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​Chapter 1: Jailhouse Rock
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​Within Drowned Port, the wails of the skinned damned were an unending cacophony of misery and torment. It pierced ears and throbbed through bones and ichor. To most demons, the misery was a dull background noise that old residents utterly ignored from boredom. 

The gut-wrenching sound twisted Julia’s insides, a warning that any demon discovering her curse might inflict worse. She’d returned to the city with hopefully enough wealth to start towards escaping the Abyss’s grasp. Her first planned stop had been to gain spells and accurate information, only for others to act.

As she reached for the front door of the scrivener, a shift in light caused the polished glass to reflect her surroundings. Amid the myriads of things that walked, crawled, and oozed along the street, four succubi suddenly appeared. They possessed identical sharp chins that lifted in mirrored arrogance as they regarded the denizens, lush lips set in a haughty sneer. Their streamlined wings, folded tight against their backs, possessed only a single spike at the thumb point. They wore the same form-fitting black leathers and twinned short swords strapped to their thighs. On their left breasts was a deep red droplet with a sigil set within that confirmed their allegiance in the Sisterhood of the Blood. Unlike many succubi she’d seen before, their appearance wasn’t a pure advertisement for sex but a symbol of their unity. 

She’d only previously seen Naz’rilca and her group at The Treasury, and happening across four at once in the crowded city of millions set Julia’s nerves alight.

Oh, for fuck’s sake!

[Danger Sense [1] [J] (28->29)]

Events unfolded in a rush that left Julia no time to react, and she barely recalled their movements afterwards. Their gaze anchored on her, and more sisters appeared along the street, intent on the other succubi in the area. Though it seemed she wasn’t the only target, the attention of the first four stayed locked on Julia’s back, and they fanned out in a near blur. The open hostility caused Julia to stiffen slightly, and one reacted faster than Julia could follow.

A new spell flared lightning bright in mana sense, and other teams of sisters along the street acted. As one, they smashed unaffiliated succubi to the ground with spells and vicious body blows. Before Julia could even form an image to shift locations, glowing crystalline chains wrapped around her, enfolding her in smothering energy. The chains lit up every nerve, crushing through the defences of mental hardening and pain tolerance alike with teeth-cracking agony. Convulsions seized every muscle as she toppled to the ground. Amid the painful mental fog, she attempted to blink along the road and received a sensation of icy blades drilling up her spine to twist in her brain. 

As she got a fraction of control over her body within the pain, Julia rode the bone-cracking seizures to roll over. More groups of sisters had appeared to secure the netted succubi in the same fashion as herself. Caught up in the chains, among the buckles and seams of her clothing, the energy crushed a storage ring into trembling flesh. The demonic whispers in her mind hissed in feral rage and clawed for control of their flesh, but Julia mentally slapped down the attempt for dominance. Not wanting to lose the storage ring, she spared a moment’s attention to the rough metal ring gouging into her flesh to absorb it into her inventory.

It’s only a small mercy this is a mess.

The succubus closest to Julia darted forward, grabbed a fist full of hair, and yanked her head back. “Commander, this one’s features match the image from the gate, and her mental defences have no give to them despite the spell.”

The contact sent a spasm of desire through Julia’s body that bit hard; her internal defences, still suffering from the contrasting pain, provided no help.

The rank prompted Julia to check the second succubus carefully.

[Name: Fórlaÿreaî

Species: Succubus, Greater

Details: A member of the Sisterhood of the Blood for nearly half a million years. An ancient angel betrayed her people and forced many into demonic forms. 

Note: You have more in common than you might think.

Analysis [3] [J] (33->34)]

What’s that supposed to mean? She’s not hidden like me, but also inside a demonic form. No. It sounds like she is an actual succubus who started as a living person. 

As waves of intrusive pleasure continued to roil in Julia’s stomach, she tried to twist away, stubbornly seeking freedom from Catixis’s grasp.

“That won’t help you,” purred Catixis before she turned her attention back to Fórlaÿreaî. “This is probably the one Naz’rilca reported. There is nothing magical on her to account for the mental or scrying protections.”

Naz’rilca? Naz, you little bitch.

Julia grunted. “I’m certain Lady Epoche made it clear to Naz’rilca to stay away from me.”  

Fórlaÿreaî smiled, the slight parting of her lush red lips showing off her perfect white teeth with elongated eyeteeth. “She did, but we don’t answer to Naz’rilca or the hag, and I care nothing for whatever consequences she suffers with the hag.”

Fuck, I hoped name-dropping a demon lady would get her to back off.

The chains tightened further, and Julia groaned, “What do you want from me?”

“You’re coming with us,” replied Fórlaÿreaî. “It will be Lady Balnérith’s decision what happens next. Who knows? You might receive a beneficial offer, and unlike Epoche’s other pet, you fit the sisterhood.”

“I’m not interested in your offer, and I’ve got a deal with Epoche.”  

Julia caught an image of a sister behind a cluttered stone desk giving Fórlaÿreaî the order to capture Epoche’s succubus. 

Are they mentally broadcasting that on purpose?

Fórlaÿreaî snorted. “That’s your problem. If we don’t have a use for you, then you’ll turn a pretty profit for your mental shield alone. There are bound to be wizards interested in experimenting on someone able to do so naturally.”

“What of the others?” Catixis asked, glancing along the street.

“I’m not spending all this effort only to get one potential recruit. Close the net, and we’ll take the extras as a bonus for the headache this will bring. Prepare a gate while I put them all in stasis,” Fórlaÿreaî said, and she thrust out a clenched fist.

Light flashed from it, and a surge of crushing pressure swept forward. Julia wasn’t the only one who screamed in pain before blackness washed over her.

She didn’t even remember moving, yet Julia came to her senses suspended in midair. Total darkness surrounded her, and in the distance she heard demonic voices raised in pain and frustration. 

Shit! Trying to hide behind Epoche’s name achieved bugger all. Did Naz report me to her superiors before Epoche threatened her, or afterwards out of spite? Not that it’s going to matter unless I get out. What is holding me up? Can I get out of here?

Julia grunted and took stock of her situation. A dull ache running through her upper back made it clear they’d suspended her in the cell by her wings. Attempts to shift them caused metallic teeth to dig into the wingtips. Tight energy chain links seethed against her flesh and shrouded her body from upper shoulders to knees. The loops created an additional grinding compression across her wing joints and formed figure eights where they snaked between her legs. Her upper body tilted at a hunchback angle, with her legs dangling loosely. Every muscle flex and shift caused a change in her sway and how the chains dug into exposed flesh. 

I’m naked. Again! They’ve got me hoisted up like a pinata. Why are there magical chains on top of that? Am I wrapped up for sale?

“Do you have a safe word picked out? Though not sure they’d care!”

Fear twisted in her guts, and Julia swallowed, only for an additional source of vulnerability to be added to the tally. She hadn’t noticed it among the other issues, but that slight flex of her throat was enough to draw attention to the thick metal collar around her neck. A few experimental shifts of her jaw and waggles of her neck gave Julia a rough idea about its size. The top edge provided space to speak normally, but as she opened her mouth wider it dug into her mandible and the bottom pressed into the shoulder muscles at the base of her neck.

As she continued to take stock of her situation, icy fear gripped her throat until a change in the thick darkness yanked at her attention. It had clung to her upon recovering her senses, yet as her affinity adjusted to its oppressive weight she could see hints of a distant stone wall. 

I need to get stronger. Too many beings can curb-stomp me. 

As her sight adjusted, the silvery chains that enwrapped Julia grew visible. They looped around her from the upper curve of her breasts to her knees. The squeezed curves showed a return to her original succubus form with its extravagant bust. Each link seemed shaped of flawless crystal, and the energy that rubbed against her skin made it clear they were another spell.

What type of mana affinity is in these chains?

With her attention fixed on one of the identically formed links, Julia tried to use the analysis skill.

[Spell: Chains of Immobilisation.

Spell List: Binding Ways

Details: Prevents targets from walking, flying, or using any power to shift their location dimensionally.

Affinity: Order

Remaining Duration: 177 hours, 57 minutes

Note: An uncommon affinity within the Abyss, since most inhabitants within its reaches are chaotic and unpredictable.]

Great! Seriously? Will they leave me in here for seven days? For longer? One moment I was on the street, and now I’m here. She mentioned stasis. Did she mean a temporal stasis? How long have I hung here?

Julia flexed her body into a rigid upright position and then tilted back far enough to see how they’d suspended her. A pair of metallic contraptions that resembled bear traps held her wingtips between their teeth. Twin metallic chains attached to each clamp ascended thirty metres until they disappeared through holes at the edges of a capstone.

Am I being observed? 

She listened to the demonic screams that leaked from above. Beside the cries of pain and threats, some agonised bellows evoked the names of the individual patrons or promised profitable deals. No one cried out for mercy. Beneath the screams, she could hear the occasional heavy shuffling footsteps from somewhere closer.

[Perception [1] [J] (33->34)

Note: I told you there were eyes on you.]

Go gaslight someone else. Things have been watching me everywhere I’ve gone.

What can I do while I wait? Is there enough energy in the chains to gain an affinity for order?

After she eased herself into the calmness of the Ki, Julia focused on how the chains stung her body. The heat churning in demonic flesh battered against the chain’s presence. She locked the pain aside and contemplated the boundary where chaos met order. The sharpest reactions were all revolts aimed at the contact point of the chains. The steady sensation from the order chains reminded Julia of flawless lacquer and polished stones. Guided by experiences with multiple affinities, she slowly extended her awareness through the energy. Eventually, her meditative state gained her an understanding of its behaviour. When it clicked into place, her awareness floated amid the energy of the perfect bonds holding her tight.

[Affinity Unlocked!

- Order

Abyssal Adaptability [1] [Ap] (30) -> [J] (1)

Harmony [2] [Ad] (7->10)

Improved Regeneration [3] [Ad] (2->3)

Ki Meditation [3] [Ad] (11->16)

Resistance: Order unlocked!

Order [M] (1->3)]

The abrupt interruption of the notifications snapped Julia from her trance, and she blinked at the news it provided. 

Her body had acclimatised to the oppressive darkness during her meditation, and the surrounding shaft was now visible. Analysis confirmed the walls formed an irregular oblong, fifty metres in height, with heavily warded sides that ranged between eight and twelve metres.

It seems precision construction isn’t a thing.

“You got us caught. If you wanted to get chained up, we could have hit some brothels.”

The demonic taunts grew sharper as she continued to ignore them. Unsure how long her attention had drifted, Julia used analysis on the glowing links again, though she sought different information.

[Remaining Duration: 65 hours, 19 minutes 

Analysis [3] [J] (34->35)]

Given the time remaining, that was over four days to get one affinity. Usaghi is going to be pissed that I’ve not shown up at The Treasury. I haven’t received the gathering training, so technically I’m not supposed to deliver anything yet. Who knows whether she’ll see it that way? Never mind, it’s trouble for later. How do I get out of here?

Julia kept tight control over her mana sense and took in the twisting black wards that crawled along the shaft’s stonework. The energy within them seemed like the heat that coursed within her flesh, but she carefully sought confirmation.

[Arcane Security and Alarm Ward

Affinity: Abyssal]

[Abyssal

Details: This chaotic and corrupt energy can harm even demons when present in a higher concentration than their strength can tolerate.]

Interesting. Abyssal energy is like radiation, and there can be too much radiation for their tolerance levels? Can I remove the collar with the inventory? What does it even do?

[Collar of Confinement  

Details: A device used to suppress various powers, spells, and blessings, making prisoners easier to contain and track.]

Its ability to block powers explains why I couldn’t just float upwards. Blessings sound like priest-type magic, but what does channelling relate to? Do I risk taking it off and hope whatever invisibility I have to scrying protects me against these wards? It’s an option, but it’s one to keep in reserve for now, since the collar could be all that keeps the wards from lashing out. 

Alone in the darkness, helplessness and frustration gnawed at Julia, and she sought options to push her capabilities. With the chains holding her tight, she pondered ways to escape.

Julia leaned on mana sense and increased its sensitivity. The lines of energy grew blindingly bright, yet she pushed further until every shift in the ward’s dark energy caused pain to spike behind her eyes. After long minutes enduring a searing migraine that had white dots swimming before her eyes, the first notification showed.

[Mental Hardening [3] [Ad] (16->17)]

Does that mean mana sense isn’t a purely physical sense?

A few more increases later, the pain dipped, and Julia heightened the sensitivity to work on handling the pain. Against the energised backdrop of the wards, her mind struggled, fighting through a sensation of fiery razor blades across her brain. Yet she pushed on. As insights fell into place, multiple skills and her arcane knowledge began to increase.

[Analysis [3] [J] (36->37)

Mental Hardening [3] [Ad] (36->37)

Perception [1] [Ad] (1->2)

Arcane [2] [B] (40) -> [Ap] (1)]

The notifications seem to order improvements by type: power, skill, and then knowledge.

With nothing she could do with that observation, Julia set it aside and continued the exercise. When the spell ultimately decayed, the chains vanished, and Julia could at last roll her shoulders to test her mobility. With the tirelessness of demonic flesh, there were no aches or pins and needles despite days in the painfully tight bonds. An attempt to lift herself with flight got no response, and Julia tsked in disappointment.

The analysis said standard features blocked powers.

Back to the basics, she ran her fingers across the collar and searched for a catch or lock. A hinge in front and a seam in line with her spine. Alongside the latter’s course, she discovered an impression two centimetres across with nine points within it, resembling a specialised screwdriver tip. As she went to absorb the collar, she reconsidered alarm elements discovered in the wards.

Let’s see how far I can get without removing it, just in case it alerts someone.

Released from the spell’s constraint, Julia tried to spread her wings wide and found the chains begrudgingly allowed the motion. She stretched them out, emulating a gymnast on strange parallel bars as she repeatedly attempted to raise her shoulders above her wingtips. When she finally held the delicately balanced position, she caught sight of the bulk clamps secured to her wings and the mechanism that locked them close.

[Acrobatics [2] [J] (10->11)

Balance [1] [J] (7->9)]

The notification got an annoyed grunt, but rather than merely accept the success, she forced herself higher and tried to maintain her balance. Eventually, she twisted her wings painfully downwards to bring the chains within reach. A missed grab for a chain undid everything, and Julia toppled forward, only stopped by chains snapping taunt with her dangling from their ends. The spill should have damaged her wings, but her demonic flesh barely tingled at the abuse. 

Without a word, she started again. Large and small, slips and mishaps taught her further lessons in acrobatics. Finally, with the chains in her grasp, she flipped upside down and swirled her calves around the chains until multiple loops dug into muscle and held her weight. Though the tension of the loops dug into her legs, unlike the magical chains of the succubus’s attack, they didn’t cause her pain. With her position stable, she folded her wings inwards to study the clamps holding their tips. The mass of metal provided lots of options to start disassembly, so she thumped, wiggled, and tore out multiple pins and bolts until it broke apart.

[Disable Device unlocked!

Disable Device [1] [B] (1)

Escape Artist unlocked!

Escape Artist [1] [B] (1)

Note: Wow, maybe you should have taken the thief option. What a pointless display!

Class unlocked: Pole Dancer!]

You are an arsehole. Whatever you are, I hope someone makes you regret your games one day.

A memory of Mal struggling with inversion boots came to mind. Upside down with one foot in place, he had struggled to get the second boot positioned, and at only six years old Julia had sat playfully teasing him. Rather than providing comfort, the memory of her brother brought a stab of pain; caught in demonic flesh, despite the churning emotions, not a single tear flowed. Later memories of him teaching her how to climb ropes, using the techniques she’d just employed, offered bittersweet sorrow. Against the backdrop of the note’s antagonism, it made her burn with fury.

How do I remember that so well? Who recalls a twenty-seven-year-old memory like it happening? I laughed hard at Mal flailing about as he kept missing the bar. I thought all the blood in his head was going to pour out his ears until Dad helped him get his other boot hooked in place. Sibling fun. How did he put up with me? How much pain did my death bring to them? I want to be home with my family, not dealing with this nightmare.

The poisonous thought threatened to choke her with sobs, but Julia held them back and bent in two to grasp the chains above her toes. The awkward position had her flapping her wings to keep her balance, which only swung her wildly about until she forced them into folded stillness.

Alternate hands? Do I try to use the hooks on my wings to pull myself upright? No. What if they got stuck?

A mental picture of a fly tangled in a web and binding itself worse drew a wince from Julia. She swirled her right arm around the chain until multiple loops ran from wrist to elbow. Then she hung on and repeated the exercise with her left. She continued to climb alternating arms until the stone ceiling was within reach. With a flip that set her feet against the capstone, Julia braced, settled into position, and shoved upwards, straightening her knees. As the loops dug further into her forearms, the capstone wiggled about, and her muscles screamed in heated protest. Finally, with a stony rasp, it edged upwards. Just as hope bloomed, a dull metallic clunk of stone against metal resounded in the shaft, and the capstone stopped.

Damn. Is there a catch or a bar holding it in place?

She returned to an upright position, moved higher until her cheek pressed against the stone, and peered through the gap a chain fed through. Though she could make out an arched ceiling some four metres overhead, there was no sign of whatever secured the capstone. She took in the spatial runes and their links to protective measures with a wince.

What are my options? Without this collar, I could shapeshift small enough to slip through the hole. Do I risk removing it? Do I trust the unknown capability that makes it hard for magical wards to touch a hidden? The wards have features to prevent people from teleporting in and out. They don’t need to detect me, they’ll detect the mana use. Treas’s wards didn’t keep Lêdhins out. He said our hidden state screwed with various wards’ abilities to detect us, but certain approaches rendered that protection useless. External mana is certainly one of those ‘go directly to jail for your explosive finale.’

What-ifs bubbled forth, and Lêdhins’s words about the sisters being puppets to their Demon Lady plagued her mind. Julia tried analysis to gain more information.

[Sisterhood of the Blood

​Details: Total membership in the order numbers over a hundred and forty trillion. They maintain multiple fortresses and control over cities on a score of planes in the Abyss. Their combat troops are solely succubi in their primary and irregular units, while other demonic species fill non-combat positions. The regulars maintain identical appearances when on missions. Commanded by Demon Lady Balnérith, all regular members are sworn into the order on a remnant of Leviathan.

Analysis [3] [Ad] (3->4)]

The additional information from her attempt months ago sent ice along Julia’s spine.

It makes sense that the skill doesn’t give absolute information, but that feels like Lêdhins’ warning might be at least partially true. If I get killed breaking out, I’ll get planar locked on Culerzic for a hundred years, and then a wrong move will mean my destruction. Let’s not dig into how a biblical beast is involved in this mess.

Though that thought sent another icicle spearing along her spine, Julia braced herself and absorbed the collar into her inventory. The band disappeared, and though braced for an onslaught of pain, nothing happened. She waited for a count of ten, meditating to drown her fear and carnal heat. The situation prompted her to sink further into the mists than she had allowed herself in months, and she traced its increased saturation of her demonic flesh. Instead of a palm-sized patch near her heart, its presence nearly filled her torso, and narrow wisps extended along her limbs. With no reaction forthcoming, Julia got back to the problem at hand.

Special abilities aren’t powers, so the collar didn’t block it? There is no alarm, so it’s time to leave.

“I thought you were going to hang around for eternity. Take this plug out of your butt and run.”

She reached out to store the capstone but stopped with her outstretched hand a hair short of the stone. 

Idiot, a ward is in it. They might monitor their opening. It’s time to listen and see who is about the place. I never thought I’d be grateful for the time spent at the processing plant filtering through demonic minds.

With the collar gone, telepathy’s reactivation fed her details of demonic prisoners in surrounding cells. The strength of their mental voices provided only a rough sign of distance. Almost drowned by the mental static of their complaints and pain was a simple mind whose perspective showed them shuffling along a blood-stained tunnel. Through their eyes, she took in the grid of passages lined with racks of equipment and weapons. Stone plugs jutted out of the crusted blood regularly along the corridor, held in place by crossed metal bars across their tops.

A thin eye stalk rose from her hand and slipped alongside the chain to spy on the exterior. The corridor above her cell matched the general pattern she could see from the wandering guard’s perspective, though they were nowhere to be seen. 

Flight held her aloft as Julia shapeshifted into a pixie-sized version of the lean succubus form she’d adopted. The extent of the shift brought on the familiar full-body lockup. Though she couldn’t twitch as much as a fingertip, her powers were unaffected, and she stayed airborne. Once she’d shrunk enough to slip easily past the chain, she crossed the ward’s boundary and encountered only a slightly unpleasant tingle from its energy. Though there was no noise above her, she took it slowly until she could peek into the corridor. With no one about, the tension twisting in her eased slightly, and she darted into the shadow of the metal drums that fed the chains into her cells.

[Stealth [2] [J] (8->9)

Note: Plenty of lost girls about this place.]

Concealed from view, Julia stretched telepathy out further; nevertheless, the only perspective that didn’t offer darkness or that of cell walls was the shuffling guard. As she waited, the bored guard’s thoughts slipped beyond her reach.

Based on the processing plant, they’re in a corridor over four hundred metres from me. I need to find a way out of these cells. Like the Abyss wasn’t enough of a prison. If only I had a cardboard box for the ultimate stealth hack.

Julia kept in the tiny form and moved from cover and froze at the energy of another ward that formed a diagonal barrier within the first crossroads. It contained the same black, twisted energy that formed the wards within the shaft, but with fewer spell formations. Though it seemed the dimensional obstructions were missing, Julia checked it with analysis.

[Alarm Ward

Affinity: Abyssal

Details: Detects the passage of individuals not keyed to the wards.

Arcane [2] [Ap] (2->3)]

Is that an acknowledgement that I know a bit more about wards? I wish Treas had provided more of the Fire Soul Codex series instead of focusing on rote learning.

After the same pattern had cycled twice, Julia mentally crossed her fingers and aimed for the shadow of an equipment rack in the next section of cells. The release of tension when she appeared without pain or alarms caused her to shudder, and her wings thrummed softly. 

Julia continued from the cover of one chain drum to another along the length of the corridor and gradually worked along the cell block. At every junction she passed through more wards, but none reacted to her passage. There were ten cells below each section, and the entire length of each passage contained twelve sections. It was a grim collection of oubliettes, made more so when she found the grid was fifty-one passages wide. While no passage was the same width, the central corridor was double any other passage and ended in solid metal doors with a trio of keyholes. The metal doors sat flush against the stone and had wards that prevented dimensional magics laid over them. When there wasn’t any sense of any mind present beyond the doorway she tried to blink beyond them, only to be repulsed. She returned to completing the circuit of the cells and confirmed only one dretch was walking the corridor, even though nearly every cell contained a prisoner. 

She looped back through the passages until thudding footsteps drew her attention. When the images from its mind showed it approaching the end of a corridor, she cautiously approached from behind. The bald, broad-shouldered dretch was as solidly muscled as every member of its species but at least wore proper pants and a shirt, even if of strange, lumpy leather. The dark, tanned leather was a patchwork of whorls and stitched lines that initially evaded her understanding. A bump shaped like a pointed chin mid-back caused recognition to bloom, and the apparel became a patchwork of humanoid faces stitched together.

[Dretch, Minor

Class: Thug/Torturer

Levels: 5/8/12

Defence: 35

Health: 370

Attack Power: 42

Combat Skills: Punch [1] [Ad] (1), Bite [1] [Ad] (1)

Details: Caught at the peak of the minor tier, this dretch has been a menial prison guard for much of its existence.]

I’ve found the guard. Now, what do I do?

The demon’s thoughts were simple, and attempts to nudge it with mental whispers elicited minimal reactions. The dretch would scratch his ear or look about, and an effort to send an image of a typical sister into his mind merely caused him to shiver in fear. A picture of her caused him to drool, and he patted the crude pouch at his waist. Julia heard a metal jingle as his pants bulged. The graphic images that filled his mind made it clear he had sampled prisoners previously.

Julia ignored those thoughts and focused on the metallic sound she’d heard. Projecting a thought about seeing Haz’Stryn’s sullen orange sun and the metallic jingling in his pouch prompted a response—a cascade of chaotic images of the metal door with its trio of locks and another door beyond leading to others, all opened by keys in his pouch.

He has nothing in his thoughts about any magical protections in place, but that’s hardly a surprise.

As the dretch rounded the corner and started into the following passage, Julia took cover behind a half column that formed part of an arch that supported the roof. Half-expecting her luck to grow sour and turn on her unprepared, the reversion to full size was nerve-wracking. Julia fully embraced the cool Ki, and its calm helped her suppress a sigh of relief, even as she added shape spurs extended from her forearms. With his route approaching her section of cells, Julia patiently waited. Finally, as the dretch’s steps reached the capstone of her cell, she reappeared behind him and drove a spur towards the base of his skull. She’d expected her death strike to highlight the particularly vulnerable spot above his spine. Her strike came too late. As he turned towards her, the power tried to yank her attention to a new spot, distracting her strike.

The yank split her focus and caused her Ki strike to dissolve—the spur slid smoothly through flesh along the crease at the base of the dretch’s skull. Though the spur gouged out a furrow of flesh and bone, it barely caused the dretch to flinch. With a roar, he rammed his shoulder into her chest and flung out a massively muscled arm to bat her away. 

Julia dropped beneath the wild blow, and a wind whistled above her head as the massive backhand passed through where her face had been. Before the dretch could recover his balance, Julia struck. Her empowered spur landed cleanly, and its razor edge ripped up through his ribs, parting bones with a cascade of wet snips and clacks. A pained roar exploded from his mouth, only for the noise to get sucked into her flesh. Another flailing blow exploded from him and, this time, landed true. A calloused fist smacked hard into the side of Julia’s head, and she spun across the corridor. His jagged knuckles ruptured flesh and cracked bone, unleashing a spray of blood from a burst eye socket to paint the walls.

Before she hit the stone, a translucent pane appeared behind the dretch, and Julia flew from it with her momentum intact. But already off balance, she struck clumsily and barely stuck her toenails and spurs into him as if trying to climb a cliff. The dretch continued his spin and threw himself backwards to crush her between him and the wards across the stone. Braced awkwardly, her spur only partly cut through his shoulder blades, and he staggered up, intending to body slam her. Julia tried to get the spurs in deeper while her energy drain inhaled a chunk of the demon’s health. A flood of warmth ran through her body, and depth perception returned.

The dretch’s move flattened her against the wall, leaving her sandwiched between demon and stone. The wards within the walls lent them an enchanted effect that bypassed her mundane resistance. It was a deliberate move that shattered bones in her wings and arms, yet Julia’s power gulped up more health. With desperate focus, she sent Ki into the spurs that the impact had driven through his shoulder blades and bloomed them into bladed trees. Their sudden growth ripped through the front of its chest and carried his shredded heart with them.

The demon lumbered forward to regain his balance despite the blood gushing from his wounds to paint the floor. He swayed into a turn, only to topple forward and landed face first with a boneless thump. Tangled with the enlarged spurs, Julia rode his fall as her power inhaled the last surge of health and a small demonic shard. The rancid stench of blood curdled in her nostrils, but she couldn’t tell the foulness spilling from their wounds apart.

[Combat experience:

Dretch, Minor x1

Total Experience gained: +920

Monk: +460

Succubus: 460

Demonic Shard: +0.1
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I only get a tenth of a shard from a minor demon now. 

The pouch at the demon’s waist contained a rough collection of keys, one of which appeared to match the indention on Julia’s collar. She quickly withdrew the collar out of her inventory and opened it. With the purpose of that key confirmed, she unlocked the latch on her cell capstone and stopped in exasperation as she undid it. The sheer bulk of the dretch meant she couldn’t leverage him through the hole through muscles alone, so she absorbed him into her inventory. It was an incomplete clean-up with the fresh bloodstains standing out from the caked blood, yet the runes in the wards warned her against casting spells.

I can carve things up with the inventory. Can I release something beyond where I can touch?

With her hand atop the capstone, she tried a few visualisations before successfully releasing the body on the other side. A short time later, she heard the mass splatter on solid stone far below and repeated the exercise with the unlocked collar. 

Do I kill the prisoners for the experience? They’re all demons, and I can hear their sick thoughts. Ironically, that might be more merciful than whatever the sisterhood intends to do to them.

Julia headed for the entryway without even a single level gain. Slaughtering demons was not worth the risk of being caught. Her hope of a quick exit got dashed when it took nearly ten minutes of fumbling through the loose keys in the pouch to unlock the metal door. Beyond it was a lip of stone requiring a step up into a short corridor that led to a smaller door; the layout matched the image she snatched from the dretch’s thoughts about exiting the cells.

There was only silence beyond the door. With the keyhole lacking a magical ward, Julia tried the same keys that had unlocked the first door. The door cracked open smoothly, and a magical wave washed over her. 

She stood in an alcove off a larger room, and her form smoothly reverted to its original shape. A mirage effect shimmered in the alcove’s archway, and beyond that energy sat a dark stone desk nearly overflowing with scrolls, crystals, and loose slips of paper. She was still getting her bearings and trying to breach the shimmering when a sisterhood succubus appeared beside the desk. With nowhere to hide, she caught Julia’s presence out of the corner of her eye. The succubus set down a pair of crystals, straightened, and smiled cruelly. “How did you get out?”

Julia lowered her gaze with pretend meekness. “Did you know the dretch guard enjoyed sampling prisoners? You should teach the next one better.”

The succubus snorted in contempt, and Julia heard her mentally reach out. “Fórlaÿreaî, that mentally blank prisoner escaped as far as your containment alcove. She killed the guard and seized his pouch of keys.”

There was a simple acknowledgement in the succubus’s mind, and then she teleported away.

Immediately, another identical succubus appeared and sat behind the desk. A tight analysis confirmed she was the same succubus who had captured Julia in Drowned Port.

“You claim the dretch released you?”

Visualising a frozen Botox expression, Julia locked her expression with shapeshift. “He had a hard-on for me and the key to unlock the collar. After it came off, I killed him.”

“Why would he have removed the collar?” 

“He was thinking with his dick and asked if I’d look like your mother.”

Fórlaÿreaî growled, and rage burned in her gaze. “Dretch.”

She picked up a parchment scroll from among the many on her desk and turned it over end to end.

“Now. Tell me how you bypassed the internal wards.”

Power and violence beat the air with every word, causing the Ki mist within Julia to undulate in wild waves. 

“Now you’re in trouble. I can taste her strength. I wonder if she’ll fuck us and keep us as a pet. Oh, yeah! Piss her off more! I could do with a rage-induced fuck.”

“I don’t know how that or my mental muteness works. Lady Epoche balances her ledgers. Are you sure grabbing a young succubus is worth the debt she’ll probably claim?”

“Why would she care about a young succubus?”

“You staged an operation focused on grabbing me and now want to pretend I have no value? Whatever your reasons, she certainly has motivations I don’t know. Whatever use she has for me, she’s far more protective of her profits and reputation. Did you consider that when you punched her by stealing from her?”

“You can fulfil your deal with her after you’ve joined the sisterhood,” Fórlaÿreaî countered. “Then she has no reason to be offended. We might even let you keep some profits from your negotiated deals. What was it for?”

“Gathering materials,” grunted Julia. “You’re going to tell her why she has no reason to be offended? Lady Epoche says there is a lot of profit in someone who is hard to detect while gathering materials.”

Fórlaÿreaî regarded her sceptically. “You’re better off with us.”

“I’m not interested in joining the sisterhood,” Julia said. “I’ve already got a deal with Lady Epoche.”

“Do you think we’re asking after you slipped undetected through dozens of wards?”

Before Julia could blink, Fórlaÿreaî stood at the alcove’s edge, and her hand reached through the barrier to grasp Julia’s throat with bone-snapping force. “There are demons too dumb to have thoughts beyond automatic reactions, but that isn’t the case with you. There are trillions of succubi in the sisterhood. Yet I can’t find a record of anyone mentally invisible. That makes you one among trillions, and even in the infinite Abyss, that’s a distinct uniqueness, even without other factors.”

What other factors?

“My classes aren’t special,” objected Julia, in the hopes Fórlaÿreaî would elaborate.

Fórlaÿreaî yanked her through the threshold. “For now.”

A pulse of energy ran bone-deep through Julia from head to toe, a painful tuning-fork effect that soon faded.

[Planar Attunement

New home plane: Haz’Styrn]

“I’ve changed your home plane to this one. Now, you can choose between utter destruction or service.”

Why do I keep drawing the attention of beings far beyond my strength?

Fórlaÿreaî raised her hand higher until Julia dangled like a helpless kitten. Instinctively, Julia reached for her wrist, but Fórlaÿreaî hissed a warning and the tips of razor-sharp claws sent trails of blood down Julia’s neck. “Stop moving and answer, destruction or service. Silence won’t save you.”

Did she take gaslighting 101? Does she believe she can twist everything after this is to be my fault because I agreed? Yet where there is life, there is hope; and bitch, I’m so going to make you pay.

“Service,” grunted Julia through the tight grip around her throat.

“That’s what I figured,” Fórlaÿreaî drawled. “I’ll ask you again: how did you get the collar off?”

“The dretch had the key, and they think with their appetites. He said a lot about your mouth and your mother’s arse.”

Fórlaÿreaî eyes narrowed, but she set Julia down and a light flashed from her hand. When Julia blinked, she found two identical succubi in the room, and the clutter of objects across Fórlaÿreaî desk had changed. A quick use of analysis confirmed the succubus directly before her was still Fórlaÿreaî.

With familiar energy tingling around Julia’s skin, she had no time to react before Fórlaÿreaî seized her throat again. “Time to meet Lady Balnérith.”

It feels like the time affinity lingering on my skin. I was in too much pain with the order chains when she did it last time. Is that what happened before?

“How long was I in a temporal hold this time?”

“Well done. Bright enough to figure it out. You were under longer this time.” Fórlaÿreaî dragged a fingertip across Julia’s shoulder. When she reached Julia’s throat, she displayed the thick layer of dust. “You’re the least important matter that awaited Lady Balnérith’s return.”

The dust flew from Julia before Fórlaÿreaî teleported them from her office.
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​Chapter 2: Another Brick in the Wall
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They appeared in a stone corridor crafted from pale grey stone, with elaborate carvings decorating every square centimetre of the walls and ceiling. The centrepiece of the ‘artwork’ was a pair of rosewood-coloured doors inlaid with filigree. While the colour choice was soft and inviting, the decorations were stomach-churning, turning Julia off the deep hue she’d once found calming. The displays near the centre of the doors started as detailed hardcore porn. Yet they didn’t stick with that theme. 

As they moved further from the centre, each scene detailed increasingly violent killings, with bound prisoners being butchered and tortured. Children torn limb from limb or cooked on flames breathed out by feral hounds were the mildest of dishes in a banquet of macabre foulness. Across the ceiling was a fell beast that seemed to cross a giant kraken with an eel, multiple dragon wings tacked on. The tips of its tentacles wrapped around gleaming towers that touched clouds.

Unexpected panic thrashed within Julia’s mind, but she focused on cataloguing every detail in the ceiling carving and clung to control. The mindfulness exercise let her stabilise the Ki mists despite Fórlaÿreaî’s grip on her throat. She took in the enraged expression that briefly fixed on the kraken-like entity depicted across the ceiling.

Another sister appeared next to them and shivered when Fórlaÿreaî’s furious gaze jumped to her. “You summoned me, Commander Fórlaÿreaî?”

“Naz’rilca, since you identified this individual as of interest, you will be her escort for the ceremony. When the guide opens the doors for her initiation, bring her inside,” Fórlaÿreaî instructed, opening her hand.

Though Julia thumped to the floor without warning, she caught herself and didn’t waver. Naz’rilca seized Julia by the back of the neck, claws sheathed into muscle, causing thin streams of blood to trickle down the slopes of her breasts.

With her secured, Fórlaÿreaî let herself in through the decorative doors.

The door had barely whisked shut when Naz’rilca casually face-slammed Julia into the wall opposite the door, and she found herself pinned before she could blink.

Naz’rilca pressed tight against Julia’s back, hard nipples poking into her wings. “You had to make this hard. All you had to do was come with me when we first met at The Treasury.”

A fiery rage competed with B’s molten desire. “You made this hard by opening your mouth. How furious do you think Lady Epoche will be for interfering with her profits? You might think of her as your grandmother, but foremost she’s a Demon Lady.”

“Whatever price I have to pay, it’s nothing compared to how Lady Balnérith will reward me,” declared Naz’rilca, running a single fingertip along Julia’s naked spine. “Perhaps I’ll claim some of my rewards from you. Whatever I suffer, I’ll make you repay me twentyfold. I think I’ll start collecting repayment in advance in case you don’t survive what’s coming.”

What’s coming?

“Oh, I hope she fucks me. I want one orgasm to hold on to with your prudish arse in charge.”

The demonic whisper stirred through the Ki’s buffer, and Julia embraced the cold quietness to drown out the words. The stomach-churning fear froze and cracked away, replaced by cold calculation as Julia counted the seconds that the pin continued. As if frustrated by her lack of reaction, Naz’rilca forced Julia harder into the stone before she ripped her claws through Julia’s wings and carved a trophy free. Julia made no sound, mentally floating within the cool mists while her tormentor flayed her wings.

“I didn’t think you’d have anything further to say,” huffed Naz’rilca unhappily, tucking some bloody sections into a pouch at her belt. “I’ll enjoy carving you up during weapon drills.”

The silence pressed down on Julia, but she stayed mute. After half an hour of keeping her pinned, Naz’rilca started a sadistic game, repeatedly cutting into Julia’s wings and letting them heal. The demoness’ lust-filled stare drilled into the side of Julia’s face, but she merely continued to count out the seconds silently.

[Improved Regeneration [3] [Ad] (3->4)]

“You’re so passive,” drawled Naz’rilca, disgust oozing from her voice.

Julia didn’t blink and kept her gaze fixed along the line of carvings, mentally overriding the screaming visages of each mortal being tortured with Naz’rilca’s features.

When I get stronger, I’m going to rip your wings off.

After a contemptuous hiss that reminded Julia of a cat in heat having a lover’s tiff, Naz’rilca returned to her silence. Still pinned with her cheek against the stone, Julia focused on the energy in the corridor’s wards.

A metallic pulse struck from somewhere above, a weird, screaming church bell whose sound pulverised flesh. When it came again, it was a brutal hammer blow, smashing her against the stone with a pressure that then tried to slide flesh from bone.

[Mana Resistance [L] (20->21)

Pain Tolerance [2] [Ad] (9->11)]

Was that meant to be a front-door chime or the bitch’s joy buzzer?

“I’d love a joy buzzer to pulse that hard between my legs. Shoved deep past my cervix and fuck the back of my womb.”

Deliberately ignoring the whispers, Julia drew the Ki’s mist into her lower stomach and blocked a heat that rushed towards her groin. After the noise ceased, a raised voice came from beyond the still-sealed doors. While it sounded akin to the Abyssal she knew, she failed to grasp a single word.

What language was that? I’ve got a power that should let me translate languages, yet it didn’t provide any meaning to the words. 

Her profile opened, easing the pain in her body. However, after the sound had run through her, she found concentration difficult and fumbled the steps required. It took three attempts to access the languages she’d had recent exposure to, and she saw two languages listed: Brin and Enochian.

[Brin

Details: The Brin species aren’t telepathic, so they developed a complex sign language to communicate orders over the din of battle and maintain silence while patrolling.]

Hoping to distract herself, Julia immediately spent a knowledge point and a rush of understanding prickled through her mind. There was none of the pain that learning Draconic had caused her, and the memories of Lêdhins idly waving his fingers while chatting with Usaghi suddenly made sense. 

He’d been striking deals with her behind my back. Was his advice on the note a trap?

[Enochian

Details: The foundation tongue spoken in Balnérith’s original realm. The only beings who use it in this realm are those sycophants who suck up to her.]

Both doors opened and Julia saw a succubus click her fingers out of the corner of her eye. Naz’rilca yanked her around and shoved her towards the new succubus. As she staggered forward, Julia took in the strange antechamber and its soft, unmarked cream stone, which implied a purity utterly out of place in the Abyss. With her mind still aching from the impact of the metallic chime, Julia didn’t risk incapacitating herself by finding out their guide’s name.

The other succubus led the way, flaring her wings out wide, blocking Julia’s sight of the inner room until she crossed the threshold. When her wings snapped close, the stark whiteness of the ceiling and walls hit first. Within the stonework, a subtle grain came across despite no other colour being involved. It strangely pulled at her gaze, and Julia had to force her attention away despite her present danger.

Ahead of her were the sides of eight rows of backless seats that became increasingly ornate the greater their distance from the door. Fashioned from various shades of wood, or stone, they were decorated carvings and gemstones. After dozens of empty seats, the first of those with a seated succubus had large diamonds and other precious gems set into their arms. The quantity grew to where those closest to the dais had their seats obscured by gems. 

Their guide turned and headed diagonally across the white open floor towards an empty spot just before the lowest step of the dais. Five metres from the point that had her attention it became hard to move forward, and Naz’rilca planted her palm between Julia’s wings and the guide grabbed a hand. Instead of administering a shove, they stepped her slowly forward as if pushing a car uphill. Julia’s back creaked with the strain. It grew towards threatening to tear her apart when, between one step and the next, they snapped through the obstruction. They reacted as if it was all expected, and two clawed hands dug into her wings to prevent her from tumbling forward. The same strange attraction of the wall yanked Julia’s gaze to the dark-red block that squatted ahead, though waves of menace and fear crawled across Julia’s skin.

It wasn’t a large object; its jagged form averaged maybe thirty centimetres square across the top and was barely ankle height. A fetid pressure emanated from where it squatted, and Julia got pulled forwards once they’d shoved her through the outer barrier. Julia groaned and tried futilely to close her eyes as she took one staggering step at a time. The block’s demand for homage won out. Her escorts continued to shove until her toes barked against the congealed mass.

What is that?

“Kneel before Lady Balnérith!” snapped the guide, her wings jabbing towards the block.

Two hands forced her down until her shin smacked into the rough surface. The surface that had looked jagged with gullies, ridges, and spikes came alive at her contact and flowed across her skin. As it sheathed her shins heat flared in her groin, and slick wetness quickly lubricated her thighs that she kept pressed together. As the first droplets met the block, it throbbed happily and stopped squeezing her. The only change was a series of honeycombs that opened on its surface to absorb every drop that slid down her legs.

Damn it, no! You can keep this cushion. 

As the block stabilised, an angry hissing rose from most of the watching succubi. Among the dozens watching, half leaned forward as if ready to pounce, hate flaring in their gazes.

Were they expecting something to happen to me?

“The power throbbing through us is so glorious. Pity you can’t spread your knees wide and hump this thing.”

The guide tangled her fingers into Julia’s hair and tilted her head upwards to face the middle chair on the dais. The succubus seated there was a study in contrasts. Though the feral sharpness of her features was identical to all the others, she projected a classic, captivating beauty despite the violence and arrogance that filled her surroundings. The darkness in her gaze was the emptiness between stars, a cold, ever-consuming void of destruction.

“Oh, maybe she’ll keep you as a pet. That would be grand. I bet she could fuck you into oblivion, and even you would die happy.”

With her commanding presence pulling Julia’s mind, it was hard to take in details about the other succubi in the chamber. Desperate for a measure of control, she focused on trying to spot differences in their appearance and ignored the notifications that tried to push forward. 

Is that middle one Balnérith or someone else? Dare I try?

Already struggling with the mental pressure, Julia didn’t risk even a controlled analysis of the middle figure as she spoke.

“What have we learned of her, Castellan?”

“Her mind is a steel plate to all options we’ve tried, and my wards of detection and scrying slip from her. In that respect, she seems to be the equal of Lady Epoche’s principal assassin,” advised Castellan. “The imprint tool returned nothing while she was in stasis, Lady Balnérith.”

Balnérith nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing. “Her mental protections are indeed as formidable as Naz’rilca reported. You were wise to order her seized before Epoche bound her.”

At her name being uttered by Balnérith, Naz’rilca squeezed Julia’s shoulder excitedly.

After a brief pause, a thoughtful hum came from Balnérith. “In that case, we’ll need to expend other resources. Fetch it.”

The second succubus on the dais looked at the sister who had allowed them in the room. Without a word, their guide released Julia’s hair and trotted towards the rear of the chamber. 

An eager smile appeared on Castellan’s lips, and her nostrils flared in anticipation. “Last chance to let us in your mind before we force our way in.”  

The mist Julia had sheltered herself in surged away from the block up through her throat and settled in her mind. Its coldness consumed her body’s lust, echoing the void within Balnérith. “I don’t know how my protection works. It’s always been there.”

The icy frost turned the simple words into a rasp of drawn steel, and Julia’s black irises expanded to swallow the white of her eyes. The mists left only the faint ring of an eclipsed sun on display.

Julia was oblivious to her change in appearance, but Balnérith tilted her head and leaned forward curiously.

Her lips had parted to speak as the guide returned in a rush, carrying a solid block set atop four long, barbed spikes. The object drank in the light and appeared made from a single black, seamless piece of metal. It was settled before the block in line with Julia’s right shoulder. Though it initially sat above her, the spikes slid through the white stone until a flat piece behind the second barbs halted them. The succubus yanked her hands away convulsively and left frost-coated hunks of flesh stuck to the metal. A spray of demonic blood splattered across the white floor, but the floor absorbed the droplets until only the whiteness remained.

The succubus held out an impatient, unhealing hand and glared sternly at Julia before jabbing her other hand towards Julia’s right.

Oh shit, no!

Naz’rilca stepped around, snatched Julia’s hand, and forced it towards the waiting succubus. Though the abruptness and force should have lifted Julia to her feet, her shins remained firmly anchored to the block. Before Julia could pull back, they secured her arm between them, fingers and forearm in a crushing grip to keep her palm flat.

Balnérith appeared before Julia, leaving behind a flickering image that flowed forward to join her new position. Her hands danced across the metal object, manipulating it without injury until the block sprang apart and its sides folded outwards to reveal a glistening spike-shaped central core.

Naz’rilca and her guide moved with a speed Julia couldn’t follow, impaling her palm onto the spike. The metal exploded through her flesh, spraying them with fragments as it burst through the back of her hand. They only stopped when her palm was flat against the base plate, blood and bone alike froze onto the metal. A brutal, furious fever rushed into her displaced flesh, followed by a hollowing energy. Another notification pulsed at the edge of Julia’s attention, but she didn’t risk a moment of distraction as she sought to keep control over her choking fear and pain.

The spike’s exterior folded outwards in quarters, and the segments unfurled like a blooming orchid. They flexed briefly and curled inwards before driving down to pin her hand to the base. Cold scoured flesh and bone as the spike’s inner core flattened and drooped downwards. The flattened core licked the air before it bent to taste her steaming blood. 

Balnérith spoke dispassionately over Julia’s agonised screams. “We shall have the truth of you.”

Her serene expression didn’t even twitch as Julia screamed, her sense of Ki and reality shattering. The pain of the Abyss’ inferno during the ascension became paradise. Agony throbbed through her arm as flesh and bone parted, sensations smashed against her determined efforts to cling to awareness. Sores and rot bloomed outwards from the spike, spiraling rapidly as they climbed her arm, and the worst gangrenous stench Julia had encountered billowed from the wounds.

The guide slipped a half step away as the spike kept Julia locked in place. The strange tongue coalesced into a solid sphere as the sores rushed past her elbow. Power pulsed in the guide’s hand, and a blade of ice shone silver within the room’s whiteness.

A perfect strike severed Julia’s arm just below the shoulder joint but left her torso unmarked. Where the blade had cleaved, frost followed, and absolute cold cauterised the wound. Flesh parted with the sound of ripped silk, and agony swamped her mind. Yet another notification joined the pressure from those waiting for her, but Julia ignored them. As the dust on the floor shrank into nothingness, she clutched at the frozen stump, but Naz’rilca slapped her hand away.

“It will heal if you’re worthy,” hissed Naz’rilca.

Anger fuelled Julia’s desire to regain control, but her mind shook to match the tremors that rocked her body. A few strangely distant voices gradually became clearer, and Julia caught on to the fact that they were discussing her. At first, she heard only fragmented snippets that faded in and out too quickly to make sense. Then she noticed fingers laced in her hair and slowly realised she was being kept awkwardly upright. Naz’rilca held her compressed in a backend shaped like a drawn bow caught between the grip in her hair and the block’s continued hold on her shins.

“No, the protections aren’t voluntary. They didn’t let slip even a hint while she rotted,” observed Balnérith drily. 

The force of Balnérith’s voice dragged her bodily back into coherence and spiked her attention into place. Despite her now-coherent attention, agony still thumped against Julia’s techniques of mental hardening and pain tolerance.

Staring down at her, Naz’rilca sensed Julia’s return to coherency and thrust her forwards to kneel fully upright on the block.

With a graceful motion, Balnérith bent to scoop up the sphere the spike had created through its transformation. She rolled it over in her fingers and seemed to study its depths. Then, as if having seen enough, she bit smoothly into it, eating it as quickly as a small winter apple, yet each measured bite resounded like cracking granite. 

Sounds flowed from Balnérith’s lips that made no sense to Julia, but each intonation carried a heavy weight, a decadent mix of decay and bile laced with gagging sweetness. As Balnérith finished, a magical vise locked onto Julia’s muscles, and agony churned through her still-strained flesh. The pressure ripped into her flesh and scrambled deeper. It slipped past the Ki and clawed fruitlessly at her soul to chain her down with a strength that shook Julia’s bones with crushing force.

What the heck? How much more do I have to endure?

Desperate, Julia tried to shelter in the sensation of her Ki pool and not just the mist that rose from it. Its touch welcomed her in like a long-lost family, and beneath the tranquility grief hit hard, yet the familiar pain provided a storm anchor for her battered sanity.

“In the common Abyssal dialect of this era, it would mean Blighting of the Innocent. Acceptable,” said Lady Balnérith. A book appeared, hovering before Balnérith, pages flicking past in a blur that stirred the air. A quill appeared in her hand as the pages stopped shifting, and Balnérith quickly scribbled the name. The moment the quill lifted from the parchment, it and the book disappeared.

Balnérith’s tongue flickered across the last fragments that dusted her lips. Her eyes were devoid of anything sane and shone with cold power. The chamber fell into stillness, as none dared to disturb her concentration. 

“Her weakness is clear from the seed,” snorted Balnérith. “Though we’ve bound her, she isn’t worthy of full membership.”

Castellan’s brow tightened. “Where would you have me assign her?”

Balnérith waved a hand dismissively. “Tell that wretch Ebusuku to arrange for someone to train this ‘J’, and we’ll re-evaluate her in a century.” 

Who is Ebusuku? You folks can keep your elite prizes; kick me out. Wait, where did she learn the name J?

The glares of hate that had fixed on Julia since she’d knelt on the block eased, and dozens of succubi sneered contemptuously.

Balnérith ignored their stares and returned her attention to Julia.

“By your True Name, I command you. Repeat now this oath and let it bind you to my sisterhood.”

She stared down at Julia as if expecting a reaction.

With agony muddling her thoughts, Julia flailed around, trying to get balance and desperate for time. Then she remembered an option.

Profile.

The succubi in the room froze mid-gesture, and though caught in that moment between seconds, Julia couldn’t close her eyes. She let her thoughts linger on the icy sensation of the Ki’s mist. The calm sensation of it helped still the mental and physical torture she’d just endured. There were more notifications pressing for her attention, yet after the notes past gaslighting she shied away from acknowledging them.

It’ll be okay. I’ve healed worse while in Treas’s lab.

Julia silently chanted the nine words in a makeshift mantra as she closed off the pain and panic from her thoughts.

The True Name section at the top of the display no longer showed a value of ‘unknown’. Instead, it read ‘Blighting of the Innocent’, and revulsion churned through Julia’s thoughts. She mentally counted to one hundred and then continued to a thousand, trying to let the coolness of the mists ease her panic. She tried to figure out a way out of this nightmare, but every option only seemed worse.

As Julia shut down the display, her body nodded without command from her, and not sure what she could safely do, she played along.

My flesh wants to follow her instructions, but it’s the same way I shut down its lusts. Is it her charisma, or the resistible impulses mentioned in the notice? Yet if I don’t go along, I’ll give myself away.

“By the blood upon which I kneel.

I swear my flesh, blood, and hunger to the service of the Sisterhood of the Blood.

I swear to always uphold it.

What my superiors instruct me to kill will die.

What my superiors instruct me to protect, I will secure.

What my superiors instruct me to betray will know failure.

In all things, I will obey the orders of my superiors to my utmost.

None but the sisterhood will have my loyalty, not faction nor kin.

I swear to uphold all this till my essence returns to the Abyss.”

Balnérith paused after each line. Julia knew she was getting in over her head, but with no way to survive her wrath, she echoed each without fail. As the oath continued, an icy pressure rose from beneath her and slowly extruded itself over her flesh. As the cold grew painfully intense, she could make out the armoured fingers that gripped her shins. Before the reciting finished, a wave of powerful energy rushed into her form, only to stop and tentatively brush against the Ki’s mist. Unlike the lust from the demonic flesh, the Ki shifted in an almost welcoming response. The energies briefly intermingled in a soothing spray that eased her pain-ravaged flesh, and the fingers gripping her relaxed, merely supporting her on armoured palms. With their easing, a gossamer thread linked her to something almost imperceptible, distant. As the oath continued onwards, a vibrant energy rushed into her. The first warning was an itching stump before flesh writhed and her arm regrew in a rush.

“The Blood has embraced you. Now and for all eternity, you are a servant of the order. For now, you are a trainee and subject to the commands of all until given more authority or properly inducted into my order.”

Without pause, she looked past Julia.

“Sister Naz’rilca, take her to the magus chamber. A suitable instructor will meet you there. Hand her over and tell them to deliver a copy of her imprint to Castellan’s office.”

Do you draw her a map as well? Bet you’re the type to micromanage, toxic bitch.

The lady gestured for Julia to stand, and unsurprisingly, the binding force and heat from the block vanished. With another elegant motion, Balnérith pointed at Julia’s chest, and the sigil from the sisterhood armour blazed in the air between them. With barely a pause, it leapt forward to press into the middle of her sternum with searing intensity.

A shove from Naz’rilca almost sent Julia skidding across the floor, but as she staggered forwards Naz’rilca’s claws hooked into her wings. As Naz’rilca turned her towards the door, the notifications pulsed in Julia’s mind angrily, determined to gain her attention; as the door swung quietly open, Julia gave in. 

[Mental Hardening [3] [Ad] (37->38)

Perception [1] [Ad] (2->3)]

She brushed it aside, but the mental pressure didn’t ease as she considered the next.

[Resistances unlocked!

Decay [M] (1)

Primordial [M] (1)]

Is that when my arm was rotting off? What’s next?

[Spirit Bridge unlocked!

Spirit Bridge [1] [B] (1)]

Next?

More notifications appeared, and each required her to dismiss them.

[Achievement: ‘Tis but a flesh wound (in reality)

Details: Survive your first abyssal corruption crisis.

Reward: Abyssal Adaptability raised by one rank.

Abyssal Adaptability [1] [J] (1) -> [Ad] (1)]

[Achievement: And the Abyss looked back
Details: You contacted an ancient force in the Abyss and survived.

Reward: Spirit Bridge raised by one rank.

Spirit Bridge [1] [B] (1) -> [Ap] (1)]

What ancient force? Balnérith, or the weirdness of that block?

[Form’s True Name: Blighting of the Innocent

Details: This is the name of the form that encapsulates your soul. Since it can’t affect your awareness or soul, its use has a painful but resistible effect on your actions.

Note: You’re one of the hidden. The only beings that can find your true name are you or one of the realm’s five founding primordials.

Note: She used an old primal ritual to get your ‘names’ and a sense of your overall strength—it accessed the first fake profile you established.]

You’re telling me something useful for once? Why won’t you tell
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