hell!?”  Kuro yelps and I have to agree, even if her words are a little too appropriate.
 
   Spitting out the still corrupt souls I was purifying I send soul thief straight up at the ice dragon above us.  Black lightning hits white lightning as it dares to assault my soul.  At least I have the ice dragon’s full attention so Kuro and Juliet are able to focus on the enemy below.
 
   I leap up into the air and draw the ice dragon away from Kuro and Juliet, avoiding its claws and at the same time striking with my soul thief against its white soul stealer lightning.  The ice dragon is slightly larger than an ice mountain but it’s also almost as fast as I am.  That makes it very dangerous even without the soul stealer lightning.  What makes it most dangerous though is that it’s surrounded by soul stealer mist so it doesn’t even need to hit me to damage my soul.
 
   “I had hoped to steal a few more souls before I had to fight a dragon.”  I complain.
 
   “What brings you divine vermin into my master’s realm?”  The dragon asks.  Naturally it doesn’t even slow down as it speaks.
 
   “Sightseeing and a bit of sunbathing.”  I answer.  The dragon howls sending a huge blast of soul stealer mist at the spot I was just a moment ago.  “What, you didn’t expect a serious answer did you?”
 
   “Just die.”  The dragon tells me.
 
   “Right back at you.”  I reply with a grin.
 
   The dragon sends another blast of soul stealer mist without letting up its lightning attacks even slightly.  I dodge above the dragon and send an orb of soul stealer lightning at the dragon.  It hits and sends a chunk of the dragon’s soul to me.  Even a single chunk makes me choke, but despite choking and trying to purify it I still manage to dodge the dragon’s furious onslaught.  It seems the dragon really doesn’t like having any of its soul stolen.
 
   “That was tasty.”  I taunt the dragon as I finish eating the initial chunk.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16 (Elucia)
 
   “If you don’t die, let me know when you’re ready to come home.”  Sor says and then ports away leaving just Dairon, Sakura and myself in the middle of an elven tribe.  Nobody can sense us thanks to Sakura but once Dairon starts singing that will soon change.  Sakura had better be right about the Envoy being away.  It had also better stay away.
 
   It’s hot here.  It was winter back at the temple and a very cold day at that, but here the sun is mercilessly beating down on us.  The ground is dry and the little bit of grass here and there that has survived is a sickly yellow.  Clearly it has seen much better days.
 
   There are a couple of dozen elves in sight just wandering around.  I’m sure they aren’t wandering randomly but I have no idea where any of them are going or why.  Like Dairon and the Aer sisters the elves here all have pale skin with a slight silver tint, pale green eyes and light brown hair.  They are all wearing plain grey shorts and shirts that are either a bit loose or a bit too small.  Their hair is short and scruffy, and their eyes seem empty.  Despite seeming scruffy though, they are all meticulously clean.  Whereas the Aer sisters were all starved when we first met them, the elves here look healthy and simply slim like Dairon.
 
   “I hope you’re right, Sakura.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Don’t worry you’re majesty, like I said, I’ve worked with this tribe a lot.  They really do hate the endless killing under the Fallen Angels.  We should hurry though, before the Envoy returns.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Well, we’ll find out soon enough.  If they do attack we’ll just have Elucia shield us.” Dairon says.  I wish it was a joke but Dairon really seems to believe that I could shield against an entire elven tribe.  Just how crazy strong does he think I am?
 
   Dairon takes a deep breath and begins to sing.  I can’t hear it but I can sense it like a cool refreshing breeze.  It’s welcome but I feel jealous of the elves and faeries for being able to hear his song.  This song is supposedly the song of Dairon’s very existence.  It’s incredibly intimate and yet he repeatedly shares it with complete strangers.  We’ve shared a lot of time and experiences with each other and yet I’ve never heard the song and never will.  I’d like to understand Dairon better and I can’t think of any better way than hearing his song.
 
   Of course I wish he’d understand me better too.  Why does he think I’m just some overpowered brute?  I’m a cute young woman, not a brute!  I am cute, aren’t I?  I bet Dairon doesn’t think I am.
 
   Actually, why do I even care?  I like Peter, don’t I?  I had given up on him for Rin’s sake, but when I heard he was supposedly dead it hurt, badly.  That pain was real.  Giving up on my love is very different to stopping the love though.  Seeing Peter alive was a huge relief even if he had changed so much.
 
   So if I like Peter, why does it feel like I like Dairon?  I may not have admitted it to anyone else, but I have to admit it to myself.  I do like Dairon.  A lot.  Am I in love with two different people?  How is that even possible?  As if that’s not bad enough, I don’t even stand a chance with either of them!  I’m so jealous of Yusa and her happy reunion with Jimmy.  Those two are so honest with each other and make such a nice couple.
 
   Coming out of my little reverie I notice my surroundings.  There are now elves crowded all around us.  There must be over a hundred elves.  As if I could shield attacks from that many elves.  At least they don’t appear hostile.  Instead they seem intent on Dairon’s song.  Then it ends.
 
   I feel more than a few curious stares directed my way, but most of the elves are focused on Dairon.  Nobody seems openly hostile and nobody has attacked.  They whisper amongst themselves and then to my relief every single elf kneels on the ground looking up at Dairon respectfully.
 
   “Your majesty, when the time comes you can count on us.”  An elderly woman tells Dairon.
 
   “Thank you.  I will be sure to reward your loyalty with victory.  Please rise.”  Dairon answers, sounding much more confident than normal.  The elves quickly stand but don’t relax at all.
 
   “The envoy will not be back for a few days, so might we discuss your plans whilst we have the chance?”  The elderly woman asks.
 
   “Certainly, but not in front of everyone.  The more people who know our plans, the more chance of the enemy learning them.”  Dairon answers.
 
   “Please come with me your majesty and Legate Sakura.  Jules is about the same age as the human, so I am sure he will be happy to keep her entertained whilst we talk.”  She says and points at a boy about half my height.
 
   What does she think I am?!  A child!?  Dairon just nods though.  Damn him, the traitor!  Now I have to babysit some elven kid.  I watch Dairon’s back as he follows the old woman with Sakura still sitting on his shoulder.  As I watch though Sakura turns towards me and waves with a huge beaming smile on her face as Dairon enters a small tent.  Cursed faery!
 
   “Pleased to meet you.  I’m Jules.  What might your name be?”  Jules greets me.
 
   “I’m Elucia.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “I’m not familiar with human culture, if such a thing exists, but I will do my best to keep you entertained.  I promise it will be fun, Elucia.”  Jules says.  Damn, the little boy actually thinks he’s the adult.
 
   “How old are you?”  I ask.
 
   “Twenty three.”  Jules answers with a smile.  Seriously?!  “How old are you, Elucia?”
 
   “I’m fourteen.”  I answer.
 
   “So young.  Have you learnt magic yet?”  Jules asks.
 
   “Yes.  I can do magic just fine.”  I tell him.
 
   “How about playing sky touch?”  Jules suggests.
 
   “How does it work?”  I ask.
 
   “You both create a small cloud in elven or I suppose human shape.  Then you have to touch the other cloud’s feet with your cloud’s hands without letting the other cloud’s hands touch your cloud’s feet.  Whoever scores the most touches in the time limit wins.”  Jules tells me.
 
   “It sounds fine.”  I agree.  It will serve as practise and pass the time whilst I wait for Dairon.  I create a white cloud in front of me and carefully adjust the size and shape until it looks just like me, right down to these leaf clothes.
 
   “You wouldn’t normally make it look so realistic.”  Jules tells me and forms a white cloud in front of him about the same size as him and the same general shape but nowhere near as detailed as mine.
 
   “So how long’s the time limit?”  I ask.
 
   “Just a thousand seconds.”  Jules replies.  How long’s that?  Well since it is in seconds it can’t be that long even if it is a thousand.
 
   “Ok.  Ready when you are.”  I tell Jules.
 
   “Then start now.”  Jules says and his cloud person lunges hands first towards mine.  I barely manage to evade his first attack but as I do so he twists his cloud person at an impossible angle and reverses his direction instantly.  A moment later he has scored his first touch as his cloud hands grasp my cloud feet.
 
   Jules’ cloud person backs off for a moment so I fly mine back a few feet.  Then his lunges towards mine again, but this time I dive mine as if jumping into a lake or river but instead dive into his cloud person touching the feet.
 
   “Stop.  You’re disqualified for breaking the rules.  You’re not allowed to pass through each other’s cloud avatar.”  Jules tells me.
 
   “You never said that!”  I protest.
 
   “You can’t pass through another person’s body so it would be silly for a training game to allow you to do so.”  Jules tells me.
 
   “You can’t twist your body like you did either though.”  I point out.
 
   “That’s not against the rules though.”  Jules tells me.
 
   “Well it should be.”  I tell him.
 
   “Then you’d have to define exactly what movement is realistic and you’d spend too much focus keeping within that movement instead of focusing on your magic.”  Jules tells me with a shrug.
 
   “Fine.  Let’s try again.  I’m going to beat you this time.”  I tell the annoying elf brat.
 
   “Of course.  Let’s start now.”  Jules says and his avatar leaps into action.  Not ready I can’t avoid his first attack but I do manage to brush my avatar’s right hand against a foot.  “Doesn’t count.  You can’t attack immediately after taking or dealing an attack.”
 
   “Tell me that sooner.”  I grumble.
 
   “It’s common sense.”  Jules says with a frown.
 
   “So how long do I have to wait?”  I ask.
 
   “Three second.”  Jules tells me and then sends his avatar after mine again.  I dodge this time and counter attack but he easily evades my attack and his next attack just about brushes against my avatar’s left foot.  We both back our avatar away from each other’s.
 
   “One, two, three.”  I count and then send my avatar flying hands first towards my opponent’s feet.  He tries to dodge but I manage to just about grab his feet before he can reach mine.  It helps that my avatar is about twice as tall as his, because he can’t reach my feet in time.
 
   “Well done.”  Jules says.
 
   “From now on all the points will be mine.”  I tell Jules.
 
   “We’re finished.”  Dairon says.
 
   “That was quick.”  I say, turning in surprise.
 
   “My point.”  Jules tells me.
 
   “We’re finished.”  I tell him pointedly.
 
   “Stopping halfway through is rude.”  Jules tells me.
 
   “That’s true.”  Dairon tells me.  “You can finish the game and we’ll head back afterwards.  It seems there’s no danger of the Envoy returning so there’s no reason to be rude for my sake.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll finish the game.”  I say, a bit annoyed at Dairon for taking Jules’ side.  Worse I have to play in front of Dairon and everyone now.  I catch Sakura laughing silently too.
 
   “Ready to continue?”  Jules asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I say and throw my avatar into action before he can catch me off guard again.  It doesn’t help though, because Jules spins his avatar behind me at lightning speed and manages to score a touch in his first attack.
 
   As the game continues Jules stacks up touch after touch and I can’t even get anywhere near his feet again.  Every time he attacks using a different method so no matter what I do I just can’t come up with an effective defence.  Of course I try attacking first but that just ends up losing me points even quicker.  The whole time I am conscious of Dairon and everyone, but especially Dairon, watching.  It’s just too embarrassing.
 
   “Time’s up. Two hundred and three points to one.”  Jules says happily.
 
   “Did you forget what I told you, Jules?”  The elderly woman asks politely.  Jules freezes up and turns awkwardly to me.
 
   “You had fun, right?”  Jules asks.
 
   “Great fun.”  I say sarcastically.
 
   “That’s great.  I knew you would.”  Jules says with a grin.  I glare at him and he winces.
 
   “Thank you for keeping Elucia entertained.  We have a lot more tribes to meet so we’ll need to be going now.  Everyone please keep safe and keep hope.”  Dairon says with a friendly smile.  Then Sor ports in beside Dairon.
 
   “Back?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Dairon answers and Sor ports us all back to the temple.
 
   “Do you know where you’ll be going next?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Sakura?”  Dairon asks.
 
   “Yes.  It seems another tribe’s Envoy just left.  The tribe is a bit aggressive but they’re also deeply loyal to the elven kings.  They used to be a branch family of the elven monarchy and were responsible for managing a significant part of the old kingdom.  As long as you can convince them quickly enough that you really are the king they should agree to help.”  Sakura says.
 
   “There’s only one way I can do that, so I hope they listen to my song before attacking.  But if they don’t I’m sure Elucia can keep us safe whilst I sing.”  Dairon says with way too much faith in me.  Wasn’t he watching my defeat to a single elf brat just now?  I suppose the brat was older than me, but as far as the elves are concerned he was a child.
 
   “I wonder about that.”  I mutter.
 
   “Don’t worry.  When playing a game that you’ve never played before against someone who has played it countless times before even an adult would have a hard time, so don’t be too depressed by your loss.  When it comes to brute power though, I have complete faith in you.  Even against an entire tribe your shield will hold for a little while.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Don’t blame me if it doesn’t.”  I warn Dairon.  ‘Brute power’ though and worse ‘even an adult’...  He really does just see me as just a brute and as a child too.
 
   “I’ll do my best.”  I say without any enthusiasm.
 
   “Are you all ready?”  Sor asks.  Dairon looks to Sakura who nods and then to me.
 
   “Yes.”  I reply.  Sor ports us.  The first thing I notice is the cold.  It’s much colder here than it is back at the temple even outdoors.  There’s snow right up to my waist.  The leaf clothing with its enchantment helps but my legs still feel the chilly bite of the snow and even my upper body is shivering.
 
   There are elves all around us walking on top of the snow instead of through it.  They are wearing furs with helmets and sandals.  The helmets have animal faces that seem to be taken from real animals.  Wolves are the most common, but there are also bears, dogs and a few large birds with very sharp beaks.
 
   “Try not to die.”  Sor says floating just above the snow and then ports away.  Why couldn’t she have ported the rest of us above the snow too?
 
   “Elucia, shield us now.”  Dairon says.  I raise my shield around us and can only hope that it is strong enough.  Then Dairon starts to sing his song, which as always, I can’t hear.  I can see the emotions on his face as he sings and wonder whether I could learn more about Dairon just by seeing him sing his song.
 
   A lightning strike hits my shield.  It’s powerful but nowhere near as powerful as my shield.  Enough lightning strikes this powerful though would be a problem.
 
   “The little girl shielded it!  If his concubine is this powerful, then the king must be truly strong!”  An elf man laughs from just in front of me.  Concubine!?  There are elves all around us now but none of them seem interested in launching any more attacks.  I keep the shield up just in case though.
 
   Even before Dairon finishes singing every elf kneels on top of the snow and looks up at him.  I can’t tell what expression they have because their helmets hide their faces but they seem eager.  It seems that Sakura was right, but why did they think I was Dairon’s concubine?  What exactly is in Dairon’s song about me?  Does this mean I really do I have a chance with Dairon?  But didn’t he describe me as a child just now?
 
   “There’s nothing in his song about you, so don’t get funny ideas.”  Sakura whispers in my ear.
 
   “Oh, ok.”  I whisper back.  I suppose that makes sense, but it hurts that I haven’t made enough of an impression to be mentioned in his song.
 
   “Thank you.  I will be sure to reward your loyalty with victory.  Please rise.”  Dairon tells the elves, sounding confident again.  The elves quickly stand.
 
   “Of course we’ll be victorious!  We have a king again!  To hell with the Fallen Angels and their Envoys.”  Roars an elf wearing a bear helmet.
 
   “Victory!”  The elves yell, raising their right fists high in the air.  A moment later they lower their fists and relax.
 
   “When the time comes you can count on us.  Just let us know when you’re ready and we’ll slaughter your enemies, whoever they may be.  That includes any elven cowards who refuse to do their duty.”  The bear helmed elf declares.
 
   “You’ll know when the time comes.  It won’t be long.”  Dairon tells him.
 
   “Good!  Unless you’re ready to start the revolution though, you shouldn’t hang around here.  The Envoy will be back soon.”  The elf advises Dairon.
 
   “Then we’ll see you soon.”  Dairon says.  A moment later Sor is standing behind him and then we are all back at the temple.
 
   “That went well.”  I say.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know why he thought you were a concubine.  I swear there’s nothing like that in my song.”  Dairon says quickly.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I know that.”  I tell him with a fake smile.
 
   “That’s a relief.”  Dairon says sounding very relieved.  A bit too relieved for my liking.  I can’t help wishing there was something romantic in his song about us, but that’s just wishful thinking.  To Dairon I’m just a brutish child.  Even if I don’t stand a chance with Dairon I still want to at least make him see me as an adult.  “Are you ready for the next tribe?”
 
   “Yes.”  I reply.
 
   “So where next?”  Sor asks.
 
   “I can’t sense any more tribes without their Envoy, actually, wait, there is one.  They are a very weak tribe but they’ll definitely leap at the chance of freedom from the Fallen Angels, because their members are often used as food for the Fallen Angels.  The world they’re currently on is quite a long way from here though.  Are you able to port there?”  Sakura asks Sor.  The Fallen Angels eat elves?!
 
   “Yes, but how did you sense that far?”  Sor asks in admiration.
 
   “The same way as the other tribes.  I infiltrated their communication link and added a sensory link.”  Sakura explains.
 
   “Can they trace it back here?”  Sor asks.
 
   “No, it’s just a one way link.  Even if they detect it, the worst they can do is remove it.  Not that anyone except the other faeries would stand a chance of detecting it.  They may not openly support us, but I doubt they’d go that far to support the Fallen Angels against us.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Fine, fine, a simple no would have done.  I didn’t need that many pointless words.  Ready to go?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Sakura answers angrily.
 
   Sor ports us into a clearing in the middle of sparse woodland.  There are small blackened tree stumps in the clearing and in the woodland around it there are small red trees up to perhaps ten feet or so tall.  The trees and tree stumps are at most a few inches wide.  There’s at least ten feet between each tree and tree stump and often two or even three times that much.  The clearing is at least a couple of hundred feet wide.
 
   There are elves sitting around with blank eyes and starved bodies that remind me of when I first saw the Aer sisters.  If I had to use a single word to describe them though, it would be hopeless.  Not despair, but the utter lack of hope.  I would say that to these elves hope is probably not even a memory.
 
   “It’s worse than I expected.”  Dairon whispers.
 
   “We’ll definitely save them, your majesty.”  Sakura assures him.
 
   “We have to.”  Dairon says firmly.
 
   “We will.”  I tell him.
 
   “Something feels wrong.”  Sor says uneasily.
 
   “What doesn’t?”  I mutter.
 
   “No, I mean something feels out of place.”  Sor says.
 
   “Shield us!”  Sakura screams.
 
   I raise a shield with as much power as I can but the fiery onslaught that hits it from behind us is overwhelming.  I literally use every ounce of power I have and the shield does hold for a moment, but then it collapses.  Just as it collapses, Sor ports us away.
 
   I fall to my knees on the temple floor gasping for breath.  My mana is empty or as good as, and I feel my consciousness slipping away.  As my vision fades and the room begins to spin I see Dairon’s swaying face appear just inches away from mine.  Before I can faint his mouth is on mine and mana flows back into me.  As my vision returns and the room stops spinning he pulls away.
 
   “What was that?”  I ask with my left hand on my chest whilst I try to calm my breathing.  My face must be bright red too thanks to that kiss.
 
   “That was an Envoy.”  Dairon says.
 
   “I thought it was gone.”  I say.
 
   “It either managed to hide from me or it returned after we arrived.”  Sakura says.
 
   “It was there the whole time.  It must have been what I sensed being out of place.”  Sor says.
 
   “I’m not convinced.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Then stay not convinced.”  Sor says with a yawn.  “Elucia needs to rest so we’ll have to stop here for now.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s not you that needs to rest?”  Sakura asks.
 
   “I could use a rest after that last tribe.  It was a pain to get to.  Elucia needs to rest more though.”  Sor says.
 
   “Sor’s right.  I do need to rest.  The only mana I have right now is what Dairon just gave me.”  I admit with a blush as I think about that kiss.
 
   “I’ll accompany you back to your room.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Thank you.”  I say happily.
 
   “Let me know when you’re ready for your next tribe.”  Sor says and then ports away without waiting for a response.
 
   “You can lean on me if you’re still unsteady.”  Dairon says.  I blush yet again.  It is tempting, but too embarrassing.
 
   “I’ll be ok.”  I say and take a step forward but the room spins.  Stumbling dizzily I almost fall but Dairon catches my right arm and steadies me.  “Ok, maybe I should lean on you.”
 
   “Why don’t you just port her?”  Sakura asks.
 
   “That might make Elucia dizzier.”  Dairon says worriedly.
 
   “I don’t see why it would.”  Sakura says dubiously.
 
   “Unnatural magic can disorient you.”  Dairon says.
 
   “You were happy using unnatural magic to go a lot further just now.”  Sakura says sounding offended.
 
   “Sorry.  I’ve been trying not to use that word, but after using it to travel between worlds so many times I forgot not to say it.  Elves will probably always see that sort of magic as unnatural and uncomfortable, just like faeries will always be comfortable with it.”  Dairon says apologetically.
 
   “Sorry, your majesty.  It’s just that I’ll never really understand why elves see our magic like that.  I had thought that you were different, because you’ve never spoken about it like that before.”  Sakura says sadly.
 
   “Even if I’m not comfortable with it, right now that magic is essential if we are to defeat our enemies and free our people.  Your mastery of it is truly something I value.”  Dairon says.
 
   “Thank you, your majesty.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Let’s take Elucia back to her room now.”  Dairon says.
 
   “I still think we should port.”  Sakura says.
 
   “I’d prefer to walk.”  I say.  With Dairon already helping me to stand I’m much more comfortable with the idea of walking arm in arm.  In fact that is precisely why I want to walk.
 
   “Then we’ll walk.”  Sakura says and lands on Dairon’s right shoulder.  I wonder whether Sakura sees the irony of her statement given that she isn’t going to be walking anywhere.  Dairon guides me towards the large door and then through it.  “It will give me time to think about whether that Envoy really was there the whole time and if so how it hid from me.”
 
   “I don’t want to have to deal with another sneak attack from an Envoy.”  I say as we walk down the long corridor towards our room that the Kuroneko lent us.  We’re all sharing one room so I don’t need to feel too guilty about having Dairon walk with me like this.
 
   “Hello, good day to you.”  A black catman walking the other way says as he approaches us.  Odd.  The cat people are rarely polite to us.  They normally look down on us or act aggressively.
 
   “Hello, good day to you too.”  Dairon replies politely.
 
   “Hi, good day.”  I say weakly.  Sakura seems lost in thought, so I’m not sure she even heard him.  She seems really bothered that she may have missed that Envoy.
 
   The catman passes us on Dairon’s right.  Distracted by my thoughts I trip on a loose tile just as he is passing.  Dairon stops me from falling to the floor but we both end up unbalanced and lurching forwards.  As we do so the catman thrusts his hands, claws extended where Dairon’s back was a moment ago.  Had we not fallen forwards he would have been impaled, but the claws still scratch his back.  Dairon yells in shock and pain, but mostly shock.
 
   My magic is almost exhausted, but I send a weak bolt of lightning at the catman.  He shrugs it off and strikes at Dairon again.  This time though Dairon has a shield up and easily repels the attack.  Dairon sends a bolt of his own lightning at the catman.  The catman shields but Dairon’s lightning shatters his shield and fries the catman.
 
   “Are you alright?!”  I ask Dairon urgently.
 
   “It’s just a scratch.”  Dairon says.
 
   “How dare they attack you, your majesty?”  Sakura whispers aghast.
 
   The commotion has attracted a lot of attention, with most of the nearby doors open and cat people standing watching in shock.  With a dead catman on the floor beside us this is going to be awkward to explain, especially when we ourselves are in desperate need of an explanation.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 (Ara Kii)
 
   With the Kuroneko and the Sky Lord away for now, it had quietened down a bit.  We were tense because of the possibility of attack but it didn’t seem very likely anyone would actually intrude on the temple.  After all, the empire had been driven off.  Contractia was busy dealing both with the Fallen Angels and the damage that the empire caused.  Even if we are attacked there’s still the newbie god around, although I’m not sure how much help she’d be.
 
   Of course most people didn’t entirely trust the Contractians already inside the temple, but I don’t think anybody seriously expected them to betray us.  When I heard that the elf had killed one of our monks I wasn’t simply shocked.  I couldn’t believe it.  There were enough witnesses though, so there’s no denying that it happened.
 
   He allowed himself to be locked up and ordered his companions not to resist.  So now the elf, a faery and a human girl are all locked up under constant guard.  They claim the monk attacked them but only the Kuroneko can know whether they’re telling the truth.  Until she returns they will remain locked up and our other guests under constant watch, but I do wonder whether the faery could fool the guards.
 
   Even us humans loyal to the Kuroneko are under suspicion, but thankfully I’m being guarded by Nico Na during the day.  He insisted on watching over me and five of the other human monks.  I forget what their names were.  There were objections, because he was considered too senior, but when he suggested watching over Yu Kii and Haru Kii at the same time nobody could complain.  They are both former miko of the Kuroneko and Yu Kii is the Sky Lord’s miko now.  If it was almost anyone other than Nico Na they would need more than one guard even without anyone else being guarded at the same time.
 
   The Kuroneko’s current miko each have a guard and the rest of the human monks not under Nico Na’s guard are being guarded by a couple of the catmen monks.  We’re being guarded partly to ensure we don’t betray the Kuroneko but mostly so we aren’t tricked or coerced into doing anything stupid or cowardly.  I think Nico Na is more concerned with us being falsely accused of treachery though.
 
   I’m grateful Nico Na chose to trust and help us.  I’m especially grateful he has given me a chance to see Haru Kii and Yu Kii again.  It wasn’t that long ago that I thought I’d never see them again.  Even when I heard that they were at the temple it seemed unlikely that I would have a chance to talk to them.  I had hoped that I might see them around the temple at some point, but as followers of different gods we wouldn’t be able to talk just because we wanted to.
 
   Now that we are being guarded by Nico Na we’ll be living in the same room during the day.  We have different guards at night and obviously sleep in different rooms but there will be plenty of time together.  I don’t know who our night guard will be, but night time should, hopefully, be uneventful.
 
   I look behind me and see the nervous faces of the other human monks.  They don’t know Nico Na as well as I do, so to them he’s just an elite black catman.  Unlike me they aren’t black either.  Instead their skin is the same pale golden tinted colour as Yu Kii and Haru Kii’s skin.  Having black skin makes me closer to the Kuroneko than them, so they’re probably used to being treated even worse than I am by most of the cat people.  Even as a black human I am used to being treated badly, but I am very conscious of just how lucky I am to have black skin.
 
   Nico Na knocks on the thick grey wooden door.  Behind this door Yu Kii and Haru Kii are waiting.  I feel nervous knowing that I’m about to see them both again.  I treated them as well as I could, but the circumstances didn’t allow me to treat them as well as I would have liked when they were under my care.  I hope they don’t hold any grudges against me.
 
   “Come in!”  Yu Kii calls in that gentle voice I haven’t heard in so very long.  It fills my heart with warmth to hear her again.
 
   Nico Na pushes the door open and inside I see Yu Kii.  Unlike the elegant miko uniform she wore when she served the Kuroneko her clothes now are much simpler, but a bit more revealing.  She’s wearing a plain white dress with a red sash just above the waist, but the dress has a slit down the side.  She has a white cloth wrapped repeatedly around her waist like a bandage.  Her clothes make me wonder what sort of god the Sky Lord is.  Maybe it is simply the difference between a clearly male god and the Kuroneko who appears as both male and female.  I hope he isn’t treating Yu Kii too badly.
 
   “Ara Kii!”  Haru Kii yells happily and appearing from the left of the door in plain white robes she pushes past Nico Na and throws her arms around me.  “I’m so happy you’re safe!  When you threw me through the portal I thought I’d never see you again.”
 
   “Thank you for saving Haru Kii.”  Yu Kii says and bows so deeply that she is almost touching the floor.
 
   “I’m just glad you’re both safe.”  I say feeling giddy with relief.
 
   “Can we come in?”  Nico Na asks.
 
   “Of course.  Haru Kii, let them in.”  Yu Kii says, quickly standing up straight again.  Nico Na enters the room as Haru Kii reluctantly backs off.  I follow them into the room and the other monks follow right behind me.
 
   I look around and see the room is just a very basic grey stone room with enough chairs for all of us and a couple of small round tables.  The chairs and tables are made from the same grey wood as the door, so the room itself is very plain.  Of course I’m much more interested in Haru Kii and Yu Kii than in the room itself.
 
   “Is it true, about Dairon?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Yes.  He killed one of our monks and has been imprisoned until the Kuroneko returns.”  I answer.
 
   “He wouldn’t just kill someone for no reason though.”  Yu Kii protests.
 
   “The Kuroneko will find out the reason when he returns.  I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that the Kuroneko can tell the difference between truth and lies.”  I remind Yu Kii.
 
   “I know she can, but Peter and the Kuroneko need Dairon to secure the help of the elves.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “I’m not the one who decided this.”  I point out.
 
   “As far as we know the elf may be getting his people to help defeat us.”  Nico Na says and there are a few nods of agreement from the other monks.
 
   “We can trust Dairon.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “We did trust him and that trust may have killed our comrade.”  Nico Na says.
 
   “The Kuroneko and the Sky Lord will be back here soon.  If Dairon is innocent he can continue his work when they get back.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “I have faith that they’ll be back, but they are conquering an entire hell.  That isn’t something that can be done quickly.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “For now all we can do is wait patiently and have faith in our gods.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “It’s frustrating but for now I suppose there’s no choice.  From what Peter told me you’ve all had some very hard times since I last saw you.  Could you tell me about it?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Sure.  There have been some dark days since you were sent to Contractia.  There was the invasion of our old temple by the elves, our time under their rule, our escape to Contractia and the goblin’s sneak attack.  The worst time was when we lived as the elves’ slaves under the old temple.  Even our time waiting to be eaten by the goblins wasn’t as bad as that.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “It probably doesn’t help Dairon that you’ve all been mistreated by elves.”  Yu Kii says with a sigh.  Nico Na glares at her.
 
   “We trusted him until he betrayed us.  Even then we were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.  We could have just executed him then and there.”  Nico Na says angrily but as he finishes the floor shudders.
 
   “What was that?”  I ask mostly to myself.
 
   “There’s a human army attacking the temple shield.”  Yu Kii answers with a frown.
 
   “How do you know?”  Nico Na asks suspiciously.
 
   “I can sense them.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Through the shield?”  Nico Na asks dubiously.
 
   “My senses improved when Peter strengthened my soul.”  Yu Kii explains.
 
   “He strengthened your soul?  Why would he waste his mana on strengthening a miko when he was about to invade hell?”  Nico Na asks.
 
   “That’s not really important right now.  They’ve managed to create a gap in the shield and are sending mages through it.”  Yu Kii says urgently.
 
   “Already?  How did they manage to get past the temple shield so quickly?”  Nico Na asks but we can both sense the gap in the shield now, so he can tell Yu Kii is being honest.
 
   “They have three very powerful mages keeping the gap open.  It looks like the mayor of Utopia Camerona is one of them.  Sor is preventing anyone porting though, so you can still fight them off.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “So Contractia is the enemy this time.  Will you fight the Contractians?”  Nico Na asks.
 
   “If I need to I will, but Peter told me not to fight unless it’s truly necessary.  If I use my mana it will weaken him.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “I don’t see how your mana could make much of a difference to him so far away, but if those were his orders you have no choice but to obey.  We will fight.  Follow me!”  Nico Na calls to us as he charges out of the room.
 
   “Take care.”  I tell Yu Kii and Haru Kii.  Then I follow the other monks who have already left the room.
 
   “Be careful!”  Yu Kii calls to me, but I don’t have time to answer her.  I can’t afford to fall behind any more than this.  Nico Na is leading us to the closest armoury.  It’s almost on the way so it makes sense to arm ourselves.  I can sense mages fighting each other near the gap in the shield.  We seem to be holding the enemy off for now but we need to get there quickly.
 
   We reach the armoury, throw off our clothes and form spirit armour.  Then we each grab a black wooden staff as thick as my leg and as tall as I am.  They can be used to break protective magic as well as to block offensive magic.  Like any enchanted item there is a limit to its power, but it is much better than fighting unarmed.
 
   Ready for battle now we follow Nico Na’s charge again, this time straight towards the enemy.  We aren’t far so it only takes another minute or so to reach the enemy.  When we do arrive we find around twenty enemy mages fighting a single green haired faery.  She’s floating in the middle of the corridor wearing green cloth around her waist and her chest, showing off a lot of her pale skin.
 
   The sight of such a tiny woman fending off so many enemy mages is quite impressive.  Fireballs and lightning bolts constantly pound her shield but there’s no sign of it weakening.  Wait, that’s not a faery, that’s a mini human with wings.  I can sense humans and the odd catman fighting humans slightly further away too.
 
   “Took you long enough you lazy monks!  Now get to work!”  The mini woman shouts at us as we stand there in shock.
 
   “Right, yes.  Everyone, follow me.”  Nico Na says sounding a little off balance still.  Then he howls furiously and charges towards the enemy.  I follow him with our fellow monks right behind us.
 
   Fireballs and lightning strike us, but we knock them aside with our staffs.  Most of the attacks are still aimed at the mini woman.  We’ll make the enemy regret taking us so lightly.  Our enemy are all women in plain blue robes with the pale skin, blonde hair and blue eyes that seem so typical of Contractians.
 
   As Nico Na reaches a Contractian the woman sneers at him and shields.  He easily breaks her shield with his staff and then bites through her throat.  The other enemy mages look a little pale as they see their ally so easily and brutally killed.
 
   I reach an enemy mage a moment later.  She looks at me with a mixture of disgust, hatred and fear.  I strike with my staff but instead of shielding she creates a wall of stone between us.  It rises up from the ground hitting my staff as I try to strike her.  The impact sends a painful jolt up my arm to my shoulder.  Then stone spears shoot out of the wall at my heart.  I jump back and dodge.  Then I force my will on the stone and shatter the wall.
 
   As the wall shatters it turns to ice and thousands of ice shards shoot straight at me.  I can’t dodge so I’m forced to shield.  The ice shards bounce off my shield and then a lightning bolt strikes the shield.  I glance to my side and see my fellow human monks fighting the Contractians with no more luck than I’m having.  Nico Na on the other hand is surrounded by ten human mages and is fighting desperately just to stay alive.
 
   “Forget about little old me, did you?”  The mini woman asks with a chuckle.  I turn my head and watch in awestruck terror as a sea of fire fills the corridor.  To my surprise and relief it parts as it reaches me, avoiding me but incinerating the mage I was fighting.  Even though she was the enemy I can’t help feeling a little sympathy for her as her ashes fall to the ground.
 
   As quickly as the sea of flames arrived it disappears, leaving nothing but ash where the enemy mages had been.  None of my allies however have so much as a burn.  I look at the mini human and thank the Kuroneko that this woman is on our side.
 
   A howl fills the air and then a dozen catmen come round the corner.  They come to a stunned halt and stare at the corridor filled with our enemies’ ash, their allies and the mini woman.
 
   “You’re too late, you lazy monks.  I already killed this lot and the shield is back up.  They’ll attack again but I doubt it will be in the same place.”  The mini woman says.
 
   “Are you the human god?”  The lead monk from the newly arrived group of catmen asks.
 
   “No, I’m just little Lucy.  An ordinary human.”  The mini woman replies.
 
   “I, um, see.”  The lead monk says.
 
   “Sor, the human god as you might call her, was busy stopping the enemy porting and helping protect my friends over there.”  Lucy says, pointing past us to where our human guests had been fighting the Contractians.  “You might want to consider thanking us for keeping you safe whilst you strolled over here.”
 
   “We got here as quickly as we could!”  The monk protests.
 
   “It didn’t seem very quick to me.”  Lucy tells him disdainfully.  Then she frowns.  “Looks like they’ve made another hole already.  It’s nowhere near here and you’ve got monks there already, but unless we deal with their most powerful mages quickly we’ll be in a lot of trouble.”
 
   “Are you powerful enough to defeat those three if we’re able to keep the other enemies occupied?”  Nico Na asks.
 
   “One on one sure, but not three on one.”  Lucy answers.
 
   “Is there anyone else among your allies who could kill one or more of them?”  Nico Na asks.
 
   “Elucia could probably keep one of them busy, but you have her locked up.  Sor could too if Dairon took over from her at preventing anyone porting.  The faeries might be able to help too, but they’ll only help if Dairon asks them to.”  Lucy says.
 
   “If we let the prisoners out what’s to stop them betraying us again?”  Nico Na snarls.
 
   “If they wanted to betray you they could do it even if you don’t let them out.  You don’t seriously think you could keep them locked up against their will, do you?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “If the Kuroneko was here we could.”  Nico Na replies defiantly.
 
   “Of course you could, but if she was here you wouldn’t need their help, would you?”  Lucy asks, at which he can only growl in frustration.  “So will you free them and ask for their help, or will you deal with the enemy yourselves?”
 
   “That’s not my decision to make.  We’ll need to ask the High Priestess and the High Monk.”  Nico Na says.
 
   “Well, be quick about it or you may be too late.”  Lucy tells him.
 
   “Come with us.”  Nico Na says.
 
   “No.  Peter trusted me to protect his friends so I’m staying close to them.  I’ll only leave them if it’s to attack the enemy.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Fine.”  Nico Na growls and then without a backward glance he sprints off back the way we came.  The rest of us glance at each other.
 
   “The High Monk and High Priestess aren’t going to want to see us humans.”  One of the other monks from our group says and we all nod in agreement.
 
   “Let’s return to Yu Kii for now.  There’s no point waiting here.”  I say and there are a few nods.
 
   “We can’t just leave you humans unguarded.”  One of the catmen monks from the other group says.  Lucy laughs.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be more concerned by the humans outside the temple?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “It’s precisely because of the humans outside the temple that we need to keep a close eye on the humans inside the temple.”  The catman monk replies.
 
   “Those human monks just helped fight off the enemy whilst you strolled over here and arrived too late.”  Lucy tells him with a stony glare.
 
   “We didn’t stroll over here!  They just happened to be closer.”  The catman monk says furiously.
 
   “I don’t have time to listen to you whine.  Do whatever you want.”  Lucy tells him and flies away from us towards the other humans that were fighting.
 
   “That’s what I was going to do anyway.”  He growls and then looks our way.  “You humans can come with us.”
 
   “What about Yu Kii and Haru Kii?  They’re both unguarded at the moment.”  I ask.
 
   “They’re both former miko.  I’m sure we can trust them.”  He tells me with a glare.
 
   “But what if they’re attacked?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m sure they can defend themselves.”  The catman monk says with an uninterested shrug.  He’s probably right that Yu Kii could defend herself and Haru Kii, but that doesn’t stop me worrying.  Unfortunately though there’s not much I can do about it.  As a catman he is my superior so I have to obey.  I wish Nico Na had ordered us to return to Yu Kii and I’m sure that is what he would have wanted us to do, but he left in too much of a hurry to give us any orders.
 
   “Where are we going?”  Another monk from my group asks.
 
   “To the closest armoury.  It’s well positioned to respond to any attacks on this side of the temple.”  The catman monk says more to the rest of his group than to the monk who asked.  His group all nod in agreement.  It’s not far from Yu Kii and Haru Kii so I’m a little relieved.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18 (Aventurine)
 
   The door opens with Rin standing right behind it.  She’s wearing white shorts and shirt but is barefoot.  She was wearing the same clothes the last time we saw her.  She has a slightly sweet but smoky odour about her this time that’s presumably from her alchemy.  She doesn’t look like she’s been sleeping.
 
   “Are they ready?”  Cherry asks urgently.
 
   “We’ve managed to get thirteen done so far.  As long as you space them evenly that should be enough.”  Rin replies tiredly.
 
   “That will have to do.”  Cherry says.
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Rin says with a glare that turns into a yawn.
 
   “Where are they?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Over there.”  Rin says, pointing at a pile of small shiny black spheres each no wider than my smallest finger.  Rin moves aside.
 
   “Thank you, Rin.”  I say gratefully.
 
   “Yes, thank you!”  Cherry says and runs over to the pile of stones.  Scooping them up into her hands she takes the entire pile and then passes them to me.  I put all but one into my skirt pocket and then seal my pocket with magic.
 
   “Make sure to be careful with them.”  Rin warns me.
 
   “Don’t worry, I will be.”  I tell her honestly.  They may be small but if they do what we asked for, these little stones are scary as hell.  I trusted Peter to succeed and return from hell alive, so now I must ensure his friends are still here when he does return.  Right now that’s the only way I can help him.  These stones will help me do so.
 
   “Good luck and don’t die.”  Rin tells us.
 
   “We won’t!”  Cherry says and then grabbing my left hand picks us both up with flight magic.  Without wasting a moment Cherry sends us soaring through the corridor to the temple entrance.
 
   “Is it safe to go so fast?”  I ask as Cherry moves us flat against a wall to dodge a group of catmen.
 
   “Of course it is!”  Cherry tells me cheerfully and then comes to a sharp halt as we reach the temple entrance.
 
   “It’s you two we’re meant to be helping, right?”  Asks a green haired, green eyed faery wearing a green silk skirt and shirt.
 
   “Yes.  Are the others almost here?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “They’re here already and we’re ready when you are.”  The faery says and disappears.
 
   “Ok, but you better keep us safe with illusions.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Don’t worry.”  The now invisible faery says from right between us.  “Dairon told us to keep you safe so that’s exactly what we’ll do.  Just make sure to keep your flight path unpredictable and dodge any stray spells.”
 
   “I will do.  Now let’s go!”  Cherry says and throwing the main temple door open she flies us straight through it and towards the enemy.  In moments we are past the temple shield and bombarded with a hail of fireballs.  Cherry dodges sharply to the right but the fireballs continue to pound the shield at the entrance.  Looking back I see Cherry and myself still dodging the fireballs right at the entrance.
 
   “The illusions are working.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Good, but don’t forget what we’re here for.”  Cherry reminds me.
 
   “I could hardly forget what we’re risking our lives for.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Then get started with the first one before they notice the illusion.”  Cherry says.
 
   “They won’t notice until you start.”  An annoyed faery voice says.
 
   “It would still be good to start quickly.”  Another faery voice says sounding a bit worried.
 
   “I’m starting, I’m starting!”  I tell everyone before anyone else can give their opinion and more importantly before any enemies really do notice and try to kill us.
 
   I focus my ice magic into the tiny stone in my hand.  It greedily absorbs all the magic I send at it and tugs at my mana as if begging for more.  I oblige by sending my mana into it even quicker until it begins to glow with a fiery orange shimmer.  I stop sending my ice magic but it gets quickly colder and colder, and the shimmer intensifies.
 
   “Throw it!”  Cherry reminds me urgently.  I throw the stone to the ground and lose sight of it as it buries itself in the ground below.  “Next!”
 
   “Right away.”  I say and take the next stone out of my pocket but as I do so a massive hail of ice shards are flung at us.  Cherry dodges wildly flinging me upside down for a moment.  I feel the stones begin to fall from my pocket but I freeze them in place.  As I do so I feel them all tug at my mana.  With so many trying to take my mana at once it hurts.  Worse I mustn’t activate them all at once.
 
   “Sorry.”  Cherry apologises, still dodging a continued barrage of ice shards but a little less wildly.
 
   “It’s ok.”  I say with a wince and draw one stone out of the mass of ice in my pocket.  I begin to fill it with my ice magic and resist the other stones.
 
   “You don’t sound ok.”  Cherry says worriedly.
 
   “Just focus on dodging.  I’ll do my job.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Ok.”  Cherry says.  “They seem to have a very good idea of where we are.  Are you faeries still with us?”
 
   “Yes and we’re very busy trying to fool the enemy.  They’re pretty smart for humans.”  An annoyed faery voice says.
 
   “Plus those stones are a pain to hide now all of them are active.”  Another faery voice says.
 
   “All of them!”  Cherry exclaims.
 
   “I almost lost them when we were attacked so I had to freeze them.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Which activated them.  Damn!  I’m sorry Aventurine.”  Cherry says.
 
   “It beats getting skewered.”  I reply.  “This one’s almost ready.  Are we in place?”
 
   “Yes, anywhere around here will do so when it’s ready just chuck it.”  Cherry says.  Just as she finishes it begins to glow with that fiery orange shimmer.  I stop sending my ice magic and just like the last one it gets colder and colder, and the shimmer intensifies.  I throw it to the ground without looking and draw the next stone from the ice.
 
   I begin to fill this one and sigh with relief as the pain gets a little weaker.  It is only a little weaker though.  I’ll be glad when we’ve finished.  As I’m thinking that a shard of ice scratches my left cheek.  I grunt in pain as the cold burns my whole cheek.
 
   “Sorry!”  Cherry calls out.
 
   “It’s’right.”  I mumble as my cheek swells right out.  Then the stone in my hand begins to shimmer.  I stop sending my ice magic into it.  “Here alright?”
 
   “No, just a moment.”  Cherry says and flies us quickly to the next point.  “Here will do!”
 
   I throw the stone to the ground and draw the next stone out of the ice.  I begin to fill it with ice magic and the pain from the stones weakens but my cheek gets more painful.  Then a sea of flames surrounds us.  Cherry shields but her shield collapses under the fiery onslaught.  Unable to switch my mana into a shield quickly enough I can only watch as the flames roar towards us.  Then a second shield catches them.
 
   “It seems they’re getting serious.”  Lucy says from right beside my right ear.  I turn my head in shock but I still can’t see her.  The pain and swelling in my cheek suddenly disappear.  It must be Lucy’s famous healing magic we’ve all heard so much about.
 
   “Lucy!”  Cherry exclaims.
 
   “I figured you might need a hand.  Peter wouldn’t be happy if he came back and found you two dead.”  Lucy says.
 
   “How did you know what we were planning?”  Cherry asks as she finally emerges from the sea of flames.
 
   “Rin told me about your daring plan.”  Lucy says.
 
   “I’m not sure whether to thank her for saving us or curse her for betraying our secret.”  Cherry says with a laugh.
 
   “Just focus on your flight magic.”  Lucy warns her.
 
   “I am!”  Cherry protests.
 
   “Will here do?”  I ask Cherry as the stone begins to glow.
 
   “No, just a moment.  Ok, here will do.”  Cherry says so I throw the stone to the ground and draw the next stone out from the ice.  I send ice magic into it and again the pain gets a little weaker.  Not counting this one there are still eight stones tugging at my mana, so it still hurts but not anywhere near as badly as when there were twelve stones tugging at my mana.  As I focus on my ice magic and the stones I notice that it is getting harder to see.
 
   “Is it getting darker or is that just me?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s not just you.”  Cherry says.
 
   “There’s water magic in the air.  Poison mist.”  Lucy says.  “Don’t worry though.  I’m shielding us so we’re perfectly safe.”
 
   “They’re really going all out to kill us, aren’t they?”  I ask.
 
   “No, they’re getting a little serious but if they were going all out we’d be in trouble.”  Lucy tells us.
 
   “How long on the next stone?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Almost ready.”  I say and as I say it the stone begins to glow.  “Actually it is ready.”
 
   “Great, drop it here.”  Cherry says so I drop the stone to the ground.
 
   “Five down, eight to go.”  I tell Cherry as I draw the next stone out of the ice.  I quickly focus my ice magic on it and the pain from the pull of the stones becomes more of an irritation than actual pain.
 
   “The mist is getting thicker.  If it gets much worse I’ll need to rely purely on my magical senses.”  Cherry says but she doesn’t sound worried.
 
   “You’re mostly using them already, aren’t you?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I am for the sake of dodging everything, because I can’t always see everything in time if at all with my eyesight, but it’s nice to be able to see too.”  Cherry says.
 
   “The next stone is ready.  Will here do?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, here’s fine.”  Cherry says.  I draw the next stone out of the ice and then focus my ice magic on it.
 
   “We’re halfway through the stones.  Are we about halfway around the temple yet?”  I ask.
 
   “We will be when we drop the next stone.  That’s the seventh, right?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I reply.
 
   “We can do this.”  Cherry says sounding very relieved.
 
   “You’d better hope the enemy don’t find the stones before they’re all active.”  Lucy says.
 
   “They won’t.”  A smug faery voice says.
 
   “Good, but if they do I’ll pluck your wings as punishment.”  Lucy says.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!  You don’t even know where I, ouch!  Don’t pull on the wings, don’t pull on the wings!”  The faery voice says now in a bit of a panic.
 
   “Then make sure the enemy really don’t find those stones.”  Lucy says.
 
   “The whole legion is out here to make sure they don’t.”  The faery voice says.
 
   “Then either they do their job properly or it will be a whole legion worth of roast faery wings for dinner tonight.”  Lucy says.
 
   “She’s evil.”  A terrified faery voice says and there are a few mutters that sound like agreement.
 
   “You bet I am, but only when I want to be.”  Lucy says cheerfully.
 
   “The next stone’s ready.”  I say as it begins to glow.
 
   “Just a few moments.  Sorry, got distracted.”  Cherry admits and flies us quickly forwards.
 
   “Too straight!”  A faery yells and sure enough a massive bolt of lightning hits Lucy’s shield.
 
   “Don’t get careless.”  Lucy says sounding very pained.  Then a bolt of light envelopes us for a moment.  Lucy yelps and then the light is behind us, still almost blinding even looking away from it.  “Another moment and we’d have been dead.  Don’t make any more stupid mistakes Cherry, or you’ll be the one I’m punishing.”
 
   “Sorry!”  Cherry apologises.  The glowing stone in my hand is now tugging viciously at my mana and burning with cold.
 
   “Will here do?”  I ask unable to hide the pain from my voice.
 
   “Just a little further.  Almost there.  Here.”  Cherry says and I try to drop the stone.  It’s frozen onto my hand though and won’t come off.
 
   “It won’t come off.  I need both hands.  Can you hold my arm instead of my hand?”  I ask Cherry.
 
   “Just a moment.”  Cherry says and loops the loop to dodge a hail of burning metal shards.  Then she moves her hand from my left hand to my wrist and then a couple of inches up my arm.  “Will this do?”
 
   “That’s fine.”  I gasp and moving my right hand close enough I pry the stone from my right hand.  As I drop the stone the pain vanishes.  I breathe a sigh of relief and then wait a few moments to get my breath back.  Having recovered my breath I draw the next stone from the ice and begin to fill it with ice magic.
 
   “We’re over half way.”  Cherry says happily.
 
   “Don’t relax yet.  There are still six more stones and countless enemy mages trying to kill us.”  Lucy warns her.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m not.”  Cherry says.
 
   “It feels odd to be fighting other Contractians.”  I say.
 
   “You can’t always choose your enemies.  Sometimes they choose you.”  Lucy says with a sigh.
 
   “Is here ok?”  I ask as the stone begins to glow.
 
   “Yes, here’s fine.”  Cherry says so I drop the stone.
 
   “Just five left.”  I say and draw the next stone out of the ice.  I begin to fill it with mana.  A huge ice spear as big as an ancient tree is lobbed just in front of us but Cherry easily dodges.
 
   “Their attacks are getting less accurate.”  Cherry says.
 
   “That’s because there are less stones left.”  A faery voice says.  “We can hide five active stones a lot easier than we can hide twelve.”
 
   “Still don’t get careless.”  Lucy warns.
 
   “I won’t, even if I don’t have any wings to pluck.”  Cherry says.
 
   “I could pluck your hair instead.”  Lucy suggests.
 
   “Please don’t!”  Cherry exclaims.
 
   “How about your eyes?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “No!”  Cherry answers and then quickly dodges a hail of sharp stones each about the size of my fist.
 
   “It’s ready.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Just a minute, just ah, here.”  Cherry says, so again I drop the glowing stone.
 
   “Four to go.”  I say happily and draw the next stone out of the ice.  As I begin to fill it with ice magic I breathe another sigh of relief.  The tug on my mana from the remaining stones is hardly even irritating me anymore.
 
   “The hardest part will be the very end.”  Lucy warns us.
 
   “I know.  It’s obvious by now that we’re trying to encircle the temple.  That means our last destination is near the temple entrance.”  Cherry says.
 
   “They’ll probably attack continuously with powerful wide area magic.  I’ll do my best to shield, but you should wait until the stone is ready before you move to the final point.”  Lucy warns Cherry.
 
   “I was already planning to.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Good.”  Lucy says.
 
   “The next one’s ready.”  I tell Cherry as the stone begins to glow.
 
   “Here will do.”  Cherry says so I drop the stone.  I watch the stone with its fiery orange shimmer until it hits and buries itself in the ground.  Then I draw out the next stone from the ice in my pocket.  I focus my ice magic on it and can barely feel the tug on my mana from the remaining two stones in my pocket.
 
   “Three left?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Yes.  We really are almost there now, aren’t we?”  I say.
 
   “We are!”  Cherry agrees.
 
   “Keep your focus, both of you.”  Lucy warns.
 
   “I am.”  Cherry replies.
 
   “Me too.”  I say focusing on filling this stone as quickly as I can with my ice magic.  “My mana is getting a little low though.”
 
   “Can you make do with what you’ve got?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I have enough to finish this stone and maybe the next one but definitely not for the very last stone.”  I answer honestly.
 
   “I need my power for shielding.  Cherry, if you have enough now would be the best time to give some to Aventurine.  After this the enemy are likely to step up their attacks.”  Lucy says.
 
   “I suppose you’re right.”  Cherry says and using her flight magic swings me towards her until our faces are level.  “Take what you need, but don’t get greedy or we’ll be in trouble.”
 
   “Ok.”  I say and kiss Cherry on the mouth.  I drain her mana a little.  I take enough to get through this with just a little extra in case I misjudged.  Then I pull my lips away.  “That will do.”
 
   “I wish that was Peter I just kissed.”  Cherry says as she swings me away from her until we’re flying together hand in hand beside each other.  Of course it’s still just Cherry’s flight magic that’s keeping us flying.  With her extra magic I return my focus to filling the stone.  It doesn’t take long.
 
   “It’s ready.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Here’s fine.”  Cherry says so I drop the stone.
 
   “Two more.”  I say and draw the next stone out of the ice.  I fill it with my ice magic as quickly as I can, but I can’t help noticing that we now have ice, metal and stone fragments pounding Lucy’s shield and covering the general area.  The enemy really don’t care about wasting their mana now we’re so close to completing our flight around the temple.  I doubt they have any idea what these stones do, but it’s obvious that we’re not just flying around for fun.
 
   “We were crazy to think we could do this without your help, Lucy.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Have you only just realised that?”  Lucy laughs.
 
   “I had no idea how much magic they’d be willing to throw at just two mages.”  Cherry admits.
 
   “Two mages or even just one mage can turn the tide of a battle or even an entire war.  Numbers aren’t everything.  The queen has always been a perfect example of that, but Peter is too.  The enemy must know Peter is away, but they don’t know for how long or what surprises we may have prepared for them.  Going full out under the circumstances makes sense and is exactly what the enemy will do soon to make sure we can’t deliver them whatever surprise we are currently preparing.”  Lucy says.
 
   “This isn’t full out?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “Not even close.”  Lucy laughs.
 
   “It’s ready.”  I say as the stone begins to glow.
 
   “Here’s fine.  Let me know when the last one is ready and I’ll move to the final point.”  Cherry says.
 
   Having dropped the stone I draw the last stone out of the ice in my pocket and then move the ice from my pocket into the stone.  It doesn’t make much difference but at least I no longer have a freezing cold leg.  I fill the last stone up as quickly as I can.  Just as the stone begins to glow with an orange shimmer a huge beam of pink, white and yellow swirling light hits the temple shield at the temple entrance ahead of us.  It creates a twenty foot wide hole in the temple shield and then continues on to blast a hole through the temple itself, before striking the temple shield on the other side.  The light fades without breaking the temple shield a second time, but I hope there was nobody in its way.  If there was, they are certainly dead.  At least the temple structure has remained intact, thanks to the earth magic holding it together.
 
   “The last stone is ready.”  I tell Cherry but as I do so enemy mages fly at the temple and a barrage of magic from the temple blasts the whole area ahead of us.
 
   “That’s where we need to be.”  Cherry curses.
 
   “If the enemy are attacking they probably won’t use wide area magic.”  I say.
 
   “But our side might.”  Lucy reminds me.
 
   “Either way we need to drop this stone quickly.”  I tell Lucy urgently.
 
   “We’ll just have to risk it.”  Cherry says unhappily.
 
   “Fine, it was never going to be safe.”  Lucy says.
 
   “When I say now, drop the stone.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Ok.”  I agree.  Cherry lunges us forwards, veering a couple of times and narrowly avoiding a massive lightning strike from above.
 
   “Now!”  Cherry yells.  I drop the stone.
 
   “Done!  Get us back inside!”  I yell and a moment later a shimmering orange dome surrounds the temple.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19 (Multiple)
 
   (Grace)
 
   Where we were standing just a few moments ago there’s a hole right through the temple.  Even though we still can’t port in the temple, it definitely felt like we were just ported.  There’s also no denying the fact that we were standing in the way of the last attack and were instantly moved out of the way.  Other than porting there’s no explanation that I can think of.
 
   “Defend yourselves, or saving you would have been pointless.”  A vaguely familiar voice says inside my head.
 
   “Sor!”  Carey exclaims from right behind me.
 
   “Yes, who else could have saved you just then?”  Sor’s voice asks, again sounding like it is just inside my head.
 
   “Thank you.”  I answer out loud, unsure whether a thought would be enough for her to hear.
 
   “I said defend yourselves.”  Sor repeats and now I can see the enemy that we need to defend ourselves from.  Contractian mages, all wearing simple blue mage robes, are flying into the temple through the hole.
 
   “Team one shield, team two attack pattern four.”  I say calmly and focus on blasting the enemy with acid filled rock shards.  Beside me Carey shields us both from a dozen lightning bolts.  They seem to have realised that I’m in charge of our group.  Either that or they despise my black skin as much as Perry does.  Just like my murdered parents though, my skin will turn white when I die.  We’re all the same colour when we die.  I don’t intend to die just yet though.
 
   “It’s too much.”  Carey says and I can feel her shield weakening by the moment.
 
   “Damn.”  I curse and switch from attacking the enemy to shielding.  Carey’s shield collapses but mine holds.  I look around and thankfully nobody else is struggling.  There are now a couple of dozen lightning bolts hitting my shield.  It won’t hold for long.
 
   Then a floating pool of water covers the enemies attacking us.  Their lightning comes to an abrupt halt.  A dozen enemy mages were fried by their own lightning, but the other dozen or so that were attacking us have switched to shielding.  With shields up they resume attacking but this time they use wind slices that cut right through the water and hit my shield.
 
   “Worked better than I expected.”  Carey says with a grin.
 
   “They got careless.”  I say with a grin of my own.  Common sense says you should always have a shield up when in combat, even if you have an overwhelming advantage.
 
   “What’s that?!”  Carey gasps.  Still keeping my shield strong I follow her gaze.  Around the temple is a shimmering orange wall that even extends above us.
 
   “I don’t know.  Nothing good, but there’s nothing we can do about it.  Everyone, keep fighting!”  I call out in case anyone gets too distracted by the shimmering orange wall.
 
   “The enemy don’t seem to know what it is either.  Maybe it’s ours.”  Carey says.
 
   “If they were sent in as sacrificial pawns then they wouldn’t know what it was.”  I say dismissing her naive suggestion.
 
   “I wish it was ours.”  Carey says.
 
   “Focus on fighting.  I’m shielding so you need to attack.  My shield won’t last forever with this many enemies.”  I scold her.
 
   “Sorry!”  Carey apologises and then forms dozens of ice shards in her floating water pool.  The ice shards attack one enemy mage.  At least Carey seems to have recovered her focus and is using her common sense again.  Concentrated attacks like this might work.  Spreading the attack to all of the enemies would weaken it far too much to succeed.
 
   We’re fighting professional mages.  They may have made a mistake earlier due to overconfidence and perhaps the fact that they’re fighting children, but we mustn’t make the same mistake by underestimating them.
 
   There’s a deep growl behind us.  I quickly turn my head and sigh with relief.  Allies.  A few dozen catman monks armed with staffs are charging towards the enemies that are attacking me and Carey.  The enemies are still in the sky but the catmen lunge upwards at the last moment.  The enemies’ shields are quickly broken by the staffs and the mages are brutally killed.  I feel a little queasy as I watch the macabre display in front of me as the catmen do not stop even when the enemies are dead.
 
   “Makes you feel a little sorry for them, even if they are the enemy.”  Carey says.  Silently I agree with her but I cannot admit that because it may weaken her resolve if I do.
 
   “Just remember our parents.  There’s no way the enemy shed even a single a tear for them.”  I tell Carey.
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  Carey agrees and the thought of our parents brings tears to her eyes.  Her face is filled with hate though.  “Almost makes you want to join in.”
 
   “Maybe when it’s Perry’s turn.”  I say.
 
   “Do you really think we’ll get the chance?”  Carey asks.
 
   “I don’t know, but I hope so.”  I tell her.
 
   “There don’t seem to be any enemies coming through that wall and we’ve dealt with most of the enemies inside it.”  Carey says.
 
   “Remember there may be hidden enemies.”  I remind Carey.
 
   “There aren’t and that’s the last of them.”  Sor’s voice says again speaking straight into my head.  Nobody else seems to hear it this time.
 
   “So what’s that orange wall?”  I ask nervously.  Carey looks at me confused.
 
   “It’s ours but it would be pointless to explain.  Have your teams rest.  The catmen will take over the defence here.”  Sor’s voice says.  It’s an order and she seems as arrogant as ever, but she did just save our lives.
 
   “Ok.  Both teams keep your guard up, but back to our room.  The catmen will be defending here if anyone breaks through again.”  I say.
 
   (Sor)
 
   The catman monks seem to have everything under control now.  Grace’s mages were surprisingly effective in that last battle.  Their teamwork was much more efficient than I’d have expected, but it was their competence at magic that surprised me the most.  I’m glad that saving them from the attack on the temple shields wasn’t entirely pointless.
 
   I managed to shift everyone who was in its path out of the way, but that meant taking down the dimensional dampener for a fraction of a second.  Even someone planning on using the timing of the attack to port should have been unable to port in such a short gap.  I definitely felt dimensional magic though, so it seems at least one of the enemy mages also exceeded my expectations.  Worse I can’t find them, because the dimensional dampener eroded their trail and blurs my senses.
 
   I’m desperately searching the temple with my magical senses, but it’s just no use.  I sigh and shake my head in frustration.  This isn’t going to work.  Whoever the intruder is though, they must have an objective.  If they were capable of destroying the temple through brute force they would have already acted.  That means they must intend to weaken us somehow.
 
   If they want to weaken us then the best course of action would be to attack our miko, disrupt the temple shield or if they have someone powerful enough then they might even try to kill me.  Disrupting the temple shield would either involve killing the monks who are maintaining it, destroying the shield core or blocking the flow of mana.  If they plan to kill the monks I suspect the monks will be able to resist for a while.  If their plan is to destroy the core or block the flow of mana they’ll have to reveal themselves for much more than a moment and if they do that then I can definitely kill them.
 
   What worries me the most is the possibility of targeting our miko.  Killing Peter and Kuroneko’s miko wouldn’t weaken us at the temple, but it might prevent them carrying out their conquest of hell.  In other words defeating the Fallen Angels and getting vengeance for my mother would both be in jeopardy.  Killing my miko would be even worse.
 
   I look down at Emi, sleeping beside me.  She’s drooling with a big stupid grin on her face.  Perhaps she’s dreaming about last night.  She’s certainly still exhausted from last night whether or not she’s dreaming about it.  I’ll keep my senses on Peter’s, Kuroneko’s and my miko, but most of all I’ll guard Emi.  If anyone tries to harm her, they can expect to be torn limb from limb and skewered most painfully.  If they’re still alive after that then I’ll start to get sadistic with them.
 
   I consider waking Emi, but that would be pointless.  She could sit beside me and keep me company, but she’s still human so she needs sleep.  Also I need to focus.  So I leave Emi sleeping whilst I keep my senses on the miko in the temple and most importantly on this little room.
 
   The room is only ten feet by ten feet and our bed is six feet by four feet.  That doesn’t leave much space but it’s not like I need much space, so any bigger would be pointless.  In fact it would be worse than pointless right now, because I would have to keep my senses focused on a bigger area.
 
   Everything in the room is plain purple including the floor, walls and ceiling.  In addition to the bed that we’re on we have two chairs, one small round table and a wardrobe for clothes.  The wardrobe is more or less pointless, because we both wear the same clothes all the time.  Well, not quite all the time, but all the time we wear anything at all.  So I suppose the wardrobe isn’t entirely pointless.  Right now for instance Emi’s miko outfit is in the wardrobe as she lies under the warmth enchanted silk sheet on our bed.  We could just put our clothes on the table or the chairs though, so we really don’t need a whole wardrobe for just a single set of clothes each.
 
   My own clothes, which other than the size are identical to Emi and the other mikos’ outfits, are of course on me.  The top half of the uniform consists of a plain black flame proof leather jacket and a poison resistant white cloth bandage around the breasts instead of a bra and shirt.  We also wear very short pale grey shorts and light brown sandals.  The sandals are enchanted to not come off and the shorts to assist with flight magic.
 
   Yu Kii seemed to think it was pointless when she made them but poison is very hard to guard against.  Most magical attacks I can simply shield against or port to avoid them.  My miko can use flight magic to avoid attacks or I can port them myself.  Although I can shield against poison it doesn’t have to be magical and once the damage is done it can be difficult or even impossible to reverse.  Just as importantly by having my miko wear the outfit I chose they have a constant physical reminder that they are my miko.  Not that I’d let them forget.
 
   I mostly wear the outfit myself because I want to wear the same clothes as Emi.  I doubt poison would be effective against me now that I’m a god, but it doesn’t hurt to take a precaution against an attack that I just might be vulnerable against.  I also don’t have to eat anymore so I could avoid some poisons by forgoing food, but nice food still tastes nice.
 
   Whilst the poison resistance may be useful for me my flight enchantment is pointless.  I’d much rather shift than fly.  With the dimensional dampener up that would be hard, but even walking is better than flying.  Actually I could have my miko carry me on some sort of chair, if I had anywhere to go.  I’d have to get them to make a chair that was dignified and easy to carry though.  A mobile throne of sorts.
 
   If there wasn’t an enemy already in the temple I could just drop the dimensional dampener now that Cherry and Aventurine have deployed Rin’s dimensional slicer.  Actually it was mostly Rin’s mother not Rin who made it.  In fact even Rin’s mother had to come to me for advice.  From a porting and shifting perspective it is similar to a port barrier.  Even I can’t shift through it without shifting to another world and then back again.
 
   More important than acting as a port barrier the dimensional slicer sends anything that physically enters it to other dimensions but not in one piece.  This includes mana and magical attacks as well as people, monsters and objects, or for that matter literally anything else.  Unfortunately now that it’s up the enemy are unlikely to be rash enough to attack seriously without first testing it.
 
   If the enemy already inside the temple actually does have the confidence to enter my room I will have to assume that they are very dangerous.  Protecting Emi comes first.  So how best to ensure her safety?  Even with the dimensional dampener up I can still set up a dimensional trap.  In fact the dampener would help conceal it, but it wouldn’t last long.
 
   Setting it up on the off chance that I’m attacked whilst it’s still up would be wasteful and I don’t want to waste the power that Emi is giving me.  That is especially true if wasting that power might cost Emi her life in the event that we are attacked.  What I can do though is mentally prepare traps all over my room.  That way I can create them instantly if I need to.
 
   Maintaining my focus on all the miko in the temple I pass the time thinking up the most vicious traps I can come up with.  Being torn limb from limb would actually be quite merciful compared to some of my traps.
 
   “You’re grinning creepily.”  Emi says.
 
   “Sorry, did I wake you?”  I ask as I look down at my miko, servant and lover.
 
   “No and I wouldn’t have minded even if you had.  I’m all yours.  So who’s going to be punished?”  Emi asks.
 
   “An enemy that snuck into the temple.  I’m having trouble finding them but when they come out of hiding I’m going to make them wish they hadn’t.”  I answer.
 
   “Did the temple shield go down again whilst I was asleep?”  Emi asks.
 
   “Yes, it went down a few times whilst you slept, but it won’t be going down again.”  I tell her.
 
   “Did you do something to strengthen it?”  Emi asks.
 
   “No.  Do you remember when Rin and her mother came here asking for advice?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t really follow what any of you were talking about.”  Emi admits.
 
   “Well she used that advice to create a defence that the enemy can’t penetrate.  Cherry and Aventurine then deployed it around the temple.  Now that it’s active there’s nothing to worry about, other than the one enemy already inside the temple.”  I explain.
 
   “Are Cherry and Aventurine ok?”  Emi asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer.
 
   “Rin’s mother really is a genius.”  Emi says sounding rather awed.
 
   “Hey!  I’m the genius.  I’m the one she came to for advice.”  I remind Emi.
 
   “Of course you’re a genius.  I’ve always known that.”  Emi says.
 
   “Well as long as you do remember it.”  I tell her.
 
   “Of course.  So do you want…?”  Emi starts to ask.
 
   “Stop.”  I tell Emi and my eyes ice over.
 
   “Sorry.”  Emi says sounding hurt but now is not the time for her feelings, or for mine.
 
   “Don’t move or speak.”  I tell Emi.  I can’t pin down exactly where they are, but there is definitely someone in here with us.  Warning them would be pointless.  No ally would be hiding their presence like this.  Whoever this enemy is she will soon regret entering here.
 
   I create every single trap I had been imagining, filling the entire room except for the area immediately around Emi and myself.  The effect is immediate as first one trap goes off and then a whole chain is triggered.  It creates a blue ripple in the air just in front of Emi as enough dimensional energy is released to overpower, at least briefly, even a shield as powerful as the temple shield.  Blood and gore goes everywhere as body parts are forcibly ported all over the room.
 
   “Too quick.  I should have been more brutal.”  I say as I realise I let the enemy avoid a real punishment for daring to threaten Emi.  Or was she after me?  Either way whoever the enemy was she’s dead now.
 
   “You’re as dangerous as I was told.”  A deep man’s voice says from right in front of me.
 
   I catch a crimson blade right in front of my heart with dimensional energy.  The blade is enchanted and drains far more energy than I’m comfortable with.  I send a blast of dimensional energy straight at the man’s head, or at least where I’d expect it to be.  Sure enough a headless body holding a red sword in one hand is revealed.  Blood gushes out of his neck, but a moment later his head has reappeared.  Now that he’s visible he looks familiar, though the blood falling on his hair makes for a disturbing image.
 
   “Where have I seen you before?”  I ask, not really expecting an answer.
 
   “You’ve forgotten me already, little godling?  Once Queen Perry makes me emperor you’ll not forget me.  Except that you’ll be dead by then, so I suppose you may not remember me after all.”  He laughs.
 
   “You were one of the emperor’s body guards.”  I say, remembering now where I last saw him.  This bastard can regenerate his entire body.  He doesn’t seem to be using that annoying shield this time though.  Is he unable to, or does he just not consider me enough of a threat?  If it’s the latter I had best not let this fight drag on.  Also he’s a god slayer so I had really better not underestimate him.
 
   Without another word he thrusts his sword towards me again but again I block with dimensional energy.  Without pausing he then swings his blade at my neck.  I dodge by shifting behind him and with a second shift only narrowly dodge a small dagger that he throws backwards right at me.  I then grasp him with dimensional magic and forcibly shift us both between worlds.  We’re surrounded by grassland as far as we can see but neither of us have time to admire the view.
 
   With both hands now he swings the sword at my neck again.  I block with dimensional energy but I can’t afford to keep blocking his attacks.  Not that I can afford to let any of them hit me either of course.
 
   I raise a wind shield and then forcibly shift us a second time between worlds.  I take us back to the world we just came from, but this time I pick a very different destination.  Unfortunately the bastard picked up on my windshield and created one too.  That means we both have air, for now.
 
   All around us there is nothing to see except the void of space and the light grey barren surface of the moon that we’re standing on.  I pierce the enemy’s wind shield with dimensional magic and grin as I watch the gory sight caused by the airless void all around him.  If I had to describe it I would simply call it a human implosion.  He recovers almost instantly though and his body somehow adapts to the void.  He must be enhancing it with mana.
 
   He grins as if to say that he has the advantage here.  He only has to penetrate my windshield and I will be exposed to the void too.  Unlike him I can’t regenerate if I’m killed.  I could just leave him here, but then I might have to face him again in the future if he ever manages to return to our world.  Besides, even if he doesn’t know it, I am the one with the real advantage.  That advantage is knowledge.
 
   I blast him with dimensional energy again but this time I focus on his chest.  As his heart and lungs are blown away he is pushed back a step.  Of course he regenerates them almost instantly, but that doesn’t matter.  I blast him a second time in the chest destroying his heart and lungs again.  He is pushed back a second step.  That second step is fatal.
 
   As his heart and lungs regenerate a second time he realises what was behind him.  It was inactive and invisible before but now that he has entered it, the grey stone gate to hell flares up with dimensional energy filling the gateway forming a constantly swirling, distorted rainbow of dark, mostly metallic colours.  He struggles to pull himself out but it’s useless.  It would normally be almost instant but his struggle to remain here keeps him in place for almost half a minute.  I wave with a big smile on my face as he is dragged to hell.
 
   I am about to shift back via the world I just used but as the enemy is dragged to hell two people, if you can call them that, fall out of the gate.  Kuroneko in black catwoman form and Juliet.  They are covered in deep cuts, scratches and ice burns.  Even Kuroneko looks pale.  Unusual for a black cat!
 
   “Peter?”  I ask with mind magic.
 
   “He stayed behind.  Take us back.”  Kuroneko says urgently.  I sense angels similar to Peter all around us so I waste no time shifting us to the other world and then back to the temple.  Even for me returning to the temple like this is challenging, but I still get us back to the throne room as planned.
 
   “What happened?”  I ask now that we are safe.
 
   “We attracted too much attention too quickly.”  Kuroneko says sounding exhausted.  I look at her wound worriedly.
 
   “The physical wounds don’t matter.”  Kuroneko says.
 
   “You lack the power to heal them though, don’t you?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Kuroneko admits hanging her head in shame.
 
   “What about Peter?”  I ask.
 
   “He still had the strength to fight, but it was looking bad for him.”  Kuroneko tells me.
 
   “I suppose conquering hell was never going to be easy, but why didn’t he retreat with you?”  I ask.
 
   “He bought us time to retreat.  Returning from hell leaves you vulnerable for a few seconds.  Against an army of demons a few seconds would be fatal.”  Kuroneko says.
 
   “So he defended both of you for a few seconds against an army of demons?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Kuroneko admits.
 
   “Well I suppose we won’t be seeing him again then.  Talking about armies, we have one outside the temple.  It seems Mayor Perry wants to be queen so she’s rebelling and we’re her first target.  At least if what that bastard from the empire said was true.  Either way she’s attacking the temple.  We have a dimensional slicer up so we’re safe but we can’t attack either at the moment.”  I say.
 
   “What’s a dimensional slicer?”  Kuroneko asks.
 
   “It’s complicated.  Just think of it as an impenetrable shield.”  I explain.
 
   “There’s no such thing.”  Kuroneko says.
 
   “It’s not exactly a shield, but it is complicated and it may as well be a shield.”  I say with a shrug.  “Anyway, I’m going back to check on my miko.  Have a think about how we can get out of this situation.”
 
   “Peter won’t die.”  Kuroneko and Juliet both say at once.  They look at each other in confusion for a moment and then laugh.  Do they really have that much confidence in Peter, though and more importantly is it well founded?  He is on his own against an army of demons.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20 (Kai)
 
   I wake on a futon in a little pale brown wooden hut.  The whole hut is barely twice as wide as the futon and the futon is the whole length of the hut.  The bare earthy ground beside me smells familiar.  The warm grey blanket covering me feels familiar too.  Yes, this is my home.  This is where I grew up.  So why does it feel odd to wake up here?  I feel like I shouldn’t be here, but I can’t think why.
 
   “Kai onee sama!  You’re awake!”  Chi chan exclaims happily, with her shoulder length black hair waving as she practically jumps up and down with excitement.  Her green eyes sparkle and her pale skin glistens.  Why is Chi chan so excited?
 
   “Yes Chi chan.  I’m awake.”  I say and smile back, but I can’t help thinking it feels odd to be talking to Chi chan like this.  Why though?  We’ve worked together as assassins since Chi chan turned sixteen.  How many years ago was that now?  Five?  Six?  Something like that.
 
   “We’ve got a big hunt today.”  Chi chan reminds me.
 
   “We do, don’t we?  Who was it again?”  I ask.  My mind is just too blurred to remember even such an important matter as our next prey.
 
   “It’s that bald guy who insulted the emperor.”  Chi chan says in her usual manner.  Why can’t she just tell me the name?  Oh well it’s always been like this.
 
   “The priest…  High Priest Nakamori.”  I say finally remembering his name.
 
   “Yes, the bald guy.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Didn’t we kill him already?”  I ask scratching my head.
 
   “Don’t be silly onee sama!”  Chi chan laughs.
 
   “My head’s a bit blurry right now.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “Did you not sleep properly?”  Chi chan asks worriedly.
 
   “I feel like I slept better than I’ve slept in years.  Maybe that’s the problem.”  I say.
 
   “You need to clear your head before the hunt, onee sama.  Let’s go to the stream.”  Chi chan tells me.
 
   “I suppose you’re right.  Hunting right now would be dangerous.  Some cold water should wake me up from this daze.”  I agree.
 
   I push the blanket aside and get up.  I look briefly at my light brown trousers and pale grey linen shirt.  They seem familiar but why does it seem strange that everything feels familiar?  It should be familiar because this is where I have always lived and what I have always worn.
 
   “Onee sama, let’s hurry!”  Chi chan says and pulling on my left hand races out of my hut.  Pulled along I look briefly at the village.  Everyone’s huts are the same but for some reason I feel a bit nostalgic.  Why is that?  Nostalgia is something that should only happen when you’ve been away from something for a while.  I’ve only been ‘away’ for the time I was sleeping.  Mere hours of sleep shouldn’t be enough to miss anything.  It shouldn’t, right?
 
   We’ve almost left the village without seeing anyone.  That’s normal, because it’s day time.  Assassin villages are only normally busy at night.  Night time is a good time to train.  Only people on jobs tend to come out when the sun is up.
 
   Just as we are about to leave the village I catch a glimpse of my neighbour returning from a hunt.  She looks a little similar to Chi chan with the same shoulder length black hair, green eyes and pale skin.  She would also probably be about level with my chest if she ever stood close enough to see.
 
   Unlike Chi chan though, who I’m always with, I’ve never even spoken to my neighbour and I don’t try to now either.  All I know about her is that she lives in the hut next to mine.  She darts past us and probably reaches her hut in just a couple of seconds.  We could too if we wanted to but we’re taking it easy, because we still have our hunt ahead of us.
 
   Other than my parents and Chi chan all the villagers are just strangers who live nearby.  I’m lucky to have three people I care about.  I suspect many of my fellow villagers don’t even have one.  Friendship and love are discouraged amongst assassins.  They can make you lose your edge and your life.
 
   “She must have had an easy hunt.”  Chi chan says sounding annoyed.
 
   “When did she leave?”  I ask.
 
   “Just before sunrise.”  Chi chan says.  That’s only a few hours ago.
 
   “That really was a quick hunt.  Our next one will last at least a few days.”  I say.
 
   “A day to get there and a day to get back, but the hunt itself should be over quickly.  The two of us can easily kill anyone.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Not quite anyone.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “You’re too modest!”  Chi chan laughs and tugs at my hand as she continues onwards towards the forest at the edge of the village.  The trees are bare because of winter, but even without leaves the trees quickly obscure us from view as we enter the forest.
 
   “I can’t quite think where the stream is.”  I admit.
 
   “Kai onee sama likes to joke.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “I’m serious.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “Did onee sama hit her head?”  Chi chan asks sounding concerned now.
 
   “I don’t think so.”  I answer.
 
   “Let’s get you to the stream and wake you up properly.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “I feel like swimming.”  I say.
 
   “Then we’ll go to the lake instead.  It’s on the way anyway.”  Chi chan says happily.
 
   “Why do I feel like I’ve done this before?”  I ask.
 
   “Onee sama really likes to joke!  We’ve swum in the lake more times than I can count!”  Chi chan says.  Yes, that must be it.
 
   “Normally you’re the one who wants to swim though.”  I say.
 
   “Only if onee sama is there!  Swimming alone is boring.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “I suppose it would be.”  I agree.
 
   “Swimming is good training too, but if I have to train I’d much rather train with Kai onee sama than on my own.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “I’d rather train with Chi chan too.”  I say and Chi chan’s face is filled with a huge grin.
 
   “I love you, Kai onee sama!”  Chi chan exclaims and hugs me tightly.
 
   “Don’t let anyone else hear you say that.”  I scold Chi chan.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’re alone.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Well I suppose you of all people would know whether or not anyone was hiding.”  I say.
 
   “Nobody can hide from Chi!”  Chi chan says and I have to agree with that.  Her senses are beyond good.  That’s why she was paired up with me.  I can hide very effectively thanks to my dwarven blood, but not even I can hide from Chi chan.  That means she can keep an eye on me and should I betray the empire it’s her job to kill me.  Of course if Chi chan betrays the empire it’s my job to kill her.  That’s what being assigned as partners means.
 
   “We’re here!”  Chi chan exclaims happily as we enter the grassy area around the lake.  Even though the lake is huge, with my senses I can tell nobody is in it.  There could still be others planning to use it though.
 
   “Is anyone else nearby?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  Nobody anywhere near us.”  Chi chan says happily.
 
   “Good.”  I say and wasting no time I undo and remove my shirt.  I allow it to rest on the dry grassy ground and soon the rest of my clothes are lying on top of it.  Chi chan was even quicker than me and is already waiting in the lake with a huge smile on her face.  I do a few quick stretches and then dive in and begin to swim.  Chi chan catches up to me in an instant and swims beside me.  Even though I’m swimming quickly Chi chan is so relaxed that she has time to watch me attentively.
 
   “You’re so beautiful onee sama.”  Chi chan says blissfully.
 
   “I’m just big.  I’d much rather have a smaller body like yours.”  I tell Chi chan honestly.
 
   “There you go again, onee sama.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “You’re the only one who thinks I’m beautiful and it’s not like we can get married.”  I tell her.
 
   “I wish we could.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Not happening.”  I tell her bluntly.
 
   “So cold!”  Chi chan complains.
 
   “Yes this water is very cold.”  I agree with a mischievous smile.
 
   “I wasn’t talking about the water and you know it!”  Chi chan complains.
 
   “I know.”  I agree.
 
   “At least the water seems to have cleared your head.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “I still feel odd.”  I admit.
 
   “Odd?”  Chi chan asks.
 
   “Almost like this is a dream.”  I say.
 
   “If it is a dream I want to keep dreaming!”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Me too.”  I agree.
 
   “It really is cold though.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “The water?”  I ask just to be sure.
 
   “Yes.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “It does feel a little colder than I remember it.”  I tell her.
 
   “We’ll have to keep each other warm when we get out!”  Chi chan says.
 
   “We’ll have to swim harder and dry off quickly when we get out.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “I’ll help you with that.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “If you try anything again I’ll punish you.”  I warn Chi chan.
 
   “So mean!”  Chi chan complains.
 
   “Ouch!”  I exclaim.  Distracted I seem to have hit a small lump of ice head first.  I nurse my head and tread water.  Wait… even if it is cold there shouldn’t be ice in this lake.  It’s enchanted to never freeze.
 
   “You’re so careless onee sama.”  Chi chan tells me with a small grin.
 
   “Why is there ice in this lake?”  I ask.
 
   “It is winter.”  Chi chan reminds me.
 
   “But this lake is enchanted.”  I remind her.
 
   “Is it?”  Chi chan asks.  She never was good with details.
 
   “Yes.  Ice should be impossible.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “Then it must be magical.”  Chi chan tells me.
 
   “I suppose it must be.”  I agree and look closely at the lump of ice.  “But why create ice in the lake?”
 
   “To train?”  Chi chan suggests.
 
   “It would be harder to turn the water here to ice than normal water, but I suppose that would make for good training.  Wouldn’t it be polite to melt the ice afterwards though?  Leaving it here is rude.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “I know.  Worse they left it right there where you bumped into it.  If I find out who left it here, I’ll punish them myself.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Don’t.  I don’t want you getting punished by anyone other than me.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “Onee sama!  You do love me!”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Of course I love you, a bit like a little sister.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “Then my calling you onee sama is fine!”  Chi chan exclaims happily.
 
   “Thinking about it, you have been calling me that.”  I say with a frown.  Normally I would have scolded her for calling me that.
 
   “That’s because you’re like a big sister to me.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  I agree.
 
   “You’re not going to get angry?”  Chi chan asks.
 
   “For some reason I just feel like it doesn’t matter today.”  I say.
 
   “Onee sama, did you eat too much poison?”  Chi chan asks sounding extremely worried.
 
   “No.  I can’t remember when I last ate poison.”  I tell her.
 
   “But don’t you have to eat poison every night, because the bastards don’t trust you?”  Chi chan asks.
 
   “They do make me do that, don’t they?”  I say.
 
   “You’re head really hasn’t cleared.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “You shouldn’t call the village elders bastards.  If they ever found out, they’d have your head.”  I warn Chi chan.
 
   “That sounds more like the onee sama I know.”  Chi chan says happily.
 
   “I don’t want you getting executed, Chi chan.”  I tell her seriously.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I can tell when there’s someone around.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “Let’s continue swimming.  It’s cold.”  I say and swim back in the direction I just came from.
 
   “This is heaven.”  Chi chan says as she swims beside me again.
 
   “There’s no way either of us will end up in heaven.”  I tell her sadly.
 
   “I know.  Even if I’m like this I do know that our work is wrong, but if we don’t hunt down the traitors we’ll be killed.  I doubt heaven even exists.  We may as well make the real world a bit like heaven for the two of us.”  Chi chan tells me.
 
   “You almost sounded like an adult then.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “I am an adult!  I’m twenty two years old!”  Chi chan protests.
 
   “That’s twenty two years young to me.”  I tell her.
 
   “Hmmph.”  Chi chan says and sticks out her tongue.  Then she races away from me back towards the centre of the lake.  I turn and take up the challenge.
 
   I’m not as good a swimmer as Chi chan but I can still catch her if I use a little magic.  Water magic isn’t my strength so I use fire magic to propel my hands forwards.  As soon as I use fire magic though the water around me freezes as though I were using ice magic.  I scream in shock as much as anything.
 
   “Onee sama!”  Chi chan exclaims and turns back towards me but as she does so the water around her freezes and rises up out of the lake.  She’s embedded in an ice crystal with only her head sticking out the top.  A moment later the ice around me has covered me in exactly the same way and rises up out of the lake too.
 
   “Ice demons.”  I mutter as I come to understand the situation.
 
   “Onee sama, melt them!”  Chi chan begs.
 
   I summon almost all the mana in me and try to summon flames around us both.  Instead of flames though the ice seems to get colder and squeezes us tightly.  We scream in pain.
 
   “This isn’t heaven.”  An icy voice cackles.  “This is hell and until you two reject each other you’ll be stuck here in eternal suffering.”
 
   “Never!”  Chi chan cries.
 
   “Even though she betrayed you?”  The icy voice asks and all of a sudden memories flow into my head.  From the look of it they flow into Chi chan’s head too.  She glares at me in hatred.
 
   “Why?”  Chi chan asks me.
 
   “Why did I leave?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Chi chan says coldly.
 
   “I’ve already told you that.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “This isn’t the time for a cosy reunion.”  The ice demon tells us and the ice burns my body.  I can’t even think.  An eternity or perhaps just a few seconds later my mind begins to function again.  “Now reject each other or it will be like this forever.”
 
   “I can’t.”  Chi chan cries.
 
   “She doesn’t have to.”  A warm voice says from above us.  We both look up and see a green scaled lizard man with green spiked leathery wings and a shiny green tail which ends with a spike.  It has sharp white bone claws on its feet and hands.  Its eyes are literally burning blue orbs of fire.
 
   “A devil.”  Chi chan gasps and I can only agree with her.
 
   “Angel.”  The demon rasps in fear.  “If you come any nearer I’ll destroy their souls.”
 
   “Fool, where do you think we are?”  The terrifying angel asks.
 
   The ice begins to melt but the angel releases black lightning into the water.  A moment later the ice is completely gone and the water is warm.  We float gently down into the water as if held up by flight magic.  I tread water and cover my breasts now that my hands are freed.  Looking around I see that there are leaves on the trees and the sun is shining brightly as if it was the middle of summer.
 
   “What happened?”  I ask in a daze.
 
   “What will you do with us?”  Chi chan asks, looking up at the angel in terror.  Is this really an angel?
 
   “There’s no need to be so worried.  As long as you don’t seek to harm me or each other I don’t intend to harm you.  To think that I would find you here…  Even though this is hell it is truly rare to find a mortal’s soul here.  The few that drift here end up eaten by demons.  The only reason you weren’t both eaten already is that eating a conjoined soul is more trouble than it’s worth.  The demons try to tempt conjoined souls like you to split so they are easier to eat.  Your connection to each other is strong even for a conjoined soul.  If you were reborn naturally you would certainly be born as twins.”  The angel says.
 
   “Do we know you?”  Chi chan asks.
 
   “I don’t know you, but I do know Kai.”  The angel says.
 
   “Who are you?”  I ask, absolutely certain I didn’t know anyone who looked like this.
 
   “I am Peter.  I looked like a little boy when you last saw me.”  The angel says and his voice does sound like him.
 
   “Peter?”  I ask in disbelief.
 
   “Yes.”  He says with a small nod.  His scary appearance seems much gentler now I know who he is.
 
   “Can you save us?”  I ask.
 
   “You are already dead so there’s no saving, only rebirth.”  Peter tells us.
 
   “Will we forget who we were?”  I ask.
 
   “That depends how you are reborn.  If you are reborn with magic you’ll still be the same person you were before.  Unfortunately that is beyond me at the moment.  Besides, you killed each other, so if you are reborn, what then?”  Peter asks.
 
   I look sheepishly at Chi chan who looks back at me with tearful eyes.  We nod to each other as we realise we are of the same mind.
 
   “It would be better if we could stay like this.  If we return we’ll be forced to kill each other again.”  I tell Peter.
 
   “Then let’s just stay here for a while.  If I leave here I’ll be killed.  There’s an army of demons out there lead by Maou Ferdinand.  They seriously want to kill me and this is the only place I can hide whilst I think up a plan.”  Peter tells us.
 
   “It would be much easier if we hadn’t remembered our past.  Is it possible to make us forget again?”  I ask Peter.
 
   “Yes, but I’m not going to tamper with your memories.  Your past may be painful, but you should face it and try to reconcile with each other.  There is no empire here to force you to fight.”  Peter says and vanishes as quickly as he appeared.
 
   “Do you understand where we are?”  Chi chan asks.
 
   “We’re in hell, aren’t we?”  I ask.
 
   “It doesn’t feel like hell.”  Chi chan says.
 
   “It did when that demon tortured us.”  I say.
 
   “So what now?  There’s no reason to fight, right?”  Chi chan asks me nervously.
 
   “Since we’re both already dead it would be pointless to fight.”  I agree.
 
   “I haven’t forgiven you though.”  Chi chan says with a glare.
 
   “I know.”  I say sadly.
 
   “I want to know why you really left and how you convinced your parents to help you.”  Chi chan says firmly.
 
   “There’s no point dwelling on the past.  I never should have left, but there’s nothing I can do about that now.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “I still love you Kai sama, but I also hate you.”  Chi chan tells me.
 
   “I know.  I feel the same way about you.”  I tell Chi chan.
 
   “What reason do you have to hate me?”  Chi chan asks with a glare.
 
   “You didn’t come with me.”  I tell her.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21 (Grunti)
 
   “You can’t get through?”  I ask Imogen in disbelief.
 
   “There’s something blocking my magic.”  Imogen explains.
 
   “Do you know where they are?”  I ask.
 
   “Most likely they’re still where they were before.  There’s some really weird barrier up around the temple.  It extends above the temple and below the temple, covering a huge underground area.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “After all the work we’ve done, they’ve shut themselves inside the temple.”  I say shaking my head in annoyance.
 
   “There’s an army outside the temple.  They’re most likely under siege.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “How big an army?”  I ask.
 
   “Over a thousand humans.  Most of them seem to be mages.  I sense three very powerful humans and at least three hundred elite.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “If we capture the humans outside the temple they’ll take the shield down, right?”  I ask Imogen.
 
   “If they realise I’m sure they would.  The barrier is most likely preventing them from sensing anything outside of it though.”  Imogen says.
 
   “If we have to we’ll just have to take the barrier down ourselves once we’ve captured the human army.”  I say.
 
   “How will we capture the humans?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “We’ll let Karina figure that out.  Call her here.”  I tell Imogen and wait patiently as Imogen contacts Karina.
 
   “She says she’ll be here soon.”  Imogen says.
 
   “I’m here.”  Karina says entering my private workshop.  Her bright blue eyes, pale golden tinted skin and white hair are a little sparkly today as if she’s in a very good mood.
 
   “That was quick.”  I say in mild surprise.
 
   “I was on my way here already.”  Karina says.
 
   “Perfect.  What did you need?”  I ask.
 
   “I was hoping for an update on those new inventions of yours.”  Karina says.
 
   “They’re ready, but I need your help to get them to the temple.”  I tell her.
 
   “Can you get that girl to take us there again?”  Karina asks.
 
   “We can’t contact them.  It’s fine though, because my invention comes with a built in dimensional portal manipulator.  The problem is the army outside the temple.  There are a thousand or so human mages and a few powerful ones.  I need you to capture them.”  I say.
 
   “I can’t kill them then?”  Karina says.
 
   “I’d prefer not to if we don’t have to.  It could just be a big misunderstanding.”  I tell Karina.
 
   “That doesn’t make it easy for me.  Can’t your invention help?”  Karina asks.
 
   “It can help us get there.  I’m saving all but one for Peter’s harem though, so you need to deal with the human army.”  I tell Karina.
 
   “I’ll come up with a plan, but can you give me the details of the enemies’ positions and strengths?”  Karina asks.
 
   “Imogen will do that for you.”  I tell Karina.
 
   “So boring.”  Imogen says with a yawn.
 
   “It’s important.  Lives depend on having as much information as possible.”  Karina tells Imogen.
 
   “This sounds like it will take a while.  Wake me when you’re ready.”  I tell Karina and Imogen.
 
   “Why do you get to sleep?”  Imogen complains.
 
   “Because I’ve done my job.”  I tell her as I climb up into my workshop bed on the wall.  I fall asleep as soon as I close my eyes.
 
   “We’re ready.”  Imogen tells me and I’m wide awake again.  It feels like I was asleep a while.
 
   “This should be fun.”  I say with a big grin.  I grab the angel stones and follow Imogen through the palace to the throne room.  The entire room and the corridor leading to the throne room are filled with dwarven warrior girls wearing thick black armour and each carrying a hammer and a shield.  They all respectfully make room for me to pass.  I whisper to Imogen.  “Isn’t this going to leave the city defenceless?”
 
   “Karina says it won’t be for long and if we can help defeat the Fallen Angels then it’s worth it.  Apparently anything less than this would be dangerous against such a large army.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “Well Karina knows best.”  I whisper back with a shrug.  Then we reach the front of the throne room.
 
   “The king will be making a speech.”  Karina tells everyone, so they all look at me expectantly.  Damn that Karina!  She knows I hate this sort of thing.
 
   “Let’s have a good time everyone!”  I tell them and ignoring their shocked faces I grab my black angel stone.  I form black armour around my body and then a dimensional bubble forms around that.  It looks a bit like a mini dome.  I activate a dimensional portal and watch as Karina orders everyone forward.  The portal is a shiny black disk hovering in the air just above the ground.  It’s wide enough for five dwarves to pass through side by side.
 
   Watching the army march through the gate reminds me how impressive the army really is.  They even have some elves near the front.  That reminds me that Karina managed to recruit a few dozen elves, though only about a dozen have completed their integration process.  I don’t really understand what the process involves but it’s to make sure that they can actually be trusted.
 
   It takes a while but eventually the army has entirely entered the portal except for swimsuit girl, I mean my bodyguard Lupine.  Except today she’s wearing thick black armour like everyone else.  Even if it isn’t as good as a swimsuit, with her bright blue eyes, short red hair and creamy skin it still looks good on her.  Other than Lupine and me, the only other person here is Imogen who is sitting on my right shoulder.  I put my left hand on Lupine’s right shoulder and we walk through the portal together.  It closes behind us.
 
   It seems that Karina is doing a good job.  Most of the humans seem to have been captured already, but three humans are putting up a good fight.  There are about a hundred dwarves led by Karina currently fighting those three.  In the background is the shimmering orange barrier around the temple.  The only thing I am sure of about it is that it is very dangerous indeed, but I’ll analyse it later.
 
   “They must be the three you were talking about.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “Yes.  Those three were always going to be a pain.  Why don’t you demonstrate your new suit?”  Imogen suggests.
 
   “That would ruin the surprise.”  I say.
 
   “That’s true.  Forget that.”  Imogen says.
 
   “If there’s something you can do to help, surely you should do it.”  Lupine tells me.
 
   “There’s no need.”  I insist.  Lupine looks doubtfully at me.
 
   “Karina has everything under control.”  Imogen says.
 
   “Exactly.”  I agree and a moment later we are deafened by countless lightning strikes.  They all hit Karina, but she shrugs them off as if they are nothing.  I grin and when my hearing returns I tell Lupine.  “See?”
 
   “I suppose you’re right, but it still feels odd just watching whilst everyone else is working so hard.”  Lupine says.
 
   “Don’t worry.”  Imogen says.  “Karina said staying out of the way was best.  It would be a problem if Grunti were captured or killed.  We wouldn’t be able to return to Nirvali for one thing.”
 
   “That would be a problem.”  Lupine says and then covers her mouth as if in shock.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest that it would be ok for anything to happen to King Grunti if it wasn’t for that.”
 
   “Don’t worry.”  I tell her.
 
   “Karina’s asking for permission to kill those three.  Apparently capturing them is impossible.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “It’s a shame but I have a vague feeling that they’re not very nice people.  Tell Karina to give them one last warning and if they don’t surrender immediately she can kill them.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   I see what looks like Karina giving the three mages a warning.  They look like they think it’s a joke and continue fighting.  A moment later one of them is burned to ash as Karina and most of the dwarves fighting those three use fire magic.  The other two fight desperately but the second one is reduced to ash a moment later and a few moments later the last one is reduced to ash too.
 
   “The Contractians aren’t all that strong.”  I say observing how quickly even their most powerful mages were defeated.
 
   “We did have the advantage of surprise and numbers.”  Lupine reminds me.
 
   “I suppose.”  I say but they still seemed weak to me.  “If they were this weak though, what hope would they have against the Fallen Angels?”
 
   “None.”  Imogen says and Lupine nods.
 
   “So why attack someone who could defeat the Fallen Angels for them?”  I ask but nobody seems to have an answer.
 
   “Your majesty.”  Karina says as she approaches me.
 
   “Take the prisoners and army back to Nirvali.  I’ll figure out a way to take down that barrier.”  I tell Karina.
 
   “At least keep some body guards here.  There could be other enemies nearby.”  Karina warns me.
 
   “Lupine and Imogen are enough.”  I tell Karina.
 
   “What?!”  Lupine gasps.
 
   “Understood.”  Karina says unhappily, but she’s nowhere near as unhappy as Lupine.
 
   “At least leave one company behind!”  Lupine protests.
 
   “There’s no need.”  I tell Karina and reopen the portal in reverse to take the army back to Nirvali.
 
   “It will take a little longer with prisoners.”  Karina warns me and then begins barking orders to the army.  They herd the dejected prisoners through the gate.  The prisoners are clearly unhappy but they are also afraid.  Karina takes advantage of that fear to make them move even quicker than her own army.  At this rate perhaps it won’t take that long after all.
 
   “I hope they don’t cause any trouble back in Nirvali.”  Lupine says.
 
   “Don’t worry.  Karina won’t let them.”  I assure her.
 
   “I suppose I can see why you have so much faith in General Karina, but I don’t why you have so much faith in me.  I can’t protect you against an entire enemy army if we are attacked.”  Lupine warns me.
 
   “Imogen can hide us if that happens.”  I tell Lupine.
 
   “Do I really need to?  You have the stone we worked so hard to make.”  Imogen complains.
 
   “I don’t want to waste it.  Anyway, we don’t want to fight if we don’t need to.  For now I need to focus on keeping the portal open.  After that I need to work out a way to get inside the temple.  That barrier looks a pain.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “Fine, fine.  I’ll hide the three of us when the portal shuts.  Or should I just hide the two of us?”  Imogen jokes.
 
   “We could leave the fighting to Lupine, couldn’t we?”  I joke back.
 
   “Hey, you two!”  Lupine protests.
 
   “Is that any way to speak to your king?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “I mean, you majesty, please don’t abandon me.”  Lupine begs.
 
   “Relax, we were just joking.”  I tell her.
 
   “I wasn’t.”  Imogen says.
 
   “That’s enough teasing.  I need to focus.”  I warn Imogen.
 
   “Ok.  The angel stone seems to be working just as planned.  It doesn’t seem so bad now, that we had to miss the latest volume of our favourite manga.”  Imogen says.
 
   “What?!  The latest volume is out?”  I ask Imogen and almost drop the portal in shock.
 
   “Yes the latest volume of Naru Toad came out today.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “But the first edition was preorder only!”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “I take that back.  It wasn’t worth it.  I got too caught up trying to copy Baka Rangers XVII with our latest invention.”  Imogen says with tears welling up in her eyes.
 
   “Can’t you just buy the second edition?”  Lupine suggests and we both look at her like the idiot she is.
 
   “But then it wouldn’t be the first edition.”  I tell her.
 
   “It wouldn’t come with the poster either.”  Imogen says.
 
   “It came with a poster!  No!!!!  Which character?”  I ask.
 
   “It was a surprise.  They must have announced it by now, but I can’t tune into their communications from here.”  Imogen tells me.
 
   “I suppose it may be better not to know.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “It had just better not be Sakura.”  Imogen says.
 
   “You only like her because she’s got the same name as your legate.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “That’s not true!”  Imogen protests.
 
   “I can’t understand having favourite characters.  I like them all equally.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “That’s a lie.”  Imogen insists.
 
   “Well other than the male ones and the ugly ones.”  I say.
 
   “Just because they’re ugly on the outside doesn’t mean they’re ugly on the inside.”  Imogen says.
 
   “I know, but if you can draw them however you want then why draw them ugly?  Why not make all of them cute?”  I ask.
 
   “Because not everyone has the same tastes.”  Imogen answers with a shrug.
 
   “Some people have terrible tastes.”  I tell her.
 
   “They really do.”  Imogen agrees.
 
   “For example…”  I start to say but Lupine cuts me off.
 
   “Everyone’s through the portal.”  Lupine tells us.
 
   “That was even quicker than coming here.”  I say in surprise.  I then close the portal and walk towards the barrier.
 
   “Is it safe to get close?”  Lupine asks me.
 
   “Yes.  As long as you don’t touch it there’s no danger.  The barrier is formed of active dimensional magic.  Anything that touches it will get sent to other dimensions in lots of little bits.  I suppose it isn’t actually a barrier, because it doesn’t stop anything.  You could call it a dimensional mixer or chopper or similar, because it just moves anything that it comes into contact with it like a portal would.  The only difference is that a portal focuses on safely moving anything that enters it, whereas this focuses on moving anything that enters it in a very unsafe manner.”  I explain.
 
   “Wouldn’t it have been good to have warned General Karina about how dangerous it is?”  Lupine asks.
 
   “Only an idiot wouldn’t realise.”  I answer and Imogen nods.  Lupine opens and closes her mouth a few times before saying anything else.
 
   “Couldn’t you just open your portal inside the temple?”  Lupine asks when she has recovered her senses.
 
   “Don’t be stupid.” I say in unison with Imogen.  I then explain to my idiot bodyguard.  “If you knew the exact location you could open a portal from another world directly inside the temple.  The problem is that the mixer or whatever you want to call it obscures the coordinates.  It’s not like a simple map where you can calculate based on the coordinates around it.  If you were enough of a genius you could calculate them, but the complexity is so great that it would be easier to calculate where a drop of water in the ocean would be a billion years from now.  I certainly couldn’t and neither could Imogen.”
 
   “That does sound hard.”  Lupine says.
 
   “Here will do.”  I say and sit about five feet from the shimmering orange mixer.  It feels cold from this distance even though it looks a bit like fire.
 
   “So what now?”  Lupine asks.
 
   “Now I analyse it.  Imogen, please hide us.  Lupine, please be quiet.”  I say and without listening for a response I start to analyse the mixer.  I’m not sure how much time has passed but by the time I am done the sun has set and looks like it will rise again soon.  “We’re not going to take the mixer down.”
 
   “Have you given up?”  Lupine asks.
 
   “After missing the first edition of the latest volume of Naru Toad you better not have given up, you lazy stupid son of a twig!”  Imogen warns me.
 
   “I haven’t given up.  We just don’t need to take the mixer down.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “Explain yourself.”  Imogen warns me.
 
   “We just need to trick the mixer into not mixing us.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “And how are you going to do that?”  Imogen asks curious now rather than angry.
 
   “The mixer uses up a lot of mana.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “A lot, but not as much as an effectively impenetrable shield would.”  Imogen says.
 
   “I know.  That was clever.  Very efficient, but the fact is that it does still need a decent power source.  So where do you think the power source is?”  I ask.
 
   “It would have to be inside the mixer.”  Imogen says and then her eyes go wide.
 
   “Exactly, so the power source is in the mixer, but not getting mixed.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “So we just need to identify how it knows not to mix the power source and then trick it into thinking that we’re part of the power source.”  Imogen says.
 
   “That was the hard part.”  I say with a nod.
 
   “You’ve already figured it out?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “Yes.  I considered all sorts of complex answers, so when I realised how simple it was I was annoyed at myself for overlooking it.”  I answer.
 
   “So tell me already, you damned son of a twig!”  Imogen yells and glares angrily at me for keeping her waiting.
 
   “It knows that it is the power source because it feeds power to the mixer.  A precise level of power at a constant rate and wavelength.”  I tell Imogen.
 
   “Do you know the exact wavelength and rate?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I confirm.
 
   “How do you plan to replicate it?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “With the angel stone of course.”  I answer.
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.  Should we use the bodyguard as a test?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “We could do.”  I agree.
 
   “I understand.  It would make sense to use me as a test subject.  If anything happened to your majesty it would be a disaster for all of Nirvali.”  Lupine says a little teary eyed.
 
   “Damn, she’s no fun.”  Imogen says.
 
   “You’re right.  Let’s go.”  I say.
 
   “But…”  Lupine protests as I pull on her arm with Imogen sitting on my shoulder.  “You should use me as a test.  We really can’t afford for anything to happen to you.”
 
   “It’s perfectly safe.”  I tell Lupine as I set the angel stone to the right wavelength and prepare the power transfer rate to match the mixer’s stones.
 
   “Just make sure you get the right rate and wavelength.”  Imogen warns me.
 
   “I have.”  I tell her and enter the mixer.  It’s cold.  Really damn cold.  I wish it was fire.  I’m fine with fire, but I hate the cold.
 
   “This feels nice.”  Imogen says.
 
   “Don’t let go, please don’t let go!”  Lupine begs.
 
   “Did you say let go?”  I joke.
 
   “No!!!”  Lupine yells.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if he does.  You’d still be covered.”  Imogen says.
 
   “There was no need to spoil my fun, Imogen.”  I complain.
 
   “You wouldn’t want her to embarrass us when we get out.  Just imagine if she wet herself.”  Imogen says.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that!”  Lupine protests.
 
   “We’re almost through, so quiet please.”  I warn Lupine and Imogen.  A few moments later we emerge from the mixer to the astonished faces of a group of catmen.  They were just sitting around lazily but as we emerge their eyes and mouths open wide in shock.  A few moments later they jump up as if to defend themselves.
 
   “We’re allies.”  I tell them quickly.  They all look at me dubiously.
 
   “Take us to my legate, Sakura.”  Imogen says.
 
   “Isn’t that the faery that was locked up?”  One of the catmen asks his comrades.
 
   “Yes, she was with the elf murderer.”  Another catman answers.
 
   “You locked up Sakura?”  Imogen asks in shock.  The catmen look worried.  Then Imogen laughs so badly she has to hold her chest and stomach.
 
   “They’re dangerous.”  One of the catmen growls.
 
   “Take us to your gods then.”  I say quickly before the situation really does get dangerous, for them.  Not that I want to harm them, but without the right inventions to hand and with the angel stone out of attunement thanks to the dimensional mixer I would have a very hard time keeping both us and them safe.  Imogen, Lupine’s and my safety come first.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22 (Cherry)
 
   “Dairon, Elucia and the faery have been released, nya!”  Neko calls out as she races into our room.  Aventurine gets up and goes over to greet her.
 
   “That’s great.”  Sherry says to me and I nod happily.  We aren’t the only ones who are happy either.  Everyone in the room seems enthusiastic about the news.  Why not?  Dairon helped us a lot and even if we don’t really know Elucia or Sakura as well as we know Dairon, they are Dairon’s friends.  Why did the catmen decide to release Dairon though?  Are Peter, Juliet and the Kuroneko back?  Wouldn’t Neko have said that first if they were?
 
   “There’s more!”  Neko calls out.  I look up at her curiously.  “Two dwarves and a faery walked through the shield thing covering the temple.  They came here to help us, but they need some volunteers.  It will be dangerous, but we can help save Peter and defeat the Fallen Angels!”
 
   “I’ll help!”  I call out and jump up.  Again it’s not just me.  Sherry is just as quick and so are Aventurine and Asuna.  Yusa, Lilian, Tomo, Tabi and Mirai are only a moment slower.
 
   “Me too.”  Helski says after a pause.
 
   “We’ll help.”  Fire Rose says and Water Lily nods in agreement.
 
   “How many does that make it?”  Neko asks looking like she’s in a bit of a daze.
 
   “Twelve of us from this room.”  Sherry says.
 
   “That’s almost enough.”  Neko says.
 
   “I’m sure Rin will help.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “She will and Yu Kii will.  Jenny too.”  Neko says.
 
   “That makes fifteen.  How many do you need?”  Aventurine asks.
 
   “Sixteen, nya.”  Neko says.
 
   “You’ll help, won’t you?”  Aventurine asks.
 
   “I can’t.  Hermes and Midori can’t either.”  Neko says unhappily.
 
   “Oh…”  Aventurine says.
 
   “I’ll help.”  Angelika says sounding very nervous.
 
   “That makes sixteen!”  Neko says gleefully.
 
   “So how do we help?”  Aventurine asks.
 
   “Follow me and he’ll explain.  It was a bit too complicated for me.”  Neko says and we gather around her.
 
   “I bet it wasn’t that complicated.”  Helski mutters.
 
   “Even Rin couldn’t follow it.”  Neko says a little awkwardly.  “Only Sor and Kuroneko seemed to have any idea what he was talking about.”
 
   “If Rin couldn’t understand it, what chance do we have?”  Helski mutters.
 
   “Maybe we don’t need to understand.  Rin agreed to help even though she couldn’t understand.”  Lilian says.  Lilian was our only Year 1 student even before most of our newer members left for Utopia Camerona, so she may be able to understand even if Rin doesn’t.  She’s right though that we may be able to help even if we don’t fully understand the plan.  We only need to understand it well enough to do our part.  I just hope the dwarves can be trusted.
 
   “Let’s follow Neko and hear for ourselves.”  Aventurine says.
 
   “Yes, please follow me.”  Neko says and leads the way out of the room.  We all follow.  Sherry and I are near the back because we weren’t quite as quick I’d have liked.  It can’t be helped though, and I don’t imagine it will actually matter.
 
   We follow Neko down the straight grey temple corridor until we reach the decimated temple entrance.  There’s still a lot of rubble but at least it is in piles now.  We easily avoid the piles of grey stone rubble as we walk past where the entranceway used to be.
 
   More disturbing than rubble are the piles of ash where the catmen had piled up enemy corpses.  We saw the corpses piled up when Aventurine and I returned after setting up the orange shimmering barrier.  I pray that nobody we knew was involved in the attack.  I am confident my mother wouldn’t have gotten involved in Perry’s scheming, but the same may not be true of my friends’ families.  It’s a pity ringleaders like Perry never seem to face justice.  It’s always the people they manipulate who end up dead.
 
   Past where the entranceway was we continue on through the straight temple corridor.  At the end of the corridor is a shiny black stone door that contrasts with the dull grey of everything else I’ve seen in the temple.  The door opens on its own just before we reach it.  Past the door is a black stone room with a large black stone throne.  The Kuroneko is sitting on the throne in catwoman form with Sor standing beside her.  There are large fiery torches on the wall every ten feet or so lighting the room well.
 
   Standing in front of the Kuroneko and Sor are Emi, Rin, Jenny, Jimmy, Yu Kii, Midori, Hermes, a black male dwarf in black armour and wearing similar black armour is a female dwarf.  Rin and Yu Kii are in school uniform.  Midori and Hermes are in their miko outfit like Neko.  Jenny and Jimmy are in leaf woven clothing that apparently the elves made for them.  Sor and Emi are wearing that ridiculous outfit Yu Kii made for them.  Pale grey shorts, white bandage around their breasts, open black leather jacket and pale brown sandals.  The Kuroneko is wearing plain white robes.  She looks tired.
 
   If Peter hadn’t told us about the dwarves I never would have guessed that the pale skinned, slim, short, red haired and blue eyed girl in armour was a dwarf.  A green haired and green eyed faery is sitting on the right shoulder of the male dwarf like Lucy sits on Peter’s shoulder sometimes.  I look around and see Lucy on Hermes’ left shoulder.  I missed Lucy the first time because of the angle.
 
   “Neko, how many did you get?”  Hermes asks.
 
   “All thirteen, nya!”  Neko answers.
 
   “That means you have the sixteen mages you needed, dwarf, so what next?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “I’m still annoyed that you’re not one of them.”  The male dwarf says.
 
   “That’s not my fault!”  Lucy yells at him.
 
   “I know.  You’re too small to use the stone.”  The dwarf says.
 
   “And whose fault is that?!”  Lucy yells at him.
 
   “But it would be a waste if you grew big.”  The dwarf says.  Lucy just glares at him.
 
   “So what next?”  Sor asks impatiently.
 
   “Next each of the users has to take an angel stone, activate it and learn how to use it effectively.  Then we can go and conquer hell with Peter.”  The dwarf says.
 
   “Wait, did you say we?”  The faery on his shoulder asks.
 
   “Yes.  Of course I’ll be going too.  I wouldn’t want to miss the fun.”  The male dwarf answers.
 
   “Grunti, you can’t go.  You’re the king.  It’s too dangerous.”  The female dwarf beside him says.
 
   “More importantly Grunti, how long do you plan on making me wait for the next volume?!”  The faery asks him.
 
   “How is that more important?”  The female dwarf asks indignantly.
 
   “Of course it is.”  Both the male dwarf and faery say together.
 
   “But I have to see these angel stones in use.  The next volume will just have to wait.  I promise I’ll be back before the next one after that is out.”  Grunti says.
 
   “You’d better damn well be back for it!  Missing two first editions would be a complete disaster.”  The faery says.
 
   “Don’t worry.  It’s not going to take a whole week to conquer hell.”  Grunti tells her.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll wait.”  The faery says with a sigh.
 
   “Are you sure you’re taking this seriously enough?”  The Kuroneko asks Grunti.
 
   “Yes.  Do you have any idea how much effort I put into getting the angel stones just right?”  Grunti asks her.
 
   “Don’t blame me if you don’t come back alive.”  The Kuroneko warns him.
 
   “So who’s first?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “I’ll go first.”  Jenny announces before anyone else can speak.  She walks up to Grunti and he hands her a perfectly round clear stone that could easily be mistaken for glass.
 
   “It will adapt itself to your body, mana and soul.”  Grunti explains as Jenny looks quizzically at the stone.
 
   “So how do I activate it?”  Jenny asks.
 
   “You just fill it with your mana, but...”  Grunti tells her, however the stone turns red and her clothes begin to shimmer with a reddish light.  “Uh, oh.  You might want to cover yourself.”
 
   “Cover myself?  Do you mean shield?”  Jenny asks in confusion.
 
   “No.  Too late, look down.”  Grunti says and as Jenny looks down she blushes.  So do I.  In fact everyone in the room blushes except the Kuroneko and Grunti.  Jenny’s clothes appear to have vanished.  A moment later Jenny vanishes too, or more precisely she ports away in a panic.  Lucy ports away a moment later.
 
   “Hey you perverted dwarf, are you asking us to fight naked?!”  Rin screams at Grunti angrily.
 
   “No.  I was just about to explain that you should activate the stone in private and take your clothes off first, because anything you are wearing will be absorbed by the angel stone.”  Grunti explains.
 
   “Tell us that first!”  Rin yells.
 
   “I didn’t expect her to activate it straight away.”  Grunti says apologetically.
 
   “Don’t try and wriggle out of this you perverted dwarf.”  Rin tells him with an icy glare.
 
   “Anyway, it only does that the first time.  After that when you activate the angel stone your clothing will change to a form of armour and when you deactivate it your clothes return to normal.  What the armour looks and feels like is determined by your element and race.  You’re all human, so everyone with the same element will have armour that looks more or less the same.”  Grunti explains.
 
   “You should have told us that before you gave Jenny the first stone.”  Rin tells him.
 
   “It’s common sense that you listen to the entire explanation before using an enchanted item.”  Grunti says and the female dwarf nods in agreement.
 
   “It’s common sense to give the whole explanation before giving someone the item when it has such an awful side effect.”  Rin tells him.
 
   “Not for dwarves.”  The female dwarf tells Rin.  Rin glares at her.
 
   “So who’s next?”  Grunti asks.  He’s answered by an awkward silence as we remember Jenny’s humiliating experience.
 
   “I’ll do it.”  I say hesitantly, breaking the silence.
 
   “Me too.”  Sherry says and walks with me up to this scary dwarf.  We both take a round transparent stone from him that looks no different from Jenny’s.
 
   “Where can we go to get a bit of privacy?”  I ask the Kuroneko.
 
   “You can use Peter’s room.”  The Kuroneko answers and ports us both into a brightly lit room with a large comfy looking red bed.  There’s also a small round red wooden table and four comfy red padded chairs made from the same red wood.  The walls, floor and carpet are also red.  There’s a red wooden bookcase with five black leather bound books in it, but room for perhaps a couple of hundred books.  There’s also a black stone chest beside the book case.
 
   “It’s nice in here, but doesn’t it feel like we’re intruding?”  I ask Sherry.
 
   “It does, but we didn’t choose to come here.”  Sherry says as much to convince herself as me.
 
   “Let’s just hurry up and do this, so we can get out of here again.”  I tell Sherry and she nods in agreement.
 
   We put the stones down, take off our clothes, pick the stones up again and face each other.  At least it’s warm in here so we’re not cold despite being naked.  It’s only the two of us in here too, so there’s no reason to be embarrassed.  It’s no different to looking in a mirror.  That doesn’t stop us from being nervous about the angel stone though.  Will it hurt?  Is it dangerous?
 
   “Ready?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Sherry says and we exchange a nervous grin.
 
   Without need for further words we both begin to fill our stone with mana at exactly the same time.  The first change that I notice is that my stone turns a cloudy white and Sherry’s becomes a fiery red.  Then I feel a cool gentle power cover my entire body all at once.  I feel a little sleepy.  I wonder whether Peter would mind if I used his bed.  As I’m thinking that though, Sherry winces as if in pain.
 
   “Are you alright?”  I ask unable to shake the sleepy feeling.
 
   “Yes, just a little hot.”  Sherry tells me.
 
   “I feel really cool and tired.”  I tell her.  I find myself swaying a little so I take a step towards one of the padded chairs, but as I do so I stagger and trip.  Sherry takes a step towards me but winces as if in agony now.  Concerned for my sister I quickly tell her.  “Don’t worry.  I’m fine.”
 
   I lie on the ground and try to figure out how to control the stone.  Only a tiny trickle of my mana is flowing into the stone but when I try to resist the flow I feel a sudden chill and can’t stop shivering.  It feels like I’m covered in icy water.  I stop resisting the flow and the chill goes away as quickly as it came.  I try to force more mana into the stone but it resists.
 
   I lie here for a few minutes unable to come up with a way to control the stone.  Then as quickly as the cool feeling arrived it fades into nothing.  The stone is no longer tugging at my mana.  I look up and Sherry nods.  It seems the stone deactivated at exactly the same time for both of us.
 
   I get up off the floor and get dressed.  In our uniforms again we both look around for a door but we can’t see one.  Before we can decide what to do next we are both ported back into the throne room.  Everyone is looking at us anxiously.
 
   “We both managed to activate the stones.”  I tell everyone.  Then I look at Grunti.  “So how do we control these properly?”
 
   “Try activating them again now.”  Grunti says.
 
   “We definitely won’t end up naked?”  I ask him nervously.
 
   “You won’t.”  Grunti assures us.
 
   “I’ll try first.”  Sherry says and a moment later her red stone is sparkling.  When I look a little closer I can see through the stone to Sherry’s hand even though it’s still red.  It’s like a gem now.  I look up from the stone and see that instead of her uniform Sherry is now wearing black shoes, orangey red shorts, a short sleeved red shirt and from her back there are two wings of fire.  Literally fire.  On her wrists and ankles are thin black chains.
 
   “It comes with jewellery.”  Neko says sounding a little envious.
 
   “Bracelets and anklets.”  Sherry says happily.  They may not be fancy but they do look nice on her.  The wings look scary though.
 
   “Can you control your wings?”  I ask.
 
   “Wings?”  Sherry asks in confusion and looks over her left shoulder.  She gulps as she finds herself so close to her fiery wing and a moment later she is back in her uniform.
 
   “Controlling it will take a little practise.”  Grunti tells her.
 
   “Your turn.”  Sherry tells me.
 
   “Ok.”  I say nervously and then pour mana into my angel stone.  As soon as I do so it begins to sparkle and a moment later it is almost entirely clear with just a slight creamy tint to it.  I then look down and see I’m wearing white shoes, white shorts and a sleeveless white shirt but of very good quality material.  They feel soft just like the gentle sensation when I first activated the angel stone.
 
   I look behind my left shoulder and see a white feathered wing.  It begins at the middle of my back and goes out almost as far as my arm when I stretch my arm.  It’s only about a foot wide at its widest and the tip is thinner than my little finger.  I check to my right and my right wing looks exactly the same.
 
   “I like it, but why don’t I get any jewellery?”  I ask with a grin.
 
   “You have a necklace.”  Sherry tells me.  I look down at my neck but I can’t see it.
 
   “Really?  I was only joking, but a necklace is nice.  I can’t feel it at all.  What does it look like?”  I ask.
 
   “It’s a thin silver chain with a pair of white wings in the centre that look just like your wings.  It’s very high on your neck.”  Sherry tells me.  I reach for it with my hand and feel it.  It is very high on my neck and seems to be floating so it doesn’t quite touch my skin.  It’s very soft too, almost like water but not quite.
 
   “Nice.”  I say and stop the flow of mana into the angel stone.  My clothes revert to their original form.  “Who’s next?”
 
   “Can I go next?”  Helski asks.  Grunti looks at her for a moment and shrugs.
 
   “Fine.”  He says unenthusiastically.  Helski looks confused and a bit hurt, but after a moment she walks up to him and takes a clear angel stone.  The Kuroneko ports her away.
 
   Given how perverted Grunti is I’m surprised he wasn’t more enthusiastic about Helski.  I hate to admit it but she has the largest breasts out of everyone in the room and much bigger than mine and Sherry’s.  Maybe he’s not as perverted as I thought and he just thinks she’s not very suited to the angel stone?  Or do male dwarves just have very different tastes to human men?  I suppose even human men don’t all have the same tastes.
 
   As I’m lost in thought Jenny and Lucy port in.  Jenny still looks embarrassed but she is now wearing plain white robes very similar to the Kuroneko’s.  Everyone looks nervously at Jenny, except Grunti who grins.
 
   “Your clothes only get absorbed the first time.  Want to try again?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “Maybe later.”  Jenny answers nervously.
 
   “Sherry, why don’t you show Jenny what fire elemental clothes look like?”  I suggest.
 
   “Sure.”  Sherry says and fills her angel stone with mana.  Her red shirt and shorts replace her uniform again, as do her wings, bracelets and anklets.
 
   “Nice.”  Jenny says sounding genuinely impressed.
 
   “I know it was embarrassing but now your stone is attuned it should be safe.  Why not see what they look like on you?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “If you get humiliated again I’ll execute the perverted dwarf.”  Lucy tells Jenny.
 
   “That’s fine.  It’s perfectly safe now.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Ok.”  Jenny says nervously and pours mana into her angel stone.  Her outfit looks exactly like Sherry’s except that being older and taller than Sherry, Jenny’s is a bit bigger.
 
   These outfits are convenient because they fit perfectly without having them made by a tailor just for you.  I hate it when the tailor measures me and it is always me.  They never measure Sherry because what fits me will fit Sherry too.  Why can’t they think that what fits Sherry will fit me too instead?  That’s the one time Sherry always lets me down.
 
   “What do you think?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “I like it, but I wish it had been like this from the start.”  Jenny says with an accusing glare at Grunti.
 
   “I tried to explain, but you were too quick.”  Grunti complains.
 
   “Explain first next time or I’ll have Sakura take your Imogen back.”  Lucy warns him.
 
   “Hey, that’s not fair!”  The faery complains.
 
   “Neither is embarrassing my Peter’s friends.”  Lucy says.
 
   “We’re doing this to save Peter.”  The faery says.
 
   “Imogen, I appreciate the help saving Peter, but that’s that and this is this.”  Lucy says.
 
   “Ungrateful little woman.”  Imogen says with a glare.
 
   “I’m no smaller than you.”  Lucy says with a laugh.  Then Helski is ported back into the room.  She’s holding a black angel stone now.  Helski looks nervously around.
 
    “So let’s see what yours looks like.”  Grunti says, quickly changing the subject.  Helski looks happy now that he’s showing an interest in her.
 
   “I hope it looks good on me.”  Helski says and fills her angel stone with mana.  She is instantly clad from head to toe in shiny silver armour.  I can’t even see her eyes but she appears able to see because she holds up her arms and appears to assess the armour on them.  She then looks at the rest of her body’s armour too.  “I like it, but why doesn’t mine have wings?”
 
   “Mine doesn’t either.  Earth element isn’t really suited to wings or flying.”  Grunti says with a shrug.  “It looks better than I expected.  Now, who’s next?”
 
   “I’ll go next.”  Rin says and takes a clear angel stone from Grunti.  She’s ported away as soon as she has the stone in her hand.
 
   “The main effect of the angel stone isn’t your clothing.  The angel stone enhances your mana significantly and allows you to control a dimensional bubble around yourself.  In the dimensional bubble you can keep the air breathable and the temperature comfortable even in the ice hell that we’ll be going to.  Your mana will be the equivalent of an angel, which is why I gave it that name.  Most importantly though, it has a secret power.”  Grunti tells us.
 
   “What is this secret power?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “It’s secret.”  Grunti tells her.
 
   “Is that because it’s going to humiliate everyone?”  Lucy asks.
 
   “No, it’s nothing embarrassing.”  Grunti says.
 
   “So tell us what it is.”  Lucy demands.
 
   “No, that would spoil the surprise.”  Grunti insists.
 
   “He’s right.  What’s the point working so hard on this if you spoil the surprise before you reach the end?”  Imogen agrees.
 
   “The end?”  Lucy asks accusingly.
 
   “The end of the story or the arc.”  Imogen says.
 
   “We’re not in a bloody story, this is real!”  Lucy screams.
 
   “Life is a story.”  Imogen says with a shrug.
 
   “If you’re going to get Peter’s friends killed he’d rather you just abandoned him.”  Lucy says angrily.
 
   “They won’t die.  Well, probably not anyway.  We are going to hell.  It isn’t suicide though.  The odds are good that we’ll all come back alive.”  Grunti says.  The female dwarf looks at him nervously, but stays silent.
 
   “Can a second person be protected by the dimensional bubble?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Yes, as long as they stay within the bubble.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Then I’m coming too.”  Sor says.
 
   “Me too.”  Juliet says porting in as she says it.
 
   “I’m staying here.”  Kuroneko says sounding exhausted.
 
   Rin ports in holding a blue angel stone.  She activates it and is instantly clad in armour made from ice, with wings formed of water.  The ice is blue, white and grey.  Most importantly it isn’t possible to see through it.  The armour looks like a short dress that been turned to ice.  It is one solid piece of ice but it is flexible enough that Rin moves without any trouble.  In addition to the main armour she is also wearing boots and gloves made from ice.
 
   “It’s only my element that doesn’t have wings.”  Helski complains.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23 (Rin)
 
   Even though it’s made from ice this armour is very comfortable.  It just feels pleasantly cool rather than freezing cold.  It’s soft on my skin too, although it does tickle a little in places.  It covers everything it needs to for the sake of my dignity, but unlike Yu Kii’s it leaves my head, neck, upper arms and part of my legs exposed.  I glance to my left where Yu Kii is standing.  I can’t help feeling she is much better protected by her armour than I am by mine.
 
   On my right are Jenny and Juliet.  Juliet will be sharing Jenny’s dimensional bubble.  Jenny’s fire clothes don’t look like they give any protection but they do look very impressive.  Especially those fiery wings.
 
   It’s been two days since we were given the angel stones and we’ve all been working hard to master them.  We’ve all managed to at least master the basics now, so we’re gathered in the throne room again.  If we had more time we’d definitely practise for longer but there’s no way to tell how long Peter can survive on his own.  At least we know he is still alive, because Yu Kii and his other miko can still sense him.
 
   Yu Kii will lead us to Peter using her connection to him.  With sixteen false angels, one real angel, one miko and a god we should be able to support Peter even against the demons of hell, but we’ll be in trouble if we can’t meet up with Peter quickly.  If we can’t cope we’ll have to retreat.  I just hope we can find him quickly.  I don’t want to have to retreat without him.
 
   “Everyone form your dimensional bubbles.”  Grunti tells us.
 
   I concentrate and expand the power of the angel stone to form a dimensional bubble around me.  I check the bubble with my senses and breathe a sigh of relief.  It’s stable.  It would have been embarrassing if I’d had to try again.  Everyone else seems to have succeeded first time too.
 
   “Are you scared?”  Yu Kii asks me.
 
   “I am a little nervous.”  I admit.  “But Peter is all alone in hell.  I’m more worried about Peter than I am about myself.”
 
   “Peter will be alright.”  Yu Kii tells me with a confident smile.
 
   “I hope so.”  I say.
 
   “Is everyone ready?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “They’ve all got their bubbles up so I’m shifting us now, ready or not.”  Sor says, standing in front of Lilian inside Lilian’s dimensional bubble.
 
   A moment later we are surrounded by grass as tall as we are.  I can’t even see Yu Kii who is standing right next to me, but I can sense everyone.  We are only here a moment before Sor ports us, I mean shifts us, a second time.  Now we are outside the temple and can see the shimmering orange dimensional slicer around the temple.  Sor has shifted my mother and the sleeping angels too.  We’re all gathered together in the middle of the group of angels.
 
   The angels are big.  I knew that from when we were studying them, but seeing them all outside like this they feel so much bigger than they did when we were just looking at one angel at a time underground.
 
   Mother wastes no time and begins to use the first empty soul stone that Kuroneko brought back.  She’s picked an angel that like most of these angels looks very similar to Peter and Juliet.  It has green scales, green spiked tail and sharp white claws just like they do, except unlike Peter and Juliet it is a few hundred feet tall instead of human sized.  Its eyes are closed so I can’t tell what colour they are but I am sure they are a flame just like Peter’s blue flames or Juliet’s red flames.  All the angels with their eyes open have red flames for eyes like Juliet, so the ones with their eyes closed are probably the same.
 
   I find myself holding my breath in anticipation and have to force myself to breathe.  Mother places the soul stone on the forehead of the angel and pours into its slightly open mouth the dark blue potion that we spent so long concocting.  The angel begins to toss in its sleep but mother quickly backs off and moves onto the next one.  The soul stone stays in place, held by magic.  Mother needs to finish and return to safety before the angels actually wake up.  From the angels reaction I am certain the potion and stone are working correctly.
 
   Most of the angels look like Peter and Juliet, except for their huge size.  Just like Peter and Juliet they are fire angels.  It seems mother is helping the fire angels first as she moves onto another similar angel.  Other than the fire angels there are a few other types too.
 
   There are five angels that look like hundred foot tall human men.  Other than the size they look like Contractians with their blonde hair, pale skin and blue eyes.  They have black cloth wrapped around their entire body like bandages, leaving only their heads uncovered.  Peter described them as lesser angels.
 
   There are two angels about two hundred feet tall that are human shaped but covered in snow and with a tail and wings made from ice.  The snow acts a bit like clothing or I suppose perhaps it’s more like armour.  I wasn’t surprised when Peter called them snow angels.
 
   There is also one smaller angel.  Apparently it is an angel of love.  It is less than two feet tall and looks just like a tiny Contractian girl with pale skin, blue eyes and blonde hair wearing a short purple dress.  It looks harmless but according to Peter this angel is by far the most dangerous angel here.
 
   Mother flies between the angels placing the soul stones on their foreheads and pouring the potion down their throats.  I offered to help, but the positioning of the stones is far more complicated than it looks.  I just couldn’t get it right.  So mother is doing all the work.  At least she isn’t coming with us though.  She’ll be safe once she’s back in the temple.
 
   It isn’t long before all of the fire angels are tossing and turning in their sleep.  Mother moves onto the five lesser angels next and after that the two snow angels.  Mother hesitates for the first time as she stands over the last angel.  The tiny angel of love.  Mother looks to Sor who shifts beside her.  After a deep breath mother places the soul stone on her forehead and pours the potion down her throat.
 
   “Take me back please.”  Mother tells Sor who shifts away with mother.  A few seconds later Sor is back.  As if that were a signal, the angel that mother used the first soul stone on sits up.  As it does so the other fire angels stop moving for a second and then all sit up together.  Then they stand.  One of the angels has blue fiery eyes just like Peter.  All the other angels look towards it.  It looks at us, no not at us, at me.  I can feel its fiery gaze directly meeting my own stare.
 
   “Thank you.”  It roars in my head.  I feel like my head will burst but then it is gone and then the fire angels are leaping up into the air.  Behind the fire angels there is a smoky trail.  As the fire angels soar up into the sky the lesser and snow angels begin to sit up.
 
   “Follow them.”  Sor tells us and shoots upwards, following in the fire angels’ trail.  I jump up into the air too and so does everyone else.  We don’t use flight magic though.  Instead we will our dimensional bubbles upwards.  The effect is the same as flight magic but we’re actually moving the air around us and anything in the air too.  I still just think of it as flight though.
 
   Yu Kii is flying beside me and nobody is very far from me.  We are so close that our dimensional bubbles overlap forming one big dimensional bubble out of all sixteen bubbles.  Staying close like this should be the safest option.  Outside the bubbles it is getting a bit darker and I sense the air is much thinner.
 
   “Your work was a complete success.”  Yu Kii tells me.
 
   “It was mostly my mother, but yes it worked perfectly.  It would have been awful if nothing happened after Peter and Kuroneko gathered all those soul stones.  We were so lucky to find enough to wake all the angels.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “Me too.”  Juliet says quietly.  Jenny and Juliet are just below me.
 
   “Yes, thank you for your hard work too.”  I tell Juliet.
 
   “You did well for a human and a Fallen Angel.”  A small voice says from directly behind me.  I turn my head to the left and see the angel of love.  She kisses me on the left cheek and disappears.  I feel normal but my heart beats quickly from shock.  I hope she didn’t use any magic on me.
 
   “Just a kiss.”  Juliet says quietly.  I breathe a sigh of relief and my heart slows a little.
 
   “She was cute.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Dangerous.”  Juliet whispers.
 
   “Juliet’s right.  She was the most dangerous angel there.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “Ahead.  Dangerous.”  Juliet tells me in a panic.
 
   “There’s fighting just ahead.  Don’t stop.  Just fly straight through the gate.”  Sor warns us.
 
   We reach the fighting in moments.  There are fire angels and winged human shaped ice demons fighting each other.  Both are the same size as the fire angels we just woke.  The sky is completely dark now but we can still see each other clearly and the angels and demons too.  The huge fire angels are using fireballs bigger than they are and walls of fire that are truly vast, but the ice demons are using spiked ice balls and walls of ice that are just as big.
 
   Sor leads us through the fighting, constantly veering and bending our path to avoid getting hit by the attacks.  One fireball does hit us but the dimensional bubbles hold it off.  We catch the attention of both the angels and the demons but they are too busy fighting each other to worry about us.  Hopefully sending the angels comrades back to them may have earnt a little goodwill.  Hopefully enough to avoid getting attacked if an angel does find the time to do so.
 
   “Near.”  Juliet whispers.
 
   “It’s just ahead of us.”  Sor tells us.
 
   A moment later we are past the fighting and a huge grey rocky surface is directly above us like a ceiling.  On the rocky surface is a stone circular gate with a constantly swirling, distorted rainbow of dark, mostly metallic colours that fill the gateway completely.  Sor shoots into the gateway and we follow right behind her.
 
   As we enter the gate we’re entirely surrounded by the constantly swirling colours.  My body feels like it is being pulled on from every direction and at the same time pushed forward.
 
   As we move forwards the colours take on a purple hint and eventually we are entirely surrounded by dark purple.  Then the purple takes on hints of blue before becoming a dark purple and blue swirling mass.  As the dark blue becomes stronger the purple fades until it is entirely gone.  Then the blue becomes paler and paler until we can see clearly.
 
   Below us is an ice floor that extends as far as I can see or even sense.  Above us is nothing.  There are a dozen huge lumps of ice moving swiftly towards us from straight ahead.
 
   “Stay together everyone, or we won’t be able to talk.  There’s no air outside the bubbles.”  Sor warns us.
 
   “We’d better not lose the bubbles then.”  Yusa says nervously.
 
   “Cold kill first.”  Juliet whispers.
 
   “The cold would kill us first.”  Grunti agrees.
 
   “You’re not helping.”  Sor tells him with a glare.
 
   “Fire mages attack.  Ice mages try to undo any attacks the enemy use.”  Grunti tells us.  Fire magic makes sense against ice magic, but how am I meant to undo the enemies’ attacks?  Asuna, Yusa, Aventurine, Angelika and Water Lily all look to me and each other in confusion.
 
   Jenny, Sherry and Fire Rose each send a tiny ball of fire at an enemy.  The fireball is no bigger than their hand but when it hits the enemy it expands into a huge cloud of fire.  How does that work when there isn’t any air to burn?  The enemies seem hurt, but not badly.  Juliet launches black lightning at an enemy and it instantly melts.  A second black lightning bolt strikes and melts the next enemy and then a third bolt and a fourth.  Turning my head I see it wasn’t just Juliet.  Sor has been attacking with her own black lightning.  Only one of the twelve enemies is still alive and even as I think that it gets hit by both Juliet and Sor at the same time.
 
   “That’s one powerful attack you’ve got there, Juliet.”  I say appreciatively.  She ignores me and looking closer I realise she seems to be in pain.  “Maybe we’d better not rely too heavily on it, if it hurts that badly.”
 
   “Fine.  Makes me stronger.”  Juliet says and she seems to have recovered.  Then she looks at Yu Kii.  “Which way?”
 
   “This way.”  Yu Kii says confidently pointing straight behind us.
 
   “Make sure to keep in formation.”  Sor reminds us and then leads the way.
 
   “Are all the enemies here that strong?”  Jenny asks Juliet.
 
   “Weakest.  Others strong.”  Juliet says.
 
   “If our fire didn’t even hurt the weakest enemy here that’s not a good sign.”  Jenny says.
 
   “Did hurt.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Perhaps if you all attack the same enemy at the same time it would help.”  I suggest.
 
   “Lightning better.  Flames weak here.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Then next time, fire and wind mages attack at the same time.”  Grunti tells everyone.
 
   “What about earth mages?”  Helski asks.
 
   “Save your mana.”  Grunti tells her.
 
   “Ok.”  Helski says unhappily.
 
   “We only have three and we’ll need them all later.”  Grunti tells her.  It seems he’s not being unfriendly towards her anymore.
 
   “Ok.”  Helski says a little happier now.
 
   “We can both do earth magic too.”  Sherry says and Cherry nods.
 
   “Only use the element that your angel stone is attuned to.  If you try using different elements you’ll only waste your mana, because the angel stone won’t enhance them.”  Grunti tells Sherry.
 
   “You said three but there are four including you.”  Sherry says.
 
   “I’ll be too busy to help with the earth magic.”  Grunti tells her.
 
   “Too busy with what?”  Sherry asks.
 
   “More enemies ahead!”  Sor warns us and sends a bolt of her black lightning straight ahead.  There are dozens of huge ice lumps heading straight for us this time.  Juliet sends a dozen black lightning bolts out at once.  They all hit and all melt the enemy, but Juliet gasps in pain.  It doesn’t stop her sending three more black lightning bolts out straight away, but Sor quickly warns her.  “Don’t overdo it, Juliet.”
 
   Jenny, Sherry and Fire Rose all send tiny fireballs at the enemy again but this time no sooner has the first fist sized fireball shot out than a second and third tiny fireball has followed it.  I’m truly impressed as all three fire mages keep up a steady chain of fireballs that constantly hit a single ice demon without a single miss.  The clouds of fire are huge as the fireballs explode despite their initially small size.
 
   It isn’t just the fire mages that are busy.  In addition to the black lightning that Sor and Juliet send out Cherry, Tomo, Tabi and Mirai are sending normal lightning.  I can’t hear the attacks because there’s no air connecting the targets and our dimensional bubbles.  Despite the lack of air the lightning like the fire is still able to attack effectively.  Under relentless assault by fireballs and lightning some of the ice demons melt and fade away into nothing.  There are enough though that some will reach us.
 
   “Let’s just try to take control of their ice as if they were ice golems.”  I suggest.
 
   “It’s worth a try.”  Asuna agrees.  Aventurine, Angelika, Yusa and Water Lily nod in agreement.
 
   I focus my water sense on one of the ice demons.  It’s huge and filled with mana but I try to force my will on its mana.  It resists but thanks to the angel stone I am able to bring it to a halt.  I even manage to create a mana leak, weakening its defence.  A hail of fireballs hits it and melts it in moments.
 
   I quickly turn my focus onto another ice demon and bring it to a halt.  I manage to create a mana leak again and this time lightning pounds it, quickly melting it.  I look for another target but realise we’ve already beaten the enemy.
 
   “That went well.”  I say in surprise at how easily we won.
 
   “Juliet seems to be in trouble.”  Jenny says and turning I see that Juliet is wincing and clenching her claws in obvious agony.
 
   “She took in too many souls.  Now she needs to purify them.  She’ll be fine soon.  We should continue, but Juliet needs to finish purifying those souls before she steals more.”  Sor says calmly.
 
   “Can manage more.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Don’t.”  Sor warns her furiously.
 
   “We can handle the enemy.”  Jenny assures her.
 
   “Only weak so far.”  Juliet warns us.
 
   “We’ll manage.  Rest and focus on those souls you’ve already taken so you can help us against the stronger enemies.”  Sor tells her.
 
   “Ok.”  Juliet says reluctantly.
 
   “Same direction?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Yes, Peter doesn’t seem to be moving.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Not moving far?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Not moving at all.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Maybe he’s beaten the enemy and he’s resting.”  I suggest.
 
   “No.  There’s no way he could beat all those enemies on his own.  It seems more likely that either he’s a prisoner and being tortured or that he’s hiding somehow.”  Sor says.
 
   “Being tortured?!”  I exclaim.  I’m not the only one who’s shocked by the casual suggestion.
 
   “I’m sure he knows plenty of information that the enemy would love to get.”  Sor says with a shrug.
 
   “Let’s continue quickly.”  I say and Sor nods in agreement.
 
   “Follow me and stay in formation.”  Sor tells us and then speeds ahead.  We maintain our formation.  Not that there’s any particular order to our positions but staying in one big bubble ensures we can talk to and support each other.
 
   We fly onwards without encountering any more enemies for a while.  Perhaps half an hour even.  Not that there’s a dimensional timekeeper here to check.  At first it is nerve racking but it soon becomes boring to fly over this vast land of ice without anything to do.  I consider talking but I don’t want to get too distracted or distract anyone else too much.  Plus talking with everyone listening in would feel weird.
 
   There’s nothing like a complete lack of privacy to make you really value privacy.  That makes me wonder how we’ll deal with situations where privacy just isn’t optional.  Grunti was talking about not being here a whole week, but the Kuroneko seemed to think it would take longer than that.  Either way it seems to me that we’ll be here longer than a day.  We don’t have any food either now that I think about it.  I can at least produce water, but not eating for days could become a serious distraction.  The enemies here aren’t the sort we can defeat whilst distracted.  At least Juliet has long since recovered from earlier.
 
   “We’re almost there.”  Yu Kii tells us.
 
   “Maybe Peter killed all the enemies.”  Tomo says.
 
   “Enemies ahead.  You jinxed us!”  Sor complains.
 
   “Just more ice lumps and only about twenty.”  I tell her.
 
   “That’s not too bad then.”  Sor says and as the ice lumps get a little closer Sor sends a few black lightning bolts at them.  Each lightning bolt hits and melts an enemy.  Juliet sends three black lightning bolts too and hers hit and kill three enemies too.
 
   I focus on an ice lump and quickly force a mana leak.  Jenny’s fireballs hit and quickly melt it.  I switch to another target and easily create a mana leak in it too.  Jenny’s fireballs melt it in moments.  I don’t remember them discussing it but I get the impression the fire mages are each pairing up with an ice mage.  The wind mages on the other hand are all targeting the same enemy and it only takes moments for them to melt their target even without anyone weakening it.
 
   “All done.”  Sor says sounding a little relieved.
 
   “Ice dragons.”  Juliet warns weakly.  That doesn’t sound good and Juliet seems to have gone pale.
 
   “How many?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Three.”  Juliet says.
 
   “Only three.”  Sor says sounding relieved.
 
   “Dangerous.”  Juliet warns.
 
   “Everyone target the closest one as soon as it gets close enough to sense.  Water mages focus on weakening and slowing it as much as possible.”  Sor orders.
 
   A moment later an ice dragon a hundred times as big as the academy is right in front of me so close I could touch its icy lips.  It grins at me but it isn’t a nice smile.  It is the face of death.  My own death.  All of our deaths.  Just smiling as if it hasn’t a care in the world.
 
   Juliet and Sor attack with black lightning but the ice dragon ignores the attacks and continues to grin at me.  Why doesn’t it just finish us?  Is the dimensional bubble stopping it?  I recover my senses and try to control its mana but I might as well try to hold back an ocean with one finger and no magic.  Fireballs and lightning strike the ice dragon but it continues to ignore the attacks.
 
   The ice dragon reaches towards me with one claw and pierces the dimensional bubble.  The bubble doesn’t pop like an ordinary bubble, but instead deflates slowly.  Jenny pulls me into her bubble just before the bubble collapses onto me.
 
   The dragon laughs and reaches towards Jenny’s bubble.  I try to raise my bubble again but the angel stone refuses to obey my will.  My clothes revert to my school uniform.  There’s no escape for me this time.  With Juliet already sharing the bubble with Jenny there are three of us.  Maybe Juliet and Jenny might be able to escape into another bubble, until that one is pierced too.  For all three of us to escape in time though is nothing more than wishful thinking.
 
   As the dragon’s claw touches Jenny’s bubble Grunti appears in front of us and bites the dragon claw.  The dragon is just as shocked as I am.  For the first time the grin fades from its face.  The ice dragon brings its open mouth full of ice fangs towards Grunti and tries to swallow him.  As it does so though, Grunti throws something into its open mouth.  The ice dragon melts instantly.
 
   There are two howls of rage that carry through the airless void all around us.  Then two ice dragons appear close to us but not so close that we could easily reach them.  Using their claws they send lightning and ice hurtling through the void that separates us.  A wall of fire blocks the ice but the lightning hits our dimensional bubbles.  The bubbles hold but we need to attack quickly.
 
   Juliet and Sor send black lightning at the closest ice dragon.  Our fire mages send fireballs at it and our wind mages send lightning.  I try to create a mana leak but this ice dragon is just as strong as the last one.  It’s futile.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24 (Peter)
 
   Three of the ice dragons have left.  There are still countless lesser ice demons and two ice dragons left, but three less ice dragons is significant.  If Maou Ferdinand were also gone I would certainly risk leaving my hiding place.  Did he send them away to trick me into coming out of hiding?  Surely he must know that I wouldn’t show myself just because of that though.  So why?
 
   I check my connection to my miko to see how much power I am recovering whilst I shelter here and to my shock I sense Yu Kii far, far closer than I expected.  She is not only in the ice hell but very close to me.  That changes everything.  If Yu Kii is here she can’t be on her own.  She couldn’t even survive here on her own.  She’d die instantly just from being in the ice hell, and she is definitely alive and has travelled deep into the ice hell.  Yu Kii seems to be in trouble though.  There’s no time to waste.
 
   I leave the conjoined soul of Kai and Chidori and swallow it whole, but don’t attempt to purify or drain it.  I doubt I’ll be able to hide in it again.  The enemy will realise how I hid from them so they won’t ignore it again.  To hide in their soul again would only hasten their torment and demise by the demons.  Their only hope is that I can defeat or at least escape from the demons.
 
   Maou Ferdinand is sitting atop one of the two remaining ice dragons.  He’s currently about the same size as a human man with wings of ice wrapped around his body like a blanket.  His spiked tail looks very similar to my own except that it is made from ice.  His head looks like that of a bald old man, but with a little icy horn on each side of his forehead sticking straight up.  Those horns are only about an inch tall and thinner than a finger’s width.  The point is blunt, but stored in those horns is a vast amount of mana.  Ferdinand notices me immediately and attempts to circle behind me.
 
   The unmounted ice dragon charges straight towards me at only a few times the speed of sound.  Right behind the dragon is a horde of tiny ice imps and huge ice hawks that would have blocked out the sun, if there had been a sun.  Below me the icy ground is completely obscured by a seething sea of ice mountain demons.
 
   It would normally make sense to fight the charging dragon first and hope for a swift kill.  Yu Kii is directly behind me though, so instead I charge Maou Ferdinand and attack with soul thief before he can get behind me.  Surprised by my direct attack, Ferdinand hesitates for a thousandth of a second, which may as well be an eternity.  Sadly his dragon reacts instantly, blocking my black soul thief with its own white soul stealer lightning.  It’s not like soul thief would have done much damage to Ferdinand, but it is still annoying.
 
   Recovered now, Ferdinand attacks with a stream of red soul stealer orbs, each the size of a small house and over twenty times the speed of sound.  I manage to evade the orbs but the dragon takes advantage of my distraction and hits me with its soul stealer lightning.  After the first agonising hit I manage to block the rest of its attacks with soul thief, whilst still evading Ferdinand’s orbs.  The problem is that doesn’t leave me any time to actually attack.  Worse, the other ice dragon and the horde of flying ice demons are rapidly approaching.
 
   I dive down towards the sea of ice mountain demons and send a soul thief barrage at them, gathering their souls.   Using the unpurified souls as raw mana I send a wall of flames at Ferdinand and his dragon.  They shield and dive through the flames but using their momentary distraction I recklessly crash into the dragon and swing my spiked tail into its icy chest.  The dragon roars in pain as I tear out half its soul.  Instead of trying to purify it, I use it as raw mana and create a mini star inside the ice dragon’s chest.
 
   The ice dragon melts completely with a crazy sizzle.  It will take more than that to kill it, but it should take at least a few minutes to reform its body.  Ferdinand howls in fury and sends a huge red soul stealer orb straight through the mini star at me.  Still off balance from my tail attack and creating the mini star I’m caught by the orb.  My soul screams in agony but I manage to shield Kai and Chidori’s souls as I dart out of the orb.
 
   As I emerge from the orb Ferdinand’s tail brushes my left wing, freezing and shattering my wing into a million pieces.  I thrust my tail at Ferdinand’s tail, but as our tails collide there is a flash of blinding light.  Searing agony shoots through my entire body, but Ferdinand clearly in just as much pain backs off.
 
   As I’m considering my next attack two ice dragons appear right behind me and let loose a hail of ice shards and lightning from their claws.  The lightning is just normal overpowered lightning and the one bolt that does hit doesn’t even hurt.  The ice shards are nothing more than a distraction.  It seems these ice dragons are just young ones incapable of using soul stealer lightning, but even a distraction when fighting a maou can prove fatal.
 
   Ferdinand sends another stream of house sized red soul stealer orbs at me, but ignoring the two ice dragons I easily dodge the orbs.  I retaliate with soul thief but Ferdinand dodges my attacks.  The other ice dragon will be here soon, so there’s no time to waste.
 
   I charge towards Ferdinand again, but he forms a red soul stealer wall around himself.  Charging through it would be beyond reckless.  It would be suicidal, but his wall also prevents him from reacting quickly.
 
   I shift myself right beside Yu Kii and throw up an array of dimensional barriers radiating out from us.  That should slow down the pursuit.  Then I take in my surroundings and to my shock there’s a whole group of my friends here.  Even Grunti is here.  I was hoping to take Yu Kii back to safety, but with this many people I don’t know what to do.
 
   As I am about to despair a huge fiery dome appears around us, air fills the dome and earth appears under my friends’ feet.  There’s even a circular river or moat running around the edge of the earthy floor.  The earthy floor is bigger than Portalis.  You could literally build a city in here and have room to spare.  The dome’s fire seems to burn through any dimensional currents.  It is not only impossible to port through but impossible to shift through too.
 
   “Peter?”  Rin asks in shock.
 
   “Rin?  Everyone?  What are you all doing here?”  I ask, also in shock.
 
   “We came to save you, but we had a bit of trouble with a few ice dragons so I decided to set up base.”  Grunti says.
 
   “You fought ice dragons?  And how did you create this?  How long will it last?”  I ask.
 
   “One question at a time!”  Grunti complains.
 
   “We killed one ice dragon.  The other two retreated.”  Juliet tells me calmly.  I’m the only one who understands what she’s saying though other than Sor, because she uses the fire angel language.  It sounds like the three ice dragons came here and fought my friends then, but to kill an ice dragon with just Juliet, Sor and the others is impressive.
 
   “Yes we fought ice dragons.  I hope we don’t have to fight them again though, because they were seriously scary.  We created this dome using my new invention, the angel stones.  The same stones allowed us to survive and fight here.  The dome requires a lot of earth magic and a little of all the other elements, but only to create.  It’s self sustaining so we can keep it up as long as we want.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “What did you use to create the angel stones?”  I ask suspiciously.  Did he kill the sleeping angels to make them?  If he did then father is going to be seriously angry.  For that matter I would be seriously angry too.  Even if I am fallen those were still my friends and comrades from my time as my father’s angel.
 
   “I’m glad you asked about that.  Nobody else seemed interested.”  Grunti says with a huge grin.  “For each angel stone I created a fake star and collapsed it in on itself.  In other words these stones each contain a micro black hole sealed within a dimensional containment field.  If the containment field was damaged it could easily destroy an entire world.”
 
   “Um…”  I say unable to find the words to reply properly.  ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’ doesn’t even begin to describe my concerns.  So many of my friends are here using these angel stones.  Of course without the angel stone just being here would be instant death.  Unable to put my thoughts into words I just ask.  “So what next?”
 
   “Did you manage to kill this demon you’re after?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “No, unfortunately not.”  I admit.
 
   “Do you want to retreat or try again?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I don’t want to get everyone here involved any further.  It’s just too dangerous.”  I answer.
 
   “We’re involved because we want to be.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “We trained so much at the academy so that we could fight our enemies.”  Sherry says.  “Or was all our training just for fun and earning a little money from the bounty hunts?”
 
   “It wasn’t for fun or money, but I never imagined you’d be fighting a maou in his own hell.”  I reply.
 
   “Neither did we.”  Cherry says with a laugh.  “Grunti gave us the strength to fight here.  If it wasn’t for our training though we wouldn’t be able to use that strength, but because we did train we can help you now.  It was scary fighting the dragons.  For a while I seriously thought we were going to die, but now that we’re together again it isn’t so scary.  If the enemy is too strong to fight together we should all go back home, because if we can’t beat it together how can you beat it alone?”
 
   “How did you kill the ice dragon?”  I ask.
 
   “It wasn’t easy.”  Cherry admits.  Of course after what she said before she couldn’t very well have said it was easy.
 
   “I had to use one of my other inventions.”  Grunti admits.
 
   “What did you use?”  I ask.
 
   “It was still experimental so I never got around to naming it, but it worked by briefly bending the laws of reality in a small space.  I programmed it in advance to change the point of melting to absolute zero for any object in direct contact that is already at absolute zero.  It worked but it was destroyed when I threw it into the ice dragon’s mouth.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “The ice dragon just let you throw this invention into its mouth?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “It was about to eat me.”  Grunti admits.
 
   “It sounds like you got very lucky.”  I tell Grunti.
 
   “I did, but I still killed the ice dragon.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Actually the ice dragon is probably still alive.  If you only briefly changed the laws of reality it will most likely start to reform its body once they revert back to normal.”  I tell Grunti.
 
   “That’s just too overpowered!”  Grunti complains.
 
   “We are in hell so it’s only natural that the strongest enemies here are very powerful.  How easy is it to break the containment field in the angel stones?”  I ask.
 
   “Don’t worry.  It’s very unlikely to break.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “What about intentionally?”  I ask.
 
   “You want to use them as weapons?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “Possibly.  It sounds powerful.”  I tell him.
 
   “I should have kept one spare then.  If the angel stone breaks it will kill the person attuned to it.  I can’t make any more either.  I used all the materials we had in Nirvali and getting more would take centuries.  Making a fake star isn’t easy and forcing it to collapse safely is even harder.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “How did you make the star collapse?”  I ask.
 
   “That was the easy part.  I just froze the energy, which stopped the reactions.  Gravity did the rest.  The hard part was capturing it and preventing it from destroying the world.”   Grunti explains.
 
   “If you used gravity, does that mean it had to be at least a certain size?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.  About thirty times the size of Nirvali’s sun or twenty five times the size of your sun.  That assumes an equal density, as it is actually the mass rather than the size that matters.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “How the hell did you make such a large fake star?”  I ask.  Twenty five times the size of father?!  That’s beyond huge.
 
   “I used centuries worth of mana crystals for each star and amplified them using dimensional buffeting as well as advanced fire magic and earth magic techniques.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “I can’t create something that large.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “Of course you can’t.”  Grunti agrees.
 
   “Rather than focusing on a powerful attack why not focus on weakening the enemy?”  Rin suggests.
 
   “How?”  I ask curiously.
 
   “Against the weaker enemies we were able to create mana leaks.  With your strength surely you could do something similar for the stronger enemies.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Doing so would leave me vulnerable and unable to attack to take advantage of their weakness.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “If Juliet and I try that whilst you fight the enemy, it might be possible.”  Sor says thoughtfully.
 
   “That might be worth a try.”  I agree.  “If the enemy try to break in here they’ll be weakened too.  For now I think we should wait.  We can rest and recover our mana whilst the enemy grow impatient.”
 
   “What about food?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Easy.”  Grunti says.  “We can grow it.  The soil here is extremely fertile and it replenishes its fertility automatically.  We can also make somewhere a bit more comfy to rest.  That’s why I wanted the earth mages to save their mana.”
 
   “That was why we didn’t fight?!”  Helski exclaims.
 
   “Food and comfort are important too.”  Grunti says.
 
   “But we could have died!”  Helski complains.
 
   “We didn’t.”  Grunti says with a shrug.
 
   “But we could have!”  Helski insists.
 
   “What’s done is done.”  I say.  “As long as everyone survived, that’s what matters most.  I was a bit shocked to find you all here, but I do appreciate everyone coming here to help me.  Rather than worrying about what’s already happened we should be focusing on what to do next.  Food and comfort will help everyone recover their mana quicker so for now focusing on them does make sense.”
 
   “Ok.  I’ll grow some food.”  Helski says reluctantly.
 
   “I’ll create somewhere we can rest.”  Lilian says.
 
   “Should I help?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Sorry Yu Kii, but it would be better if you saved your mana.  Lilian and Helski should be fine on their own.  You’re helping me increase my strength.  It isn’t a lot compared to all the mana I’ve taken from souls here, but even a little extra mana may make a big difference.”  I tell Yu Kii.
 
   “Ok.”  Yu Kii says and looks apologetically towards Helski and Lilian.
 
   “We’ll be fine.”  Lilian says.
 
   “Of course we will.”  Helski agrees.
 
   “Thank you.”  Yu Kii says and bows to Lilian and then to Helski.  Helski blushes when Yu Kii bows to her.
 
   “Is there weather in here?”  Lilian asks Grunti.
 
   “No.  It stays like this.  I didn’t have time to make anything more complicated.”  Grunti says as if this was a simple thing to make.
 
   “Then how about four walls for privacy but no roof?  Plus a bed to rest on?  It’s not going to rain and it’s not too hot or cold in here, so I don’t see much point making a roof unless anyone’s bothered by the light.  If there’s an emergency it would be easier to get out quickly without a roof.”  Lilian suggests.
 
   “Sounds fine.”  Sor says and nobody disagrees.
 
   The earth shudders slightly.  We all look to Grunti in concern.
 
   “Don’t worry.  That’s the enemy testing the shield.  They shouldn’t be able to create more than slight tremors from the outside.”  Grunti says.
 
   “What if they break in?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Then we fight.  They’ll be weaker in here so we’ll have an advantage.  Only the stronger enemies can get through the fire barrier so they can’t swarm us with numbers either.”  Grunti says.
 
   “If they come in here we should be able to win.”  I agree.
 
   “The first one’s ready.”  Lilian says pointing at a polished white marble wall with a black wooden door.  I can sense the other three walls even though I can’t see them from this angle.  The bed is a simple wooden bed but it has comfy looking bedding so anyone should be able to sleep on it just fine.
 
   “We can’t all go to sleep at the same time, in case the enemy do break in here.”  Grunti warns everyone.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I won’t be sleeping so everyone else can sleep if they need to.”  I say.  My reactions are probably the only ones fast enough to keep up with Ferdinand if he does break in here so I’m the only one who can keep watch anyway.  Juliet is the only other person here who may be able to react quickly enough, but she is a lot less powerful than me.
 
   “That doesn’t seem fair.”  Rin says.
 
   “I don’t need sleep.  You do.”  I tell her.
 
   “Do gods not sleep?”  Rin asks.
 
   “It’s not that we can’t sleep, but we don’t need sleep.  We do still benefit from rest though, so I will be resting even though I won’t be sleeping.”  I tell Rin.  Of course sleep helps even more, but right now it would just be too dangerous.
 
   “Make sure you do.”  Rin tells me.
 
   “I will.”  I assure her.
 
   “What about your wing?”  Rin asks.
 
   “My wing?  Oh, Ferdinand shattered it.”  I say and summon my soul’s flames where my left wing should be.  I quickly form a new spiked green leather wing and dismiss my soul’s flames.  The new wing is identical to the old one, but it feels slightly odd.  Perhaps I should have reformed both my wings, but I don’t want to waste my mana.
 
   “That’s a handy spell to have.”  Rin says appreciatively.
 
   “How does it work?”  Grunti asks curiously.
 
   “As a fire angel my soul can switch between a normal state and fire state.  In its fire state it can form a new body either entirely or just in part.”  I tell Grunti.
 
   “Is that how you changed your body into its current form?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I answer.
 
   “This fire state is intriguing.  I’ll have to research it when I have a chance.”  Grunti says.
 
   “I hope you get the chance, but I don’t see how you can replicate the effect without being a fire angel.”  I tell Grunti.
 
   “Would you help me by demonstrating when I’m ready to research it?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “If we get the chance I’ll be happy to help.”  I tell Grunti.
 
   “We will.  Even if we have to retreat we can just open a new celestial gate.”  Grunti tells me.
 
   “That’s impossible.”  Sor tells him.
 
   “Nonsense.  I have just the invention for that.  Wait, wait, it’s not here!  I must have left it in Nirvali.”  Grunti says, desperately searching the pockets in his armour.
 
   “You can’t expect me to believe that you actually managed to create something capable of opening a celestial gate.”  Sor tells him with a furious scowl.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if you believe me.  I left it behind.  I just can’t believe it.”  Grunti says despairingly.
 
   “I’m the one who can’t believe it.  If I can’t create a celestial gate even now I’m a god then there’s no way you can.”  Sor says.
 
   “At least I remembered a manga.”  Grunti says and his eyes light up as he pulls out a book.  He then sits down and proceeds to read it.  Sor scowls at him even more.  I’m worried she might do something stupid, such as attacking him with soul stealer lightning.
 
   “Sor, let Grunti read.  He’d only get in the way whilst we work.”  I tell her before she can act.
 
   “That’s true.”  Sor agrees.  “So what work do we need to do?”
 
   “I’d like you to take something from me and keep it safe.”  I tell Sor.
 
   “What?”  Sor asks curiously.
 
   “A soul.  Two souls actually, but they’re joined together.”  I tell Sor.
 
   “Why are you carrying around a pair of souls?”  Sor asks.
 
   “I found them here.  One of them is Kai’s soul.”  I tell Sor.
 
   “Kai’s dead?!”  Rin exclaims.
 
   “She was killed.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “I was sure Kai had survived the war.  It wasn’t that long ago that Elucia and Dairon saw her in Utopia Camerona.  How was she killed?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Kai was assassinated right after Dairon and Elucia left her.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “So there was more than one assassin.”  Rin says shaking her head sadly.  I don’t correct Rin, because she might tell Elucia and I don’t want to burden Elucia with the knowledge that she killed an innocent person.
 
   “Who was the other soul?  Did she have a twin?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “No, it wasn’t a twin.  She had a close bond with the assassin who killed her.  They killed each other at the same time.  The bond in life and death joined their souls.  If they reincarnate naturally they’ll be twins.”  I explain.
 
   “How do twins normally form?”  Cherry asks nervously.
 
   “Most twins are born from souls that have been joined together for many reincarnations.  New twins are formed when there is a strong enough connection in both life and death, but that doesn’t normally mean killing each other.  Most newly formed twins have their souls joined together because they struggled together against something.  Dying together on the battlefield is a very common cause.  It also requires a great deal of luck to become twins no matter how strong your connection.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “So Sherry and I probably didn’t kill each other in a previous life.”  Cherry says sounding relieved.
 
   “Even if you had, it wouldn’t have been the same you.  It’s pointless worrying about past lives.  Most people have been both good and bad people in past lives regardless of what they’re like now.  The important thing is to be the best person you can be now in this life.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “I’ll try.”  Cherry says.
 
   “I think you’re doing a very good job already.”  I tell Cherry who blushes.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25 (Multiple)
 
   (Maou Ferdinand)
 
   Until not long ago my realm was still an unsullied paradise.  The only mortals that came here were the dead and they were welcomed as snacks.  As for the gods and angels, they never ventured into my realm.
 
   Everything started to change when I got that message from the pesky human emperor.  ‘Heaven will soon be vulnerable.  If you are ready to act when the time comes, vengeance will be yours.’  That is what it said.  To even get a message to me was impressive.  So I waited and watched.
 
   He was so cautious though, that it almost drove me mad.  He sent monsters into Contractia and waited and waited and sent more monsters into Contractia and waited and waited and sent spies and waited and waited and waited until finally he attacked.  Even then he only attacked Contractia.  It was days later when he finally attacked the angels.
 
   Of course I was ready.  I was bored stiff waiting.  So finally I got to attack those stupid fire angels.  And what happened next?  I hear of intruders invading my realm.  So I have to come right back and deal with them.  My only comfort was when I discovered that the Sky Lord was one of the intruders.
 
   So I got to fight the Sky Lord in my own realm with the clear advantage.  His allies managed to retreat, but I don’t care about some petty angel or that lesser cat god.  All that matters is the Sky Lord.  That cursed arch angel who humiliated me so badly when we first fought.  That is the angel above all others that I must defeat.
 
   When he hid I was ready to tear my hair out.  Not that I still have any.  Remembering how he melted my beautiful long silver hair fills my soul with rage.  It makes it seem like only yesterday that we first fought, even though it was when we were still young.  It wouldn’t be too bad if the wound hadn’t been cursed to prevent my hair reforming.
 
   Finally the Sky Lord emerged from hiding and we fought again.  He seemed weak compared to when we first fought, but he still managed to melt my steed.  Unlike the first time we fought he doesn’t seem to have control over curses, so my steed managed to reform.  By that time though the Sky Lord had fled.
 
   Of course I pursued the Sky Lord atop my trusty steed again, but now I find myself confronted by a wretched fire shield inside my icy paradise.  Not only is my paradise sullied by fire but the angels that had been brought down from heaven have now recovered from the humans’ attacks.  With reinforcements and my absence the angels are turning the tide of the battle against my demons.
 
   Perhaps soon they will invade my paradise.  I suppose that is unlikely, because my demons will be far stronger fighting here.  Even knowing how unlikely it is I cannot suppress the thought of those angels dirtying my realm still further.
 
   “Maou Ferdinand.”  An annoying voice whispers.  Right now she may have a use though, so I don’t kill her.  I could.  Even though she is hiding, I have enough of an idea of where she is to kill her if I need to.
 
   “Ling, how is your brother doing?”  I ask forcing myself to sound polite.
 
   “Maou Fang is doing just fine.”  Ling says cheerfully.
 
   “So what brings you here?”  I ask.
 
   “My brother proposes an alliance.”  Ling says.
 
   “He has not forgotten the fate of his father, has he?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  He proposes the alliance precisely because he has not forgotten.”  Ling says.
 
   “You know who is in there, then?”  I ask gesturing towards the filthy flames.
 
   “The former Sky Lord.  It is time for his death and the death of his father.”  Ling says.
 
   “And how do you plan to kill Ikarus?”  I ask dubiously.
 
   “My brother will kill the Fire God Ikarus if you agree to our alliance.  I can’t tell you how he will do it, but he will definitely succeed.  So let’s kill the Sky Lord first.”  Ling says.
 
   “What do you want from me?”  I ask her, no longer willing to even pretend to be respectful.
 
   “Keep the Sky Lord busy.  I’ll kill him when he least expects it.”  Ling tells me.
 
   “I have a better idea.  You keep him busy and I’ll kill him.”  I tell Ling.
 
   “That’s not going to work.”  Ling says trying to hide her panic.
 
   “Fighting against the Sky Lord isn’t really much of an alliance.  I can kill him with or without your help.  As for Ikarus, I don’t believe for a moment that your brother can kill him.  So tell me quickly why I shouldn’t just kill you.”  I tell Ling.
 
   “Your army is having a hard time against the fire angels.  We can tip the balance in your favour again.”  Ling says.
 
   “With your army?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes.”  Ling says.
 
   “Fine, but if you go back on your word I will kill both you and your brother.  Then I will make your realm part of mine.”  I tell Ling.
 
   “We will honour our word.”  Ling says.
 
   “Then I will keep the Sky Lord busy whilst you wait for your moment, but if you take too long I may have killed him already.”  I tell her.
 
   “I won’t wait too long.  I want revenge.”  Ling says and for once I have no reason to doubt her words.
 
   With a mana signal I order the other four ice dragons to follow me.  Then I urge my own steed on.  Having been melted once he now wants vengeance of his own.  Even if he didn’t though, he would still enter these wretched flames on my orders.
 
   I wince as we enter the flames.  The pain is intense but it isn’t quite agony and it will soon be over.  Sure enough we pass through the flames and behind us all four of the other dragons emerge, but their tails are each starting to melt.  I can’t stand the sight of water dripping from the mighty ice dragons’ tails, but at least my mount was strong enough to emerge intact.
 
   I sense the Sky Lord dart up from the ground at us.  He attempts to spear my mount with his tail again, but my dragon fends the Sky Lord off with an indignant swing of its own tail.  I let my dragon focus on evading and fending off the Sky Lord’s attacks, whilst I form soul stealer orbs and send them at the Sky Lord.
 
   He easily evades my attacks, but then the other ice dragons hurl ice shards and lightning at him.  He mostly ignores their attacks but they are still a distraction.  He never knows when the dragons may close in on him and attack directly with their claws, fangs and tails.  Surely this must be busy enough for Ling.
 
   (Angelika)
 
   Five ice dragons emerge from the roof of the dome of fire.  I think there are five, but they move so fast it is hard to be sure.  Some of the time I can’t see any of them.  Peter is engaging them though and he is moving even faster than they are.  It makes me wonder how we thought we could support him.  We can’t even keep track of the enemy, let alone attack them.  I feel a sense of dread that has nothing to do with the enemy above us.
 
   “Attack!  Enemy attack!”  I yell as I realise that nobody else seems to be awake.  I put up my dimensional bubble in the hope it might protect me if I get hit by a stray attack.
 
   “I know, so no need to be so noisy.”  Sor says from behind me.  Ok, perhaps not everyone was asleep.  Everyone else is waking too, but naturally they’re in a panic.
 
   “What do we do?”  Yusa asks as she emerges from her makeshift home a little calmer than most of our friends.
 
   “I hate to admit it, but there’s not much we can do against enemies we can’t even keep track of.”  Sor says unhappily.
 
   “I think there’s something else here.”  I tell Sor who frowns.
 
   “What?”  Sor asks.
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s just that I have a very bad feeling.  Something familiar and scary.”  I tell Sor.
 
   “You’re right.”  Sor says with a frown.
 
   “I sense it too.  It feels dangerous.”  Grunti says appearing beside me.
 
   “Peter must have sensed it too then, right?”  I ask.
 
   “He may be too distracted to have sensed it.”  Sor says.
 
   “Can you do something about it?”  I ask.
 
   “I’ll slow it down enough that the rest of you should be able to fight it.  Make sure you’re ready.”  Sor tells us.  By now everyone is awake and listening, with their dimensional bubbles up.
 
   “We’re ready.”  Rin says and nobody disagrees.
 
   “Now.”  Sor says and as she says it a little red imp appears in the air a little above us.  It seems startled but recovers almost instantly and hurls a torrent of fireballs at us.  They bounce off our dimensional bubbles but I don’t want to just wait and see if our bubbles can hold.
 
   We jump up into the air, staying well below Peter’s battle with the ice dragons, and surround the imp to prevent it fleeing.  It’s odd how we just do it without having planned or coordinated it.  I suppose it shows how well we’ve gotten used to working with each other.
 
   Now it’s our turn to attack.  I shower the imp with ice shards and so do Rin, Asuna, Yusa, Water Lily and Aventurine.  The fire mages are draining the imp’s mana.  The wind mages attack with wind slices and the earth mages use a hail of metal shards.  Some of our attacks end up hitting each other’s dimensional bubbles but the bubbles easily hold.
 
   Sor and Juliet don’t attack, perhaps because their attacks might not be shielded by our bubbles.  The enemy seems to struggle as they are forced to shield against the vast majority of our attacks.  Thanks to the angel stones our attacks are also much stronger than they would normally have been.
 
   “Damn brats!”  The imp yells and to my horror I recognise the voice.  It fills me with dread and for a moment I’m unable to attack.  That slight pause is all the enemy needs to charge at me with a barrage of fireballs all directed my way.  She collides with my bubble and presses into it with her fireballs even though their explosions cover her.  Many of my friends’ attacks are hitting my bubble too now that she’s in contact with it. 
 
   “Ling.”  I gasp, but my shock soon turns to rage.  No longer content with ice shards I summon my entire power, dropping the dimensional bubble and forming ice all around Ling.  The ice acts as a wall, shielding me from my friends’ attacks, whilst trapping Ling’s fireballs inside with her.  My friends stop their attacks, but my fellow water mages add their ice to my own and help me crush Ling.  I can’t hear her scream, but I can see the agony on her face.  It may be the face of an imp, but the expression is human.
 
   “She’s dead.”  Sor tells me having ported behind me.
 
   “That was reckless!”  Rin yells at me.
 
   “It worked and nobody died.”  Sor tells her.
 
   “That’s sheer luck.  Angelika could easily have been killed.”  Rin tells her.
 
   “There’s no point worrying about that now.  Vengeance isn’t always logical.  I know there’s no way I can compete against Ferdinand, but that doesn’t stop my thirst for vengeance.”  Sor says and Rin’s attention is instantly diverted from me.
 
   “You’re not actually planning to fight against that monster up there, are you?”  Rin asks nervously.
 
   “I’m still thinking about how I can help kill him.”  Sor says.
 
   “If only he’d stop darting around all over the place maybe it would be possible for us to help.  Of course if that happened Peter could probably kill him without any trouble.”  I say.
 
   “Why don’t you try to trap him?”  Grunti suggests.
 
   “Trap him?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Can you open dimensional gates?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “Normally I could, but even if this place wasn’t cutting off my connections I don’t see why I would want to open up a gate.  That would let him escape instead of trapping him.”  Sor tells him.
 
   “The dome should only prevent connections that pass through the dome wall.  If you opened six square gates forming a perfect cube that each link to each other you should be able to keep him inside the cube.  If the gates are set up correctly we could still attack from the outside.”  Grunti says.
 
   “That’s very clever, but when he’s moving so fast how am I meant to surround him with six gates all at once?  It would take at least ten, no nine, seconds to open them all if they need to open at the same time.”  Sor tells Grunti.
 
   “Then don’t open them around him.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Then what possible point is there in opening them!?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Open them where he will be at the precise moment he gets there.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Even if I am a genius and a god I can’t predict the future!”  Sor protests.
 
   “You don’t need to.  Peter’s miko should have a mental connection to him.  She can have Peter guide the enemy into the trap and tell you exactly where and when it needs to be activated.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Can you do that?”  Sor asks Yu Kii.
 
   “I can try, but I don’t know whether Peter will be able to spare the focus to talk to me.”  Yu Kii says hesitantly.
 
   “Try.”  Sor says with a look that could kill.
 
   “I’ll try!”  Yu Kii says, taking a quick step back under Sor’s gaze.
 
   We wait whilst Yu Kii’s eyes glaze over.  Her conversation is purely mental so we have no way of knowing what was said.  After a few moments Yu Kii’s eyes return to normal.
 
   “Peter said to share the information mentally.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “That makes sense.  It would be difficult to describe it precisely enough with just words.”  Sor says and places her forehead against Yu Kii’s.  A moment later Sor removes her forehead from Yu Kii’s.
 
   “Will that be ok?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll be fine.”  Sor says.
 
   “Please be careful.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I won’t trap Peter by mistake.”  Sor says.
 
   “Please don’t.”  Yu Kii says.
 
   “Yes, please don’t.”  Rin says nervously.
 
   “Just don’t distract me.  Also, everyone needs to be ready to attack when Ferdinand is trapped.  Don’t hesitate for even one second.”  Sor tells us.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll be ready.”  Rin says and we all nod in agreement.
 
   I sense Sor begin to channel mana into a spell.  It’s far too complex for me to understand the spell, but it must be the gate cube.  I prepare to move my dimensional bubble wherever I need to and ready my ice magic too.
 
   The cube of gates, each like a red window frame containing a purple swirling mist, appears right in front of Sor only a few feet from me.  I send a hail of ice shards into the gate that is directly facing me.  Lightning and fireballs bombard the gates from all around me as everyone else attacks too.
 
   I almost faint as an ice dragon, its tail dripping water and its mouth wide open, swoops down on me but I don’t stop attacking.  There’s nothing I can do about a dragon, other than pray.  To my relief Peter skewers the dragon with his tail and a moment later the dragon melts.
 
   “That makes five.  Now that just leaves Ferdinand.”  Peter says.
 
   “Leave him to me.”  Sor says with a glare at Peter.
 
   “His soul is all yours.”  Peter agrees.
 
   “Should we stop attacking?”  I ask.
 
   “No, keep up the attacks.”  Sor says and holding both hands out in front of her she creates a small but constant flicker of black lightning between her hands.  She then begins to shape it into a shiny purple tinted black ball.  It grows gradually at first but soon it expands rapidly into a huge ball as big as the gate cube.  Only then does she throw it into the gate with a huge sadistic grin on her face.
 
   “Did it work?”  Rin asks.
 
   “It will take a while.  You can stop attacking though.”  Sor says, licking her lips in glee.
 
   “Just make sure you keep the gate cube up.”  Peter warns her.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m not letting him escape.  He killed my mother.”  Sor says.  I understand now why she was so determined to be the one to kill him and why she is taking her time now that she has the chance to kill him.
 
   “Good work everyone.  Let’s leave Ferdinand to Sor.  Everyone else should try to get some rest again.”  Peter tells us.
 
   “What about you?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I’ll keep watch in case any other enemies invade the dome.”  Peter answers.
 
   “Just because you don’t need sleep doesn’t mean you should be doing all the work.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’m not.  Sor is finishing off Ferdinand and you all just helped defeat our most dangerous enemies.”  Peter says.
 
   “You still have the Fallen Angels.”  Grunti reminds Peter.
 
   “The most dangerous enemies here, is what I meant.”  Peter says.
 
   “So what was that imp we fought?  You seemed to recognise it.”  Grunti asks me.
 
   “It’s a demon I met in Contractia.”  I tell him without going into the painful details.
 
   “It’s not from this hell.  It was from a lesser hell, but its presence here would suggest both hells are working together.”  Peter tells us, taking the attention away from me.
 
   “So does that mean we may have to fight another Maou?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “Maybe, but even if we do it will be weaker.  With Ferdinand soon dead I suspect the lesser Maou will abandon any agreements they have.  I doubt it’ll dare fight against an enemy capable of defeating Ferdinand.”  Peter answers.
 
   “Once everyone has rested and Ferdinand is dead will you be killing the rest of the demons here or will you be returning to Contractia?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “I’ll be killing the rest.  I don’t want to leave Azrael any potential allies or puppets in here.”  Peter answers.  “Will this dome remain here after you’ve returned to Contractia and Nirvali?”
 
   “It will remain here even if we leave.  If you’re clearing out the demons here though, why not consider making this your home instead of Contractia?  There won’t be many potential enemies capable of attacking you here.  If you live in Contractia the Contractians may not leave you alone after the war.  They’ve already attacked you once.  We could move your temple here and we could expand the dome as much as you need.”  Grunti suggests.
 
   “Make our home in hell?”  Cherry or Sherry asks dubiously.
 
   “Contractia attacked the temple?”  Peter asks in shock.
 
   “Yes, but we held them off and the dwarves captured the Contractian army.”  Rin says.
 
   “Is everyone ok?”  Peter asks urgently.
 
   “Some of the Kuroneko’s monks were killed but nobody from the academy died.”  Rin tells him.
 
   “Lots of Contractian attackers were killed too.”  Cherry or Sherry points out.
 
   “We didn’t have much choice about that.”  Rin protests.
 
   “I’m not saying we did, but they still died.”  She tells Rin.
 
   “It’s sad that anyone had to die, but I’m glad you and our friends at the temple are safe.  Once the demons are all dead this may be much safer than staying in Contractia, but how would we move the temple and everyone in it here?”  Peter asks.
 
   “If you can get me back to the celestial gate I can return to Nirvali and pick up my celestial gate opener.  Then if you can get me back here we can open a gate between here and Nirvali.  Getting everyone at the temple here would then be easy.  We just take them to Nirvali and then through the gate directly here.  As for the temple, we just need to shrink it and take it through the celestial gate too.”  Grunti suggests.
 
   “Assuming you really can open a celestial gate that sounds doable, assuming you have an invention capable of shrinking the temple.”  Peter says.
 
   “I don’t, but I can invent something for that.”  Grunti says.
 
   “It’s a pity we lost my dimensional bag.  You could have put the whole temple in it without having to shrink it, although I’d have to have emptied it first.”  Rin says.
 
   “A dimensional bag.  How does that work?  Do you create a pocket dimension to store items in?”  Grunti asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Rin answers.
 
   “Maybe we should use one of these bags.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Like I said, I lost mine.  It was destroyed.  They’re not exactly something you can simply go out and buy either.”  Rin says.
 
   “I have one.  You can use it and it will fit the entire temple in without having to empty it.”  Sor says.  Rin stares at Sor in bitter envy.
 
   “I’ll have to study it to see if I can create one of my own.”  Grunti says.
 
   “If you break it I will kill you.”  Sor warns him.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I won’t break it.”  Grunti assures her.
 
   “If you could see this guy, you’d definitely not break it.”  Sor says with an evil grin as she points at the gate cube.
 
   “Trust me, I won’t break it.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Actually, I think I’ll go with you just to be sure.”  Sor says.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26 (Helski)
 
   It must have been at least a few days since we created this dome.  Grunti is truly amazing to create something like this.  The angel stones too!  He sometimes seems a little cold to me, but I’m grateful for everything he’s done and most importantly of all for giving me the chance to save Peter.
 
   I can’t believe we’re thinking about making our new home in hell, but this dome is at least as big as a city.  We could easily make our home in here.  We’ll be effectively exiled from Contractia and our families though.  I won’t miss my mother, but I had hoped to one day see my brother again.  It seems that will now be impossible though, so I can only pray that he is safe and happy.
 
   As I’m lying on my bed lost in thought Sor ports in front of me and glares.  It seems she wants an answer already.  It feels like only a few minutes ago that she first asked.  I get up quickly.  Sor is probably the person I least want to anger.  She may not be as powerful as Peter, but she is much less forgiving.
 
   “So will you do it?”  Sor asks impatiently.
 
   “Why me?”  I ask nervously.
 
   “I already told you it doesn’t matter why.  I need someone to take me back in their dimensional bubble.”  Sor says with a glare.
 
   “Grunti has one too and he’ll be going already.”  I point out.
 
   “Do you want to test just how strong that dimensional bubble really is?  We could find out just how long it can withstand my attacks.  So how about it?”  Sor asks forming a fist with her right hand.
 
   “I’ll take you!”  I tell her quickly.
 
   “If you ever again suggest that I get in a small space alone with that dwarf, I really will test your defences.”  Sor warns me.
 
   “I won’t.”  I promise before she can get angry again.
 
   “Good.  Peter said it should be safe, but that he’ll fly with us just in case.  Are you ready to leave?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Has he killed all the demons of hell already?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “Not all yet, but the most powerful ones are dead.  What’s left shouldn’t pose much of a threat to us and can’t get through the fire barrier here.”  Sor tells me.
 
   “Peter really is a god, isn’t he?”  I say in awe.
 
   “Are you suggesting that I’m not?”  Sor asks irritably.
 
   “No!  That’s not what I meant.  It’s just that I forgot you were a god too.”  I tell Sor.
 
   “That makes it worse.”  Sor says angrily but then she sighs and shakes her head.  “So are you ready or not?”
 
   “I’m ready.”  I tell her.
 
   “You don’t want to say goodbye to anyone?”  Sor asks.
 
   “No, I’m a bit like you.  I don’t have anyone here to say goodbye to.”  I tell Sor.
 
   “Don’t assume I don’t have anyone to say goodbye to.”  Sor warns me.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t realise you did.”  I apologise.
 
   “I don’t, but don’t assume.”  Sor says, but then she turns to face the door where Yusa is now standing in my now open doorway.
 
   “Sorry, but I couldn’t help catching that.”  Yusa says.
 
   “You couldn’t help gloating you mean?”  I ask bitterly.
 
   “No.  I just don’t think it’s true.  We don’t always get on, but we’re still friends.”  Yusa says.  I blink at being called a friend by Yusa of all people.
 
   “Friends?”  I ask both stunned and confused.  Since when did we become friends?
 
   “After everything we’ve all gone through, I think we’re all friends even if we haven’t said it.  That includes both of you, so don’t you dare leave without saying goodbye to everyone.”  Yusa tells us.  Sor seems even more shocked at her attitude than I do.
 
   “I suppose it doesn’t hurt to say goodbye.”  I say.
 
   “We’re only going to be gone for less than a day.”  Sor protests.
 
   “If anything went wrong and we didn’t see you again how do you think we’d feel if we’d let you slip away quietly without saying goodbye?”  Yusa asks.
 
   “I don’t know.”  Sor admits.
 
   “How would you feel if you didn’t say goodbye and something happened here and you didn’t see us again?”  Yusa asks.
 
   “Umm…”  I say looking down at my feet unable to answer.  Sor just stays silent.
 
   “You were the one who suggested that Helski say goodbye to us.  So there’s no need to find an excuse to avoid saying goodbye to us yourself.”  Yusa tells Sor.
 
   “Fine.  I get it.  We’ll say goodbye.”  Sor tells her.
 
   “Everyone’s gathered around the big tree.”  Yusa tells us.
 
   I look up in embarrassment at the huge branches and rich green leaves on the big tree.  It was my mistake.  I used a bit too much mana.  Grunti told us the ground was fertile, but there’s fertile and then there’s fertile.  It was fine whilst I was just growing vegetables in the ground.  It doesn’t matter if they’re huge.
 
   After we killed the enemies in here though, we decided it would be nice to have some trees too.  So I tried to create a tree and we got the big tree.  After that I used a lot less mana and created some fruit trees, but I controlled my mana much better for those.  They’re only about ten feet tall.  Lilian created some nut trees too and they’re six feet tall.  I’m jealous of her control, but I will improve.  Eventually I will beat her at earth magic control.
 
   The top of the big tree almost reaches the fire barrier above us.  Lilian had to seal the growth of the big tree before it reached the fire barrier and burned to ash.  I tried but my control was too weak.  Having to be helped out at my own element was humiliating even if nobody else seemed to mind my mistake.
 
   “You’re not still bothered about that are you?  I like the big tree.  It gives us some welcome shade from the fire barrier and it makes a great meeting place.”  Yusa says.
 
   “Thanks, but for me it will always be a reminder of my mistake.”  I tell Yusa.
 
   “When we first met you’d never have told me something like that.”  Yusa says.
 
   “We didn’t like or respect each other back then, but you’ve improved a lot since then and you just said we were friends, didn’t you?”  I say.
 
   “That’s because we are, but I’m still glad you’ve accepted me as a friend.”  Yusa tells me.
 
   “It’s better than being at each other’s throats all the time.”  I say.
 
   “We’re wasting time.”  Sor says.  Then without another word she ports us to the big tree.  Everyone really is gathered under it.
 
   “You can port in here?”  I ask Sor in surprise.
 
   “No, but now the dimensional dampener is down to its lowest setting I can shift in here.  It’s different even if it seems the same.  I can’t shift past any of the barriers though, and there are about twenty barriers inside the dome.  So you’ll still need to take us out of here.”  Sor tells me.
 
   “Helski’s going too?”  Lilian asks in surprise.
 
   “Yes.  I don’t have an angel stone, remember?  Being a god instead of a human I can’t use it.”  Sor tells her.
 
   “You can use my bubble.”  Grunti tells Sor.
 
   “Not happening.”  Sor tells him with a glare.
 
   “Ok.  Let me know when you’re ready.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Goodbye everyone.  Ready.”  Sor says.
 
   “Goodbye and see you again soon.”  I say a little embarrassed.
 
   “You’re both as bad as each other.”  Cherry or possibly Sherry says with a laugh.  Then she looks at me seriously and says.  “Good luck and both of you come back safely.”
 
   “We will do.  Take care too, everyone.”  I say trying like mad to hide my embarrassment.
 
   “We will.”  She says with a confident smile.  “I’m sure everyone would like to say goodbye to you, but it looks to me like you’ll both die of embarrassment if we all go through our goodbyes and good lucks, so just think of mine as coming from everyone.  I know we all feel the same way.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”  Sor says.  Grunti forms his dimensional bubble first and rises into the air.  Peter although he starts a moment later shoots up and into the barrier instantly.  Perhaps he’s checking whether it’s safe to leave.  I form my bubble as Sor glares impatiently at me.  I check that Sor is completely inside and then follow right behind Grunti.
 
   It’s scary entering the fiery barrier but the flames stay outside the bubble and the cool air inside the bubble stays cool.  After all the terrifying enemies we’ve had to fight here it seems silly to be scared of flames that I know can’t reach me, but knowing that doesn’t take away my fear.  Even in the dimensional bubbles we can only move slowly through the fiery barrier so it takes almost a minute to emerge on the other side.
 
   Peter is calmly waiting on the other side.  When he sees us he just nods and gestures straight ahead.  He can’t talk because there’s no air in hell, other than the air inside the upper half of the fiery sphere we’ve made our home and inside our dimensional bubbles.  It’s scary that this little bubble around me is all that’s keeping me alive.
 
   Grunti floats in the direction that Peter gestured so I follow close behind him.  Peter flies directly above us, keeping watch for enemies.  Grunti slows for a moment and allows his bubble to connect with mine.
 
   “It’s safer if we can talk.”  Grunti says.  Sor glares at him but then shrugs.
 
   “How long will it take?”  I ask.
 
   “It shouldn’t take long if we’re not attacked.  I’m going to speed up, so please keep up.”  Grunti tells me.  He then races forwards and for a few moments I fall behind, but I speed up too until I’ve caught up.  I glance down and the ground is a blur.  Looking up Peter seems perfectly comfortable with the speed.  He waves as he notices me looking his way.  I wave back a little embarrassed.
 
   “It’s just ahead.”  Sor tells us.
 
   “Already?”  I ask in surprise.
 
   “I’m slowing down.”  Grunti warns me, so I slow down too to avoid crashing into him.  With the bubbles merged together they wouldn’t protect us, so I imagine crashing into him at this speed would prove fatal for both of us since we’re travelling much faster now than when we first arrived in hell.  We’re soon slow enough that the ground below is no longer blurred and soon after that we stop completely.
 
   “Here we are.”  Grunti says.  Below us is an icy gate similar to the stone one we entered hell from.  There’s a constantly swirling, distorted rainbow of pale colours, mostly icy blues, greys and whites, filling the celestial gateway.  I didn’t see anything like this here when we first arrived.
 
   “Was this here before?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, but it was hidden.”  Sor answers.
 
   “Even though it should be safe here, we should hurry.”  Grunti says.
 
   “For once we agree.”  Sor says.
 
   Grunti floats into the gateway and disappears.  I follow with Sor and as we enter it we’re entirely surrounded by the constantly swirling colours.  My body feels like it is being pulled on from every direction and at the same time pushed forwards.
 
   As we move forwards the blue swirls darken and the greys and whites begin to fade.  Eventually we’re entirely surrounded by dark blue.  Then the blue takes on hints of purple before becoming a dark purple and blue swirling mass.  As the dark purple becomes stronger the blue fades until it is entirely gone.  Then the purple becomes paler and paler until we can see clearly.
 
   There is upside down rocky ground above us and the stone gate we entered from with its swirling rainbow of metallic colours is on that ground.  Far below us are greens and blues.  I never looked down on the way here and now I’m glad I didn’t.  Seeing just how high we were might have distracted me.  There was no time because of the battles being fought around us, but the battles are over.  The angels and demons are all gone.
 
   Peter gestures for us to descend down towards the greens and blues.  Grunti speeds down so I follow, but Peter doesn’t come with us.  I suppose he must be going back in case our friends back at the dome are attacked.  Now we’re this far we should be safe.  It feels odd to think of everyone as friends.
 
   “Don’t get distracted.”  Sor warns me and a moment later I crash into the ground.  Fortunately the bubble protects us, but when I recover from the shock we’re in a large crater.  The ground seems to be shaking too.
 
   “That was amazing.”  Grunti says hovering just above me.
 
   “That was amazing?”  Sor asks in disbelief.
 
   “Yes.  I’ll have to add it to my next manga.  Absent minded girl crashes into world and causes earthquake.  Maybe there should be someone under her though.”  Grunti answers, rubbing his hands gleefully.
 
   “Wouldn’t they be dead?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Perhaps that should be the premise, but they would have to be resurrected somehow or they couldn’t be the main character.  Maybe the girl would resurrect them.  I feel like that’s been done before though.  Maybe I should make them a ghost.”  Grunti says nodding happily.
 
   “I give up.  This is pointless.”  Sor says shaking her head.
 
   “There should definitely be a character like you in it too.”  Grunti says nodding thoughtfully.
 
   “If you’re making fun of me I’ll send you right back to hell and I won’t be using the celestial gate.”  Sor warns him.
 
   “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”  Grunti says.
 
   “I’m serious!”  Sor yells.
 
   “We should probably move on from here.”  I suggest.
 
   “I’ll open the gate to Nirvali.  Both of you go through it ahead of me.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Ok.”  I say.
 
   Grunti focuses mana and forms a portal in front of us.  The portal is a black shiny disk hovering in the air just above the ground.  It’s wide enough for about five people to pass through side by side.  Sor pushes me forward so I hurry through the portal.  Unlike the celestial gate it just feels like being ported.
 
   On the other side of the gate I find myself in a large room with a throne and twenty female dwarves wearing black armour in four rows of five.  They all look very similar to the one we saw when Grunti first arrived.  In fact that very same dwarf is standing in the front row on the far left.
 
   “Your majesty!”  She calls out as she sees Grunti emerge from the portal beside me.  I’m glad he didn’t take any longer.  I hate to think what the dwarves might have done if they had mistaken us for invaders.
 
   “Swimsuit girl!  I mean Lupine.”  Grunti says hastily correcting himself as he notices the other dwarves’ disapproving expressions.
 
   “Welcome home your majesty.”  A dwarf says from behind us.  I turn and see the portal is gone.  She’s standing near the throne.
 
   “General Karina!”  Grunti says happily.
 
   “I’m here too.”  A little green haired and green eyed faery says.  She looks the same as the one we saw with Grunti at the temple.
 
   “Imogen!”  Grunti says happily.
 
   “Nairon will be happy to see you too.”  Lupine says.
 
   “More importantly, can we go and get the next volume?”  Imogen asks.
 
   “I just need to grab my celestial gate opener and move the temple first.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Move the temple?”  General Karina asks a little shocked.
 
   “That’s more important than the next volume?”  Imogen asks more than a little shocked.
 
   “No, but we’ve waited this long.  I don’t want to have to put it down to move the temple after I’ve started reading it.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Your majesty, could it be that you mean to move the temple here?”  General Karina asks clearly worried.
 
   “No.  I plan to move it to hell.”  Grunti says cheerfully.
 
   “Did they offend you, your majesty?”  General Karina asks in shock.
 
   “Just how long will that take?”  Imogen asks in shock.
 
   “I’m not sure how long it will take to move everyone but moving the temple shouldn’t take too long once it’s empty.  We’ll be putting it in a bag.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Just how big is this bag?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “This big.”  Sor says taking out a small leather bag from an inner pocket in her jacket.  It’s barely big enough to fit my hand in so General Karina’s confusion is understandable.
 
   “It’s bigger on the inside.”  Grunti explains.
 
   “So why do you need to take the temple to hell?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “That’s where Peter’s making his new kingdom.”  Grunti explains.
 
   “In hell?  Wouldn’t everyone die?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “I created a dome for him there where his people can live happily without worrying about air, cold or demons.”  Grunti explains.
 
   “You made a dome in hell?  How?  Actually, never mind, I don’t suppose any of us would understand even if you explained.  So what can we do to help?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “Just make everyone welcome here.  I’ll open the celestial gateway between here and their new home.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Is it safe to have a gateway to hell in the city?”  General Karina asks nervously.
 
   “Of course.  We can even sell my new manga to them through the gateway.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Putting aside manga it would be nice to have a trading partner.  If their home is in hell they’ll be able to obtain mana stones and minerals.  We can sell food and crafted goods.”  General Karina says.
 
   “We have plenty of food, but we could trade food with each other to increase the variety.”  Sor says.
 
   “What food did you find in hell?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “We’re growing vegetables, fruit and nuts.  We don’t have any meat though.”  Sor says.
 
   “I lived on a farm before I came to the academy so I know a little about keeping animals.  If we got some animals we could breed them for meat.”  I suggest.
 
   “Just how big is this dome?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “A little bigger than Nirvali.”  Grunti says.
 
   “All of Nirvali?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “Yes.”  Grunti answers.
 
   “If you can make something like that for them why not do it for us too?”  General Karina asks.
 
   “I thought they’d make good test subjects.”  Grunti says.
 
   “We’d make good what?!”  Sor exclaims.
 
   “Test subjects.  No mortals have lived in hell before as far as I know.  So I thought you’d make good test subjects.”  Grunti says oblivious to Sor’s anger.
 
   “The dome is safe, isn’t it?”  I ask in concern.
 
   “Yes, definitely safe.”  Grunti says.
 
   “So why do you need test subjects?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Just in case.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Just in case what?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Just in case I’m wrong.”  Grunti says.
 
   “Then how is that definite?”  Sor asks barely able to contain her rage.
 
   “Well in theory it’s definitely safe, but it’s never been done before.”  Grunti explains.
 
   “If we all die I’m definitely going to kill you.”  Sor tells him.  The other dwarves all tense up as if preparing to fight.
 
   “Don’t worry.  Sora’s always like this.”  Grunti says.
 
   “My name’s Sor.”  Sor says icily.
 
   “Oh, it was, wasn’t it?”  Grunti says.
 
   “This is pointless.  Just get your celestial gate opener and let’s get to the temple already.”  Sor says.
 
   “Is this it?”  Imogen asks, floating towards us from the throne carrying a stone the same size as our angel stones but red.  She lands on Grunti’s left hand and he takes it from her with his right hand.
 
   “Yes, this is it.”  Grunti says.  “I thought I picked it up.  I must have put it down there whilst I was waiting for everyone to enter the portal.”
 
   “No.  I found it on the floor by the portal before we went through.  I meant to give it to you, but I forgot.”  Lupine says.
 
   “It’s a good job it wasn’t anything dangerous.”  Grunti says.
 
   “I wouldn’t pick up anything suspicious looking in here without checking with Grunti first.”  Imogen says.
 
   “Didn’t you just pick it up yourself?”  Sor asks.  Imogen goes pale.
 
   “I could have died.”  Imogen says in shock and sits on Grunti’s hand shaking her head.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27 (Niji)
 
   It’s so quiet here now.  Our rival club took one room.  We took another room and everyone else took the last room.  There are a few people here who weren’t from our club, but even they were friends of club members.  When everyone was here it was loud and busy, but with most of our remaining club members gone to help Peter it’s almost deserted in here.
 
   It was a shame Felicity and her friends left for Utopia Camerona.  We weren’t exactly best friends, but we got on well.  I got to know Tomo, Tabi and Mirai a bit better here, but they were such close friends, so I was always a bit of an outsider.  Anyway, they all left to help Peter.
 
   The 2A students are all a bit intimidating, but Charlotte from 2C was kind enough to invite me to join her and Emma whilst they chatted to pass the time.  Again I feel like an outsider and Emma is from 2A.  Apparently she worked as a bounty hunter on her own before working with the club.  So that makes her super intimidating.  They’re both sleeping right now though and I don’t have anyone else to talk to so I’m bored.
 
   I could eat something to pass the time.  There’s plenty of food on the table by the open door, but it’s so bland.  They called them rations but I call them wood.  They’re the same colour and they do look a bit like little blocks of wood.  I think I’d rather be bored than torment myself by eating something so bland when I’m not even hungry anyway.  I can’t even train in here because I’d probably wake someone.
 
   “Everyone, quickly, get up!”  Midori calls to us from the door with a huge beaming smile on her face.  If she’s that happy then Peter must be safe.  What’s so urgent though?
 
   “I’m getting up.”  Charlotte says in a daze as she sits up in bed.  I’m only sitting down so I just stand, but for Charlotte who was asleep just sitting up quickly seems to have made her dizzy.
 
   “What is it?”  A girl I don’t know asks.  I think she was Lily and Rose’s friend.
 
   “It’s great!  We’re all going to hell to be with Peter!”  Midori exclaims gleefully.
 
   “Explain what you mean properly.”  Emma tells her, now sounding and looking wide awake.
 
   “Peter created a new home for us in hell so we’re opening a gate to take us there.  We just need to gather together in the throne room.”  Midori says.
 
   “Is it safe?”  Emma asks.
 
   “Of course it’s safe.”  Midori says.
 
   “Did Peter come to tell us this in person?”  Emma asks.
 
   “No.  Sor, Helski and the dwarf told us.  Anyway, let’s stop wasting time.  Hurry up and get up.  I want to see Peter again.”  Midori says.
 
   “We’re really going to live in hell?”  Lily and Rose’s friend asks dubiously.
 
   “If it’s with Peter there’s no difference between heaven and hell.  Now come on everyone!”  Midori tells us.
 
   “We may as well go with Midori.  Sor and Helski can explain to us why we’re being asked to go to hell.”  Emma says.
 
   “Sor isn’t the type who likes to explain things so I hope Helski can give us a proper explanation.”  Lily and Rose’s friend says unhappily, but she does get up and nobody refuses.  This isn’t really our home so we don’t have much choice.
 
   We follow Midori out of the room and along a long corridor with one long glass window on our left.  There’s mist outside so we can’t see anything else through the window.  Like the rest of the temple we’ve seen, everything is grey stone other than the window itself.  We follow Midori past a broken section of the temple avoiding piles of rubble and then along the corridor again.
 
   Finally we reach a shiny black stone door that opens on its own revealing a black stone room with a large black stone throne.  There are large fiery torches on the wall every ten feet or so lighting the room well.  A small black cat, presumably the Kuroneko, is sitting on the throne.  In front of the throne are Sor, Helski and a short fat man with green eyes, short black hair and black stony skin.  He’s wearing black armour.  Is that what a dwarf looks like?  There are also close to a hundred cat people and a handful of humans gathered to the right.
 
   “Come in.  We’ll explain everything once everyone’s here.”  The dwarf says.
 
   “Go in, go in!”  Midori tells us whilst waving us in.  She then dashes off back along the corridor.
 
   Emma leads us to the left.  I’m grateful, because the cat people look very intimidating.  The cat people are tense and aren’t speaking a word.  Their eyes are simmering with anger that is very close to the boil.  The humans with them are keeping their eyes down and staying perfectly still.  I get the impression they just don’t want to be noticed.
 
   “In here, everyone.  Grunti will explain once everyone’s here.”  Hermes says and leads a group of Contractians into the room.
 
   I notice the leader of our rival club from the academy.  She’s easy to notice because she’s probably the only black girl at the academy.  There might have been more, but I don’t remember seeing any others.  I suspect that everyone following Hermes into the room is from our rival club.
 
   We wait in silence
 
   “This way, nya.”  Neko says and leads a confused looking group of Contractians into the room.  They must be the girls who decided to stay but weren’t from either club.  I notice a woman with them who looks a bit like a much older version of Rin.  Rin’s mother?
 
   “Hurry up, hurry up!”  Midori says, impatiently ushering Neko’s group into the room.  “We’re all here.  You can explain now.”
 
   “I’ll try to keep this simple.”  Grunti says.  “We’ve created a large artificial environment surrounded by a sphere of protective magic.  In the bottom half of the sphere is fertile earth suitable for growing food in.  You can also build on it or dig into it to make homes.  The top half is filled with mortal friendly air.  There’s plenty of clean water too.
 
   “The location of this environment is the ice hell that Peter fought in.  The location means that you are unlikely to be attacked by other mortals.  The most powerful demons in this hell are dead already and the weaker ones can’t break through the protective magic surrounding it.  It’s unlikely that any other gods or angels will intrude either, so the location is perfect.”
 
   “We’ll be living there from now on.  It may seem crazy, but it’s much safer than staying here.”  The Kuroneko says, still in cat form.  Her followers, on the other side of the room, seem to accept her words without hesitation.  The tension on that side of the room seems to disappear instantly.  On this side of the room though there are quiet complaints muttered all around me.  As they notice our discontent the cat people glare angrily at us.
 
   “We all agreed to follow Peter when we chose to stay here.  We knew we might have to leave Contractia.  There’s no point complaining now.”  Emma warns everyone.
 
   “We didn’t think that meant living in hell though.”  Someone complains.
 
   “You don’t have a choice.”  The Kuroneko says and everyone’s gaze turns back to her.
 
   “What happens if we refuse?”  One girl asks.  The cat people on the other side of the room glare murderously at her.
 
   “Then you die.”  The Kuroneko says simply.  The girl gulps.
 
   “I’m not refusing.”  She says quickly.
 
   “Good.”  The Kuroneko says.
 
   “I’m going to open a gate to Nirvali now.  Once you’re all there and I’ve picked up the temple I’ll go back to hell and open the gate to your new home.”  The dwarf says.
 
   “Picked up the temple?  Just how strong is that dwarf?”  A girl behind me mutters.
 
   “I’ll just be putting it in a bag.”  Grunti says, noticing our confusion but only adding to it with his words.
 
   “It will be going inside my dimensional bag.”  Sor explains irritably.
 
   “Oh, so he doesn’t have to pick it up.  Maybe he’s not that strong after all.”  The girl behind me whispers.
 
   “Just hurry up and open the gate.  I want to see Peter again already.”  Midori says impatiently.
 
   “Ok, I’m opening it now.”  The dwarf says sounding a little flustered.  A black shiny disk appears in the air in front of him.  It’s about five people wide and a little taller than most humans.
 
   “The Contractians can go first.”  The Kuroneko says.  She doesn’t look or sound like she trusts us.
 
   “This way everyone.”  Midori says and happily leads us into the disk.  I’m near the front.  Hell may sound scary but staying here is much scarier.  I get the impression that some of the cat people would love nothing more than to rip our throats out.
 
   We pass through the gate and arrive in another throne room.  This time there are short pale skinned girls wearing black armour.  Peter did say female dwarves look like little girls, but I didn’t realise just how literally he meant it.
 
   “This way please.  Keep moving so the people behind you can continue to pass through the gate.  This way please.  Keep moving…”  A bored sounding female dwarf instructs us, directing us to the far side of the room.
 
   “So this is where Peter lived when he went off on his own during the competition.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “After he defeated David Ishki and freed the Kuroneko’s followers.”  Emma says.
 
   “The Kuroneko doesn’t seem very grateful.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “I wouldn’t let her or her followers hear you say that.”  Emma warns.
 
   “If it’s in hell, Contractia and the Fallen Angels really won’t be able to follow us to our new home.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “Let’s just hope we don’t get invaded by the demons from another hell.”  Emma says wryly.
 
   “I hope not!”  Charlotte exclaims.
 
   “Don’t worry.”  I tell her.  “If Peter can defeat the local maou we’ll be fine.  Any demons from elsewhere will be weaker outside of their own hell.  The hell should eventually transform into a heavenly realm too if the local demons are all killed and there are gods living there.”
 
   “That’s true, but I didn’t expect you to know that.”  Emma says.
 
   “My family were demon hunters before Contractia conquered our lands and enslaved me.”  I tell her.
 
   “That’s harsh.”  Emma says.
 
   “I’m just glad that I’m free now.”  I tell her.
 
   “What about your family?”  Emma asks.
 
   “They’re dead.  They died rather than be enslaved.”  I answer.
 
   “That’s harsh too.  I’m sorry.”  Emma tells me.
 
   “Don’t be.  At least they didn’t have to be slaves.  I was the one that wasn’t brave enough to kill myself.”  I tell Emma.
 
   “How old were you?”  Emma asks.
 
   “Six.”  I tell her.
 
   “I don’t think any six year olds would be brave enough to kill themselves and I wish nobody had to face that choice, especially so young.”  Emma says.
 
   “My brother was the same age as me.”  I tell her.
 
   “That’s just too sad.  I really am sorry.”  Emma says.
 
   “There’s no need.  You didn’t do anything.  I just hope Peter’s land without slavery will one day be much bigger than this new home we’re moving to.”  I tell her.
 
   “I hope so too.”  Emma says.
 
   “Do you think Peter will be in charge or will it be the Kuroneko?”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “I hope it’s Peter.  I can’t imagine living under the Kuroneko.”  I say.
 
   “Hopefully Peter will be in charge of us and the Kuroneko will rule her followers.”  Emma says.
 
   “The portal closed.  We must have everyone here now.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “How long do you think it will take the dwarf to get to our new home and open the gate?”  I ask.
 
   “The dwarves over there are looking at you strangely.”  Emma warns me.  I glance over at the dwarves.  They couldn’t have heard me from there.  Everyone’s talking together so it’s really loud.  But they are looking at me strangely.
 
   “They couldn’t have heard me.  Maybe they’ve never seen anyone like me before.”  I suggest.
 
   “They only started looking at you like that when you said that.”  Emma warns me.
 
   “Maybe it’s coincidence.”  Charlotte suggests.
 
   “I don’t believe in coincidence.  Just watch what you say.”  Emma warns me.
 
   “I will, but now I want him to hurry up and open that gate even more.”  I say.
 
   “It’s odd that we want to get to hell sooner, but I feel the same way.”  Emma says.
 
   “Hell isn’t normally an attractive destination.”  I agree.
 
   “Some people believe you end up in hell if you live a bad life.”  Emma says.
 
   “Most Contractians don’t believe in souls or the afterlife.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “When you die your soul rests for a long time and then you get reincarnated.  You’re a totally different person when you reincarnate.  You don’t remember anything from your past life and you’re not conscious whilst your soul rests, unless a god or demon interferes with your soul.”  I explain.
 
   “That’s your belief?”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “It’s not a belief.  It’s just the truth.”  I tell her.
 
   “How do you know?”  Charlotte asks.
 
   “My people studied it and recorded their findings.  Even for a six year old it was common knowledge.”  I tell her.
 
   “Who are your people?”  Emma asks curiously.
 
   “Sorry, but I can’t tell you their name.”  I answer apologetically.
 
   “Their name’s a secret?”  Emma asks in surprise.
 
   “No.  It’s embarrassing but the secret is that I’ve forgotten.”  I tell her.  Emma looks at me in shock and laughs.
 
   “Sorry, but I didn’t expect that!”  Emma apologises in a hurry.
 
   “Don’t worry.”  I tell her.
 
   “Excuse me.”  A female dwarf says looking at me a little strangely.
 
   “Is something wrong?”  Emma asks her.
 
   “We were just wondering how to get our hair to look like that without magic.”  The dwarf says.
 
   “Like mine?”  I ask in relief.
 
   “Yes.”  She says.
 
   “I was born with rainbow hair.  All my people looked like this, so I’m afraid I can’t really help.”  I tell her.
 
   “Oh, I’m very sorry.  I didn’t mean to be rude.”  The dwarf says and hurries back to the other dwarves.
 
   “Maybe I was wrong.”  Emma admits.
 
   “It still doesn’t hurt to watch what we say.”  I tell Emma.
 
   “That’s true.”  Charlotte agrees.
 
   “I really am looking forward to getting there though.”  I say.
 
   “Me too.  I wonder what it will be like.  It’s hard to imagine from what we’ve been told.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “I wonder how big it will be.  It feels like we’ve been cramped inside somewhere forever.  First the academy, then the temple and now here.  I hope our new home is big enough that it doesn’t feel cramped too.”  Emma says.
 
   “Me too.  I want to feel free not locked away inside somewhere even if it is for my protection.”  I say.
 
   “I hope there’s nice food too.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “Something spicy!”  I say.
 
   “I don’t think I can manage your idea of spicy.”  Charlotte says.
 
   “I don’t think anyone can.”  Emma says.
 
   “You humans have such a weak palate.”  I say shaking my head in resignation.
 
   “Everyone, please go through.”  The male dwarf calls out appearing from a swirling mass of metallic colours surrounded by a large black stone gateway.  It wasn’t there when I last looked but it must be the gate to our new home.  He then walks back into the gateway and disappears.  Midori rushes after him and dashes through the gate before anyone can even speak, let alone follow.
 
   “Let the Contractians go first and then follow.”  The Kuroneko tells her followers and then leaps through the gate too.
 
   “Let’s go everyone.”  Emma calls out and then leads the way towards and then into the gate.
 
   I’m sixth to enter the gate, behind only Grunti, Midori, the Kuroneko, Emma and Charlotte.  As we enter it we’re entirely surrounded by the constantly swirling metallic colours.  My body feels like it is being pulled on from every direction and at the same time pushed forward.
 
   As we move forwards the colours take on a purple hint and eventually we are entirely surrounded by dark purple.  Then the purple takes on hints of blue before becoming a dark purple and blue swirling mass.  As the dark blue becomes stronger the purple fades until it is entirely gone.  Then the blue becomes paler and paler.  Just before it fades entirely the blue is replaced by brown below and orangey red straight ahead and above.  A few moments later I can see clearly.
 
   In the distance there’s a huge fiery dome above and around us.  The ground is soft brown earth and behind us is a gate of ice.  In the gateway is a swirling mass of pale blues, greys and whites.  Most importantly though, in front of us are our friends.  They’re wearing their school uniforms just like we are, except Yu Kii who is wearing her miko outfit and Peter who is just wearing scales.  It may seem odd to be wearing our school uniform even though we are no longer at the academy or even on the same world, but we don’t have anything else to wear.
 
   As we approach our friends I can’t help feeling intimidated by Peter.  I knew he looked different.  I’d even heard exactly what he looked like and the description was certainly accurate, but this is still my first time seeing him in person since he changed his body.  There were so many of us in the room when he ported us to the temple that I missed the chance to see him then and haven’t had a chance since.  Midori and the Kuroneko are busy talking to Peter though, so he probably won’t even notice me.
 
   It’s not just Peter that’s intimidating.  Seeing all my friends here is wonderful, but there’s nobody here who is waiting mostly for me.  I can’t help being nervous.  I can’t help being embarrassed.  What to say?  Who to say it to?
 
   “Niji!”  Tomo calls out.  Tabi and Mirai wave at me eagerly.  Perhaps I didn’t need to be nervous after all.  I was sure they’d be more interested in talking to Midori, but I suppose Midori is too busy with Peter.  I’m about to rush forward when a small girl runs past me.  She seems familiar but she looks too young to be at the academy.  She’s also wearing plain white mage robes instead of the academy uniform.  Who is she?
 
   “Peter!  Asuna!”  The girl calls out and Peter looks up at her.
 
   “Hinata.  It’s good to see you again.”  Peter says happily.  Hinata…  She was Asuna’s little sister, wasn’t she?
 
   “My people!  Can I bring them here?!”  Hinata asks urgently.
 
   “Of course, though getting them here may be a little tricky.  They’re still in Utopia Camerona aren’t they?”  Peter asks.
 
   “No.  It seems Mayor Perry was planning to use them as hostages once she got inside the temple.  They were captured by the dwarves when Perry was defeated.”  Hinata tells him.
 
   “I’m sure the dwarves will be happy to release them.”  Peter tells her.
 
   “The dwarves said they wanted to discuss what to do with all their prisoners with you and their king.”  Hinata says.
 
   “I’ll be happy to do so and I’m sure Grunti will be reasonable about it.”  Peter says.  Then I reach my friends and Peter’s conversation is drowned out by everyone’s greetings.  Tabi, Tomo and Mirai are all especially eager to see me.
 
   “So what was Nirvali like?”  Tomo asks.
 
   “We didn’t see much of it, but the dwarves really did look like little girls in armour.  You couldn’t tell the difference between a human girl and a dwarf.”  I tell them.
 
   “I wonder whether we’ll ever get to see them.”  Tabi says.
 
   “If there’s a gate between our home and theirs maybe we will get the chance.”  Mirai says.
 
   “I hope so.”  Tabi says.
 
   “It would be nice to see their city.”  Tomo says.
 
   “Did you see any other male dwarves?”  Mirai asks.
 
   “No.  Just Grunti.”  I answer.
 
   “I wonder whether they all look like him.”  Mirai says.
 
   “He does look a bit like I imagined dwarves might look like.”  Tomo says.
 
   “Except he doesn’t have a beard.  I had heard that all dwarves had beards.  Even the women.”  Tabi points out.
 
   “I’d heard that too.”  Mirai says.
 
   “Me too.  Having seen the female dwarves now though, I just can’t imagine them having beards.”  I say.
 
   “A little girl with a beard would look odd.”  Mirai says.
 
   “That’s true.  By the way Niji, we all have makeshift homes at the moment.  We saved you one right next to ours.  I hope that’s ok.”  Tomo says.
 
   “That’s great.”  I say.
 
   “We’ve saved one for Midori too just in case, but I’m sure she’ll take one closer to Peter.”  Tomo says.
 
   “She’d complain if we didn’t save her one though.”  Tabi says.
 
   “I doubt she’d even notice.”  Tomo says.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28 (Multiple) – The Battle of Portalis
 
   (Gregory May)
 
   I look behind us again and see the sun is close to setting.  It will not be long before we start our feast.  Waiting for sunset is only symbolic but a feast of mortal souls is best enjoyed with the right atmosphere.  Sunset and nightfall will give us that atmosphere.
 
   The elves seem restless, but soon they will be able to put their energy to good use.  If any elves don’t fight hard enough, their Envoys will ensure that they are killed as punishment.  Normally I’d eat one or two before the battle too as an incentive and more importantly as a snack, but there will be plenty of souls to gorge on today.
 
   The city of Portalis is surrounded by our human scum.  I don’t bother counting the filth, but there must be at least half a million humans in our army.  Only about a tenth of them are mages, but they still provide good fodder for the enemy to waste mana on.
 
   We could gather more, but there’s no need.  We could win this battle with just me and Azrael.  The humans are just to keep the enemy from relaxing whilst we keep them waiting.  Having the elves is useful though, because they can take the sting off of the enemies’ attacks.  Not that the enemies’ attacks could ever be anything more than that.  Even their queen struggled against a single Death Bird!  The old queen would have eliminated a mere Death Bird with a single attack.
 
   The wall of Portalis is tall enough to obscure the city behind it from where I am, but a wall is useless when your enemy can fly.  The moat around the city is wide but like the wall it cannot protect the city against us when we can fly.
 
   What gives the people of Contractia confidence is the shield surrounding Portalis.  Azrael tested the shield and it was as strong as the rumours suggested.  Apparently they have a spell breaker too.  The combination is a pain.  No wonder the Contractians think their city is invincible.  If their old queen hadn’t been paranoid enough to create a backdoor to avoid getting locked out of Portalis, we might never have broken through its defences.  As it is the Contractians are about to get a shock, right before we kill them.
 
   “When the feast is over meet me at the top of that mountain.”  Azrael tells me.  There is only one mountain in Portalis so our meeting place is clear.
 
   “To view our new trophy?”  I ask.
 
   “To take control of the shield.”  Azrael answers.
 
   “Is that where it’s being controlled from?”  I ask.
 
   “Isn’t that where you would control it from?”  Azrael asks.
 
   “Yes, but do humans think the same way?”  I ask.
 
   “I don’t know about humans, but their old queen certainly did.”  Azrael says and as he says it the sun begins to set.  I don’t have to look behind us to see it.  I can already feel the red light bathing us in all its glory.  Azrael turns his body black and shrouds himself in darkness.  The elves hide their presence too.
 
   “My turn.”  I say with a grin.  I don’t hide though.  Far from it.
 
   I take to the sky and summon a thousand Death Birds.  After all the time I spent creating Death Bird after Death Bird I can now finally enjoy releasing them on the enemy.  Sadly they can’t penetrate the city’s shield, but there is no way the enemy can ignore them.  The mere name Death Bird is enough to fill a mortal’s heart with fear.  A single touch of a single feather means death.  The sight of a thousand Death Birds even on the other side of a shield will fill their hearts with terror.
 
   As if that was not enough I form storm clouds over the city.  Lightning strikes naturally but it only hits the shield.  Rain falls but like the lightning it hits the shield.  The storm clouds still darken the sky and the rain and thunder can be heard throughout the city.
 
   With the setting sun behind me I then return to my true size.  I was already in my true form except for my size, but now everyone in Contractia can see a red leathery giant with huge muscles, white bone horns, razor sharp long white teeth and black leathery wings.  They can see the red fire of my eyes.  They can see their death approaching.
 
   “People of Contractia, despair!”  I boom.
 
   Mages quickly line the city’s wall and strike at me with dozens of lightning bolts at a time.  I send their lightning back at the casters, but the city’s shield blocks the lightning before it can strike them.  Then one lightning bolt leaps out at me with a force that cannot be compared to the others.  I dodge but even though it misses me by a few feet my closest wing is singed.
 
   It seems I have the queen’s attention and she seems to have grown stronger in the mere months since my Death Bird tested her power.  Or was she faking weakness back then?  Had I known that a weakened Sky Lord was helping her back then I would have sent more than just a single Death Bird with the emperor’s messenger.  To have further weakened the Sky Lord when he was still in that weak human form would have been a prize far greater than killing a young queen.  To have killed him would have been the ultimate prize.
 
   My singed wing regenerates from the damage almost instantly.  I am now very careful to avoid her next attack.  This time it is a hail of ice.  The other mages use ice as well, but their queen’s attack is easy to sense, because the difference in mana is huge.  Even knowing where her ice is though, I cannot evade every shard.  That’s not because it’s fast but because it’s vast.
 
   The humans behind me are instantly frozen to death even before it reaches me.  I block the ice that is about to hit me with my wings, but the shock is agony as the ice crashes into my wings.  My entire body freezes up and I crash to the ground.  The only time I have felt pain worse than this was when I fought the Sky Lord.
 
   Azrael should have contacted me by now.  What’s taking him so long?  I was only meant to get the queen’s attention so he could get inside before having to face her.  I know I told him that she wasn’t a threat, but he didn’t need to leave me facing her for this long.
 
   “The elves have betrayed us!”  The shrill voice of an Envoy cries in my mind.  Betrayed us?  The impudent fools, I will wipe their race from existence!
 
   I sense a lightning bolt shot straight at me by the queen.  I unfurl my wings and jump into the air to dodge, but this time the bottom of my wing is hit and the entire wing is burnt to ash.  It takes a few moments to regenerate and in that time she fires another lightning bolt.
 
   Whatever’s keeping Azrael, if the elves have betrayed us and the queen is this powerful I cannot afford to waste any more time here.  If I keep this up I may even get killed.  I dodge her next lightning bolt and leap through the air straight towards the backdoor.  She sends another lightning bolt which again misses but this time singes my left horn.
 
   She sends yet another lightning bolt at me, but this time from just up ahead of where I’m leaping to.  She must have ported.  Perhaps she thinks I’m simply running away.  I manage to dodge to the side of her attack without even getting singed and then continue on towards the backdoor.  She manages to get in one more attack before I reach it but again I dodge, though this time my right wing is singed.
 
   The backdoor is now right in front of me.  It’s a tiny gap in the shield covered by an illusion.  There’s a weak shield covering the gap too, but knowing exactly where it is I cover my right fist in flames and then punch the weak shield.  It isn’t as weak as I expected and takes two punches to break, but having penetrated the shield I reduce myself to human size and dart through the gap just in time to avoid the queen’s next lightning bolt.
 
   As I shoot through the gap and into Portalis I find a terrifying sight hovering over the wide moat.  For a moment I am convinced it is the Sky Lord of Ishki, but after a moment I notice that the fiery eyes on this green scaled fire angel are red like mine.  Though the eyes are different the sharp white bone claws and fangs, and the green metallic tail and green spiked leathery wings are just like the Sky Lord’s.
 
   “Stop dodging.”  She says and sends another blast of lightning at me, but this time it is black soul stealer lightning.  I quickly dodge to the left and attack with a flurry of black feathers.  She’s not the only one who can steal souls.  To my shock my death feathers turn white before they can reach her.  As far as I can tell though, she didn’t use any magic to do it.  So how did she do it?
 
   As I’m trying to work out how she did it she attacks again with her soul stealer lightning.  Again I dodge, but her attack is followed by regular lightning that is harder to dodge.  My left wing, arm and shoulder are all reduced to ash.  Roaring in agony I return to my proper size before she can entirely reduce me to ash.  Unlike fire angels I am only able to regenerate my body if something is left of it.  My advantage is the greater power of my soul stealer magic, but right now she seems immune to it.
 
   With my size returned to normal I look down at her and spot a strange water magic directly below her.  There is a green orb floating in the moat with a constant flow of water through it that forms a sort of fountain.  The water goes up inside the orb and comes out at the top middle, simply falling back down the outside of the orb and flowing back into the moat.  It is directly below her.  Coincidence?  I doubt it.
 
   My body has only just recovered when her next blast of soul stealer lightning hits me in the chest.  I resist the pull of her magic and shake off the attack.  She would have been better off using regular lightning.  Perhaps realising this or maybe just alternating, her next attack is regular lightning but I dodge this time.
 
   Rather than attacking her I swoop over her and then the wall, into the city.  There are panicked humans everywhere.  My favourite kind of meal!  I scatter death feathers under me to absorb the souls of the human cattle below.  This not only kills those that are hit, but adds to everyone’s terror.
 
   There’s a huge floating rock above me.  There are probably humans cowering inside it.  I can crack the rock open and devour any humans in it later, but right now there are plenty of humans below me scurrying around in utter chaos and despair.
 
   Really though, where is Azrael?  He should be enjoying the feast or helping me kill this fire angel.  Is he having trouble with their queen?  Or do they have another fire angel in Portalis?  And how is this one so powerful when she’s not even got the blue eyes of an arch angel?  Why is an angel of Ikarus even here?  Also where are the treacherous elves and their Envoys?
 
   I avoid another blast of lightning from the fire angel, but it seems reluctant to leave that spot.  I must be right.  That green orb really is protecting her from my death magic.  She can’t beat me or protect the city if she can’t move though.  Sure she can continue to attack me but she’s too far away to get a hit on me unless I let down my guard.
 
   I dart to and fro, zig zagging across the city, covering it with death.  Some of the mages dare attack me with lightning, wind slices, ice shards, fireballs and metal shards.  I just ignore their puny attacks and make sure to dodge the fire angel’s attacks.  The human souls help strengthen me, so even if she doesn’t care about the people she’d be a fool to let me continue harvesting their souls.
 
   I’m so busy dodging the fire angel’s attacks that I only realise the danger when a hail of ice shards hit my chest.  If they were just normal ice shards I wouldn’t care, but these feel more like the attack from earlier.  In shock and agony I fall from the sky, crashing into some little human buildings below.
 
   Right in front of my left eye a human in green mage robes stands still in shock.  I suck her soul out and she falls lifeless to the ground, but my distraction costs me again.  A second hail of ice shards hits me this time in the left leg and the fire angel’s lightning burns a hole through my chest.
 
   Roaring in agony and fury I jump back into the sky as my chest regenerates.  Another lightning bolt reduces my right foot to ash before my chest is fully restored.  I grin through the pain though, because the fire angel has flown just above me, leaving behind the safety of that orb in the water.  I send a furious storm of death feathers at and around her.
 
   Again the feathers turn white before they can reach her.  Confused and angry I spit a fireball at her, before realising my mistake.  She’s a fire angel…  Swallowing my fireball and its mana she sends another lightning bolt at me, this time even more powerful than before and now she’s targeting my head.  I barely dodge it in time and my left horn is reduced to ash.
 
   Maybe we shouldn’t have been so greedy.  If the others were here we could easily kill this fire angel even without death magic.  Even if it was just Azrael with me it would be fine though.  So where is he?
 
   I dodge a hail of ice from below and a lightning bolt from above.  The ice is coming from a human mage.  She has short red hair, blue eyes and white skin.  She looks young, but her soul is strong.  Even though she doesn’t look like a Contractian, could she perhaps be their queen?  I send a storm of death feathers at her but again they turn white.
 
   Two enemies that can cancel my death magic!  Could it be that one of them can simply cancel all of my death magic and that the other is neither responsible nor capable of countering my death magic?  If they could cancel all of my death magic though, wouldn’t they have saved the humans that I’ve already slaughtered?  It could be that they simply don’t care about the cattle that I killed earlier or even the mana I drained from them.
 
   If death magic doesn’t work, then I’ll have to use elemental magic.  I send a hail of my own ice at the fire angel above me.  Rather than dodging or shielding she fires another lightning bolt at me, vaporising the ice that was heading her way.  I manage to dodge her lightning but again find myself on the defensive.
 
   I dodge another hail of ice from below, but cry out in agony as metal shards tear through both of my wings.  I didn’t sense them until they hit but it seems she fired them at the same time as the ice.  Worse my wings are only regenerating very slowly.
 
   I sense venom entering my body through the wounds in my wings.  They’re trying to poison a death angel!  It would be hilarious, if it wasn’t for the fact that the venom is effective.  If it wasn’t for my battle with the Sky Lord poison would be useless, but the poison is eating away at the healing magic used to restore me to health.
 
   Desperate now I try to retreat.  For a mere human and fire angel to force me to retreat is mortifying, but dying would be worse.  I am the one meant to bring death to my enemies, not the other way around!
 
   Retreating towards the city walls I dodge another lightning bolt but a hail of ice assaults me from the top of the city wall.  I wildly dodge the ice shards but then another lightning bolt hits me in the upper back and blasts a hole through my chest.  Waves of agony assault my entire body.
 
   It seems their queen, if that’s what she is, ported ahead of me.  Realising that I can port or shift too I try to shift to the backdoor, but I almost hit a dimensional whirlwind and have to cancel my shift before it’s too late.  In doing so I am hit by yet another lightning bolt.  This time it hits my lower back and incinerates my stomach.  That’s still better than getting sucked into the trap they laid and spending eternity in the void between dimensions.  To control a dimensional whirlwind though is not something humans or even fire angels should be capable of.  Not even Azrael can do that!
 
   I dodge another lightning bolt from behind and another hail of ice shards from the city wall, but my body has barely regenerated at all from those two lightning bolts that hit my back.
 
   At this rate even retreating may prove impossible.  The time taken to break a hole even in the weaker shield at the backdoor may prove fatal.  Azrael did say that the shield was probably controlled at the mountain.  Perhaps I can take the shield down entirely instead.
 
   I soar up away from the enemies, evading another lightning bolt as I do so.  Then I charge through the air towards the mountain, dodging two more lightning bolts.  The fire angel doesn’t pursue me though.  Strange…  What is she planning?
 
   I cover the mountain in death feathers to kill anyone defending it, but yet again the feathers turn white.  Another hail of ice assaults me, this time from the mountain, but I manage to dodge.  Again metal shards hit me, but this time in my painfully slowly regenerating chest.  Unable to bear it any longer I shriek in pain and punch the mountain.
 
   The mountain shakes.  The whole city shakes.  The human queen shakes.  She shakes with fear for the first time.  Perhaps if magic doesn’t work I may be able to kill her with my body.  It’s embarrassing to resort to such crude methods, but victory and survival come before pride.
 
   I draw back my right fist and punch her puny little body, but before my punch can land on her a hail of metal and ice assaults my fist.  Then lightning fired from just beside her reduces my entire right arm to ash.  The fire angel is now standing beside the queen with a smirk on her face.
 
   “Curse you!”  I scream and abandoning my senses I flood the air with death feathers.  This time though most of them remain black.  A white shield surrounds the queen and fire angel blocking them from my sight, but the rest of the mountain is covered in death feathers.  I can’t sense any dimensional magic so they must still be in there.  Having finally gotten my enemy on the defensive I spit ice and metal of my own at the white shield.  The shield holds but there is an ear splitting screech as my attacks assault the shield.
 
   Maybe I can win this.  Maybe I don’t have to leave here in humiliation, or worse not leave at all.  Their queen is not invincible and neither is this fire angel that has given me so much trouble.  I can kill them.  I will kill them.  I’ll tear their bodies to shreds and eat their souls.  After all the trouble they have given me they’ll taste delicious.  Forget the human cattle.  The queen and fire angel’s souls will be my reward and a sweet reward they will be.
 
   I approach closer and intensify my attack even more.  The screeching of my attacks against their shield hurts my ears, but once I penetrate the shield the ones that will be in pain are the queen and fire angel.  I can finally return the agony they have inflicted on me in this battle.  I’m right on top of the enemy now and all they can do is keep shielding, but cracks are beginning to form in their shield.  It will not hold for long.
 
   (Juliet)
 
   As the death angel approaches us I keep my senses on the earth shrine as well as watching him through the white light of the shield.  The light makes it hard to see through from the inside, but from the outside it should be impossible to see or hear us.  The earth shrine is a simple black stone slab on top of four small black stone columns.  Each column is about two foot tall and the slab is only half a foot thick.  Like the water shrine and air shrine it is protecting us from his death magic but its power is weakening.  Cracks are forming at the base of one column of the shrine and so cracks are beginning to form in the shield too.
 
   “Now?”  Queen Emily asks.
 
   “Not yet.”  I answer.
 
   “We can’t wait much longer.”  Queen Emily warns.
 
   “Not yet.  Only one chance.”  I tell her.  The death angel is getting closer but he’s still too far away.
 
   “We won’t even get that if we’re dead.”  Queen Emily complains.
 
   “Almost close enough.”  I tell her.
 
   “He seems close enough to me.”  Queen Emily says as the death angel reaches out to touch the shield with his right hand.
 
   “Now.”  I say just before his hand touches the shield.  I blast the slab on the earth shrine with my most powerful lightning.  Queen Emily surrounds it with fire.
 
   The slab crumbles and the shield emits a pulse of green light.  It covers all of Portalis for the briefest of moments before hitting the great shield and vanishing.  By the time it hits the great shield it is almost powerless, but when it hits the death angel the holy light is still at its strongest.
 
   The light of the shield fades but the death feathers are now all white and harmless.  The death angel is now formed of earth and his soul is completely destroyed.  The face of the death angel is twisted in a grimace, showing the excruciating agony it must have faced at the last moment.  Its body already had holes in the chest and stomach but the rest of the damage we inflicted had been regenerated.  Now though the death angel’s face begins to crumble and then its head falls off.  The arms fall into piles of earth and then the entire body collapses into one huge pile of earth.
 
   Having seen the effect of the holy light on another angel that fell from heaven I am glad I was on the inside of the shield.  Even at a distance the effects of the holy light would have been horrific.  I might still have been killed and I doubt the little one inside me would have survived.  To think that Contractia had such a powerful weapon.  I had thought they were weak, but it seems I was not entirely right.  The question is what other weapons they have and whether they might one day be used against us.
 
   At the very least we would have no chance of conquering Portalis if we ever did end up as enemies.  They have four more shrines and the earth shrine will regenerate in less than a decade.  We have no idea what powers the other shrines have so there is no way we could take them into account in any plans.  For now though we are allies not enemies.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29 (Kael)
 
   As the sun begins to set behind him Azrael shrouds himself in darkness.  We hide our presence too and follow our Envoy.  Though it doesn’t know it, its host is the king’s sister.
 
   The young body is small and frail, only thirty years old, but the power inside is dark and terrifying.  Like everyone in our tribe she has pale green eyes, short light brown hair and pale skin with a faint hint of silver.  Being host to the envoy she wears the leaf woven shirt, shorts and shoes that are our heritage whilst we wear plain grey shorts, shirts and brown leather shoes.
 
   I pray that Dairon truly does have a way to expel the Envoy from her body.  If so we may soon be free, though defeating the Envoy once it has taken corporeal form will be difficult.  Certainly many of us will die.
 
   The Envoy stops just in front of the city shield.  It senses a gap and floats through the shield about fifty feet above the ground.  We quickly fly through after it.  The Envoy hovers over the moat, seeming confused.  There’s no sign of Azrael so he must still be hidden.  I hadn’t expected him to wait for us to enter the city and I don’t think the Envoy did either.  It definitely seems confused.
 
   I sense unnatural magic port us from just inside the city shield.  Since we were hiding our presence we couldn’t use unnatural magic to create a port barrier or port block.  We appear in a natural but sinister underground environment.  There is now a port block up and port barriers, but they are not ours.
 
   The roof glows green allowing us to see our surroundings.  Under our feet is an uneven dark stone floor and all around us are low growing blue vines, though the green light from the roof distorts their colour giving them a strong green tint.  In the air there’s a sweet smell.  Ahead of us is a plant with long red tendrils each a little thicker than my arm that cover the whole area around it.  The plant’s flower is red too with seven open petals, each twice as tall as I am.  It just oozes with a sense of danger, but there’s a powerful shield around it.
 
   Behind us and to both our left and right are hundreds of human mages all wearing identical black robes.  The Envoy twists around in fury and unleashes a whirlwind crackling with lightning at the human mages.  The elves in the way fly to either side but the humans shield and somehow their shield holds.  The storm dissipates but the Envoy’s wrath does not.  It prepares to hurl another whirlwind, even stronger this time.
 
   As the Envoy prepares its attack there’s a gentle whistling noise and suddenly the Envoy falls to the ground face down.  Just as soon as the Envoy’s host hits the ground the Envoy appears in corporeal form standing above its now former host.  The former host, Dairon’s sister, is ported away despite the port block and barriers.  Seeing the Envoy’s true form for the first time is terrifying, but it seems Dairon’s plan is working.
 
   The Envoy is huge at twenty feet tall.  It has dark leathery wings lined with death feathers.  It’s more or less the same shape and size as a twenty foot tall elf.  Unlike an elf though, the arms, legs and body are formed of molten lava with hands and feet formed of green gems merged into the rough shape of hands and feet, minus the fingers and toes.  Each foot and hand has a silvery metal talon.  The neck and head are formed of the same silvery metal as the talons.  It has no hair, eyes, mouth or nose.
 
   Without needing to exchange words we all fly away from the Envoy and barrage it with lightning both from above and around it.  The thunder is deafening.  The only directions it is not getting attacked from are below and behind it, but that creepy plant is behind it.  The Envoy sends a flurry of death feathers into the air around it where they stay as a swirling barrier, so we retreat further but keep up our attacks.
 
   The human mages use lightning of their own but it’s weak.  Even our lightning must seem weak to the Envoy.  A gust of wind sends death feathers at the human mages.  The humans’ shields flicker and collapse.  Dozens of humans fall to the ground as they are instantly killed by a swarm of death feathers.  Evading the death feathers is essential, because even getting grazed by a single death feather is fatal.  It would take longer to die, but death would be no less certain.
 
   Another gust of wind blows and a swarm of death feathers hurtles towards me and the others around me.  I dance around the feathers as do all of my comrades in the deadly path of those feathers, often evading death by less than a finger’s width.  The feathers blow past us and hitting the roof they fall back to the ground as the wind dissipates.  They settle, but against the dark stony ground they are an almost invisible leafy carpet of death.
 
   Three of my elven comrades are grimacing in the feathers’ death embrace, but to my pride not a single elf falls to the ground.  No matter how many of us die, we must hold out.  Even once our death is assured, we must fight on.  No matter what happens we must have faith in Dairon, our king.
 
   A huge bolt of lightning strikes at my comrades on the other side of the Envoy.  Five elves fall to the ground as blackened corpses.  Death feathers can be dodged, but lightning that powerful can neither be dodged nor shielded against.
 
   A stone spike shoots up from below the Envoy between its legs but the spike shatters as it hits the Envoy, who doesn’t even react.  A cloud of acid covers the Envoy and the death feathers that are still surrounding it.  The acid hisses, but again the Envoy doesn’t react and the death feathers are unaffected too.
 
   The Envoy jumps straight up flapping its black wings to increase speed and spinning wildly it slices the elves directly above it into a bloody pulp.  As the Envoy hits the roof head first there is a tremendous crash that shakes the roof, the walls and the ground.  Most of the humans fall to the ground and the elves in the air closest to the roof are hit like a hammer by the roof.  Some manage to shield in time but others fall to the ground dead or dying.
 
   As the Envoy hits the ground and creates another earthquake the shield around the red plant flickers and then falls completely.  The red tendrils writhe violently in every direction, rapidly spreading wider and wider.  As they approach us some of the tendrils dart out at the closest elves.  The elves quickly evade the tendrils and retreat, but the tendrils pursue them relentlessly.  An elf uses lightning on the tendril pursuing him, but as soon as he does so he tenses up and lifeless he falls to the ground.
 
   Some of the red tendrils approach the Envoy too but before they can reach it they wither, turn blue and then black before finally dying.  The Envoy looks at the flower controlling the tendrils with disdain that is obvious even without a face and sends a fiery whirlwind at it.  The flames cover the flower but a moment later they are gone and the flower is not only intact but has more than doubled in size.  The tendrils are no thicker than before, but they seem much faster.
 
   More tendrils thrust themselves at the Envoy and this time they don’t wither until they touch the Envoy.  Most of us keep firing lightning bolts at the Envoy, but the elves being pursued by tendrils are focused entirely on evading so have no time to spare on attacking.  A tendril wraps around the ankle of a young elf girl too slow to evade it.  I cut the tendril with a wind slice and to my relief it doesn’t kill me like the lightning attack would have.  To my horror though the girl falls to the ground a lifeless corpse and the tendril darts towards me.  I dart away from the tendril and have to turn my focus towards evading it.
 
   The Envoy ignores us and leaps towards the deadly flower, flapping its wings to propel itself onwards before landing directly in front of the flower.  With its green gem hands and silvery claws the Envoy attacks the flower, gouging out red plant flesh that gushes to the ground like thick blood.
 
   The tendrils pursuing us dart back to defend the flower, thrusting themselves at the Envoy.  Many wither and die as soon as they touch the Envoy but some pierce his red glowing lava body, legs and arms.  As the tendrils pierce him though, they burn to ash with the flames racing back along the tendrils to the plant’s main body.  The plant emits a faint purple mist wherever the flames reach it.  The Envoy staggers as if dizzy but then resumes its ferocious assault on the flower.
 
   Many new tendrils grow from the plant, but this time they are purple and only as thick as my little finger.  Whilst much smaller than the red tendrils their numbers are immense.  They stab the Envoy hundreds at a time and though they burn to ash none wither.  With so many burning tendrils the flames reaching the plant cover most of its body and the purple mist grows darker by the moment.  Soon I can no longer see the Envoy or the plant.
 
   As the mist begins to spread, I sense the shield reappear around it.  The mist causes the shield to crackle and flicker, but it holds.  I can’t help wondering not only which monster will win, but which I would prefer to win.  The Envoy is terrifying and death incarnate, but the deadly plant doesn’t seem any easier to kill.  As I am wondering though, I receive the answer to one of my questions.  The Envoy’s severed head crashes against the shield and a moment later so do its severed limbs and chunks of its body.
 
   “Will the shield hold?”  I ask myself the question that is clearly on everyone’s mind.  Against the Envoy it certainly wouldn’t and the plant seems stronger than the Envoy, but the shield was holding it back before.  Of course it seems like the plant is stronger now than it was before so that doesn’t mean it still will.
 
   Looking down at them, the humans don’t seem worried.  At least not about the plant.  They seem much more concerned about us, with most of the humans staring worriedly at us.  Dairon’s orders were simply to hold out until help arrived, but with the enemy dead I have no idea what to do next.  Dairon was clear that we were not to fight the humans, but if they attack us we are allowed to defend ourselves.
 
   As I’m looking down I see a thin red tendril sprout from the ear of the elf girl I failed to save.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, her corpse jumps to its feet and then into the air at me.  I dodge her corpse but the red tendril, no thicker than a finger but growing longer by the moment, lashes out at me.  I manage to dodge it by an arm’s width.
 
   Human mages below send fireballs at the elf girl.  Most miss but one hits her.  I wince as the young elf girl’s corpse is charred and her eyes and short brown hair are reduced to ash, but a second tendril sprouts from the same ear and the first is still trying to kill me.  I manage to keep dodging the first tendril but now the second darts at me too.  As I evade both tendrils at once I feel like I’m dancing my death dance.
 
   Dozens of elven wind slices chop the tendrils into tiny slices that fall to the ground.  I pray that they are dead and don’t sprout into dozens of deadly tendrils.  The two that were attacking me, now much shorter, target two random elves and to my relief ignore me.  The girl’s corpse though stares eerily at me with empty eye sockets as if accusing me of failing to save her.  Perhaps it would be more realistic to think of it as a monster staring at its prey before it strikes.
 
   It isn’t the first time that I will have been forced to attack a child and she is at least already dead, but she is the first elf child that I will have to attack.  Suppressing my distaste I send a wind slice at her, cutting her corpse in half down the middle from head to crotch and with a second wind slice I decapitate her.  As she falls towards the ground dozens of tiny threadlike red tendrils shoot out from both halves of her spinning head.  The tiny tendrils writhe aimlessly but furiously around both halves of her head and soon cover both halves completely.
 
   A barrage of wind slices are fired up from the ground and slice the many tendrils as well as the poor girl’s corpse.  Thankfully the humans have finally realised that fire based attacks are worse than useless and are actually helping now.  Elven wind slices again attack the two tendrils that are now attacking my elven comrades.  Again both tendrils are quickly sliced up and soon all that is left is a tiny stub sticking out of the girl’s ear.
 
   The two tendrils begin to grow again but now her falling head is much closer to the ground and so they target the humans.  Then one large red tendril shoots out from the left half of her body and straight down towards the humans.  The humans fly away from the corpse and at the same time bombard it and the tendrils with wind slices to keep the tendrils from pursuing them.
 
   It seems we can keep the situation under control with wind slices, but how can we finish this monster?  If only I’d sliced that tendril before the poor elf girl was killed, but there’s no point thinking about that now.  I need to think of a way to kill this monster.  Fire and lightning are clearly not options and wind slices are probably only going to hold it back.  That leaves water or earth based attacks.  Earth magic is probably useless against a plant and most water magic would probably make it stronger too, but ice magic might work.
 
   Just as I am thinking it some of my comrades have the same idea.  First a few elves fire ice shards at the plant and then the rest of us join them.  The humans seem to agree and attack with ice too.  In moments the corpse and tendrils are completely encased in ice.
 
   There is an awful creaking sound as the tendrils try to break free but we continue to send ice shards at it to keep it in its icy prison.  Perhaps we will only be able to imprison it, but that may be enough.  Our job was only to hold out, after all.  Eventually though the creaking stops and the tendrils begin to wither, turn blue and then black before finally dying.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief and silently apologise to the girl I couldn’t save.  Not that she’s the only person to die, but my failure to save her leaves a very bitter taste in my mouth.  Thinking that, I look down at the broken corpses of my fallen comrades and the human corpses too.
 
   Most of the fallen humans died during the Envoy’s initial death feather assault.  Most of the fallen elves died when the Envoy created the earthquakes.  However they died though, human or elf, they died for freedom.  We must seize that freedom now for their sakes as well as our own, and once we have it we must never let go.  If we cannot do that their deaths will have been in vain.
 
   I wonder how the other elven tribes are faring.  I would like to help them, but I have no idea where they are.    Do my comrades feel the same way?  Those weren’t Dairon’s orders though.  He didn’t expect us to defeat the Envoy alone.  We probably couldn’t have without that awful plant’s help.  If Dairon had anticipated our victory would he have wanted us, his own tribe, to fight again?  I’m not sure.  I didn’t know him well enough, but the elders surely did.  I look to the elders and realise I was one of the last to do so.
 
   The elders aren’t truly that old by elven standards, because living under the Fallen Angels and Envoys is a suspended death sentence.  Elder Tairo is the oldest of the three and like me he looks like a young adult.  Elder Jairon is the next oldest and she looks younger than me.  You could be forgiven if you mistook her for a child almost at the point of adulthood, though perhaps not by her.  Elder Silkine is the only one who looks older than me and she is the youngest of the three.  Even she only looks a little older than me.
 
   “Bravely fought everyone.  I am sure you are all wondering how we can help our comrades from the other tribes.  For now though, it would be wise to remain here and await further orders.  Be sure to remain vigilant though.  We are not safe yet.”  Elder Tairo says but then he gasps.  We follow his shocked gaze just in time to see the Envoy, whole again, crash through the shield that had been holding it and the plant back.  The Envoy lands face down and the ground shakes but not as badly as the earlier earthquakes.
 
   With the shield gone the purple mist quickly spreads out.  I form a wind barrier and a shield to keep the mist away from me and my comrades do the same to protect themselves.  The humans though only form a shield and their shields quickly collapse.  The humans fall to their knees gasping for breath leaving themselves utterly defenceless as the Envoy pushes itself up first to its knees and then to its feet.
 
   Behind the Envoy now no longer hidden by the thick purple mist is the frozen and shattered corpse of the deadly plant.  It seems the Envoy had the same idea as us, unless it saw what we did and copied us.  I knew the Envoy would be dangerous even in corporeal form, but to survive being dismembered, decapitated and torn into chunks is even worse than I imagined.
 
   Before we can react the Envoy sends a huge lightning bolt at elder Tairo.  He dies instantly as do four other elves that were too close to the lightning.  The Envoy then leaps straight up again but this time we are ready and avoid getting too close to either the ground or the green glowing roof.
 
   The ground and roof shake again.  No elves die but the humans, already on their knees, are thrown all over the place.  The less fortunate humans crack their heads open or break their limbs on the stony ground, or worse, land on the death feathers that fell earlier in the battle.  Some of those feathers float upwards into the air as the ground shakes, but we stay well clear of them.
 
   I attack the Envoy with lightning and my comrades do the same, but our lightning pales in comparison to the Envoy’s own.  The Envoy forms a lightning crackling whirlwind, which it throws at the humans.  In no condition to defend themselves dozens of humans are killed by the violent miniature storm.
 
   Unlike the previous whirlwinds, this one doesn’t dissipate, but instead hones in on the nearby elves.  They retreat and easily evade it, but the Envoy forms a second whirlwind again crackling with lightning and throws it at them.  Evading one is easy, evading two is possible but then the Envoy forms and throws a third whirlwind just like the previous two.  Even evading three is possible, but if it keeps on forming them we’ll quickly run out of space to retreat to.
 
   All of a sudden the whirlwinds dissipate and the Envoy falls to the ground face first.  Then there’s a creepy whistling sound.  I have no idea what to make of it.  Just what is this monster planning to do?  As I watch the Envoy pools of red lava form at its feet.
 
   “What is it doing?”  A young elf woman asks in terrified bewilderment.
 
   “Crying.”  A small voice says out of nowhere.
 
   “Why?”  The elf asks whilst looking around for the source of the voice.
 
   “Because we the fourth legion have trapped the Envoy in an illusion.  We were meant to feed it to the ancient hell flower once it was defenceless, but it seems we got here too late.”  The invisible faery tells us.
 
   “So what now?”  The elf asks.
 
   “That’s what I want to know!  Why didn’t you protect the ancient hell flower!?”  The faery yells at her.
 
   “It was trying to kill us.”  The elf protests.
 
   “Lyria, we will keep it trapped until help comes.  Stay calm and maintain your focus.”  Another faery says.
 
   “Help better come.”  Lyria the faery says and then goes silent.
 
   “So now we wait.”  Elder Jairon says.
 
   “Who is your leader?”  The second faery asks.
 
   “I am now.”  Elder Jairon says.
 
   “If a child is in charge your tribe is in real trouble.  Not that any of us aren’t.”  The faery says.
 
   “I am an elder!”  Elder Jairon yells.
 
   “Not so loud or you’ll wake it.”  The faery warns her.
 
   “Really?”  Elder Jairon asks nervously.
 
   “No, just kidding.”  The faery answers.  Only a faery could joke at a time like this!
 
   “So can you really keep it trapped?”  Elder Jairon asks.
 
   “We can, but only as long as we can maintain our focus, so stop pestering us.”  The faery tells her.
 
   “Ok.”  Elder Jairon says reluctantly.
 
   Now that the mist has mostly dispersed the humans seem to have recovered from its effects.  They are using healing potions to recover from their injuries.  Those who have recovered already are helping the humans with more serious injuries.  Not everyone still alive can be helped with a healing potion, but they are doing what they can.
 
   There are injured elves too but we don’t have any healing potions.  Our Envoy believed that it was better to let the weak die, so we were never allowed to carry healing potions.  If we returned alive we could use one, but only if a healing potion was enough to recover sufficiently from our injuries.  If it thought we would still be unfit to fight after using one the Envoy would simply kill us.
 
   A human mage flies up towards me.  She has the same blonde hair, pale skin and blue eyes as most Contractians.  She’s a little taller than me at six foot or so tall, whereas I’m only five foot six.  She floats level with me.
 
   “Can, you, understand, me?”  She asks as if she were talking to an idiot.
 
   “Yes, we have translation magic.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “You don’t seem to be healing your injured.  Have you run out of healing potions?”  She asks.
 
   “We never had any in the first place.”  I tell her.
 
   “We have spare ones.  If your injured land down there we will give them one each.”  She says pointing at a spot just below us.  I’m absolutely shocked that the humans are willing to help us like this so my mouth just hangs open.  “Is there a problem?”
 
   “No problem.  Just surprised.”  I admit.
 
   “If that monster gets up again and starts fighting we’ll need all the help we can get.”  She tells me.
 
   “That makes sense.”  I say realising it isn’t simple kindness.
 
   “Pass the message on to your people.”  She says.
 
   “I think everyone heard.”  I say.
 
   “There’s no way everyone could have heard.  Most of them are nowhere near us.”  She says.
 
   “We are elves.  We can hear clearly from this distance and I’m sure everyone noticed you fly up here so they were listening.  If you look around you’ll see that the injured have already started to land down there.”  I tell her and point at a long line of injured elves.
 
   “You really are the legendary elves, aren’t you?”  She says shaking her head with a stunned expression.
 
   “I don’t know about legendary, but we are elves.”  I tell her.  She just shakes her head again and floats back down to the ground.
 
   “Help is on its way.”  A faery says.  It isn’t either of the two that spoke earlier, but its words are a huge relief.  Moments later I see the help, or at least it had better be the help and not a new enemy.
 
   Approaching us is a giant black cat god and giant is an understatement.  It barely fits in here and even stooping down low as it runs towards us its fur brushes the roof.  Its eyes are red and its fur is charged with powerful magic.  If that thing plans to fight us we are dead.
 
   “Get out of the way!”  The cat god hisses at us without slowing down.  Everyone, human and elf alike flies to either side.  Some of the humans are unable to move so I use flight magic on one and other elves do the same.  We are only out of the way just in time as the cat god charges past us, but I don’t think anyone was left behind.
 
   The cat god stops just in front of the Envoy and forms a sphere of black mana around the Envoy.  We can still see through it at first, but as we watch the black mana thickens until all we can see is a shiny black sphere.  I’d heard that the gods sealed the Envoy’s before they were released by the Fallen Angels, but I never thought a god would seal an Envoy again.  To actually see it happen is beyond my wildest dreams.  That I have no sympathy for the Envoy goes without saying.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30 (Peter)
 
   The last time I came here, the Aurian Mines, I had to take power from every slave and servant in the queen’s castle and use it to constantly shield.  Now though, the magic death zone doesn’t even hurt my body.  It won’t hurt Azrael either, but it does mean that there’s nobody else anywhere near us.
 
   I doubt our battle will remain within the Aurian Mines, but if it at least starts here that should reduce the amount of innocent lives that are lost.  It should also deprive Azrael of any chance to replenish his power whilst he’s here.
 
   The land around the Aurian Mines is a wasteland and the wind is a cruel one, filled with sand.  The sun outside is strong, but I’m deep within the mines so it is illuminated only by my burning blue eyes.  The mine tunnel at this point is only three feet wide and eight feet high but ahead of me is a large cavern about a hundred feet wide, a hundred feet long and two hundred feet tall.
 
   “Now.”  Sor tells me through our mental link and as soon as she says it I sense Azrael shift into the cavern.  Just like I thought, he entered Portalis unshielded to avoid detection.  If Dairon hadn’t warned us Portalis would surely have fallen.  If the Fallen Angels had gained the loyalty of the elves and not just their obedience, Contractia would have been doomed and my plans would have failed.
 
   Azrael appears as a black leathery giant, with huge muscles, white bone horns, razor sharp long white teeth and vast black leathery wings.  He fills almost the entire cavern.  The red fire of his eyes burns brightly, but my fiery blue eyes burn even brighter.  Together the fire of our eyes cast a red and blue tint on everything in sight.
 
   Azrael senses me and tries to shift away, but fails.  Thanks to the curse Sor placed on him when she sent him to me he can’t shift or port at all.  He can remove the curse of course, but not whilst he’s busy fighting me.  Even though I haven’t attacked yet, he knows I won’t just wait around doing nothing whilst he removes the curse.  Since stealth is useless against me he turns his body back to its natural red, though his wings are naturally black and so remain unchanged.
 
   Against Azrael soul thief is weak and any lesser soul stealer magic is useless.  It would be like Azrael using fire magic against me.  That’s why he’s the only Fallen Angel that can fight me one on one.  Azrael is also very strong against fire magic too, so I don’t plan to use that either.
 
   I release a chain of wind slices in the cavern.  I’d been preparing them since I first got here so I’m not sure how many there are, but certainly at least tens of thousands.  Azrael’s body is instantly ripped to shreds, so I follow up with lightning to slow down his regeneration.  When we first fought, it would have taken at least a few minutes for him to fully regenerate under these circumstances, but as I watch his flesh regenerates and his body reforms completely in just a few seconds.
 
   Azrael forms a black boulder sized ball of death magic and throws it down the tunnel at me.  With no room to dodge I form a white soul shield around myself and block his attack.  The shield shakes but holds.
 
   I blast Azrael with lightning again, but it doesn’t even scorch him.  Azrael throws another ball of death magic at me and it’s all I can do just to keep my shield up.  He’s clearly much more powerful than when we last fought.  I was sure I could keep him on the defensive but instead I find myself barely able to defend myself.
 
   I retreat down the tunnel and around the corner into a small room with a hole in the roof.  The hole is the start of a lift shaft, though the lift itself has long since rotted to nothing.  As expected Azrael shrinks his form and pursues me.
 
   If Azrael had tried to undo the curse I would have had to return to fight him, but once he thinks he has the advantage over me he has only one priority.  Vengeance.  I had planned to trick him into thinking he had the advantage if I couldn’t kill him, but it seems that there’s no need for trickery there.  He really does have the advantage.
 
   Azrael flies into the room at twice the speed of sound so I fly straight at him just as fast.  In the void we could fly much faster but here this is close to our limit and any faster would simply be too inefficient.  Even before we hit each other our supersonic speed creates a deafening boom inside this small room, but as his red fists punch right through my chest and my razor sharp white claws tear off his arms and legs there is a hellish cacophony of thuds, screeches and clatters.
 
   I bear with the pain and reform my chest with my soul flames as Azrael forms new limbs.  Then we tear into each other again with the same supersonic speed and ferocity.  Azrael’s limbs come off again and my chest explodes again.  Again we repair the damage and again we tear into each other.  This time I get his head as well as his limbs, but decapitation is no more fatal for Azrael than having my chest annihilated is for me.
 
   I lose track of time as we repeat the cycle of destruction and regeneration.  Even though the damage can’t kill either one of us, the pain is still real for both of us.  This endless and horrific cycle brings back memories of my time in the arena.  Back then I was forced to fight, suffer and die repeatedly, and this isn’t much different, but at least now I know what I’m fighting for and if I win I’ll be freed from the cycle.
 
   Eventually there is a lull in the cycle as we both stare warily at each other, ready to attack but not ready for the pain to continue.   I make the first move, by darting up the lift shaft at twice the speed of sound, but Azrael is right behind me.  I fire lightning at the walls of the lift shaft, collapsing it onto Azrael.  Naturally he just charges through the rubble ignoring it completely.
 
   I raise a shield and strengthen it as much as possible as I enter the tunnel above and then fire a lightning bolt straight up.  Azrael ignores it assuming that I am just planning to collapse the roof on him, but I wouldn’t need a shield for that.  As my lightning hits the roof Grunti’s little invention activates, porting us both.
 
   From the dark tunnel lit only by our eyes, the glittering cavern we find ourselves in is a stark contrast.  Gold and treasure are strewn about all over the cavern and under our feet.  Many of the treasures are probably priceless, but that’s not what gets Azrael’s attention.
 
   Azrael looks up in horror at the sparkling green scales of the beast filling this entire mountainous cavern.  In fact most of this cavern is under the mountain because even a single of the beast’s two wings is larger than the mountain above us.
 
   Ish might not appreciate me calling him a beast, but it is hard to find another word that can describe him, other than dragon.  There is one other word though, and that word is friend.  He is the dragon I rode down from heaven on when I was banished by father and like Hades he did not abandon me.  Even when he thought me dead he stayed down here in protest rather than returning to heaven.  It is Ish that I named the kingdom of Ishki after.
 
   Ish is just as shocked as Azrael and hesitates.  I charge Azrael at twice the speed of sound and tear off his limbs before he can recover, but they regenerate just as quickly as before.  Azrael recovers before Ish can attack and Azrael forms a shield of his own.  A moment later Ish spurts flames that cover both Azrael and I.  A moment earlier and Azrael would have been killed, but Ish’s flames in his current state cannot overcome Azrael’s shield.  I wish I could have warned Ish in advance, but had Ish awakened, Azrael would have been far more cautious.
 
   Azrael returns his body to its true size a couple of hundred feet tall.  At that size he is a little slower than me, but Ish’s flames can no longer kill him with a single attack.  That is why I went to the trouble of getting him to shrink his form in the Aurian Mines.  Even slowed down by his size Azrael is still much faster and smaller than Ish.  If they fought one on one Azrael would certainly win, but with me here too Azrael is in a difficult position.
 
   Increasing my speed to the maximum I tear into Azrael’s flesh, especially where his wings join his body, to prevent him escaping.  Ish strikes at Azrael with his claws and tail, but Ish is far too slow.  Azrael easily evades Ish’s attacks, but with me attacking his wings Azrael is unable to get off the ground.  Ish smothers us in flames again, but they are too weak to do any good.  It seems that Lucy and her comrades did too good a job when they fought Ish, even if they did pay a heavy price for their efforts.
 
   As Azrael gains confidence in his ability to either dodge or endure the attacks he begins to form a black sphere of death magic in the palm of his right hand.  For now it is small and weak but it will quickly grow much larger and far more powerful.  Unfortunately there’s nothing I can do to disrupt it now Azrael has returned to his true size.  I hastily establish a mental link with Ish to warn him.
 
   “Long time no see, my not dead friend.”  Ish says cheerfully to me as soon as the link is established.
 
   “I’m sure you’re surprised to see me alive, but…”  I start to say.
 
   “No, I’m not surprised that you’re alive.  I read the mind of that little faery sized human who came in here to save you.  I was going to eat her, but when I realised you were alive and she was your friend I pretended that I was still asleep.  I am surprised to see that pesky death angel though.  Could you do something about that death sphere of his?”  Ish asks.
 
   “I’m afraid he’s too powerful now for me to disrupt it.  You should avoid getting hit.”  I warn Ish.
 
   “There’s no room to dodge in here, so I’d better enter your domain.”  Ish says and with his breath he burns a hole through the top of the mountain.  Ish then throws himself through the mountain into the sky, shattering the entire mountain and throwing rubble for miles as he does so.
 
   With Ish up in the sky and Azrael unable to fly, there is no chance of Azrael hitting Ish.  Unfortunately though, we are no closer to killing Azrael.  I knew he would be more powerful after so much time had passed, but I never imagined just how much more powerful he would be.  I suppose this is the result of having an empire or whatever he calls it.  I cannot imagine how many mortal souls he has eaten to get this powerful.
 
   “Why not join me up here?  It’s not like the Sky Lord to remain so close to the ground.”  Ish says.
 
   “If I do that he’ll take to the sky too.  Down here he can’t do much harm.”  I tell Ish.
 
   To prove me wrong, Azrael throws his house sized death sphere not up at Ish but backwards at me.  I manage to avoid getting hit too badly, but the death sphere still grazes my left wing.  Unlike the earlier one it overwhelms my soul shield and reduces my body to ash.  I reform my body with my soul flames, but Azrael has already leapt into the sky and has the death sphere back in his right hand.  I dart up at Azrael but before I can reach him he has punched Ish with the death sphere.
 
   Ish howls with an agony and rage that reaches the heavens.  In a moment of arrogance Azrael is distracted but the gloating grin on his face turns to a grimace as Ish bites Azrael’s right arm off at the elbow.  Ish releases his soul flames into the wound.  The opposite of my soul flames which focus on regeneration, Ish’s soul flames burn Azrael’s soul and prevent him regenerating his arm.
 
   Azrael backs off from Ish, with a burning stub for a right arm.  It is the most he can do to simply hold the soul flames back.  Taking advantage of Azrael’s weakness I tear into his wings where they meet his body.  Azrael falls to the ground with a huge thud.  Ish dives down at Azrael and blasts him with soul flames, but Azrael gets back up and out of the way a moment before the soul flames would have reached him.  Unwilling to spare the effort required to regenerate his wings, Azrael is unable to take to the sky again.
 
   I strike Azrael’s right knee next, trying to tear it apart enough to rob him of even more mobility.  Azrael shields his knee, which doesn’t stop me striking it, but it is a lot tougher than his wing joints so with my blows softened by his shield I am unable to do more than scratch it.  I change targets and tear into his leg just above the knee but it is still too tough to inflict much damage.
 
   “He’s a lot tougher than I remember.”  Ish tells me, clearly in a lot of pain.
 
   “How much damage did that death sphere do?”  I ask.
 
    “A lot.”  Ish admits.
 
   “Keep to the sky then.  Just keep the pressure up on him.”  I tell Ish.
 
   “That’s probably best.”  Ish says sounding relieved.  This just doesn’t sound like the fearless dragon I used to ride back in the days of Ishki.  Just as the time spent with humans changed me, the time Ish spent alone must have changed him.  Hopefully it means he’ll be ok with not devouring any more cities though!
 
   “How about we make a deal?”  Azrael asks me with a pained glare.
 
   “What sort of deal?”  I ask to buy time to come up with a new plan.
 
   “I’ll let you have everything this side of Portalis, but I keep Portalis and everything on the other side.”  Azrael says.
 
   “And let you consolidate your power at Portalis before using it to invade the rest of Contractia?  Just how naive do you think I am?”  I ask.
 
   “Fine!  You can keep Portalis, but everything on the other side is mine.”  Azrael says.
 
   There was a time I would have accepted the deal, built my power even more and then betrayed him.  Doing so though would mean abandoning the elves and all the people on the other side.  Plus Contractia isn’t actually mine to rule.  Even if I was willing to abandon the people he rules, it is Azrael not me that would become stronger in the time between our fights.
 
   “No deal.”  I tell Azrael.
 
   “Then burn in heaven!”  Azrael yells and tries to catch me with both hands.
 
   I evade Azrael easily enough but he continues to grasp at me.  For me to end up in his hands all it would take is a moment’s lost focus just like he lost focus when he was distracted by his hit on Ish.  With our supersonic speed of movement and thought, even a single moment thinking and moving at a mere human’s speed would prove fatal.
 
   As I evade Azrael’s attacks I try to come up with a plan.  If I can pin Azrael down for a few moments Ish can finish him off, but a few moments is no small task.  Unable to even reduce his mobility any further I just can’t imagine being able to stop him completely for such a long time.
 
   Thinking back to the battle against Maou Ferdinand there is also the option of anticipating where he will be ahead of time.  Communicating the location with Ish would be difficult and getting Azrael into that location would be tricky too.  I doubt I’ll think of any other possibilities whilst I’m evading Azrael’s attacks though, so it seems worth a shot.
 
   “Ish when I tell you to, attack me with your strongest soul flames.  Then pursue them and finish Azrael off.”  I tell Ish.
 
   “You can’t eat them.”  Ish warns me.
 
   “I know.  Just do it when I say.”  I tell him.
 
   “I hope you know what you’re doing, but I’ll trust you.”  Ish says.
 
   “Thank you Ish.  If this goes wrong it’s my fault, so don’t blame yourself.”  I tell him.
 
   “If this goes wrong I doubt I’ll be around much longer to blame myself.”  Ish warns me.
 
   “Oh well, we’ve both been around a while.  If it comes down to it, we’ll just have to accept that it was our time.”  I tell Ish.  I cut my soul links with my miko and angels so that they’re not corrupted or killed.
 
   “Now.”  I tell Ish and dig ferociously into Azrael’s right hand with all four claws.  Azrael unable to believe his luck brings his left hand down on me and forms a death sphere between his hands.  I am completely immersed in the death sphere and my body is instantly reduced to ash but Azrael keeps his hands and the death sphere in place to destroy my soul as well.  As he does so though, he cannot move and his attention is solely on me.
 
   In agony from the death sphere’s assault on my soul I have a hard time focusing but if I lose focus now it will be for nothing.  The agony lasts an eternity as my thoughts continue to race at supersonic speed, but my sole concern right now is sensing for Ish’s soul flames.
 
   As I sense Ish’s soul flames about to hit us I use almost every last ounce of my mana to create a wind slice.  It cuts cleanly through Azrael’s hands, then his arms and finally his shoulders and neck.  He begins to regenerate immediately and his shield is only broken for a moment, but Ish’s soul flames hit him before his shield can be fully restored.
 
   Ironically the death sphere acts as a shield and protects me from the soul flames, but Azrael’s hands, arms, shoulder, neck and head are all instantly destroyed by the soul flames.  His chest is badly damaged too, but his size and natural resistance to fire saves him from complete destruction.  Even headless, Azrael is still able to control his body with his soul, but unlike a fire angel without his head he is no longer capable of supersonic speed of thought or as a result, supersonic movement.
 
   Ish tears into Azrael’s body with claws, fangs and tail, ripping through Azrael’s new and hastily erected shield.  As he tears into Azrael Ish releases more soul flames, utterly destroying Azrael’s chest.  Azrael forms a huge death sphere around himself as a desperate attempt to shield his lower body from Ish, but to my horror Ish buries his head in the death sphere.  A moment later the death sphere is gone and so is Azrael’s lower body.  All that is left of him is ash.
 
   Ish coughs and splutters, then convulses and a moment later his head turns to ash.  His body continues to convulse a few moments more and then falls lifelessly to the ground, shaking the ground for miles around as it does so.  Unlike me Azrael can only regenerate and transform his body, not reform it once it is entirely gone.  I sense the remnants of his soul escape to hell, but as weak as he is now my friends can certainly defeat him.  Even if he attempts to hide, Kuro will hunt him down and kill him.
 
   Unlike Azrael Ish only has a very slow power of regeneration, which doesn’t extend to his head.  His soul will drift to heaven where father will decide his fate.  Even in the best case he will be reincarnated as a new dragon with none of his memories, and the best case seems unlikely.  My own soul flames cannot restore Ish’s body or create one capable of housing his draconic soul.  His soul would burn whatever body I might create for him.  His fate now is beyond my control.
 
   “I’m sorry Ish.”  I say aloud.  “You followed me here from heaven and lived a life of suffering amongst mortals.  To the mortals, dragons will always be monsters, but in my memory you are a friend and a comrade who shared in my sins.  I pray that you are born again.”
 
   “Who do you pray to?”  Hades asks, appearing in front of me in her physical body that is the same as mine, except fifty times larger.
 
   “I would pray to father if I thought he would listen.”  I say.
 
   “He says he will.”  Hades says.
 
   “He will?”  I ask in shock.
 
   “He will, if you appear before him.”  Hades tells me.
 
   “Has he forgiven me?”  I ask in shock, but Hades shakes her head gently.  “I see.  I will appear before him.”
 
   “Are you sure?  Why not flee and save yourself?”  Hades asks with sorrowful tears forming in the corners of her eyes.
 
   “Please keep an eye out for my friends, and for Juliet.”  I say and lower my head.
 
   “Are you sure?”  Hades asks again.
 
   “I suppose the true god of fire, Ikarus, cannot turn a blind eye when one of his fallen angels becomes a god.  If I don’t go now it won’t just be Ish who pays for my crimes.”  I tell Hades.
 
   “Are they truly crimes?”  Hades asks.
 
   “Becoming a god, trespassing in heaven or conquering a hell?  No, not in my mind, but my hands are stained with innocent human blood and souls.  That is a crime.”  I tell Hades.
 
   “They are just humans.”  Hades says.
 
   “I thought so too once, but that was my mistake.  I lived amongst them as an equal, made friends and came close to falling in love.  They are people, not food.”  I tell Hades.
 
   “I suppose you already know this, but I actually did fall in love with you.  I wish you were returning to heaven under different circumstances, but for your sake I will grant your request and look out for those human friends of yours as much as my position allows.”  Hades says.
 
   “Thank you and I’m sorry that I cannot return your feelings.”  I tell Hades.
 
   “I’m not sure whether it would be more painful or less if you did.”  Hades says with a sad smile.
 
   “We had best not keep our father waiting.”  I tell Hades.
 
   “I wish we could, but you are right.”  Hades says and floats up into the air towards the sun, towards father.  I follow behind her.  Even though it is still winter my father is burning brighter than usual.  Perhaps he is eager to see me, or perhaps spring will soon be here.
 
   As we leave the atmosphere father’s flames begin to burn brighter and hotter.  Even as an arch fire angel the heat is uncomfortable and we aren’t even that close.  Then father’s flames sputter and dwindle to a shadow of their former vigour.  As father’s flames dwindle we are surrounded by darkness and the world below us is plunged into an untimely night.
 
   I sharpen my senses and ahead of us is not only father, but a trio of Maou fighting him in their true forms.  I also sense two dead demons that may have been Maou or at the very least extremely powerful demons.  If the Maou win against father the world will not only face eternal night, but a demonic invasion from at least three hells.  Even though I am approaching my execution I wish I could help, but I have already spent my power fighting Azrael.
 
   “Help father, summon all of our kind.”  I tell Hades.
 
   “They are fighting off a horde of demons, again.”  Hades tells me bitterly.  Alone, no matter how powerful she is, Hades cannot win.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31 (Multiple)
 
   (Hermes)
 
   I’m sitting under the big tree with Lucy, Sakura, the false angels and the other angels, except Juliet who is fighting in Portalis.  I’m nervous and I’m clearly not the only one, but we’re ready to respond to any emergency that may occur.  Sor and Grunti rigged up a connection between here and the Contractian worlds that Sor can use to shift us to support either Juliet, Peter or the elves.  It’s unlikely we’ll need to use it, but when Peter wins Azrael should arrive in this world seriously weakened.  Azrael may not attack us, but if he does we need to be ready to deal with him.
 
   I feel my soul link with Peter break.  I look at Midori and Yu Kii in a panic and they look back with the same panicked look in their eyes.  I glance at Neko and her eyes are wide in shock.  Did Peter lose against Azrael?  Is he dead?
 
   “What happened?”  Rin asks sensing that something’s wrong.
 
   “Our connection with Peter is gone.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Is something blocking it?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I don’t think anything can block it.”  I tell Rin.
 
   “Then what does it mean?”  Rin asks fearfully.
 
   “Is Peter dead?”  Neko asks in little more than a whisper.
 
   “He can’t be.”  Midori says shaking her head in disbelief.
 
   “I’ll check with Sor, she’s keeping track of everyone.”  Emi says.
 
   “There’s no need.”  Sor says, appearing behind her.
 
   “What happened?”  I ask urgently.
 
   “Peter cut his connection with you, but he’s not dead.  Azrael is dead though.”  Sor tells us.
 
   “That’s a relief but why did he cut his connection with us?”  I ask.
 
   “To protect you.”  Sor says.
 
   “Is he badly hurt?”  Midori asks.
 
   “He used most of his power and took a lot of damage, but he’s alright.  Or he would be if he wasn’t heading to his execution.”  Sor says.
 
   “His execution!”  Midori exclaims in horror.
 
   “It seems his father doesn’t approve of him becoming a god and conquering one of the hells.”  Sor says with a shrug.
 
   “His father?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes, Ikarus or as you might know him, the sun.”  Sor says.
 
   “The sun?”  Rin asks in disbelief.
 
   “More importantly we need to help him.”  Midori says.
 
   “He seems to have accepted his fate, so it may be pointless.”  Sor warns.
 
   “He may have accepted his fate, but we haven’t.”  Midori argues.
 
   “There’s not much you can do about it unless you plan on fighting Ikarus.”  Sor warns.
 
   “Then we’ll fight Ikarus.”  Midori says.
 
   “And what if you win?”  Sor asks.
 
   “What do you mean?”  Midori asks.
 
   “If you win that means the sun is gone.  Don’t you think that would be a problem?”  Sor asks.
 
   “We don’t need the sun.”  Midori says pointing at the fire wall around the edge of the dome.
 
   “I know, but what about other people?”  Sor asks and Midori goes pale as if the thought that other people might need the sun hadn’t occurred to her.
 
   “We don’t need to kill the sun.  We just need to help him escape, don’t we?”  I ask.
 
   “Actually things have changed.”  Sor says with a puzzled frown.
 
   “Peter’s not going to be executed?”  Midori asks.
 
   “We need to save Ikarus.”  Sor says.
 
   “But he wants to kill Peter!”  Midori protests.
 
   “Maybe he’ll spare Peter if we help him, but if we don’t help Ikarus the world will be plunged into eternal night and conquered by demons.  All the people living there will be massacred too and it won’t stop there.  It’s possible everyone everywhere will be killed.”  Sor warns us.
 
   “Just when we thought we were about to win.”  Lucy says.
 
   “I’ll help, but if he tries to kill Peter I’m dragging Peter back here no matter what.”  Midori says.
 
   “I think everyone got the general gist of that, so false angels get your dimensional bubbles up and real angels get inside a bubble.  Emi and I will be getting Helski though, so if you try to share with us I’ll leave you behind.”  Sor says.
 
   “We’ll be coming too.”  Sakura says and the air above us is suddenly filled with the rest of the faeries from her legion.  I suppose they were there before, but now we can see them.
 
   “Good, but not in Helski’s bubble.”  Sor says.
 
   “Hermes, you’re with me.”  Rin says.
 
   “I’ll join you too.”  Lucy says landing on Rin’s left shoulder.
 
   “Thanks Rin.”  I say and hurriedly stand beside her.
 
   “Lilian, can I go with you?”  Yu Kii asks.
 
   “Sure, we’re both earth mages so we should work well together.”  Lilian says, though I think Yu Kii chose her because they have worked together a lot more than most of the others have with Yu Kii, except Helski who Sor has forcefully picked.
 
   “Tomo, I’m sharing with you.”  Midori says and rushes over to stand with her.
 
   A flurry of faeries flutters down around us.  There are faeries around all of the false angels now, except for Helski.
 
   “It seems like everyone’s in place, but get your dimensional bubbles up.”  Sor tells us.
 
   Rin raises her bubble around us and the nearby faeries.  The other false angels raise their bubbles too.  I wish I had that power, but as a real angel I get to be much closer to Peter and I couldn’t believe it when he told me I was immortal.  He made it sound trivial too!
 
   “We’re going now.”  Sor says and shifts us.  I expected her to take us to the celestial gate, but she shifts us directly to the void above our former world.  Peter and a larger fire angel are just ahead of us and ahead of them is a huge wall of fire that goes on for as far as I can see.  I check my fire sense and realise that it is in fact a living ball of fire, presumably the sun.  I can tell that the smaller angel is Peter even though our soul link has been severed, but who is the larger angel?  Peter turns as he senses us just behind him.
 
   “What are you all doing here?”  Peter asks in shock.
 
   “Well that’s quite the welcome when we came here to help.”  Lucy answers.
 
   “It’s too dangerous.  You need to return whilst you still can.”  Peter warns us.
 
   “We can’t just stand by and do nothing.  Some of us have family and friends down there and even those that don’t would never forgive themselves if they let the world get conquered by demons.”  Lucy says.
 
   “There are three Maou fighting against Ikarus.  None of them are as powerful as Ferdinand, but against all three of them at once what can you hope to achieve?”  Peter asks.
 
   “To kill them all.”  Lucy says.
 
   “But how?”  Peter asks.
 
   “I can trap them like I trapped Ferdinand.”  Sor says.
 
   “You’d not only need to maintain the portals and drain their souls, but also maintain the barriers to prevent them shifting.  You’d also need to trap all three at the same time, or defend yourself against the other two who will immediately see you as their biggest threat.”  Peter warns Sor.
 
   “That might not work.”  Sor admits, which coming from her is as close to saying it’s impossible as makes no difference.
 
   “Can we get the dwarf to help us?”  Rin suggests.
 
   “Grunti’s busy helping in the fight against the Envoys in Portalis.”  Sakura answers.  “We can help distract the enemy with illusions, but somebody will need to kill them.”
 
   “Can’t your father kill them if we distract them enough?”  Midori asks Peter.
 
   “Ikarus is too badly hurt to finish them off unless we can seriously weaken them.”  Peter says.
 
   “If we wait too long it will be too late to help.  Father can’t hold on much longer.”  The other angel says, looking down at us expressionlessly.
 
   “Hades I know that, but if we go into battle without a plan my friends will die needlessly.  I can’t stop them risking their lives, but I won’t let them throw their lives away.”  Peter says.
 
   “I will try to handle one of the Maou and your friends can handle the other two.”  Hades says.
 
   “Sor can trap one and the rest of us can deal with the other one.”  Midori suggests.
 
   “Some of you faeries will have to help keep the barriers up.”  Sor says.
 
   “Are we allowed to share your bubble now?”  Sakura asks darkly and disappears.  A moment later so do the other faeries.
 
   “If you have to.”  Sor says.
 
   “If you want us to help you with the barriers some of us will have to.”  Sakura says.
 
   “Is five enough?”  Sor asks.
 
   “You miscounted.  There are six in your bubble and six is all I can spare.”  Sakura says, although I can’t see any in Sor’s bubble.
 
   “Don’t blame me if they can’t keep the barriers up.”  Sor says with a shrug.
 
   “We have a plan, now let’s stop wasting time.  If we do this well enough, maybe father will forgive you.”  Hades tells Peter.
 
   “I doubt it, but we don’t have much choice.  Just remember your promise.”  Peter says.
 
   “I will.”  Hades says and then turns to face the wall of fire up ahead.  “I’ll deal with that enemy up there.  Sor can deal with the enemy down there and everyone else can deal with the one straight ahead.”
 
   I can’t sense the enemies but hopefully someone else can.  It’s up to Rin to pick the direction since she’s in control of the dimensional bubble.  Even if she can’t sense the enemy either, she can just stay with everyone else and head in the direction Hades pointed towards.
 
   Hades leans forwards and flies towards the enemy she picked for herself.  Cherry takes the lead and as we follow her lead, Peter drops down beside her.  I’m a little jealous, but Cherry wasn’t sharing her bubble with anyone, except a few faeries.  The dimensional bubbles have all joined together now anyway forming one giant bubble so we can talk and help each other if we need to.
 
   “I’m more or less out of mana so, don’t count on me.”  Peter warns us.
 
   “Don’t worry, just leave it to us.”  Cherry says enthusiastically.
 
   “If you fix our soul links we can give you some mana.”  Midori says.
 
   “That’s not possible right now.  You’re almost as powerful as an arch angel now, so make good use of your mana yourself.  You too Hermes, Neko and Yu Kii.”  Peter says.
 
   “With this many angels at your command there’s no way you’d lose against a Maou.”  Cherry says.
 
   “Don’t underestimate the enemy, there’s no way this will be easy.”  Peter warns.
 
   “Can anyone sense the enemy yet?”  Rin asks.
 
   “It’s just up ahead.”  Cherry answers.  Suddenly fire angels appear all around us, forming a huge swarm.  They must be illusions, but if we are lucky the enemy will waste some of its attacks on them.
 
   “Hades is fighting her Maou now.”  Sakura says.  “Sor is waiting for us to engage this one before attacking hers.  It seems she doesn’t fancy fighting two at once.”
 
   “I sense it!”  Rin exclaims just as I sense a powerful water demon almost right on top of us.  I still can’t see it but now I know where it is I can attack.  A blast of green mana hits our bubble right in front of Rin’s face.  The bubble bends inwards almost reaching Rin’s face before bouncing back to its original shape.
 
   I send a blast of fire at the demon and as I do so our friends blast it with metal, stone, fire, lightning and wind slices.  I sense Rin reach out and try to grasp control of the demon’s mana, but as she does so her face goes green.
 
   “Stop!”  I tell Rin urgently.
 
   “It hurts!”  Rin cries.  I glance around and the other water mages look fine, but seeing what happened to Rin they abandon their own attempts to influence the enemy’s mana.  I grab a healing potion from my pocket but before I can give it to Rin, Peter dives into our bubble and kisses Rin on the mouth.  Rin recovers instantly.
 
   “Don’t attempt to control its mana.  The enemy is attuned to poison not water.  Water mages try to freeze the enemy’s attacks.  They’ll be weaker if you do.”  Peter warns us as the enemy sends another blast of green energy at us.  Someone freezes it and it shatters as it hits our bubble.
 
   “Thank you.  Are you alright?”  Rin asks.
 
   “I’m fine.”  Peter tells her and then flies back to Cherry.
 
   “Sor’s trapped her enemy and Hades is holding back her enemy, but both are struggling.  We need to kill our enemy quickly.”  Sakura warns us.  We pick up the pace of our attacks.
 
   I throw fireball after fireball at the enemy, each almost as hot as the sun we are trying to protect.  I sense the stone and metal attacks have been replaced by a barrage of dry earth, perhaps designed to absorb the enemy’s poison.  The constant lightning our wind mages are using is blinding but silent thanks to the void around us.  Thankfully I don’t need to see, because I can direct my magic with my senses, which is also how I know where the enemy is.
 
   “The enemy’s weakening.  Keep it up everyone and we’ll win.”  Rin tells us, but then we’re hit by a barrage of green energy.  Most of it gets frozen before it hits us and just shatters against the shield, but three blasts hit the shield right in front of me which bounces almost against my face.  “Are you ok, Hermes?”
 
   “I’m fiii…”  I start to say I’m fine, but then I feel really weird.  A moment later though I’m perfectly fine again.  “I’m ok.  Not sure what came over me, but I’m alright now.”
 
   “Are you sure?”  Rin asks.
 
   “Yes.”  I say and send another fireball at the enemy, but instead of the fireball hurtling from my right hand towards the enemy it simply explodes in my hand.
 
   (Peter)
 
   A poisonous barrage hits Hermes, Lucy and Rin’s shield which caves in towards Hermes, but it bounces back just in time to save Hermes.  The power required for that last barrage is immense and left the enemy vulnerable.  I am certain my friends’ attacks hurt the Maou badly just now.  It feels like we can win, but the enemy is clearly getting desperate and whilst that may leave it vulnerable it is also when it’s at its most dangerous.  I wish I could help but as drained as I am I’m too weak to do anything against a Maou.
 
   Suddenly a fireball explodes in Hermes’ hands.  Normally it would only have harmed Hermes but with power close to that of an arch fire angel her fireball instantly incinerates not only Hermes but Lucy and Rin too.  As the fireball expands it threatens to kill everyone.  I race towards it as quickly as I can but in my weakened state my speed is currently much reduced.  Certain I will be too late I curse my weakness, but I do manage to arrive just in time to prevent any more deaths.  I swallow the superhot fireball.  My relief in saving most of my friends’ lives is tainted by Hermes, Lucy and Rin’s deaths.  I can still sense their souls though, so there is still hope.
 
   “Feel… weird.”  Sakura says, visible again and gasping for breath beside Cherry.
 
   “Weird…”  Another faery says from right beside me and becomes visible as her illusion falters.  The illusionary fire angels disappear and the faeries become visible one after the other, all coughing, spluttering and gasping for breath.  Then the faery beside me bursts into flames and before I can react she has been reduced to ash.  My friends’ attacks begin to falter, but father directs an intensive barrage of fireballs at the Maou we are fighting.
 
   “I’ve killed mine.”  Hades tells me through a mental link.
 
   “Help!”  I beg her urgently, my mind in a panic and on the verge of despair.
 
   Another faery bursts into flames and then another.  My friends begin to cough, splutter and gasp for breath as the faeries all around us burst into flames and are reduced to ash.  Our attacks have completely stopped.  It is no relief when Hades joins the fight.
 
   My friends are dying and there is nothing I can do.  Unlike the poison that afflicted Rin I can’t sense the source of the sickness now affecting my friends.  I have never felt so powerless.  I need power.
 
   Hades and father’s attacks have seriously weakened the already weakened Maou we were fighting.  It won’t take them long to finish it off now.  I focus my senses on Sor.  She has almost finished her enemy too.  A desperate thought enters my mind.
 
   “Sor, don’t attack the last Maou when you’ve killed yours.  Just let me know.”  I tell her by mental link.
 
   “Ok…”  Sor replies clearly confused.  I sense father’s suspicion but right now he’s busy dealing with the Maou.  Once it is dead it will be too late.  If I approach him directly though, he’ll definitely prioritise killing me.
 
   All of my friends are afflicted now and all of the faeries are dead.  I reduce my own body to ash and possess Cherry.  Within her body I can now sense the poison.  I fight it.  As her body recovers I sense Cherry’s despair.  Her sister was just reduced to ash.
 
   “Trust me.  It’s not too late to save everyone.  Take me into father, into the sun, but avoid his attacks.”  I tell Cherry.
 
   “Sherry can be saved?”  Cherry asks me desperately.
 
   “Yes, but only if you hurry and don’t get hit.”  I tell her.
 
   “I trained under you, so I won’t get hit.”  Cherry says as she races towards father.  Father still targets the Maou.  He hasn’t sensed me yet.  We can do this.  He’s suspicious though and a moment later he sends a barrage of fireballs at us.  He still hasn’t noticed me though, because he isn’t using soul fire.
 
   Cherry dodges the fireballs magnificently and continues on towards father.  The heat radiating from father begins to permeate the dimensional bubble, making Cherry swelter.  Outside the bubble she would of course be reduced to ash.  Sweat pours from Cherry’s body in streams and her vision is blurred as the sweat runs into her eyes, but she closes her eyes and ignores it, continuing to evade the fireballs using her senses.
 
   “It’s dead.”  Sor says through the mental link.
 
   “You managed to kill it!”  Cherry exclaims, as the link now connects via her mind.
 
   “Sherry?”  Sor asks in shock.
 
   “Cherry.”  Cherry corrects her.
 
   “But I thought I was talking to Peter.”  Sor says in confusion.  Unfortunately her words remedy father’s confusion and he suddenly targets Cherry with a ferocious bombardment.
 
   “Cherry, dodge.  Sor, kill the last Maou.”  I tell them urgently.  Maybe I shouldn’t have told Sor to let me know, but it’s too late to worry about that now.  Cherry dodges the incoming balls of soul fire splendidly, literally dancing around them one after the other and continuing to close the gap between us and father.
 
   “Two minds in one?  You’re possessing Cherry?”  Sor asks.
 
   “Yes, now kill that Maou.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’ve already trapped it.  It got overconfident when Ikarus stopped attacking it.  It will be dead soon.”  Sor says.
 
   “Are you serious?”  Hades asks me through her own mental link.
 
   “Yes.  Do you plan to stop us?”  I ask her.
 
   “I love you, but I love father too.  Don’t make me choose between you.”  Hades begs me.
 
   “Sorry, but this is the only way.”  I tell her.
 
   “Then I will stop you.”  Hades tells me with a cold flame in her voice that I haven’t heard since before I fell.
 
   “Cherry, incoming!”  I warn and Cherry dodges a wall of soul flames that appears directly ahead of us.
 
   As Cherry continues to dodge father’s attacks Hades creates new walls of soul fire, but thankfully they aren’t very big.  Hades never was very good at creating soul flames.  Hades attempts to surround us with a ball of soul flames but she’s way too slow.  Frustrated, Hades begins to fire standard fireballs at us instead, but even if they do hit us we should be fine.
 
   “How much hotter will it get?”  Cherry asks me as she continues to dance around the attacks in a style that reminds me of my own.
 
   “You’re almost there.”  I say, dodging her question.  If I had the mana I’d reform my own body at this point, but when I do reform my body I won’t have any mana left, so I must be inside father already.
 
   “It’s getting hotter by the moment!”  Cherry complains.
 
   Desperate, father creates a wall of soul flames over his ‘skin’ but even though it is much larger than Hades’ walls, it cannot possibly cover his entire ‘body’.
 
   “Don’t go through those flames.”  I warn Cherry.
 
   “They feel dangerous.  What are they?”  Cherry asks, dancing around the latest attack.
 
   “Soul flames.  They kill the soul as well as the body.  You’re dimensional bubble won’t save you from them.”  I warn her.
 
   “I was right then.  If he surrounds us with them it will all be over.”  Cherry says.
 
   “I doubt he can.  You’re moving too quickly and unpredictably.”  I tell her.
 
   “I can’t port, but can you shift us?  That is the word isn’t it?”  Cherry asks.
 
   “It is, but I’m afraid that’s impossible.”  I tell her.
 
   “Pity.”  Cherry says, but then she darts through a gap in the soul flames.  As she does so she enters father’s body.  The dimensional bubble fails and her body is instantly burnt to ash, but I reform my own body and bite father’s soul.  As I bite into father’s soul I feel his pain and hear his anguished voice.
 
   “Wretched son of mine, as you take my life you take responsibility for all the mortals below us.  Not just your little friends, but all the mortals.  Suffer as I did, for now you rise into the fire of heaven just as your mother foretold.  Regret that you did not stay dead when she tried to end your newly hatched life, for now your body shall be a flame that burns your soul forever.”  Father screams into my soul as I devour his.
 
   Hades looks on in horror as she sees me murder our father.  Sor, Helski and Emi watch in suspense, unable to tell what has happened.  My body is consumed by flames and my soul burns in agony.  True to my father’s words my body becomes pure fire, but the pain fades.  It becomes bearable, though it is still there.  I feel like I could get used to it and like I will have to get used to it.
 
   Now my fiery body is fully formed I am the new sun.  I extend my senses and realise they are much wider and more detailed than before, though much slower.  I can sense what is going on below across the whole world.  I can also sense the entire battle between the fire angels and the demons.  Many of the fire angels are dead just like my friends.
 
   I push Cherry’s soul out of my body and bring her to rest alongside our friends and create an air bubble around them.  I then ignite my soul flames over the faeries and my friends’ souls and reform their bodies.  As I do so I make each of my friends immortal, so at least I don’t have to watch as they pass away mere decades from now.  I then use my soul flames again, this time to heal the fire angels’ souls and reform their bodies.  Unlike Ish and my father’s soul flames, mine are the flames of resurrection and no matter what happens, that will not change.
 
   The demons know despair as the angels they have killed return from the dead.  Even as the demons continue to kill the angels, my flames simply resurrect the angels as often as I need to.  This is the power of a true god.  Not my father’s deadly flames.  Anyone can kill.  A true god should be able to bring back the dead and that is my power.
 
   When the time is right I will resurrect Ish too, but I must hide him from Lucy.  For now I can simply tell her that he is already dead so there is no need to kill him.  It’s not even truly a lie.
 
   “Hades, do you hate me now?”  I ask.
 
   “Yes, but I still love you.”  Hades tells me tearfully.
 
   “I am sorry, but for my friends sake I do not regret my choice.”  I tell Hades.


 
   
  
 

Epilogue (Rin)
 
   Side by side Tabi and I are scouring the icy floor of hell for mana crystals.  Less than a year ago that would have sounded so crazy.  If someone had told me it would happen I’d have looked at them funny and decided it was safer not to say anything, rather than confront a potential maniac.
 
   Actually the only person I could imagine having told me that was Peter.  If he had told me that, I’d have put the idea down quickly in case he actually tried to make it happen.  My heart tightens as I think of Peter.  He’s still alive and I can even talk to him, but it’s not the same.  Even in his fire angel form he was more human than he is now.
 
   “How’s Midori coping?”  I ask.
 
   “She says she’s doing fine.  She says she’s happy, because she’s still with Peter and can still talk to him.  She’s lying though.  Her heart aches to be closer to him.  To be able to touch him, but if she does touch him she’ll be burnt to ash.  She’s in pain, but I suppose she’s not the only one.”  Tabi says looking at me as she says it.
 
   “I hope we see Elucia again.”  I say quickly changing the subject.  “Since she went over to Dairon’s dome she hasn’t even contacted us.”
 
   “Have we heard anything at all from the elves?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “No, but according to Peter they’re doing well.”  I tell Tabi.
 
   “Have you heard anything about Contractia or the Fallen Angels?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “Contractia refuses to negotiate with us even though Peter could plunge one of their most important worlds into eternal night.  The remaining Fallen Angels haven’t made a move so the war is still stuck at Portalis.”  I answer.
 
   “I thought the queen was meant to be very grateful to Peter.”  Tabi says.
 
   “She is, but she’s stuck in Portalis so she can’t risk angering the nobility too much.  Peter’s main demand is an end to slavery, which will anger the nobility a lot.”  I explain.
 
   “Maybe we should just start raiding Contractia to free their slaves.”  Tabi says.
 
   “Peter is considering it, but with the remaining Fallen Angels still around we can’t cause too much trouble for Contractia.  Contractia has plenty of flaws, but the Fallen Angels are far worse.”  I tell Tabi.
 
   “That’s true.  Oh, is that a mana crystal?”  Tabi asks, pointing down below us.  I focus my senses on the area.
 
   “Yes.  Sorry, I should have sensed that one first.”  I apologise.
 
   “It’s fine.  I was distracting you.  Just make sure you get your act together if we come across any stray demons.”  Tabi warns me.
 
   “When was the last time we came across a demon?”  I ask.
 
   “I’m not sure.”  Tabi admits.
 
   “It’s funny though.  We’re in hell and the thought of coming across a demon seems so unlikely.”  I tell Tabi.
 
   “That’s because we killed most of them.”  Tabi says.
 
   “Peter killed most of them.  Anyway, do you think you can get it out of there?”  I ask.
 
   “No.  It’s too deep.  I might break it.”  Tabi tells me.
 
   “We’d better go back and get the dwarves then.”  I say.
 
   “They’ll be happy.”  Tabi says.
 
   “Helski will be too.  One more crystal is all we need to get her that livestock she wants.”  I say.
 
   “Doesn’t it feel like we’re being ripped off?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “It does, but the dwarves helped us when we needed them.  They could have stayed hidden and hoped the Fallen Angels never found them.  The angel stones and the dome are thanks to the dwarves.  If we end up paying too high a price for the goods we want, I think we can live with that.”  I tell her.
 
   “I’ll remind you of that the next time you complain to the dwarves.”  Tabi says.
 
   “Don’t you dare!  If we don’t complain they’ll rip us off even worse.”  I tell her.
 
   “Talking about the dwarves, how’s your mother doing?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “She’s enjoying her work in Nirvali.  I sometimes wonder whether she’ll ever come back here.”  I say with a sigh.
 
   “As long as she’s enjoying herself.  I’m sure she’d come back if you asked her to though.”  Tabi says.
 
   “I know she would, but that would be unfair.  The opportunities she has in Nirvali are a dream to any alchemist.”  I tell Tabi.
 
   “So why don’t you join her?”  Tabi asks.
 
   “I might one day, but right now I want to be with my friends.  Anyway, we need every ice angel we can get right now.”  I tell her.
 
   “We’re not actually angels.”  Tabi reminds me.
 
   “I know, but don’t tell me you’ve never called yourself a wind angel.”  I say.
 
   “I may have.”  Tabi admits.
 
   “We do have some real angels though.”  I tell her.
 
   “I know.  Midori, Yu Kii, Hermes, Neko and Juliet.  Other than Juliet they’re all Peter’s angels.  They may not all be as obsessed with him as Midori, but they are all dedicated to him.  Juliet on the other hand is dedicated to little Misty.  I do wonder whether Misty will turn out better this time around.”  Tabi says.
 
   “She wasn’t evil, but she’s a new person now.  It’s a shame that her soul was too far gone to resurrect her.  If you ignored her little habit she was a nice person.  Anyway, I never imagined that Juliet would give birth to Misty!”  I tell her.
 
   “Neither did I.  I did wonder why Juliet took human form, but I never imagined it would be to give birth to Midori!  You say she wasn’t evil now, but I remember you saying some pretty nasty things about her at the time.”  Tabi says.
 
   “I know and I regret it.  It seems so petty now.  Anyway, didn’t you ever say anything bad about her?”  I ask Tabi.
 
   “Who knows?”  Tabi asks innocently.


 
   
  
 

Author’s Afterword
 
   If you’ve been reading this series as it was first published you’ll know this volume took a lot longer than my previous books.  Sorry for the wait!  I’m aiming to publish my next book on either 2nd Feb 2017 or 2nd March 2017, so you shouldn’t have such a long wait for the next one.
 
   Thank you for reading the War of Contractia to its conclusion.  This book is definitely the end of Peter’s story.  The Chronicles of Contractia covers all books set in the Contractia universe but my next book will not be set in Contractia so will not be part of this series.  My next book will also not be set in any kind of school environment and will have adult main characters.  All of my books will have elements of science fiction and/or fantasy.  Beyond that I can’t reveal any further information about my next book yet, but if overall you’ve enjoyed the War of Contractia I hope you will keep an eye out for my future books.
 
   If you want to keep up to date on all the latest information about my books please follow me on my Good Reads author page www.goodreads.com/author/show/2132743
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