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            Thank you to every reader who has made it this far! I hope you enjoy the conclusion just as much as I enjoyed writing it.

          


          
            

          


          
            I have included a summary of the important events that took place in Keystone and Prisoner before the story begins in this book, should anyone want a quick refresher. You can also find an updated appendix in the back. Neither section is required reading.
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          PART THREE

        


        
          The more you have to gain, the more you have to lose. And lose it you shall.

        

      


      
        
          
            

          


          


          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          A Summary of Events

        

      


      
        
          A small rundown of the important events of Keystone and Prisoner, along with some time frame information. Intended as a quick refresher for those who want one, and not a full summary of everything that has occurred.


          Keystone takes place over two and a half months. Oriana wakes up after she is kidnapped, confused and scared with no memory of who she is or what happened. All she knows is her name, that she woke in an underground room full of unconscious women, and had somehow escaped. Her search for help leads her to Vergessen, and to the man she knows as Wishmaster from the card she had been given.


          She makes a deal with Ciel: retrieve her memories, help the other kidnapped women and a form of justice for them all against whoever did this to them. In exchange, she will owe him an undetermined price. Thanks to this deal, she begins to reside in his home. This also means she lives with the strange other residents; Sephrian and Maronette.


          As they delve into her memories, she relives the experience of her escape and they discover why she was there and what she is. The people who took her and brainwashed her were the guardians of a prison. A prison that held the angry, vengeful goddess Izanami, who was created thanks to one man’s desire mixed with a bit of magic. Oriana was the final piece of the lock, only she was found far too late for it to matter. The only thing that let Oriana escape was the fact her soul had separated from her unconscious, bespelled body.


          In order to stop Izanami from a full escape, and to reunite Oriana with her body, Ciel and Oriana travel to the estate that resides over top the prison. They complete the spell, a temporary measure, but her soul is forced back into her body as he promises he will return for her.


          There is a gap of two and a half months between Keystone and Prisoner. Prisoner takes place over four months.


          Oriana is back with the three Others she oddly sees as friends. No one tells her exactly how her return was managed, and she hasn’t pushed it. All she knows is that Ciel came back for her.


          When her health is good enough, she makes her first trip out of the house with Sephrian. There she is called over by three women she later learns are the fates. As if that hadn’t been enough for one day, she begins to dream of a past not her own. Izanami’s – and the goddess isn’t happy about it.


          To prove it, she manages to kill some of the women who act as the foundation of her prison in her attempts to break free. The goddess manages to kill random people outside of Yomi, and attempts to kill Oriana - who is a fragment of Izanami’s soul, the reason she was the lock.


          Izanami taunts her and works to turn her own emotions against her. At least until Ciel strikes a one way deal and traps Izanami within a vessel of his choosing – in this case, a magic doll. Despite the tension this brings, Ciel’s resolve to kill the fates causes more. His reasoning is sound, assuming any reasoning is sound to take on killing the unkillable, but they are playing with time according to their whims and even their counterparts, the Norn, desire their demise.


          With the aid of the Norn both Oriana and Ciel, who is accompanied unexpectantly by Izanami, go to past events with different goals. Once back from their respective tasks, Oriana has a private goal of her own. While Ciel and Maronette take an unpleasant trip to visit her mother, Oriana uses Izanami to stab herself. It was an attempt to fulfill the prophecies by the fates and to not allow the future she had seen come into being.


          Whole once more, she chooses the name Oriana going forward. It is time for Ciel to return to the Below, but when they arrive they find something they would have never expected. Yue, his long deceased sister, is there to greet him.


          Wishmaster picks up the same day that Prisoner ends.


          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER ONE

        

      


      
        
          Oriana wasn't sure how to feel about the Below yet. Especially when she considered how surprising the trip had already been. When they'd arrived, one of the first things that happened was that they learned Yue was one of the dead come back to life. If she had trouble with how to handle that, she had no idea just how hard the sight of his sister alive must be for Ciel, but it hadn't taken long for him to have the group continue to move inside. While she was worried, she hadn't been about to bring it up in front of the others. Both Sephrian and Maronette would have been fine, but Lucian and Yue were there as well. It had been hard to see the joy fall off of Yue's face when Ciel did not acknowledge her, other than to coldly tell her to stand aside. Oriana might know that he needed time to even decide on what to feel, especially as he remained in the process of adapting to emotions overall, but the little girl in front of them didn't know any of that. Did she even know she was supposed to be dead? And, if she didn't, how did you tell someone that? Instead of an attempt at something, Oriana chose to move with Ciel, despite how cold it made her feel. But he was her priority, and she would not start the trip off by questioning him.


          It turned out that this courtyard was one restricted to his use, as well as those he permitted, and it sat on the same level as his work spaces. As it led right onto an upper floor, the courtyard had to be raised somehow. She'd have to ask later, but it could simply be on a hill or roof. From the courtyard there were only a few turns before they entered his office there in the Below from a rear door. In many ways, it was similar to the one he had in the Between. The differences lay in the overall size, as it was much larger, how the shelves held documents instead of materials, and that one wall was made entirely of glass. The shelves still seemed folded around themselves into tiny rows, so materials might still lie within, and the entire space felt so him that she had to guess he had changed it greatly from Azoth's. Ciel had almost drifted to the window wall, his hands folded on top of the cane in front of him as he stared out of it, and Oriana watched as Maronette struggled with what to do. In the end, the spider woman chose to go and handle matters at her own office that lay on the other side of the main doors. Which made sense, she was still his secretary. Although assistant might have been a better term when she considered all Maronette's job entailed. Even though he gave no response, those in the room knew he had heard her and was fine with it. Once you got used to it, that heavy aura he gave off could inform you of his approval or disapproval. Sometimes. Oriana went to stand with him, and she saw the window overlooked another large space. One that was currently filled with various desks and Others. The room was also faintly familiar and, after a little bit, she recalled that she had seen it as Izanami. When Izanami and Ciel had travelled through the palace, the two had skirted around this place. The memory also brought up the fact that there were a ton of hidden areas to observe from.


          "Can they see you watching them, if they look up?" Her first words after the event in the courtyard were almost silly, but she could see the slight relaxation around his shoulders. A light topic had been a good choice then, even if not intentional.


          "When I will it. Most of the time it is purely one way, as it is much easier to catch someone doing something they shouldn't be when they do not know I'm watching them do it." Ciel's voice was his normal calm and even one, which was a good thing overall. He raised one hand off of his cane to direct her attention to a specific person. The man he indicated was tall – then again, everyone was tall compared to her – and made up of sharp angles. She couldn't decide if it was because he was thin, or if his features were naturally angular. His skin was almost too pale of a white, his hair was a platinum blonde, and she could just make out that the back of his ears were elongated until they came to a point. They were shaped similar to elf ears, but longer than any example she had seen of real elves. Yet she didn't think it was a fae who chose to live here. The features seemed like they should be familiar to her, and she recalled seeing something similar in the book on demons she had borrowed so long ago. But Ciel continued before she grasped it, so she would have to ask or check later. "That is Asterlon."


          "As in your brother Asterlon?"


          "Indeed. You will most likely meet him later, as he is one of the more important players. The woman next to him is Kylova, another it would be best to remember." Ciel didn't point to this one, as there was only one woman near Asterlon. Kylova was the most voluptuous woman Oriana had ever seen, and her every motion seemed designed to draw the eye. When she combined this with the fact that Kylova had a pair of bat-like wings that sat low on her back, and horns that came out from the side of her head to curve slightly upwards into a point, Oriana felt fairly confident that the woman was a succubus. While there was no way to see their exact faces from here, she could make out how Kylova's golden hair was styled to half obscure her face.


          "All right, here's an idea." Oriana took stock of the room and how there were at least twenty Others currently there. "Are there any that don't want to stab you in the back? I can remember those ones, and just guard against the rest."


          "Hmm." His little hum didn't surprise her, but the fact that he moved behind her did. He lightly rested his chin on the top of her head as his arms circled her and drew her closer. She didn't mind, it was actually quite nice, but it did make her wonder how okay he was – especially since it wasn't just them and Sephrian, but Lucian as well. But, instead of bringing it up, she set her arms around his and her hands rested on the top of the cane with his. When he continued to speak, it was with his mind and not his mouth. "Those two appear to be the only ones present, for the moment."


          "How do you do that? Could I learn how?" She could tell her question made him think, as there was a longer gap than usual before his reply. That, and she could feel the slight bird tilt of his head.


          "Possibly, although it could be more expedient for to me make a permanent – but small – connection."


          "Like now, but without the contact?" Her only answer was a small hum of confirmation, which was kind of weird to both hear and feel, if she was honest. It was an idea to keep in mind, she supposed.


          "Apologies, my Lord, but is there anywhere specific I should put Miss Brannon's things?" Lucian, with that strange voice of his, calmly broke into the conversation.


          "With Ciel's." Her response was automatic, and instant.


          "That is where they currently are, if that is agreeable my Lord?" Lucian's question didn't receive an answer, but he didn't seem to need one. "Excellent. I currently have Miss Yue situated in the room she previously occupied, as I was unsure if I should move her or not. What would you prefer?" Oriana felt the slight change in Ciel's body when Yue was mentioned, as previously relaxed muscles tightened momentarily. He shifted a bit away from her after a minute, before he responded to Lucian.


          "Leave her there for now, I'll deal with it later if I have to." When he finished, he moved away from her fully. It felt, to her, almost as if he had slipped away from being the man and back into being the High Lord. This impression was reinforced when she turned and watched him sit behind his desk. He had closed off, and it seemed to eerily mirror her first impression of him. "Who is currently waiting for an audience with me? Of those, who have the most pressing business to be dealt with?"


          "Aside from myself, there is only Ilana that meets those criteria. I would recommend seeing them first." Lucian wasn't hindered by the questions, so Oriana assumed that this kind of filtering was something he was used to. She didn't see him reference anything either, which made her wonder just how good his memory was. The little dragon that seemed attached to him stared down at the cat that continued to remain at Lucian's feet, which then made her curious as to why the man hadn't mentioned the new animal.


          "That will be fine, send her in." Ciel's words still seemed slower than normal to her, but when Lucian bowed and began to leave she thought she probably should as well. The motion drew Ciel's attention to her, and she halted under his gaze. "There is no need for you to leave. Stay, if you wish."


          "It won't be a problem for them?" While she did want to stay, she wasn't sure how to feel about his mood. Lucian left in the meantime, and she couldn't help but feel that Ciel had actually asked her not to leave. That both did and did not make sense, so she had no idea which instinct to trust.


          "Oriana, do you think that matters to me if it is?"


          "No, I imagine not." She smiled at him, happy to stay and listen, no matter if he had asked or not. In the end, she was simply welcome there. "Where should I sit?" The answer came in the form of a twist of the wrist, and a chair being pulled over to the left side of his. It was always neat to watch him do things like that, or magic at all really. The position and its implications to others made her a bit nervous, but she went and sat anyway. If he wanted her there, then there she would be. To her surprise, she was perfectly even with him. So, not only the chair next to him but also the chair even with him.


          Did that mean something? Or was she overthinking it? She debated asking, but only briefly. This moment wasn't the right time, and this wasn't her quietly affectionate Ciel. No, this was the Ciel that had patiently planned for years to become the one at the top. This was the him that she had seen in the kitchen after Izanami had tried to kill Oriana. In response, she felt herself slip to a similar place that she had only gone to as Izanami. As if he sensed the shift, Ciel looked over to her for a moment before his eyes moved back to the door. She was certain, however, that she had seen appreciation in his eyes. It was a familiar look, but also not, so it took her a moment to place it. Izanami had seen it when they both ended up in the Below of the past. If she wasn't mistaken, she had seen it a couple of times after that as well. What was the common denominator then?


          It made her wonder what she looked like right then, as she worked through it as quickly as she could since it might give her a clue. When she did find the answer, it was a little bit of a surprise. He, like her, might find 'danger' attractive. Did he also find it arousing, like she did? Thankfully, the effect was restricted to each other so far. Otherwise, that particular preference of hers would probably end a lot of other lives. The thoughts must have shown in some way to him, as he reached over to tap the top of her right hand.


          "Focus, whatever it is you're thinking about is going to distract both of us." His comment in her head made her laugh before she quickly stifled it. Well, now she knew she had that ability, even when he was focused on his job. She wasn't quite sure what it was, but his posture shifted just enough that it made her look towards the door. Sephrian had been faster than her to respond and was already by the door, so she wasn't surprised by the knock that was quick to follow. She took a peek at his colouring when he turned to get Ciel's approval, and saw that it had largely remained the same. For some reason, only his eyes had changed and were now a vibrant red. It wasn't the first time his colours hadn't been in sync, but it was still rare. In her head, she explained it as a 'glitch', thanks to the fact that he no longer showed Ciel's emotions exclusively. It struck her again that she needed a bloody cue card. There wasn't time to ask though, as Sephrian opened the door at Ciel's nod and the person they'd been waiting for entered.


          From the same unnatural grace as Leander had, the willowy frame and the gently pointed ears, Oriana's first impression was this woman was a fae. Ilana's skin was a pale, Caucasian colour at first glance, but it had an undertone of green to it that made the initial assumption feel wrong even as you thought it. Her hair made Oriana focus on it to understand it, as it resembled the branches of a leafed plant so much it confused her. In the end, it was an illusion from how it moved and how light played off of it. Still green though. Ilana smiled at the two, directed a bow to Ciel and only straightened from it when he greeted her in return. Then she took a seat in one of the chairs situated in front of the desk as she looked at Oriana with open curiosity. When Sephrian moved to stand behind Ciel's right side, her eyes widened and showed her shock.


          "Okay, so I got the gist from Leander about the emotions, but which one of you is the one feeling frisky then?" The words that came out of Ilana's mouth didn't fit with her elegant, musical voice. "Oh, or is one of you angry? How do you figure it out?" She directed the last question to Oriana, who made the connection between the red eyes and Ilana's surprise. Well, that answered the danger question then.


          "Well, I never understood what the colours meant, so I've always just…thought it out. Like normal." Her response might not have been helpful, but she didn't quite understand the question. Had everyone gotten so used to the walking mood ring they had no idea how to read his behaviours? She turned her head to Ciel, as she had just thought of a question. "Does everyone know what the colours mean?"


          "No. That would be a nightmare." He returned her look as he replied and then shifted back to look at Ilana. "This fae is Ilana. She is my court's fae ambassador and Leander's mate."


          "The best friend kind." Ilana popped that in as clarification for Oriana before Ciel continued as if he hadn't been interrupted.


          "This woman is Oriana Brannon. Behave." He didn't bother to motion to Oriana, as it was obvious who he meant.


          "Right, nice to meet you. So, what did you do to make my Lord like you? So many have tried and failed, so you must have a secret." The fae seemed less of an official and more of a gossip to Oriana, but perhaps Ilana felt comfortable enough as Leander's mate to push the boundaries a bit.


          "Enough." Ciel let out a small sigh as he said the word. Yet there was also the very clear message that he meant it. The topic was over. "Now, Ilana, you wanted to tell me something." It wasn't a question but an order to get to it, and Ilana responded accordingly. Her shift was surprising, as she went from casual to business, with a little flinch that showed she felt silly at being distracted.


          "Yes, it's regarding the High Lord of the Above."


          "Oberon is having issues?" Ciel paused and glanced at Oriana. "The fae have this strange habit of every High Lord or Lady being called Oberon or Titania, to the point their original name is forgotten."


          "That must get confusing." Even if they all had numbers, Oriana wasn't sure how you'd keep them all straight.


          "Oh, it does. For convenience's sake, we talk about the current one without a number, as we often have to look up what the exact number is. We don't bring the other ones up too much." Ilana seemed almost impossibly cheerful and easily distracted.


          "Focus." Ciel snapped his fingers, which seemed to pop Ilana's bubble. Suddenly, Oriana thought she understood why he'd developed the habit. Was everyone like this? "What about Oberon?"


          "Well, he seems incredibly confused. About people, events and sometimes how he got where he is. He seems to recover decently enough and move on, but some of the fae lower down on the spectrum appear to see it as an opportunity. It's rather impressive how fast the whispers started when you think about it."


          "What else do you know?"


          "Not much, if I'm honest. Oberon is managing to keep the specifics under wraps, and the whispers seem to intentionally come from multiple sources so it's hard to find the group at the centre." The room fell silent as they waited for Ciel's response.


          "Get more information. I want to know what's happening. Anything you find out, put it in a report." Ciel's voice may have been flat, but Oriana could see his right foot tap the air. She didn't mention it, but it made her think he found the development in the Above unsettling. Or at least a potential problem.


          "Understood." Ilana's voice carried her obvious dislike of reports, but she didn't attempt an argument on it. As his instructions had been final, she stood and left the office after a small half-bow.


          "So…" Oriana was the first to break the silence, and the two men turned to look at her only to be met with a mischievous smile. "Red means arousal – Ciel's, I assume?"


          "Or anger, usually." Ciel's response was slow, Sephrian snickered, and she wondered if Ciel tried to understand where this was headed. Probably.


          "But this time arousal." It wasn't a question, so she didn't mind when no one answered her. "Interesting. Sephrian's colour change was triggered before your eyes, so it seems to be more sensitive." While she liked more ways to tell what happened in his head, she was genuinely curious about how strong the connection between him and Sephrian still was.


          "Well, it is now," Sephrian spoke up, and his expression looked a bit distant while he thought backward. "I first noticed it despite no changes in my colouring. It is possible that we didn't show it as blatantly before the Norn's interference. Master could only notice it was there when he refreshed the blood in my earring at the right moment."


          "There's blood in your earrings?" Her question drew a nod from Sephrian, while Ciel just listened. "Okay, sure. But why did he need your earring? Couldn't he put it in his?"


          "No." Ciel looked slightly baffled by the question as he answered her, as did Sephrian. "I don't need to connect to myself, I need to connect to him." She saw the flash of understanding in his eyes when he realized the problem, and it had taken so long for him that she went back to being worried. "The earrings are, as you've probably guessed, a single set. While not strictly needed, they make it much easier for Sephrian and I to mentally communicate with each other. My earring never holds my own blood, and his earring never holds his blood, as the enchantment on the crystals uses the blood to set its target. It is also useful to have that bit of the other person when we need to use an ability we should be whole for. You saw it at St. Mary's, I believe."


          "The red in your eye…was his blood?" She couldn't help it, but her face showed just how gross she found the idea.


          "Hmm." Ciel gave a little hum and switched the topic when he asked his question. "What, exactly, did you mean when you implied my eyes do something when aroused?" His lips twitched when he saw her face, as she was initially surprised he cared. "I think I should be aware, no? That's a rather obvious tell, and it might be bothersome outside of our interactions."


          "Oh, right." She should have known that, as he was the sort of person who would be unable to leave that be. "Well, they look like they are on fire. Although, maybe more like the blue fire is trapped in your iris?"


          "I see." Ciel stopped after that, and the other two waited as he thought about it. When he did speak, he ran a finger between his brows. "As strange as this sounds, we're going to have to test the limits around that and see if it could ever actually be an issue in public. For now, we have Lucian to listen to. Sephrian, go get him."


          "Of course." Sephrian left the room, but she could tell that he had found the idea of testing Ciel's arousal humorous. She'd be inclined to find it funny or awkward, but she had another concern.


          "Um, will you be all right with that kind of…test?" Her voice was hesitant, but the first thing that had entered her mind was what Azoth had done to him – or what he had encouraged others to do to him. She felt the urge to look down at her hands but fought it to keep her eyes on him. Which turned out to be smart, as this way she could see that he had to think about it. The fact that he couldn't give her a simple answer was unnerving.


          "We will have to see." Ciel had shifted to look at her while he thought and hadn't moved when he answered her. "Overall, I see no reason for my mind to connect the instances, but that does not rule out the possibility. We will eliminate any similarities that might occur, and see where it leads. On the whole, I expect that it should be quite enjoyable." Oriana felt the heat that signalled a blush, which made him smile. When he shifted back to watch the door, his next words changed the subject. Which was probably a good thing overall. "One thing you should be aware of with Lucian – he is never what he seems. I'm sure you've noticed his voice before, but his current nature is designed to lure you in. Pay attention to his words, and how he moves. You can trust him, and he will not harm you, but if you slip under his influence it can be tricky for some to see the reality again."


          "Okay. I'm guessing he isn't a simple demon or fae?" Oriana didn't expect a verbal reply and wasn't bothered when she just got a hum of confirmation. She would have to ask him about those around him some time, about what they were and what she should watch out for the most. But not now, as now was the time to wait for Lucian and Sephrian. Which didn't end up being too long, as the two arrived shortly after they had finished talking. As Lucian moved to the chair Ilana had vacated, and Sephrian moved back into position by Ciel, she tried to follow Ciel's advice. He had said his 'current' nature, so did it change? She wasn't surprised to see the little dragon with him but was surprised the cat still followed after him and sat by his feet. Lucian gave a half bow and waited for Ciel to wave him to his seat.


          "My Lord, who is this cat?"


          "No idea." Ciel's response was quick, for him. "He latched onto us and followed us here. As he has shifted to you, it is possible you were his goal. Just tolerate him, I suppose."


          "I see." Lucian looked down at the cat, as did the little dragon on his shoulder, before he put it aside and began his report. "As you are no doubt aware, there are strange instances of the dead returned to life. Thanks to information gleaned from dreamers, I can say that they are not reanimated corpses. They are as if the person never died, they are exactly as they were sometime before death, and their corpses are still quite where they should be. A situation like Claire's has occurred perhaps twice more, but we are still searching for anything that could be happening. The random, unexplained deaths have ceased, but what they have been replaced with isn't much better. How humans and Others alike are responding to their newly returned dead or doppelganger from the past varies greatly, as expected. While the majority of cases are in the Between, the other realms have been affected as well."


          "Do they have anything in common?"


          "Not exactly." Lucian shook his head at Ciel's question but elaborated. "There are base similarities, but nothing that truly connects individual to individual. The strongest potential connection is among the doppelgangers. These are always someone who has had a major, life-altering change, with a clear before and after. Other than that, there is nothing I consider significant at this time."


          "If that changes, inform me." Ciel ended that topic for now and moved on to another. "I assume you have other news?"


          "Yes, regarding the Below. It seems that some demons are planning on attempting a coup. Considering that rumours have already begun, they aren't being subtle enough to currently be a threat. As this isn't exactly new information, I only mention it because of an oddity we've been picking up whispers of. The largest rumours circle around the demons that possess – in their own words – artifacts of great power. It has especially gained my interest as no dreamers seem to dream about them. Which is odd."


          "What does that mean, overall?" Oriana inserted her question in the gap in the conversation that happened. She was rather lost regarding what the dreamers were aside from the general idea the word implied. But that could be wrong, it could mean something different to Others. At the very least, it must have added context.


          "Dreamers, Miss Brannon, are exactly what they sound like. They are the beings that are currently dreaming at any point in time." Sephrian responded since he seemed to pick up on the larger question. It let Ciel think, and Lucian had no idea what she knew or didn't know. "Lucian is capable of looking through them for information, as are the Oneiroi he commands. If they cannot find anyone dreaming of what these artifacts are, that means no one dreams of them at any time. Which is decently close to an impossibility."


          "Can someone block things in dreams?" This was her best guess, but it didn't mean it was a good one.


          "It's possible," Ciel responded to her and tapped his right index finger on the arm of his chair as he did so. "The simplest way would be to enchant the items to restrict how the owner or viewer can think of them. That would blanket cover the situation without the need to constantly monitor dreams themselves to erase it. I say simplest, but it would still be an incredibly difficult enchantment to even plan out, let alone complete a functioning version. The effort involved would usually make it not worthwhile. Tell me, Lucian, is there a way the Oneiroi are the ones enchanted or blocked?"


          "Instead of on the dreamer's end?" Lucian thought about it at Ciel's hum of confirmation. "In theory, I suppose. If they had a way to access the Oneiroi to do so, it would probably be easier than an enchantment on the item. The medium they use to deliver it is the issue, as it would need to be maintained."


          "There seem to be multiple items as well." Sephrian brought up the plural part of the artifacts. "Which would make enchanting every single one undesirable."


          "Indeed." Ciel took a piece of paper and a pen from his desk and began to write. "I want you and the Oneiroi to be careful, but try and discern what might be stopping it from appearing." He finished with the paper and handed it to Lucian. "Take this to the storehouse. Use that enchantment to test possible mediums. Start with things like water and food, and get more creative from there. Include potential mediums within Erebus."


          "Yes, my Lord." Lucian heard the finality of the tone and stood as he accepted the paper. He gave another half bow before he left, and held the door open in deference to the cat that had begun to trail him. Oriana thought it was kind of cute.


          "Oriana." Ciel's voice made her turn to look at him and found he had already shifted his attention to her. "The next few hours are liable to be incredibly dull for you, should you stay here. While you are welcome to remain, perhaps it would be more interesting for Sephrian to give you a brief tour." She thought about it for a minute before she shook her head.


          "That's all right. If you don't mind me poking around, I'll stay here. I can always ask Sephrian for a tour if I need to do something." She didn't say it, but she wanted to be sure he was doing okay. Once she was confident that he would be fine, or mostly fine, she could figure it out then. He gave a little hum, which gave her the impression that he was fine either way. She stood up and caught herself before she hugged his head as she feared that would trigger that weird response he had sometimes.


          Instead, she went directly over to the windowed wall to watch those below. They were so different, even from each other, that she thought it might be a good sketch at some point. Had Izanami been better at painting and such mediums than Oriana had been? That would be interesting to find out, so she began to draw it in her mind. There was enough there to look at for a while, as long as she made sure she wasn't too absorbed by it. That would defeat the purpose of staying, after all. When she finished her initial impression of the council room below, she looked at the barely visible reflection of Ciel and Sephrian behind her. They worked seamlessly together already, and she smiled. There was lots to watch here if you knew where to look. And, right now, she did.


           [image: ]

          The small tour didn't happen, beyond how to navigate the area they occupied. His office was one of the few places in this section of the building that was accessible to the public. Which was everyone outside of those Oriana had met. Yet, if she judged from this relatively small area, she would need a long time to get good enough to not get constantly lost. On top of that, Ciel didn't just have a 'room'. He lived in a private flat, while the others shared the rest of the area. Sephrian and Maronette were across the hallway, as much as they could be with this maze. The closer you were, it seemed like the more important you were. Which made sense, especially in the very hierarchical world of Others. By the time they stood in front of Ciel's flat, which was now also her flat, she couldn't recall how they'd gotten there. There had been a kitchen and dining area, but where had they been?


          "I'm screwed, Sephrian."


          "Pardon, Miss Brannon? What happened that I didn't notice?" Sephrian paused in opening the door to the flat and instead turned to her at her comment.


          "I am going to be lost. All the time." She sighed at the end and looked at Sephrian in confusion when he laughed. "Wow, rude."


          "I apologize. It just struck me as funny that you've forgotten you can't get lost here." When his words were only met with another silent, confused stare, he held the laughter in that time and explained. "My master gave you the compass, with the explicit purpose of not allowing you to get lost."


          "Oh, yeah, he did. But he also said it wouldn't be very specific outside of his home, since that was where he made it for. That won't help me find where I need to go." Now it was her turn to get a confused look in response. "What?"


          "This is his home." Sephrian's comment made her think, and she realized how she had missed that. Ciel had told her about how the house entity was in both realms, but it had never then clicked that he also considered this his home. But she had yet to see the trademarks of the house's enchantment, so how did it work?


          "I hadn't noticed the house here, so I didn't think it would work. Doesn't it need the enchantment?"


          "Well, the house is all through this place. It is just less apparent, as it only truly does things in my master's flat. It disguises itself everywhere else, as it is his and not the High Lord's, and a useful defence when unknown. He has a lot of those, my master, that he set up just as quickly as he destroyed what Azoth left behind." He didn't seem to mind when she didn't reply right away. Mind you, he was probably used to it considering who he'd been with his entire life. The distinction between Ciel and High Lord caught her attention, as it was quite deliberate. She assumed that was because whatever enchantment made up what they called 'the house' had been created or found by Ciel himself.


          "So…if Ciel left, the house would go with him?"


          "Indeed. It is similar if my master should die. In that case, it is most probable that the house will remain in the Between estate. There it would remain dormant until it accepted another owner. Anyone who tried to take over that place would also have to be welcomed by the house or they wouldn't succeed." Sephrian's colouring remained a light green, so Oriana didn't think he was too bothered by the subject. "Would you like to see the flat?"


          "Yeah." She nodded as she responded, and he resumed opening the door before he gave a small bow to motion her inside. While she was tempted to point out he didn't have to do that, she was quickly distracted by the other side of the door.


          It opened up into a sitting area that was designed to be comfortable and relaxing. There was a fireplace on one wall and bookshelves on another. The far right wall showed her what had most likely been a recent change, as she could see a version of her studio from the Between. She smiled as she went to the open doorway to take a look, as she knew perfectly well Ciel would have had no use for it before. It was also part conservatory, like the other one, but she wondered if this part had been there before. From what she could remember though, he wouldn't have had this flat to live in while he also had emotions. The thought made her sad, but she forced herself to brush it aside. He wasn't numb now, even if that brought its own unique set of issues. She knew he would adjust in time, but she also understood why he tried to rush the process when she considered the world he lived in. The one she now lived in.


          Sephrian directed her through the rest of the flat, which consisted of a kitchen that connected to a small dining space, the washroom, and the bedroom that opened up to a balcony via French doors. She wasn't surprised to see that a section of it seemed more small office than bedroom, with two desks that matched ones she'd seen in the Between. When in the bedroom, Oriana tried to figure out which way he slept when there. With the way it was situated…he probably used the right side of the bed and lied on his left side, to keep his back to the solid wall. The doorway was on the wall opposite the bottom of the bed, but situated closer to the French doors on the right side of the room, which made her guess the ideal spot for him. If she assumed, of course, that she understood his thought process for it. She could be entirely wrong, as sometimes he'd slept with his back to the window in the Between, to keep himself as a barrier between it and her. Sephrian pointed out where her things would be, and they finished the short tour back in the sitting room.


          "Hey, Sephrian?" Oriana waited until he looked over at her, and she was sure she had his attention before she continued. "It's probably a silly thing to worry about, but do you think it would be a problem to get me some clothes that fit in a bit more in the Below? Ciel will tell me to wear what I want, but I don't think a few things would be amiss."


          "You can have whatever you wish, Miss Brannon. That is part of wearing what you want, isn't it? But I can get you a few more formal items made if that is what you mean."


          "Yes, please, that would be great."


          "Of course." Sephrian smiled and gave a half bow to her. "You are also to inform me, or my master, should you wish to change anything in the flat."


          "Oh, sure." There wasn't anything she immediately would have changed, and she liked how it looked now. But the thought was sweet and made her happy. Her mind turned back to how Ciel had been after seeing his sister. "Hey, when Yue showed up, how did you feel? Ciel seems to be quite bothered, and it can't have been great for you either."


          "It wasn't wonderful, but my love for Yue came from my master's love for Yue. Having independent emotions is too recent for me to have become attached to her on my own." Sephrian looked to the door at the same time as Oriana could feel Ciel's presence in the hallway, so neither was surprised when he opened the door. As she was fully aware he could sneak up on her if he wanted, it was a clear indication he was comfortable enough there to not hide himself. Once he'd closed the door behind him, his attention was on the studio.


          "Hmm. That's new." He didn't investigate it any further and instead moved into the room. "Are there other changes?"


          "A couple. The washroom has changed to match the other one, albeit on a slightly smaller scale. There's a new closet in the bedroom, and everything has adjusted for two instead of one." Sephrian was the one to answer, as she had no idea what else could have been different from before. She chewed her lower lip slightly as she worried that, maybe, Ciel wasn't pleased that his home had changed. He went over to her and gently stopped her. When he didn't lift his fingers right away, Oriana reached up to take his hand. He'd wanted to wait until he was sure she wouldn't start again, but she wasn't about to stand there until he was content. As he let her lower their hands, she figured he had seen what he'd needed to. It could also have been that he often let her lead him or do something when he could easily stop her. Which made her think how stupid her worry had been – if he'd hated something he would have just had the house change it back, and he'd already had his rooms in the Between changed.


          "It was just me being worried over nothing." Oriana frowned up at him when she realized how tense his hand was.


          "Perhaps a bath, master? Water always helps." Apparently, Sephrian had noticed the same thing, and so made a suggestion. "I'll just go to my room. Oh, are there any restrictions that should be put on Yue's access to places?"


          "Keep her out of this wing, especially our rooms. Other than that, let her do as she pleases." While his tone was neutral, if slightly dismissive, Oriana could tell he felt anything but when she considered how the hand she held onto tensed even more. Sephrian bowed and left, and Oriana tugged at Ciel's hand.


          "Water helps, right? We're taking his advice." She began to lead him to the washroom as he raised a brow at her.


          "We are, are we?" His comment made her pause to turn and look at him. When she saw the frown that had begun to form between his brows, she reached up to smooth it with her free hand.


          "Well, why not? I've only felt this much tension in you when I stand behind you in your chair. It's unusual, and a break might be good."


          "As tempting as the idea is, especially since you've included yourself in it, it will have to wait." Ciel sighed when he saw she was about to object again. "I'm not as freely able to do what I need to do here, and I need a dragmiir first."


          "You can't do them both at the same time? It isn't as if it bothers me."


          "It's the same reason as why I always smoke one outside in the Between – mixing the enchanted smoke with the house's enchantment isn't wise. Once or twice won't do any harm, every now and then, but it's a sloppy habit to get into."


          "Right." Oriana stared up at him for a moment, before she reached out and tapped the wall with her knuckles. The house responded and the little fire that served as a light bulb in the wall sconce flickered and turned blue. "Has Ciel used a dragmiir inside in, say, the last year? Smaller for no, bigger for yes."


          "Oriana…" Ciel almost sighed her name as the flame went smaller. She put her hand on her hip and continued.


          "Has he in the last two years?" She wasn't surprised when the flame went smaller again. "Has he done so in the time frame where it would be an issue for you?" The house made the flame so small that it was almost gone, and she just stared at him. When he sighed again and put his cheek against her hair, Oriana knew she'd won before he opened his mouth.


          "Very well. Once."


          "Perfect. A bath it is." She squeezed his hand. "Can the house get one ready?" The blue flame grew large and bright before it returned to normal. "I'll take that as a yes. Come on." They stopped in the bedroom for him to take a dragmiir and ashtray from the desk that seemed similar to his enchantment desk, and found the bath waiting. The bath, while still recessed into the floor, was a size adjusted to comfortably fit two. Which was smaller than the Between, but she wondered if this was what Sephrian meant when he said everything had adjusted for two. She had no idea how the house did it, but the bath felt like their own private hot spring. A very small hot spring, but she didn't mind that she sat tucked against Ciel. There weren't many advantages to being so much shorter than before, although she had to admit she liked how she fit against him now. For the first few minutes, she didn't bother him and just let him relax while he used the dragmiir. She kept her eyes on him though, on the lookout for signs that this had helped him. At least she could tell he'd physically relaxed by quite a bit, as a lot of the tension he'd carried was gone.


          "What is it you're searching so hard for?" He opened his eyes and shifted his head to look at her. Well, in the end, she had been quite obvious about it. There were many things she wanted to know, so she took a moment to settle on what she'd talk about.


          "If you feel up to it, I'd like to ask you a couple of things." Oriana waited for his hum that told her to go ahead. "First thing. To those that live here, what am I?"


          "Whatever you wish to be. There's no specific role to fill, but anyone will know you are important. I'd recommend avoiding calling me the queen to your king in public, though. While I'm not bothered, there are some in this court who would be offended enough to use it against you somehow. I'd rather not have to go on and deal with more idiots until I've finished with the ones currently trying to stab me in the back."


          "Sure. Even a good murder spree can get tedious if you have to do it too often. I can't say I'm your mate if someone asks, so any preference with how I answer?"


          "Not unless you choose something that could be considered derogatory to yourself." When he saw her confusion, he gave her a small smile. "You are not my mistress, for example. Whatever you decide to label yourself as, you are the only partner I have ever claimed, and the only one I ever will. Whether they know or not, you are my mate, Oriana."


          "All right, I'll be careful if I ever label myself then." She let it drop and glanced at the dragmiir in his hand. "You said those were medical before, but you still use them despite telling me you wouldn't get ill like that again. You won't, right?"


          "No, I won't. I still need to use them as I am fae, even if just partly. My previous medical use was to counteract how many pieces my soul had been torn into, including the one that Sephrian holds. The mixture Leander made would stop my soul from unravelling further, which would cause an incredible amount of damage. The blend is incredibly potent, however, and the build-up would eventually become toxic to my body as I required more and more of it. Leander would have to then treat the damage done and reset the levels of it in my system back to neutral."


          "Thus the cycle of illness."


          "Indeed."


          "But now you just require a normal blend?"


          "Roughly, yes. It is still tweaked to suit my particular case, however." Ciel placed what remained of the dragmiir into the ashtray he'd set on the floor edge near his head. He reached up to move some of her hair out of her face before he kissed the top of her forehead. "I'll be fine, love. With this, and Yue."


          "I believe you. It's just getting you there." She let the silence sit, and he did the same. He wasn't bothered by silence, and sometimes she understood the appeal. It stayed unbroken until Ciel insisted they go and have dinner, which she had to agree with. Her body was still human-like, and regular meals were a must. But she didn't move right away and instead looked at him to make sure he listened. "If you wake up tonight, you are going to wake me as well, right?"


          "Why the sudden question?" His head tilted as he asked, and she tapped his chest.


          "Simply because I want to be sure. Perhaps if I start reminding you now, you will remember to do so." She went unanswered for a bit before he chuckled lightly and leaned to gently nip her ear. He had the tendency to do so, but he was always so careful about it that she was never bothered. That was something she'd noticed had become more prevalent the more comfortable he was, so it made her feel better about his state of mind.


          "If you wish. Now, let's get you fed, hmm?"
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          The first week in the Below since his return had been both eventful and simple at the same time for Ciel. Compared to much of his time there, this span had few disruptions. Yet that did not mean nothing of note happened, it meant that nothing out of the ordinary occurred. He currently stood in his office, gaze cold as he looked at the council room below. It would be incredibly satisfying, if impractical, to pluck out all of the weeds from the garden but he was still logical enough to know it wasn't worth the effort. Emotions were beyond distracting, but logic was still the foundation of his personality and his thought process. As long as Oriana wasn't involved.


          Over these last few days, Ciel had kept an eye on the reactions each person had shown to her introduction into the court. Had it been the Above he ruled over, he could have simply claimed her as his mate and been done with it. It had been the Below that Azoth had dragged him to, however, and it was the Black Crown that sat upon his head. Overall it had been more convenient to get dragmiirs brought in than souls, but it made it more difficult to cement Oriana's status as untouchable because of their location. A couple of those in the council had drawn his attention in particular with their behaviours.


          Xilba was the current leader of the imps and made no secret of her disdain for everything regarding Ciel, but it seemed she had grown confident enough that she felt safe to broadcast her desire for change. The miniature devil stood only two feet high but thought she cast a shadow larger than Sephrian's. While she'd been faintly annoying before, Xilba was quickly becoming worth more dead than alive. He was not about to warn her again, but perhaps she would listen to someone and save her skin. Time would tell.


          The other to fall under his scrutiny was Udra, who was also the newest member to achieve the status of being on the council. He was the leader of the naga and had only claimed that spot for three years. When one considered the infancy of his rule, Udra seemed inordinately confident in his ability to challenge his High Lord. Ciel was inclined to leave him be, but only if he silenced himself regarding Oriana. The naga was essentially a child to the Below's politics and had made his way to his current position with brute strength and not his mind. Naga weren't known for their intelligence, so Ciel was willing to give the upstart a warning and a chance to correct himself.


          Ciel's eyes flicked to Asterlon's area, as Yue stood there to talk. He wasn't sure what to do with the girl. She was not his Yue, who remained in her grave, but she was identical otherwise. Each time she fell under his gaze, it was a sharp stab through his heart that caused him to only feel sorrow for the one he'd lost. It made him desire the emptiness once more, even as he knew the apathy would never return. Oriana had already made clear her preference for him to remain how he was now, which meant that the emotions tied to her made sure he was unable to recreate his previous state. But his indecision about Yue did not mean she was fair game to others. She was an anomaly that most residents had understood was best to leave alone.


          His eyes narrowed when he noticed an incubus he didn't know interacting with Asterlon and Yue. Asterlon was high-ranking, but he was not the leader of his kind. Even then, he would have ruled over kitsunes and not incubi, but Ciel was still surprised that this incubus ignored a very obvious warning from his sibling. This man was so beneath his notice that Ciel had no idea who he was, and yet here they were in the midst of an attempt to threaten Yue. Just because she wasn't his Yue and didn't hold his favour in her own right, there was no way he was about to let her get abused. The instant the incubus went so far as to reach for her was when Ciel acted. With a flick of his wrist chains came down from the ceiling to wrap around the man's ankles. A small motion of his hand to the side had the incubus yanked upwards to dangle above the chamber.


          The black chains held him in place as a cocoon formed around him. Ciel dismissed the chains once the man was solidly held in place, the cocoon imprisoning him up to his shoulders. The process took seconds and grabbed the attention of everyone in the room. Some looked to the window where he stood, but as he currently had it one way they could tell nothing about how to proceed. It made them unsure and wary as it reminded them that they never knew when he watched them. Asterlon broke out in laughter, which snapped the tension in the room while clearly showing his opinion the punishment was deserved.


          "How long will you leave him up there?" Maronette spoke from behind Ciel, as she and Lucian had waited for him to return to his desk. When she saw him move, Maronette had come closer to investigate what had happened.


          "I'll let him down tomorrow. Find out who he is, and just how many idiotic things he has done. We need to keep his ego in check until he is capable of doing so himself." Ciel turned away from the window to return to his desk at last and sat down in his chair as Maronette returned to the one she had been using. The two nodded in acknowledgement and he saw no need to continue the subject. "Next concern."


          "We have received more invitations from interested parties. Shall I dispose of these as well?" Lucian was the one to speak first, and even he sounded tired of the topic. Ciel certainly was.


          "Consider this a standing order to burn them all upon arrival. As it will likely not die down for a while, I have no need to hear about them." Even though he had clearly stated he would not consider another partner, and that he had no interest in any other arrangement, there were always those who thought they could tempt him. There was nothing but time that would convince everyone to give up.


          "Understood, my Lord." Lucian sounded slightly relieved at the fact that he no longer had to even consider what to do with them anymore and switched topics easily. "Your brother, Asterlon, requested a meeting with you."


          "What does he want?" It was unusual for a sibling to want to see him, not that he had an abundance of those left. The few that survived both Azoth and his trials had thinned even more from their own stupidity.


          "All he told us was that he wished to see how you were doing." Maronette was the one who replied as she swiftly looked through her notes, just in case there was a more specific reason she had forgotten. Ciel didn't change, but the two could tell he took the time to think it through. While they weren't close at all, they worked easily enough as allies and weren't particularly at odds with each other. Asterlon was being careful about something. Either this was to ingratiate
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