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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Far away, Kanae woke in a cell, chained to a wall, and with the transmutation that had disguised her for centuries broken, revealing her original body. With an elven guard nearby, she decided that it wasn’t worth hiding who she was anymore and introduced herself as Kitania. Then she settled in to wait for the mortal god who ruled the land to interrogate her.

      Now their story continues.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean, you can’t find her?” Isalla demanded incredulously, and Rose’s worry spiked as she saw her beloved’s fingernails biting into her palms. “You don’t mean she’s dead, do you?”

      The two angels were standing in a small but ornately furnished room, with Estalia nearby, distracting as always, and the tall, imposing figure of the demon queen’s archmage in the middle of the room. Veldoran was handsome, Rose admitted to herself, though she didn’t care for the demon’s almost blood-colored skin, and it was more of an academic appreciation for her. She just wasn’t that interested in men, and never had been. Veldoran also looked slightly annoyed by Isalla’s interruption, which helped Rose focus on the conversation.

      “Calmly, Isalla. Please give Veldoran time to explain, he has my full trust.” Estalia interrupted gently, stepping forward to place a hand on Isalla’s shoulder, her pale blue skin glowing from within, her presence distracting beyond belief as everyone looked at her, and Rose felt herself relaxing at the sight of Estalia’s smile. “He wouldn’t say something like that without good reason.”

      “I… you’re right, I just…” Isalla began, then took a deep breath and bowed her head. Rose smiled in relief as Isalla’s right hand slipped into her own, and she gave Isalla’s hand a gentle squeeze as her friend raised her head and spoke to Veldoran apologetically. “My apologies, Sir Veldoran, I’m just… anxious. Kanae… no, Kitania, saved my life, and I’m very worried about her.”

      “Your apology is accepted,” Veldoran replied after a moment, nodding as his expression softened slightly. “However, please don’t call me sir. Archmage is my preferred title. Now, as for Kitania… it isn’t that I’m not getting a response from her. She’s obviously among the living, but despite that, I can’t find where she is.”

      “May I ask what that means?” Rose asked softly, frowning as she tried to recall her old lessons on magic. It had been so long that she was rusty, and she hated that she’d forgotten so much. “While I have some grasp of magic, my training was in fire, not in divinations. I remember being told that divination is among the more difficult types of magic to learn.”

      Veldoran smiled slightly, obviously pleased at the praise as he nodded at her in approval. “That’s very true, it is a difficult field of study. I see only three possibilities, two of which are quite similar. One is that she was deposited in an area where divinations are unreliable. While rare, such places do exist. Another possibility, far more likely considering the nature of her departure, is that she’s in an area warded against divinations. Unfortunately, defending against divinations is easier than casting them, and it takes a significantly more powerful diviner to defeat well-crafted shields. Kitania is only of moderate skill, nowhere near an archmage, and she was capable of giving me trouble on occasion.”

      “That means that there are hundreds of places she could be, if not more,” Estalia murmured, squeezing Isalla’s shoulder gently before letting go as she frowned, sparking a bit more worry in Rose’s mind. Fortunately, the queen continued a moment later. “What’s the third option, Veldoran?”

      “That is the one I consider least likely, Your Majesty, but it must be said. She may have been transported beyond the borders of the heavens, hells, or mortal world,” Veldoran said, his smile fading entirely, and Rose’s anxiety spiked at the unfamiliar idea. “I don’t believe such is likely, as there are only two locations in the mortal world where travel beyond is said to be possible, but it is within the realm of possibility.”

      “That… would be truly unfortunate,” Estalia murmured, and Rose’s tension grew even more as Isalla’s hand tightened around her own, feeling much like a coiled spring.

      “What’s beyond the borders?” Rose asked, struggling to keep her voice from trembling. She didn’t want to make Isalla’s worry even worse. As much as she’d come to like Kitania, they hadn’t had much time together. “I mean, I’ve heard a few bits and pieces about the borders, but no one really talks about what’s… beyond.”

      “A world that is enormous beyond imagining, Rose. Multiple worlds, really, some of which would swallow all of our own inside them like they didn’t exist. They’re vast, and home to the rumored Ephemeral Gods… but no one knows much,” Estalia said, her voice soft and musing, and she shook her head as Isalla inhaled sharply. “No, I don’t think she was transported there. Even if she was, it would only be a matter of time before she found her way back.”

      “I believe that you are correct, Your Majesty,” Veldoran agreed, to Rose’s relief.

      Rose felt herself relaxing again slowly, opening her mouth to speak, but Isalla beat her to it, taking a small step forward to draw their attention. “Well, if Kitania probably isn’t there, how can we find her?”

      Estalia looked at Veldoran and tilted her head slightly as she asked. “Is there a way to do so, Veldoran? You’re the one who found her to begin with, after all.”

      “There is, though it is… extremely difficult,” Veldoran admitted, frowning unhappily as he stroked his chin. “I’ll need to do some research first. I have a ritual which is supposed to empower locating spells to pierce almost any barrier, but such will be difficult to perform.”

      “Is there anything we could do to help, Archmage?” Rose asked, looking at him in concern. If she could help, she’d certainly do so, but she doubted she’d be much use.

      “No, I’m afraid not. The preparations will take most of a month, I’m afraid, perhaps a bit longer. I’m going to have to look over the ritual and refresh my memory first,” Veldoran explained, then grinned as he straightened, his eyes flashing with enthusiasm. “I’m not going to let some paltry barrier prevent me from finding Kitania again, though; don’t you worry about that. The difficult part is going to be some of the ritual components.”

      “They aren’t going to bankrupt me, are they?” Estalia asked, a smile playing across her lips as she looked at Rose and Isalla, adding in a gently teasing tone. “I do love my daughter, but there are limits to what I can afford to spend on her.”

      “No, not that difficult, Your Majesty,” Veldoran said quickly, his smile widening. “They’re going to run about, oh, half my annual stipend.”

      “Ah. In that case, let me know what you need and I’ll have them found for you,” Estalia said, and looked at Isalla sympathetically, adding softly, “I promise, we’ll find Kitania. It’s just going to take longer than I’d hoped.”

      “Alright. I just… worry,” Isalla murmured, looking down as she shuffled her feet. Rose wished that she could do something to ease Isalla’s worries.

      “You aren’t the only one, Isalla,” Rose assured her quickly, letting out a nervous breath. “Now, let’s go. I’m sure that the Archmage and Her Majesty have things they need to be doing.”

      “Alright,” Isalla agreed, and nodded her head to Veldoran and the queen as she said, “Thank you for everything.”

      Rose gently escorted Isalla out, and as she did so, she saw a brief, uncharacteristic look of worry cross Estalia’s face. It worried Rose as well, but she wasn’t going to tell Isalla about Estalia’s concern. Her friend didn’t need more reasons to worry, after all. Rose did hope that Kitania was safe, though.

      She may not have had much time with Kitania, but Rose had enjoyed Kitania’s steady, soothing personality. She just wished that they’d had more time to learn about one another.
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      Kitania stretched as much as she could, then frowned at her arms in annoyance, murmuring. “Well, that’s going to be awkward.”

      A large part of Kitania worried about Isalla and Rose. She hadn’t been able to see her mother’s guards before she’d been shot, but she had sensed her wards go off to the south, so it was likely that they were safe. It relieved her, at least somewhat, but there was no telling whether either of them had been injured. Guilt at how she’d pushed them away ate at Kitania, but she couldn’t change the past. And since she couldn’t change anything, she was trying to distract herself by examining the changes she’d undergone. Not the least of which was abandoning the name Kanae, since that version of her looked like it’d been destroyed.

      After centuries being four inches taller, abruptly returning to her original body was something of a shock, and Kitania could already tell that she was going to have to take a few more days adjusting her sense of balance. That wasn’t the only problem, either. Her arms and legs were both shorter, which made figuring out what she could reach more of a conscious decision than it had been. Not that there was much to reach in her jail cell.

      The guard was studiously ignoring Kitania, which amused her, since the elven woman was also blushing. Obviously, Maura’s replacement was somewhat prudish or easily embarrassed since she was so put out by Kitania stripping naked to look herself over. Part of Kitania took some glee in embarrassing the woman. In any case, it was just as well they seemed to have destroyed all the enchantments on Kitania’s bones, since having some of them intact without the others could have caused significant problems.

      Kitania’s skin was now a soft pink rather than the pale white with a tinge of purple that it had been, and her figure had adjusted a bit and now took more after her mother’s voluptuous figure. It relieved Kitania that she hadn’t lost all the muscle she’d spent years building up, which would have been distressing in the extreme. Kitania wasn’t absolutely sure, but she thought her face was back to normal, which meant that she had a finer, more delicate bone structure again, along with ears that were similar to an elf’s, though they were at more of a horizontal angle than vertical. At least her hair had regrown quickly and was the deep purple she remembered, though it now reached her waist instead of the middle of her back. Her tail, though… it was longer than she liked, long enough that a foot or so of its length would drag on the ground if she didn’t hold it up, and the tip swelled outward before turning to a spear-like point, much like it had originally.

      Finally satisfied that her body seemed to be correct, Kitania picked up the clothing she’d been given and slipped into it. It was something like a brown cotton toga and had a clasp that hooked behind the neck. She suspected the reason the garment had been given to her was so she wouldn’t need the chains removed to put it on. Once she was dressed again, Kitania shook out her hair and took a seat, curling her tail up on the cot that was the only furniture in her cell, aside from a narrow shelf bolted to the back wall.

      “Pardon me, but would you mind telling me what color my eyes are? And whether they have slit pupils or round ones?” Kitania asked, looking at the guard curiously, hoping the woman would answer. Kitania was getting terribly bored.

      “What? Why does that matter?” the woman asked sharply, looking over at Kitania in obvious suspicion, though her cheeks were flushed. “Haven’t you had enough of flaunting yourself?”

      “I wasn’t flaunting myself. I was checking to see if everything reverted after the spells changing my body were destroyed.” Kanae corrected, smiling thinly in return, relieved to have someone to talk to. “It isn’t like I had any privacy to look at myself, and I grew up around succubi. I’m used to people wandering around naked. As for why I’m curious, my eyes are supposed to have white sclera, a nice modest purple for the iris, and round pupils. If that’s right, it means that my body is essentially back to what it’s supposed to be. I’m just curious.”

      “Oh. You… changed your body?” the elf asked, her suspicion turning to confusion.

      She was a pretty enough woman, Kitania thought distractedly, with blonde hair that had just a tinge of green to it, hazel eyes, and a tall, athletic figure. Considering the woman was a guard, the athletic part wasn’t a surprise, and neither was the leather armor or sword at her side. Or the whistle hanging from a cord at her waist. A second later, Kitania firmly stepped on her instinctive examination of the woman. After everything she’d been through the last few days, Kitania didn’t need to potentially cause more problems by flirting with one of her guards.

      “Yes. I was hiding from my family, so took the rather drastic measure of altering my body. I grew a few inches, changed my face and figure, changed my coloration… it was rather dramatic, on the whole. I had the spells embedded in my bones, so when I was…” Kitania paused, frowning for a moment, then continued in seeming calm that she didn’t quite feel. It distracted her from her confused emotions, which was helpful, but Kitania’s stomach churned a little as she thought about how she’d arrived. “Was torn apart by the defenses here, they were likely damaged, and I’m told that my bones were destroyed in an attempt to keep me from regenerating, which finished off the enchantments. I’m just trying to make sure they’re completely gone, as a partial shapeshift can be worse than a malevolent one.”

      “Oh. Your… eyes are what you said they should be,” the guard said, looking a little intrigued and repulsed at the same time, though she sounded more fascinated than anything else. “You seem rather calm about being hurt like that.”

      “It’s been a while since I was injured enough to fully regenerate, but I’m unfortunately used to it.” Kitania said, sighing and shrugging as she spoke, trying to play it off as being less of a shock than it had been. In truth, it wasn’t that bad, but the loss of Isalla, Rose, and everything else… that was a shock. “It was painful, briefly. Much like the other two dozen times I can recall offhand. After a certain point, I grew mostly numb to the experience, since most of the time I lose consciousness after a bit.”

      “Really? What was the worst one you remember, then?” the woman asked, and Kitania couldn’t help smiling thinly at the woman’s rapt expression. She didn’t really blame the woman for asking, as she supposed it’d be morbidly fascinating to most people.

      “I don’t really want to talk about them much, but I suppose it’d be a close run between being caught in a rockslide, mostly waking up afterward, mind you, and the time I got hit by a ballista,” Kitania mused, shaking her head slowly as she thought about the incidents. Neither experience had been pleasant. “There are others that were worse, but they generally led to unconsciousness far more quickly. Like the other day, I remember my shield breaking, some pain, then everything went black. It was very, very quick.”

      “Considering the power of the defensive formations, I’m unsurprised,” a man interjected levelly, and Kitania blinked as the source of the voice stepped into sight.

      The guard quickly stood and saluted, placing a clenched fist against her chest. “Captain!”

      Kitania studied the man as he stepped forward, her eyes narrowing as he studied her in turn. The elven man was of modest height, only an inch or two taller than Kitania was, and he had reasonably broad shoulders and looked quite fit, at least for an elf. He was wearing a simple chain shirt, leather breeches, and a surcoat that was green with gold trim. Kitania wished that she could identify which kingdom he might be from, but the number of elven kingdoms that used green and gold was far too large for her to have a clue, especially after the centuries she’d spent in the hells. The man had brown hair and eyes, and was reasonably handsome, in her opinion. Not that she suspected he’d have any interest in her, considering the barely concealed loathing in his gaze. He also had a hand on the sword hanging from his belt, which didn’t bode well for her.

      “So you’re Kitania, are you? You’re in much better shape than you were the last time I visited,” the man said at last, then glanced at the woman as he added, “At ease.”

      The woman relaxed somewhat, though she didn’t sit again. For her part, Kitania smiled thinly, not happy about the man’s attitude. It didn’t bode well for her future when she compared it to the ambivalence of the guards. “You must have heard my name from Maura. I’m not surprised that I wasn’t in good shape, though. If my body is destroyed, from what I’ve heard, it generally takes three days or so to put itself together again. I’ve never seen it, obviously, but I’m told it’s rather disgusting to watch.”

      “That’s an accurate description,” the man agreed, pausing for a moment, then said, “I am Lord Commander Hanrith Northwind, Captain of the Royal Guard. Do you possess a surname?”

      “Not one which I care to acknowledge, no. I wasn’t given one at birth, and my family considered calling me the Undying, but decided that making it obvious that I couldn’t be killed wasn’t a good idea,” Kitania said, then paused, considering before adding, a bit reluctantly, “I have gone by Darkshade before, though, so I suppose you might consider that my surname.”

      “I see,” Hanrith said, still watching her, then asked, “Why did you intrude into My Lady’s palace?”

      “I didn’t, or at least I didn’t intentionally intrude,” Kitania replied, frowning abruptly as she looked at him, wishing that they’d at least tell her where she was. It made her a little angry, but she didn’t see how refusing to answer questions would help, so she continued. “I’ll have you know that I was scouting around my home after someone set off wards I’d set, and then I was ambushed by angels. I’m rather skilled at defensive magic, and was doing tolerably well, at which point they decided they’d had enough. They shot me with an arrow that pierced all my shields and armor, then it teleported me into the courtyard where I set off your defenses. Tell me, do you honestly think a single demoness with modest gear would intentionally teleport into the courtyard of a goddess? I can’t imagine anyone being quite that foolish.”

      “Ah, but that would be a likely story, since the wards redirect anyone who attempts to teleport into the palace to the courtyard,” Hanrith retorted, smiling thinly as he added, “Also, there wasn’t enough left to even be certain of what gear you might have had. Mostly scrap metal was scattered over the area, along with a few pools of melting steel.”

      Kitania winced, shaking her head slightly as she muttered unhappily, surprised at how much the loss of her gear hurt. “Really? Brimstone. I had that armor and sword for over five hundred years… I hoped at least the sword would’ve survived. As to the question of the teleportation… what else can I say? It’s the truth, so it’s not like I’m going to have any other answer. I don’t even know where I am, aside from in the mortal world. I’m guessing rather far from Hragon or Zintas, but I don’t know.”

      “Hm. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to submit to truthtelling magic, would you?” Hanrith asked, and Kitania saw the guard shift slightly, looking rather uncomfortable. The troubled reaction made her think she was probably near the Kingdoms of Light, or whatever they were called these days. Those areas tended to have some issues with magic that forced people to tell the truth when they spoke.

      “I wouldn’t answer any question under magic like that, but I’d happily explain how I got here. Well, maybe not happily, but I’d do it,” Kitania said, shrugging helplessly as she looked at Hanrith challengingly, her frustration growing stronger. “If it gives me even a threadbare chance of getting out of this cell, or back home, it’d be worth it. I’m not sure if my friends survived the attack, even if I know we had others coming to help.”

      “Interesting,” Hanrith said, then fell silent, watching her curiously. After a few moments, he smiled thinly. “Well, I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait for now. My Lady is the one who will make any decision, and she’ll make it at her leisure.”

      “Fine,” Kitania replied, sighing and shaking her head unhappily. She hated not having any control of her life, so she grasped at straws as she asked, “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me where I am, or who she is?”

      “No, I won’t,” Hanrith said, then nodded to the guard, adding calmly in a tone that only worsened Kitania’s mood, “You’re not to tell her, either.”

      “Yes, sir!” the woman replied promptly, saluting again.

      Watching Hanrith go, Kitania sighed and murmured irritably. “Of course they won’t tell me. Just… typical.”

      Instead, as the guard settled down on her chair again, Kitania laid back on the cot. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was better than the floor.

      At least the food in the prison was better than what she’d had in the hells, even if the locals wouldn’t be impressed. Unfortunately, that did nothing to keep her from wondering what had happened to the others, or if anything she’d owned had survived.

      Holding back her tears was hard, but Kitania refused to let the elves see her cry.
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      Estalia gestured to a seat, smiling as she gently spoke. “Please sit, both of you.”

      Standing in the same room as Estalia was incredibly distracting, Isalla thought, almost unconsciously slipping down onto the sofa beside Rose. The room was gorgeous, like much of the palace was, made of smooth, beautiful stonework, elegant wood paneling, tapestries and carpets with breathtaking designs… and all of it paled beside Estalia. She drew attention like she was the center of everything, and Isalla felt bad about doubting Kitania’s description of her mother. It took effort to draw her attention away from Estalia, but the memory of Kitania usually sufficed. Usually.

      “Thank you,” Rose said, slipping an arm around Isalla’s shoulders as she smiled gently at Isalla, helping steady the younger angel’s nerves, then turned her attention back to the demon queen.

      “You’re most welcome. First, would you care for anything to eat or drink?” Estalia asked, sitting in a chair on the opposite side of the table, one designed to let her wings extend comfortably.

      “No, but thank you,” Isalla said, smiling despite her worries, and she glanced at Rose as she added, “I had an excellent breakfast, thank you. The staff here has been incredibly accommodating.”

      “Agreed,” Rose said, nodding happily. “Even more than at the spire, in my opinion.”

      “They should be. I told them to do everything they could to make you at home. The circumstances may not be the best, but there’s nothing to be done about that,” Estalia said, and she sighed, shaking her head, her deep blue eyes darkening with sadness that was riveting. “I’m sorry we don’t have better news about Kitania, but I can only wait, much like you.”

      Isalla fell silent, looking down at the fine wooden table unhappily. It’d been four days since they’d reached Estalia’s palace, and only a day since they’d learned that Veldoran couldn’t find Kitania yet. The palace was fascinating in many ways, filled with beauty, and with numerous gardens filled with exotic flowers from each of the three worlds, along with streams, steaming baths, and luxuries that Isalla had only ever imagined. Even more startling was how she’d met humans, elves, dwarves, angels, and demons alike in the halls of the palace, almost all of them beautiful or handsome, and most of them friendly. Beyond the palace, she’d seen a large city of beauty below, and farmland beyond its walls, something Isalla had rarely seen in the hells. The only problem was the pall that Kitania’s absence cast over everything. How it simply felt like something was missing.

      “True, but… what of the prisoners? I believe that Qorr said that they’d be interrogated for information?” Rose asked, frowning thoughtfully. “I was rather upset with him at the time, but they might be able to tell us where she was sent.”

      The thought of the angels who’d attacked them made Isalla inhale sharply as her rage surged abruptly, rather than seething like banked coals. She forced down her anger hard as it tried to take over. She knew Rose was almost as angry with the angels as she was, and the two of them were determined to wreck whatever plot Haral and her mysterious patrons had in mind. Isalla had never felt such motivation to succeed before, which helped her focus.

      “I believe such is likely, yes. Especially since each of them had poison pills on them, and their leader had a spell in place that she or another far away could use to kill herself,” Estalia confirmed, her smile fading slightly, a steely look flickering across her face. “I had it removed, of course, but we’re quite fortunate that they were captured so quickly, or we might not have had any prisoners at all.”

      “But they were captured, so that means they’re an option, right?” Isalla asked eagerly, her anger at the angels subsiding slightly. If they had information that could help find Kitania, she might forgive them a little.

      “They are, but there’s a problem. I have to get the information out of them. I don’t believe in torture, and it isn’t even a reliable source of information, so that isn’t possible,” Estalia said, sitting back in her chair and letting out a soft, frustrated sigh. “I have several immediate options, each with its own disadvantages. I could have truth magic used on them, but that requires them to speak, and compelling people to speak while magic like that is in place is… difficult. Even then, you have to ask the right questions. That would make it difficult to get all the information we might want out of them. Why, their leader has even refused to tell us her name, instead spitting out curses at the hellspawn and traitors around her. Based on that, I have my doubts that it would work, at least not in the short term.”

      “That… does sound like a problem,” Rose agreed, looking troubled.

      “What are the other options?” Isalla asked, growing more worried now. She hated the idea of having information so close, yet not being able to access it.

      “The second option is something similar to what Rose went through. Coaxing them gently around to understanding that they’re in the wrong, and that they should tell us what they know,” Estalia said, looking at Rose calmly, and Rose’s lack of apparent concern helped reassure Isalla somewhat. “That isn’t without its disadvantages, either.”

      “It’ll probably take too much time,” Rose said bluntly, frowning as she added, “As much as you say the leader hates you and traitors, I suspect she would be difficult to bring around. Veldoran is likely to be a more reliable source of Kitania’s location, though not for any other information.”

      “Precisely, which leads to the last option. While it would be extremely effective and swift, I have some misgivings about using it,” Estalia said, frowning at them for a long moment, tilting her head. It took Isalla a moment to realize that the queen looked a little unhappy, and there was just a hint of anger in her gaze.

      “Why is that?” Isalla asked, blinking in confusion. If it would get the information that they all wanted, she didn’t see why Estalia would be hesitating. Sometimes she felt the faintest resentment toward Estalia for how calm she was with what had happened to Kitania. Her unhappiness confused Isalla.

      Estalia studied Isalla for a moment, then spoke again, her tone calm and measured now, without any of the anger or unhappiness that Isalla had seen. “Kitania doubtlessly told the pair of you that I’m the Demon Queen of Desire. My mantle is the Mantle of Desire, and it is an unusual mantle. I’m the third member of my family line to bear the mantle, and we’ve studied what it’s capable of over the years. I am… the kindest of the line thus far, and I’ve generally avoided using the most dangerous of the powers it grants me.”

      “What do you mean, it’s unusual?” Rose asked quietly, sitting forward a little as her hand squeezed Isalla’s shoulder for a moment. Isalla could feel her own curiosity rising as well, wondering what Estalia meant.

      “Most mantles of power increase the strength and toughness of the demon who bears them, or otherwise increase their power in battle immensely. Mine does not. I have almost no magic, and all my personal power comes from millennia of training,” Estalia said, raising her hand into the air and making a fist, smiling thinly at the shock Isalla knew was on her face as Estalia added, “It has caused some others to underestimate my family before. However, that isn’t to say that my mantle isn’t powerful. It is, and what it can do is dangerous. If I weren’t so angry about what was done to Kitania, I wouldn’t even consider using it for this purpose, even if my mother would tell me I’m a fool.”

      “You’re… angry?” Isalla asked, almost surprising herself with how incredulous her tone was. “I haven’t heard you so much as raise your voice since we got here. I mean, I thought I saw a hint of anger in your gaze, but…”

      Estalia looked at Isalla for a moment, then slowly she began to laugh, her voice low and soft, and something about her tone of voice made the hairs on the back of Isalla’s neck stand on end.

      “Of course you haven’t, Isalla. Taking my anger out on inanimate objects, or those who were at no fault for what happened… what would the point of that be?” Estalia said, grinning at last, her eyes glittering with something that felt almost like madness to Isalla, yet it was glorious despite the terror it sent through the angel, forcing every bit of her attention to fix on the demon queen. “No, I’m bottling it up, Isalla. I’m saving my anger and rage for those who deserve it. They’ve intruded into my domain, attacked my daughter, and threaten to undo everything I’ve been working on for longer than either of you have lived. I’m not ignoring my anger. I’m channeling it for a purpose.”

      “I… I see,” Isalla whispered, trying to focus her thoughts instead of simply being enraptured by Estalia. She did faintly wonder why Rose hadn’t said anything, and managed to look away to see Rose staring at Estalia with a look of fascination on her face, one that might mirror Isalla’s expression.

      “Now then, I should explain what I can do. I can get the information out of our… guests, but there is a price to such,” Estalia continued, the enrapturing anger fading from her eyes and smile, and the woman sat back in her chair as she spoke, almost back to her old self, and a tiny part of Isalla missed the sight. “If I do so, however, it will destroy them. Their minds will break and become subservient to me, chained to my words and desires. I would have but to ask and they would throw themselves into lava for me, or tear their own wings from their backs. They would become shadows of their former selves, and such is… a dangerous step. While I’m seriously considering it, I could send them to the Spire of Confession and be sure that Anna would bring them around in the end.”

      Isalla flinched at the description of what the prisoners would do if Estalia acted and she looked at Rose, her lips parted for a moment as she saw Rose’s eyes clearing. Rose paused, then spoke softly. “Why are you telling us this? I’d think that the nature of your power is something that you would prefer to keep private.”

      “It is, but at the same time, many people know. My mother yet lives, and many demon lords lived in fear of her and my grandmother. Memories of what they did die slowly,” Estalia explained, her smile fading slightly as she added, “Beyond that, I decided to let the pair of you make the choice of whether to spare the angels or not. They attacked you and Kitania, and in the end, it’s a question of whether you wish to spare their lives. If you ask me to spare the angels who attacked you, I will send them to the Spire of Confession. If you do not…”

      Isalla froze for a long moment, then looked at Rose again. Making a decision on something that would break another woman’s mind… it was enough to pierce through her anger and make her hesitate. While Isalla was angry, it shook her a little. Rose looked taken aback as well, and her friend looked over, worry in her eyes as she pursed her lips, obviously thinking.

      “What will you do with them afterward?” Isalla asked at last, her pity warring with the memory of the sneer on the woman’s face as she shot Kitania. The memory was almost enough to make her tell Estalia to do it.

      “They’d become servants here in the palace, most likely. I might give them to Kitania after we find her, but she might not accept them,” Estalia said, her voice almost back to its normal, pleasant tone. It was somewhat at odds with the subject, but Isalla did her best to ignore that.

      “Ah,” Isalla said, swallowing as she asked hesitantly, “Rose? What do you think?”

      “They would have had no mercy on us, Isalla. They’d have killed all of us without a thought if they’d had the chance,” Rose said softly, and for a moment Isalla felt her heart sink. Fortunately, Rose continued a moment later. “However, that doesn’t mean we have to be as merciless as them. Their leader is the most likely person to have vital information, and she would be the most difficult one to question. Is that right, Your Majesty?”

      “Most likely, yes. I have confidence they could convince her in far less time than you might think, but it wouldn’t be guaranteed,” Estalia agreed, her smile sending a surge of relief through Isalla.

      Isalla considered, then slowly nodded, looking at Estalia as she asked hopefully, “Then… could you send all the others to the Spire? If they aren’t likely to have the information we need…”

      “Very well, I’ll do as you ask,” Estalia agreed, and Isalla heard Rose let out a soft sigh of relief. Then she stiffened as Estalia continued firmly. “There’s another matter I need to speak about as well. This one isn’t up for negotiation, sadly, and primarily involves Rose.”

      “Oh?” Rose asked, her tone showing her concern, and Isalla tensed nervously. “What is it?”

      “It’s unfortunate, but the battle near Kitania’s home had a great many witnesses. Rumors that angels attacked my domain have already spread far and wide,” Estalia said, a pensive look on her face that worried Isalla more. “That is… problematic. It means that I cannot let the attack go unanswered.”

      “But… you defeated the raid and captured the angels who attacked,” Isalla said, frowning again as she tried to figure out what the problem was. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Not for other demon princes and princesses. If I don’t strike back, they’ll believe that I won’t do so if they raid my territory,” Estalia explained, a hint of unhappiness in her voice. “As such is the case, I have little other choice but to retaliate. Unfortunately, there’s only one place within easy striking distance, and only one place the angels could reasonably have come from. Firewatch.”

      “What? But I didn’t recognize any of the angels who attacked, they couldn’t possibly—” Rose began speaking hotly, only to have Estalia interrupt with a raised hand, an apologetic expression on her face.

      “You’ve been gone for some time, which has given ample time for others to arrive, Rose. However, I’m going to question the leader before making any final decisions,” Estalia said firmly, her gaze fixed on Rose. “If the people in Firewatch are not at fault, my forces will do everything in their power to take the soldiers there captive, and they’ll be returned here and placed in a prison camp. I will not give the same guarantees if they knowingly chose to attempt to send you, Isalla, and Kitania to the grave.”

      “I… but…” Rose began, and Isalla quickly reached up to squeeze her hand, her other hand on Rose’s knee. She was a bit horrified by the idea but wanted to comfort her lover as well as give Estalia the benefit of the doubt.

      “Would it really be that bad, where the other demons are concerned?” Isalla asked, looking at Estalia nervously.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Many demon lords are simply waiting for one of their neighbors to show weakness before choosing to strike. My neighbors are wary because, despite seeming like I don’t take many precautions, I’ve always defended my realm,” Estalia said, shrugging slightly, looking a little unhappy with the situation. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing else I can safely do.”

      “Very well,” Rose said unhappily, nodding slowly as she reached over to pat Isalla’s hand on her shoulder. “If there isn’t any other way, I suppose there isn’t any choice.”

      “I give my word, I’ll be as polite as I reasonably can be, depending on the circumstances,” Estalia said, and she stood gracefully, glancing at Isalla as she smiled. “Now, just as a reminder, Isalla? Tonight you’ll have your wings regrown, so please don’t go missing, hm?”

      “Oh, right!” Isalla said, her eyes brightening at the reminder, a surge of happiness overwhelming much of her worry. “Thank you, I’d almost forgotten about that!”

      “Soon we’ll be able to fly together, and that’ll make things much easier,” Rose said, looking at Isalla and smiling, though Isalla could see that Rose’s worries weren’t gone.

      “Agreed. Now… I know you have other things to do, Your Majesty,” Isalla said, standing up and smiling at the demon queen as she gave a gentle curtsey. “Thank you again.”

      “You’re welcome, Isalla. I just wish I was able to bring better news,” Estalia said, then nodded at each of them before heading for the door.

      “Well, we’d best go ourselves,” Rose said, sighing softly as she stood up.

      “Are you going to be alright, Rose?” Isalla asked in concern, resisting the urge to fidget, and instead smoothing her dress. “I mean, you’re obviously worried about Firewatch, and…”

      “I… I’m torn. I was probably abandoned after being captured, which gives me mixed feelings, but I hate the idea of my old subordinates being injured,” Rose said, pausing before she shook her head, a pensive expression on her face. “I just don’t know. At least she’ll try not to hurt those who weren’t involved, but… she’s right, she doesn’t have much choice. I’m just not happy about it.”

      “I can’t say as I blame you,” Isalla agreed, taking Rose’s hand again to try to reassure her.

      As they left, Isalla tried to avoid wondering what Estalia was going to do to the angelic leader but failed. The simple way that Estalia could utterly fascinate Isalla with a look was incredibly dangerous all on its own, and yet Isalla couldn’t find it in her to dislike it. If Estalia tried to use it… it was no wonder that Kitania had said that Estalia could use her power as a weapon.
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      “I must say, whoever did the healing on your back did an excellent job. I’ve run into over a dozen angels who’ve lost their wings before, and you’re the first who healed this cleanly,” Verrine said, her hands tracing the muscles along Isalla’s back gently. It was particularly strange since the woman was one of the demons with four arms, so it felt like two people were touching Isalla at the same time. After a moment, the priestess continued, her voice oddly soothing. “You said you were dosed with warrior’s end as well?”

      Isalla was in a private room in the palace, one set aside for healing, based on the beds and other items in the room, such as the various bottles of potions, reagents, or medicinal herbs. She was laying face-down on a table and felt a little nervous. She’d been told that they’d have to re-open the wounds to regrow her wings, after all, and she hated the thought of how much it might hurt.

      “That’s what Kan—Kitania said, yes,” Isalla replied, mentally cursing herself for starting with the wrong name again, but continued. “She said that it was weakened because they put it in contact with iron, but she had an antidote. She’s also the person who healed my injuries. I think she said it took about a week, including the time I spent unconscious. A week until the bandages came off, anyway.”

      “Did she? That’s quite impressive, using only alchemy,” Verrine murmured, pausing for a long moment. “And she’s correct about warrior’s end. I wish I could speak with her about how she helped you recover. I must say that your condition is quite remarkable after such a short time. I’d have expected you to only have become fully mobile a couple of weeks ago, let alone having participated in a battle.”

      “I… is it really that impressive?” Isalla asked, a little taken aback. Kitania had been so indifferent about the effects of her elixirs that Isalla hadn’t thought it was that unusual in the hells. “She made an elixir that she said helped rebuild my muscles. It was foul-tasting, but…”

      “Yes, it is. I know of a few spells which can help in mere moments, but such spells are difficult to cast,” the priestess explained in admiration, pulling her hands away as she spoke. “Being able to do this much with alchemy is new to me. I’ve heard rumors that alchemists could create wonders, but this is my first time seeing it.”

      “Oh. I didn’t realize that… I guess I should’ve thanked her more,” Isalla said, feeling guilty that she hadn’t realized what Kitania had truly done for her. She shifted in place, then asked, “So, um, how are you going to do this?”

      “It’s going to be fairly quick, though I’ll warn there will be some pain,” Verrine said, stepping away and picking up a scalpel, which Isalla looked at with a wince. The demoness had pitch-black skin, which was offset by the white robe she wore, and was almost seven feet tall and spindly. She had a lovely voice, though, and her touch had been gentle so far, which reassured Isalla. “I’m going to make an incision where each of your wings should be. Normally, that’s enough to allow the regeneration magic to regrow them, if there’s an injury still in place. If it doesn’t, I might have to make a few more. Regrowing your wings should take no more than a minute, but it will hurt, Isalla. There’s nothing I can do to prevent that.”

      “Alright. I… can handle that, I think,” Isalla agreed, taking a deep breath again. “But I’ll be able to fly afterward?”

      “Most certainly. Your muscles might not be up to it, though, so be cautious about overdoing it. We wouldn’t want you to fall in midflight,” Verrine said, smiling down at Isalla with a mouth full of fangs. “Would you like me to begin?”

      “Yes, please,” Isalla said, closing her eyes as she braced herself for the cool touch of the blade. She didn’t want to be injured, but if she was able to fly again, it’d be worth it. In fact, the thought made her almost as happy as the idea of being reunited with Kitania. Kitania, Rose, and herself… something about the thought just made Isalla almost giddy inside.
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      Eziel struggled against the chains again, seething with anger as she bit into the gag. If she had the power to do so, she’d burn the entire building to the ground, along with every hellspawn, traitor, and mortal within it. Even if it cost her own life and those of her companions, Eziel would do it in a heartbeat. Being taken alive galled her more than anything else, and she was frustrated beyond belief at how the demons had found and disabled the enchantment which was supposed to end Eziel’s life if she was captured.

      Now Eziel was chained up in a tiny cell, her arms, legs, and wings restrained as she hung from the ceiling, and unable to even curse at the demons since they’d finally chosen to gag her. She should’ve tried to bite her tongue while she’d had the chance, but Eziel hadn’t thought of it at the time. For the most part, she’d been left alone since then, and despite the slight gnawing sensation of hunger, Eziel remained defiant. The demons wouldn’t get anything from her.

      The door opened so abruptly that it surprised her, and the light from the halls made Eziel wince after the darkness of the cell. She could see even in near-total darkness, but it wasn’t easy to transition from one to another. Then her eyes went wider and she froze as a woman stepped into the cell, her light blue skin glowing with internal radiance. The demon’s presence hit Eziel like a hammer, and she tried to breathe, tried to pull her gaze away, but she couldn’t. Not as those deep blue eyes swallowed her whole and Eziel began to drown in them.

      The demon queen, it had to be the demon queen, looked at Eziel in disdain, glancing up and down her body briefly, then focusing on Eziel’s eyes. The sheer weight of her presence weighed on Eziel like nothing she’d ever experienced in her life, though after a few moments she was at least able to breathe again. Pulling her attention away, though… that was an entirely different story, because nothing could manage that, no matter how hard she tried.

      “I am Queen Estalia,” the queen said, her voice seductive and perfect despite how cold the tone was, every word striking Eziel’s will like a boulder hitting a castle wall, and it felt like her mind was cracking. She was staring at Eziel, and the demon queen took a step closer as she continued at a slow, steady pace. “You have harmed my daughter. You’ve intruded into my domain, and your belligerence is… upsetting. So, this is what is going to happen. I am going to speak to you. You will listen. And when I am done… I’ll ungag you, and you will tell me anything I desire to know. Is that clear?”

      Eziel let out a soft whimper into the gag, barely able to feel terror as her mind shuddered under the weight of Estalia’s words. She almost lost control of her bowels, and her anger had vanished, to be replaced by fear and… something else. Something that was too fascinated by the demon queen.

      “Good,” Estalia said, smiling thinly.

      Then she began to speak.
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      “Your Grace, I’d like to suggest that instead of merely keeping the demon prisoner we make use of her,” Oriah said calmly, the mage sitting forward in her chair as she smiled, her fingers tapping on the table in front of her. “If the demon is truly immortal, it would make her ideal for testing the various anti-demon weapons that I’ve been developing.”

      “Are you insane? I’d never condone someone harming a prisoner like that!” Hanrith almost snarled, glowering across the table as he continued angrily. “I don’t care if she’s a demon, she’s still a prisoner.”

      “Is it really harm when she recovers from anything? She intruded into the palace without leave, and you’re the one who told us that she barely seemed to care about having to regenerate,” Oriah countered, the brunette’s eyebrows rising. She obviously was annoyed by his objection.

      “No,” Alserah interjected calmly as she decided to stop the argument before it could fully begin, and her statement instantly silenced both elves.

      For a moment, the room was quiet, then Moira spoke, the priestess’s voice more tranquil than either of the other two had been. “While I don’t believe that Oriah’s request would be wise to grant, I will say that I find myself very concerned about the demon’s intrusion, Your Grace. Her claims are unlikely in the extreme.”

      “Anything that could teleport a demon from the hells near Hragon to here would be… extremely powerful,” Ethris agreed, the mage frowning unhappily. “I wish that I’d been able to examine the emanations after her arrival to be certain, but too much power was expended in her destruction.”

      “Unfortunate, but there is nothing to be done about that,” Alserah said, her tone calm as she watched her followers through lidded eyes. She paused for a moment, seeing Oriah’s impatience, Hanrith’s frustration, Moira’s tranquility, and Ethris’s curiosity. Then the goddess spoke further. “While unlikely, I believe that the demoness’s claims are most likely accurate, or at least partially true.”

      “Ah, may I ask why you believe that, Your Grace?” Hanrith asked, looking a little startled by her explanation.

      “While you may not have been aware of such, I’ve analyzed the aura of this… Kitania. The chains that hold her have the measure of her magic, and she is not powerful enough to be a threat. She is skilled, but I would be surprised if she could face a full magister of the realm,” Alserah said and smiled thinly as she looked at Moira, nodding slightly. “Incidentally, Moira’s subordinates examined her while she was regenerating, and were able to determine a great deal about Kitania’s physique. She’s trained heavily, and has a durable, strong body… but she is no demon lord. While I’m uncertain of how much skill she possesses, she would fall before enough of your guards, Northwind. Such an individual attempting to infiltrate my palace alone is a laughable threat, and we have detected no other attempts to intrude.”

      Most of the others looked at Moira, and the priestess nodded slightly, smiling warmly at Alserah’s regard. “Her Grace is correct, at least so far as what we learned. I do not have her certainty on the strength of the demon, but I believe she is correct.”

      “I see. That does ease my mind somewhat,” Hanrith said, nodding slowly as he sat back. “The cell she’s in could hold some demon lords, let alone someone who is weaker than that.”

      “It still doesn’t answer what’s to be done with her, however,” Oriah said, frowning unhappily. “I still believe that she would be useful in my tests.”

      “Such is unbecoming of you, Oriah,” Alserah said, allowing just a hint of warning to creep into her voice as a flicker of pain ran through Alserah’s mind along with her irritation, and she saw almost everyone flinch at her tone. Only Moira seemed unconcerned, and Alserah looked at Oriah, watching the woman squirm as she spoke. “While I appreciate your zeal in pursuing new ways of defending our nation from invasion, you should take care to not become that which you claim to oppose. It certainly wouldn’t please me.”

      For a long moment, everyone was silent, then Oriah looked down as she spoke apologetically. “My apologies, Your Grace. I will strive to keep your words in mind for the future.”

      “Excellent,” Alserah said and smiled thinly. “As for the demon… leave her be for the moment. I will meet with her eventually, and we will see what can be learned.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” the four agreed, bowing their heads respectfully.

      “Ethris. What is the state of the border wards? While I believe it unlikely, it is entirely possible that this is a distraction, and I want to be prepared for a potential invasion,” Alserah said, looking at the mage curiously.

      “Of course! I’ve requested their status, and all the wards appear to be at full strength and functioning correctly,” Ethris replied promptly, her expression brightening as she continued. “If an attack occurs, I promise that the magi will be prepared.”

      “Excellent,” Alserah said, turning to Oriah as she continued. “Oriah, how is the ballista project doing?”

      Oriah’s dismay seemed to lift a bit, and the woman smiled. “Very well, Your Grace! We have forty complete so far, and another ten under construction, and I believe we’ll be able to complete ten every two weeks at the current rate. They…”

      Alserah listened closely, her hands steepled in front of her. While she didn’t think her kingdom was going to come under attack, she wasn’t going to underestimate the cunning of demons.

      She’d done that once already, and it’d left lasting consequences.
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      “Um, what are you doing?” Maura asked, and Kitania nearly lost her grip on the chain due to the distraction.

      Looking up, Kitania saw that Maura was in the hall again, the brunette guard looking perplexed as she looked between Kitania and the guard on duty.

      “Don’t ask me,” the other guard said, her voice dry enough that Kitania was amused. “She just started doing that a little while ago. It doesn’t look like she’s trying to pull the chains out, so I didn’t bother raising the alarm.”

      Kitania currently had her feet planted against the wall above her bed and was holding the chains taut to press her feet against the wall. It was difficult, with how gravity was trying to pull her downward, but Kitania was starting to run out of ideas on how to keep herself distracted from her worries.

      “I’m bored, so I decided to try walking on the wall. If I thought there was any way to do it without falling, I’d try to walk on the ceiling,” Kitania replied, trying to shrug, but instead nearly lost her grip on the chain, and she swayed a little as she adjusted the position of her hands slightly, focusing on sticking to the wall. “It isn’t easy, but it’s a distraction.”

      “Ah. That… makes a sort of sense, I suppose,” Maura replied, looking dubious despite her words. “I’m just not used to prisoners doing things like that.”

      “I doubt you get many prisoners at all, if this is the domain of a goddess. Not many people would be foolish enough to intrude, and I don’t see it being worth transporting most prisoners to the palace,” Kitania said, turning her attention to the wall and slowly easing her way back down it. The trickiest part was when she got to have too much of an angle, but she jumped and managed to land on her feet, which was good. She’d hate to crack her skull, even if she’d recover soon enough. After a moment, Kitania continued, focusing on her explanation. “On the other hand, I’ve been extremely active for centuries. My morning routine usually involved quite a bit of exercise, then I would either perform alchemy or go about my duties as a healer. Being trapped in a cell is an enormous change, and I’m restless.”

      “You’re a healer?” the other guard asked, a note of skepticism in her voice. “I didn’t know demons had healers.”

      “Even demons have small towns, and not everyone has magic available,” Kitania said, considering for a moment before continuing, slightly displeased by the woman’s attitude, but she wasn’t about to make her situation harder by snapping at her. Kitania’s position was very different than it had been when she’d chided Isalla, so she continued patiently. “I went by Kanae at the time. Right up until I was teleported, in fact, but that’s beside the point. I taught myself to be a healer and just settled down in a small town for a while. For longer than I originally planned, in fact, but that’s just how things turned out. No one knew about my ability to regenerate. I could do what I wanted… I was content.”

      “Huh,” Maura said, then nodded at the other woman politely. “Come on, Yain, your shift’s over.”

      “Alright,” the woman agreed, then looked at Kitania curiously as she stood. “Why are you being so open, though? It doesn’t seem like you’re going for pity… do you think you’re going to get us to underestimate you or something?”

      Kitania laughed incredulously and shook her head, a bubble of amusement rushing through her. “Underestimate me, after you shoved me in this cell? Hellfire, no! I just don’t see the point to lying, not when all it’d do is prompt your leaders to be even more suspicious of me. What I want is to get this over with and go home, if that’s possible. I’m worried about my friends, though I’m sure my mother’s guards did their best to rescue them.”

      “I suppose I can understand that. Not that I think that your chances are good, of being released, I mean,” Maura said, taking Yain’s chair, a hint of apology in her voice. “You did intrude into the palace.”

      “I know,” Kitania replied, and sighed, shaking her head. “Honestly, I’d rather that a decision was made quickly, one way or another. At least then I’d have some idea of what I was going to have to deal with. All the waiting just… chafes.”

      “You’re just going to have live with that,” Yain replied, heading down the hall as she waved at Maura.

      Sighing in return, Kitania nodded glumly as she took a seat on her bed. “I know I will. I don’t have to like it, though.”

      Maura surprised Kitania by giggling, which prompted a smile from the demon in turn.

      After a minute, Kitania asked, slightly hopefully, “I don’t suppose I could get a book, or even a board game or something?”

      “Sorry, but I think you’re just going to have to deal with what you have,” Maura replied, smiling warmly despite her refusal. At least she was friendly enough.

      “I rather figured,” Kitania said, then settled back to think. There wasn’t much to think about, being perfectly honest, but it was better than nothing.

      Mostly, anyway. She wondered how Isalla and Rose were doing frequently… and a part of her wondered if they missed her at all. Considering how close the two were when she was there, probably not much. That hurt to think about.
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      Ceriax, Queen Estalia’s blademaster, wasn’t what Rose had initially expected. The thin demoness had a few unusual bone ridges along her arms and legs, as well as a pair of more elaborate horns atop her head, but her black hair was cropped short, and she otherwise looked almost human, save for her forked tongue and bright yellow eyes. She also was astoundingly skilled with the sword she favored, which was almost an oversized scimitar that she could wield equally well in one or two hands.

      Falling back after their most recent clash, in which Ceriax had deflected Ember without apparent effort before closing in suddenly, Rose tried to catch her breath, only barely dodging Ceriax’s follow-up strike, shocked at how quick the woman was.

      “Come now, Lady Rose, you can do better than this,” Ceriax said, flipping the sword to her off hand as she smiled and gestured for Rose to approach, obviously taunting the angel. “I’m told you did quite well against the angels.”

      “They were trying to kill me,” Rose replied, and lunged forward, attacking furiously, though she was trying to make sure not to attack vital points. Unlike Rose, Ceriax wasn’t wearing armor, even though Ember hadn’t come anywhere near hitting the demoness yet. It was a little frustrating, though she admired Ceriax’s skill.

      “True, true… but you’re never going to beat me at your current rate. Not without decades of practice, and with everything I’ve seen and
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