
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
  

 
   
    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
    It was an incredible thing watching my work play out in front of me. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever get over that rush of adrenaline. 
 
    During my time on the surface world, I’d witnessed several things for the first time, and a lot of those were in my top ten moments of all time. The first time I’d claimed Ashe, Sveila, Lux, Lixiss, Naia, Iris, and Dahlia were obviously on that list, but there were other moments, too. 
 
    A demon is reborn with a fantastic memory. We could recall what happened on a particular day from eons ago, but even we forgot a few things at some stage during our drawn-out existence. 
 
    I felt confident that I’d never forget my top ten memories, though. They’d become a permanent fixture in my mind. 
 
    I clearly remembered how it felt as I watched my numerous enemies die in front of me, but now I also had the glorious memory of the time I held the quivering mortal king in my hands and watched the life leave his beady eyes. 
 
    The moment I killed that torturing bastard, I became the Demon King of Selythia. It was like I was next in line to take his place, and I held that power in a death grip. I wasn’t going to let go of it anytime soon. Someone would need to pry it from my cold, dead fingers, but they’d need to get close enough to me first. 
 
    And then somehow survive battling a demon with as many hell powers as I possessed. 
 
    Either way, it had been a couple of weeks since my army of minions and I stormed through the palace doors and slaughtered every holy motherfucker who tried to get in our way. We’d rescued the innocent residents of Nivertara, and we gave them back the life the king had cruelly taken from them. We gave them back their freedom, and even though the humans were terrified of me at first, they soon realized I meant them no harm, and they willingly became followers of the Demon King. 
 
    Well, maybe not willingly, but they didn’t try to kill me, so I saw that as a good sign.  
 
    However, my work didn’t stop there.  
 
    I still had the rest of Selythia to sort out.  
 
    There were eleven islands in total that made up my new kingdom, Nivertara and the Port of Rengfri being two of them. I’d handled the bastard churches on those two islands, but I’d had nine more to deal with, and I’d spent my recent days working my way across each island as I completed that pleasurable quest. 
 
    Now, as the clouds opened above me and drenched my heated body in rain, I watched the final church burning to the ground. 
 
    It truly was an incredible sight. Top ten worthy. 
 
    I’d come alone to the island of Radcier because my women were busy with their own tasks in Rengfri, but it wasn’t exactly a challenge. I killed off half the holy fuckers before they even realized I was there, and I could still recall the soldiers’ pathetic pleas as they begged me to reconsider.  
 
    One of them even told me they didn’t want to be a member of the Church anymore, so there was no reason for me to kill them. 
 
    I simply gave the man a smile as I snapped his neck and dumped his body on the ground. His pants had been covered in feces, too, which just made me laugh even more. 
 
    Then once all the bodies had been thrown into the holy building, I allowed my Infernal Blaze to take over my hands, and I watched in delight as the church was engulfed in flames. 
 
    I couldn’t take my violet eyes off the orange-and-red tendrils that licked and swarmed across the wooden structure. The fire covered the walls like a satin sheet, and mounds of gray smoke rolled into the sky as the recognizable scent of my accomplishment wafted over me. 
 
    As the wood fell to the ground in piles of ash and dust, and nothing but the stone skeleton remained, I couldn’t help but smirk at my achievements. 
 
    The stone skeleton was a reminder to everyone around that I wasn’t to be messed with. If someone fucked with me, or anyone I cared about, then I’d show them who was in charge. I’d handled the Church, and I’d demolished their holy sanctuaries throughout this entire kingdom, but that was only the start of my new reign. 
 
    I still had the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape to handle, and that was exactly why I’d addressed the issues with the Church before anything else. Those two threats were bad enough, let alone all three at the same time.  
 
    Also, I knew the Holy King would be even more desperate to get his hands on me, given the fact that I’d now demolished all of the churches in Selythia. Dahlia had warned me that the Heavenly Glade would open on me for all of this, and neither of us took that threat lightly. 
 
    But the Dark King was also just as eager. He’d made that clear when he sent my own fucking Lord Captain up to kill me. The Dark King wasn’t messing around, and it had been his mission to kill me for a long time now, so he wasn’t going to stop until he had what he wanted.  
 
    With my army behind me, though, and the assistance from others across the Demon Kingdom of Selythia, I hoped that would be enough to defeat those assholes whenever they decided to turn up. 
 
    It was because I didn’t know when the Holy King or the Dark King were going to show up that I knew it was time to head home now. I could have sat and watched the fire burn until the final ember was extinguished in the pouring rain, but I needed to have my women around me, and I needed to hold them in my arms in order to protect them from the evils who were frothing at the mouth for us.  
 
    The rain seemed to get heavier as I allowed my Smoke Flight hell power to take over my body. But that could have been because something as innocent as a raindrop always felt as sharp as glass when it broke through my smoky membrane. 
 
     The rainstorm had started several days ago, and at first it was quite nice to witness such a brilliant storm. However, there had been no sign of it stopping, and I knew I wasn’t the only one who wished for the rain to clear up sometime soon.  
 
    As I slipped off into the air, I took one last backward glance toward the church’s burning skeleton that sat alone upon a grassy hill. The buildings that surrounded the base of the hill were completely untouched, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before the villagers restarted their lives, in a world where the Church didn’t control their every move. 
 
    It felt good to know that I’d saved those humans from such evil beings, and although I hadn’t seen a single soul leave their house since I arrived on Radcier, I could tell they were grateful. I’d heard the horror stories, and I knew about the poor old woman who was beaten simply for leaving her home after the sixth hour at night. They didn’t want to live in a world like that, and because of me, they never had to face the angry wrath of the possessed bounty hunters, The Blessed, ever again. 
 
    Of course, not every human had been overly warm and welcoming, but they either did as I said, or they were killed. It was up to them to decide, and I wasn’t going to lose a minute of sleep if they chose the latter of the two options. This world had been stuck in limbo long enough, and I didn’t have time to hold every damn human’s hand and explain that this demon was fighting for the side of good here. 
 
    I had much bigger and more powerful shit to worry about. And if I lost the oncoming battles, who knew how many mortals would be caught in the fray regardless. 
 
    In time, everyone within my kingdom would understand why my reign was a necessary one. 
 
    But the creatures who respected me the most were the three hundred and seventy-two undesirables who my army and I had rescued from the mortal king’s palace. A lot of them had been taken to the mermaid’s cove to receive treatment, but they were all doing exceptionally well, and only a few remained with the mermaids now. 
 
    I’d also taken a small handful of creatures into my castle to allow Sveila, my sinful Red Witch, to care for them in the safety of our own home. They were only with us for a few days before Sveila deemed them well enough to leave, and now they were in the process of starting their new lives.  
 
    A lot of the undesirables’ homes had been burned down or destroyed during the Church’s raids against them, so it was fortunate that I had plenty of space in my village of Oakenpass. It was nice to look out a window and see the crowded streets below. The previously deserted village had a sense of life to it now, and originally I thought it would have been a while before I saw that light fill Oakenpass once again. 
 
    Nearly every house in the village now had someone living in it, and the marketplace received more customers than the one in the Shadow Quarters, which was a wonder for all to see. The family of half-elves, Donred, Lilsys, and their children, Haveis and Gabrina, now had more than enough pieces to keep them going. They didn’t need to harvest the berries in the forest to get by each day when they could afford to eat proper food once again. They also felt safe allowing Haveis and Gabrina to go outside and play among the many undesirables, and the parents couldn’t thank me enough for giving them that sense of security.  
 
    My dainty little floral elf, Iris, had also stuck to her promise. She’d made the half-elves some new outfits, and now Iris had a constant stream of villagers looking to order new dresses and outfits from her. Iris still had her dress shop in the Grimmway, which would always remain there, but she was in the process of opening one in Oakenpass, too, and we all knew how popular those two shops were going to be. 
 
    I’d also completed another important task in the last two weeks. I’d managed to find more of the secret tunnels which led out from Rengfri. The mortal king had a tunnel that ran from the village of Stonebay, all across the water, and into the dungeons of his palace in Nivertara. That was how they were able to sneak weakened undesirables out of Rengfri without anyone realizing, and I just knew there had to have been more tunnels than just that one.  
 
    And I was right.  
 
    I’d even come across a hub of tunnels in the catacombs in Rengfri. I’d had a feeling the catacombs probably held something secretive and figured maybe I’d find one tunnel hidden there, but I came across seven. It was practically a hive of tunnels, and each one led to a different island. The island of Lanvista held three more tunnels, so the entirety of Selythia was linked together with these underground passageways. 
 
    I definitely used the tunnels to my advantage. It made traveling from place to place so much easier, but at least they were no longer used to cart stolen undesirables from one island to another. 
 
    The stolen undesirables from various islands had all been taken to the palace in time for the celebration of the mortal king’s crowning. I made sure to check the other islands, just in case there was a wounded prisoner who needed my help, but I never came across any, so at least I’d saved everyone that I could. 
 
    A sense of power washed through me as I slipped back through the tunnel which led to the catacombs. Regardless of what happened tomorrow, or even next week, I’d still completed important tasks, and I’d saved innocent humans and undesirables. Which was more than the bastard mortal king could have said before I threw his rotund body into a burning fire. 
 
    It took just over two hours for me to float back through the tunnel, and I was greeted by a sudden and enormous bolt of lightning that practically broke the darkened sky in two as I exited the catacombs. The strike was followed by a deafening crash of thunder that I could feel right down to my bones. 
 
    Since the storm had started, it had only ever been rain and a howling wind, so the sudden arrival of thunder and lightning made me stop and think for a second. I couldn’t help but wonder whether the storm, which only continued to get worse, was a sign of something larger, and much darker. 
 
    Residents of the surface world always thought natural disasters were caused by a change in climate, or something else along those lines. What they didn’t know was that earthquakes, landslides, and coastal floodings were often caused by a war between the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape. The divided difference between angels and demons.  
 
    So the current storm could have easily been a sign from the Holy King, perhaps an additional threat he threw upon me. Maybe he wanted me to know that he was close, and that he wasn’t pleased with how I’d handled the Church in my new kingdom. 
 
    It admittedly concerned me that the Holy King could unleash his divine army upon us at any moment, but I just hoped I had a bit more time to prepare before we found ourselves in a war between good and evil. 
 
    Still, I had to admit that the storm added an artistic atmosphere to the surface world. The darkened sky and dangerous-looking clouds had an orange glow to them, and as it reached the horizon, the entire world went dark. I couldn’t see a single lantern burning, and it almost felt like the world had vanished, or that nothing existed outside of the vicious storm.  
 
    Then, as more lightning zigzagged through the sky, its bolts of energy added another source of light to the surface world, and I could see the Port of Rengfri clearly for a split second before it vanished again. Even with my heightened eyesight, I couldn’t make out a single building in the distance, and I was left with nothing but the monstrous rumble of the thunder.  
 
    My eyes were covered in my smoky haze, the wind whipped me back and forth like a hellhound with a bloody limb in its mouth, and the heavy raindrops penetrated my wispy form like sharpened spikes. 
 
    There was power to the storm, and I felt that force every time I thought about the impending battles we’d have on our hands. The storm certainly seemed to offer the promise of a threat, but I still absorbed its energy willingly, and it helped me see that I was strong enough to handle whatever came my way. 
 
    I continued to mull over the intensity of the storm as I flew through the village of Ravenshade. It was one of the richer districts in Rengfri, and it was settled perfectly in between Newhall and the Shadow Quarters. 
 
    The priest who’d forced Sveila to live in a hovel within his estate used to live in Ravenshade, but I’d murdered that motherfucker in the catacombs while he was doing some secret business with a group of High Elves.  
 
    That was a night I’d always remember, especially as it was the night that Sveila finally belonged to me. 
 
    Ravenshade was given its appropriate name due to the large number of ravens that nested in the roofs of the dank, dark buildings. A few of them flew past me as I made my way toward Oakenpass, but the birds either didn’t care that I was right beside them, or they hadn’t noticed my smoky form.  
 
    Because of the storm, the streets were extremely quiet, and I passed a couple of lively taverns, but only a brave handful of creatures had decided to battle the rain in order to get their daily dose of alcohol. 
 
    It was only the fifth hour, but even the stalls in the marketplaces had decided to close for the day. I knew the stalls would reopen again in the morning, but less and less people would leave their shelter until the storm finally came to an end.  
 
    Without the added distractions, my journey back to Oakenpass took a lot less time, and only half an hour passed before my marvelous castle came into view.  
 
    As soon as the undesirables had been fully freed from the mortal king’s palace, my minions and I returned to Nivertara, and we practically emptied the entire place. So my castle was now filled with the mortal king’s furniture, golden pieces, artwork, and even his weapons. 
 
    Sveila and the black fairy twins, Lux and Lixiss, were extremely pleased to receive the various items from the kitchen, but no one was more pleased than Ashe. My demonic fiend loved her weapons, and now she had an entire room filled with them, so it was much more than the weapons closet she’d had before. 
 
    Even though Ashe had multiple hell powers, she never left the castle without at least one weapon slipped into her black belt. She said she felt naked without something on her waist. 
 
    Iris and my fallen angel, Dahlia, thoroughly enjoyed decorating their bedrooms with items from the palace, too, and nothing made me happier than seeing the smiles on their faces while they spent nearly a full week getting everything about their new home just right. 
 
    Now, I floated down into the courtyard to find a few of my werewolf minions were situated around the castle. I wasn’t sure whether to keep the guards positioned around my home, especially now that the king and the Church had been dealt with, but I still wanted to make sure my women were safe whenever I had to leave them at home. 
 
    There was still a chance that angels or demons could arrive while I was gone, and I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if anything happened and the guards weren’t there to handle the issue.  
 
    The werewolves gave me a nod as I dropped my Smoke Flight, and then I headed into the castle to greet my women who were waiting for me to arrive. Fortunately, the storm hadn’t affected my clothes while I was in my smoke form, so at least I didn’t have to change into a fresh outfit. 
 
    My fight against the Church also hadn’t ruined my outfit, mainly because the bastards never had the chance to touch me before I killed them. 
 
    “Atticussss!” Lux and Lixiss called out in unison as they flew over toward me.  
 
    Their black wings fluttered behind them, and my coy and flirtatious twins wore nothing but scraps of black silk and lace tonight. Iris had offered to make them both dresses with tight corsets, but Lux and Lixiss loved to make their own clothes, even though the scraps of material didn’t look anything like full outfits. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around my twins as they placed delicate kisses on my cheeks. Their black hair felt as soft as velvet, and if it wasn’t for the tiny freckle under Lux’s left eye, I might have found it difficult to tell the two of them apart.  
 
    “You’re home just in time!” Ashe said from the top of the stairs. 
 
    Sveila, Iris, and Dahlia were standing on either side of the demon huntress, and all four of them ran down to greet me. It was like a race to see who could reach me first, and Dahlia cheated slightly as she used her shining, golden wings to float down the stairs.  
 
    My women battled against each other in order to get their arms around me, but they all knew I wasn’t going to do anything until I’d held all six of them against my chest.  
 
    “Larauk and Gunnolf will be here shortly,” Sveila said as she tucked her chin on my right shoulder. “They said they’ll be here for the sixth hour, so it won’t be too much longer.” 
 
    One of the items we’d taken from the mortal king’s palace was a large wooden clock, so at least we knew what the time was now, and we didn’t have to use the position of the sun or the moon to work out the time. 
 
    “Then I really am home just in time,” I replied.  
 
    The orcs and the werewolves were some of the minions I worked with the most, so I wanted to have a meeting with the leaders of both groups to discuss everything that had been going on recently. 
 
    Once my women had given me a welcoming hug and a kiss, we headed into the great hall to wait for Larauk and Gunnolf to arrive. Sveila had used the great hall to care for Dahlia when she fell from the Heavenly Glade, and also the undesirables we’d saved from the palace. But now it was decorated in red and gold rugs, various pieces of artwork, and enough chairs and couches to line the entire room. 
 
    My golden throne and silver crown sat at the head of the room, but I wanted to be with my women after being away from them since sunrise. 
 
    “Is it cold in here, or is it just me?” Iris asked delicately as she wrapped herself in a silk cloak.  
 
    The cloak had tiny red and pink flowers all over it, and Iris wore it whenever the weather allowed. 
 
    “I mean, I’m quite comfortable,” Ashe snorted. “But that’s just me and my immortal self.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Dahlia chuckled. 
 
    “It is cold in here,” Sveila agreed. “I suppose that’s what happens when the sun has barely shone outside for days.” 
 
    Without saying a word, the Red Witch stood up from her seat and walked over to the enormous fireplace. She tucked her purple hair behind her shoulders, and then she held her hands up as she began to wriggle her fingers. Red sparks began to buzz from her fingertips, and she aimed her palms toward the fireplace as the red sparks turned into blazing flames and ignited the wood and coal placed neatly in the center. 
 
    I could have lit a fire without thinking twice about it, but I knew Sveila wanted to improve her powers. She’d mastered a small range of various spells, but every time she had the chance to work on perfecting her magic, she’d take that opportunity with both hands. 
 
    I knew the room was starting to warm up when Iris dropped her cloak, and then we all relaxed back in our seats as we waited for Gunnolf and Larauk.  
 
    The werewolf alpha was the first to arrive, and Ashe skipped toward the main door to welcome him in.  
 
    The messy-haired man wandered into the great hall and gave my women a smile before he nodded his head in my direction. Gunnolf’s white shirt looked clean and crisp, which was unusual for him, but his pants were still messy and ripped at the knees.  
 
    It would have looked strange if Gunnolf wore anything else. The werewolves were known for wearing their favorite ripped clothes.  
 
    “How are you, Gunnolf?” I asked as I stroked Dahlia’s golden hair with one hand. 
 
    “I’m good, thank you.” He smiled. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m glad to be home,” I snorted. 
 
    We all heard Larauk arriving when the orc stomped through the courtyard. The orcs weren’t exactly dainty like some of my other minions.  
 
    The mottled-gray orc plodded into the great hall once Ashe had opened the door for him, and he chose the first seat he came across. The chair creaked as the enormous creature fell into it, and he picked away at the green growth on his neck as he cleared his throat of phlegm. 
 
    The orc’s scent of brute strength and focused violence was quick to fill the room, but we were all used to the varying scents of my different minions. 
 
    “Good evening, Larauk,” I said. 
 
    “Atticus,” he grumbled with a bob of his enormous head.  
 
    Orcs came with a limited vocabulary, but I was usually able to work out what they meant.  
 
    “Shall we get started with the meeting?” I offered. 
 
    “Sure,” Gunnolf replied. “I’m assuming from the smile on your face, and the lack of injuries to your body, that the battle went well in Radcier?” 
 
    “Even if I was injured, the wounds would have healed by now.” I smirked. “But yes, you’re right. The final church has been destroyed. The Kingdom of Selythia is officially free from the Church.” 
 
    “Yayy!” Lux and Lixiss cheered.  
 
    “Good riddance to them,” Ashe snickered.  
 
    “They got what they deserved,” Iris spoke up. 
 
    “And not a minute too soon, either,” Sveila added.  
 
    “Fight was good, Atticus?” Larauk asked.  
 
    “The fight was great.” I grinned. “The motherfuckers barely had the chance to look in my direction, let alone touch me before I snapped their necks, boiled their brains, or ripped their holy hearts straight from their chests. I could smell the fear coming off them before I even arrived on the island.” 
 
    “They knew you were coming,” Dahlia chuckled. “The other churches had been taken down, so it’s no surprise that they feared you before you even got there.” 
 
    “How did the fire look?” Ashe asked with an excited gleam in her black-and-pink eyes. “Describe it to me.” 
 
    “Well, my Demon Queen.” I winked. “It was beautiful. The wood instantly began to blister as it fell to the ground, and even with the rain, the fire continued to burn until there was nothing but a stone skeleton left behind.” 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” Ashe groaned as she leaned into Sveila. “I wish I was there. Just the description alone is enough to turn me on.” 
 
    “Just wait until the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape opens,” Lixiss giggled. “Destroying them will be so much better than burning a church.” 
 
    “And who knows when that’s going to happen.” Gunnolf shrugged. “We’ll need to make sure we have everything sorted out first, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I nodded. “Things like the tavern, the orbs, the thunderclap business, and the selling of the amethysts will all need to be handled before the sky or the ground opens up. I want everything off my to-do list as soon as possible so I can focus where it’s needed most. So what can you tell me about the businesses? How are they doing?” 
 
    “Thunderclap is well,” Larauk grumbled in response. “Many taverns buy from orcs. Orcs have many barrels sold.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied. “And Gunnolf? How are the amethysts?” 
 
    “I mean, fuck,” the werewolf chuckled. “We’ve never seen anything like it. Undesirables, and even humans, were too scared to buy anything from us in case they were caught by the Church or The Blessed. We now have a constant stream of people lining up to buy them, and my pack and I need to make more trips to the island of Scarsding in order to collect the amethysts.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said. “I knew those powerful stones would start to sell once the Church was out of the way, and it’s the same with the orbs, too. The tabaxi, Bennet, and the imps are working even harder to complete all their orders.” 
 
    “It’s the same with The Void, too,” Sveila spoke up. “The tavern is constantly filled with people, especially those who follow you, Atticus.” 
 
    “We’ll need to have a night in The Void before the Holy and Dark Kings arrive,” Ashe giggled.  
 
    “I’m sure we can arrange something.” I winked.  
 
    The Void was Ashe and Sveila’s personal project, and they’d worked so hard to get it up and running, so I was pleased to hear it was doing so well. 
 
    “Also, have you noticed the changes in Newhall and Ravenshade?” Gunnolf asked. “Both of those villages used to be teeming with insanely holy followers, but now the humans seem to be a bit more relaxed around those parts. They might still be an issue, of course, but at least they aren’t as up in arms about their church anymore. They don’t pose any threat.” 
 
    “Really?” Dahlia frowned. “Because the humans are the ones who hate Atticus the most in these parts now, so if anything, they’re our only threat outside of the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape.” 
 
    “Then fuck them,” the alpha snickered. “We can kill them instantly and be done with them.” 
 
    “Larauk agrees.” The orc bobbed his head while he shoved a wart-covered finger up his wide nostril.  
 
    “We can’t just kill them,” I chuckled and raked a hand through my hair. “They’re not evil, and they’re beings of the surface world. So if anything, they’re meant to be here just as much as the undesirables are. We also might need their help when it comes to a fight, and I’ll need as many people as possible standing behind me when the war breaks out.” 
 
    “Atticus is right.” Iris nodded. “The humans have a value of their own.” 
 
    “I’ll just have to make them and the entire surface world see that I’m in charge now, and for good reason,” I continued. “We’ve all been at the mercy of the Dark King and the Holy King for far too long, and this ends now. The fact is, I’ll require the assistance of anyone we can get if we’re to have any hope of defeating both these assholes.” 
 
    “Then we’ll do what we can to help you, Atticus,” Gunnolf replied. “I’ll speak to my pack, and other werewolves that we know. Everyone will be made aware of the need to rise to action. It’s not just the humans who’ll have to step up or face their death.” 
 
    “We do same with orcs,” Larauk said. “Pass on message.” 
 
    “Yes,” I told them. “If you can pass on the message to the werewolves and the orcs, then we’ll do the same with the other creatures. The centaurs, mermaids, and fairies, just to name a few. I’ll hold a meeting with residents from the districts so that everyone will know what to do when the time comes. I’ll also need the help from my generals like yourselves, and you can help me gather everyone together. It’s too much for me to do by myself, but as a team, we’ll get what we’re after.” 
 
    “I agree.” Gunnolf nodded. “We’ll be sure to help you with whatever you need.” 
 
    All of a sudden, there was a loud, quick knock on the main door. The person outside sounded like they were eager to talk to me, and given that the werewolves hadn’t reacted to the arrival, I knew it was an ally of mine. 
 
    There was a slight pause, and then the quick knock sounded again.  
 
    “Atticus?” a sweet voice called out through the thunder and rain outside. 
 
    “Who is it?” Sveila asked.  
 
    “It sounds like Nerissa,” I said as I headed for the main door.  
 
    “Nerissa?” Ashe asked. 
 
    I hadn’t planned to see any of the mermaids today. I was going to visit their cove tomorrow to see Naia and check on the wounded undesirables, so I couldn’t work out why Nerissa had arrived, or why she sounded so desperate to speak to me. 
 
    As I opened the main door, I spotted the silver-haired mermaid standing drenched from the rain. Her pink dress had darkened in color from how damp it was, but that wasn’t an issue for mermaids. She was also slightly out of breath, like she’d been running for some time. 
 
    The mermaid had a look of fear in her eyes, and she brushed her wet hair away from her face as she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    “Nerissa, what is it?” I asked. 
 
    “You need to come down to the cove immediately,” she replied. “There’s something seriously wrong.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I couldn’t help but think about the innocent and vulnerable creatures who were currently in the cove. The issue was obviously a matter of urgency, otherwise Nerissa wouldn’t have raced here as quickly as she had.  
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked as I brought the rain-soaked mermaid inside. 
 
    “It’s the severity of the storm, Atticus,” Nerissa replied while she followed me into the great hall. “Naia’s worried it might be strong enough to completely destroy the cove. But there’s something else, too, you need to come and see it.” 
 
    My women and Gunnolf looked at Nerissa in confusion, whereas Larauk appeared to be more interested in a wart on his right arm. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Shall we come down there with you?” Sveila queried. “Maybe we could offer our assistance?” 
 
    “We don’t know at the moment.” Nerissa shrugged as a sad look formed on her face. “It only just happened. But Naia’s worried that we won’t be able to swim or at least dunk ourselves in the water. The rain isn’t enough to soak us, and we could dry out and die if we don’t get to swim.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I said firmly. “I will do everything I can to make sure you’re all safe.” 
 
    “Maybe the witches in the Grimmway could work together?” Sveila suggested. “With enough force, they’d be able to break open the land and create a pool, and then the mermaids can stay there if the cove gets destroyed?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. “But for now, I want you all to stay here where it’s safe. I’ll follow Nerissa down to the cove, and then we can decide what to do. But don’t worry, Nerissa, I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “Thank you, Atticus.” She smiled. “Naia knew you’d know what to do.” 
 
    It was the first time I ever had to worry about the cove, and it was such a sturdy, rocky piece of land that I didn’t think something like a storm could create such damage. So I didn’t instantly know what to do, but I’d offer up my life for Naia and her mermaids, so I wasn’t going to sit back and wait for the worst to happen.  
 
    “I will stay here until you return, Atticus,” Gunnolf said with a small nod of his head. “You can assist the mermaids, and I’ll keep watch until you get back.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him. “I hope nothing will happen while I’m away, but things are clearly taking a turn for the worst. I think this storm is just the beginning, and it’s only going to get worse from here.” 
 
    “You don’t think this is a regular storm?” Iris squeaked in fright, but Dahlia put a gentle arm around the elf’s trembling frame. 
 
    “No storm I’ve seen has ever lasted this long, or been this powerful,” I replied honestly. “It’s hard to know what’s really going on, but that’s exactly why I want you to stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “We won’t let any fuckers through these doors, right, Gunnolf?” Ashe smirked as she placed one hand on her hip. “They’d have to be stupid to even think about trying to get past us. Especially with this little beauty in my hands…” 
 
    Ashe held up one of her newest swords, and she grinned at the weapon as the silver blade shone in the light of the lanterns.  
 
    “I like your confidence, Ashe,” Gunnolf chuckled. “But if it’s a case of us against the Holy King, then even we won’t be strong enough to hold him off. But we can handle a few demons or angels, so let’s hope that’s the only issue we have to face.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you don’t have to face anything,” I replied. “But I’ll be back as soon as I can. Keep yourselves safe.” 
 
    I gave each of my women a tight hug and kiss on their foreheads, and then I motioned for Nerissa to leave the castle. Once I’d checked that the main door was locked and bolted, we took off running out of the courtyard and down the grassy hill.  
 
    “Thank you, Atticus,” Nerissa said through the howling wind and rain. “Naia told me to get you straight away. She wouldn’t have interrupted you if it wasn’t important, so we really appreciate your help.” 
 
    A sudden bolt of lightning caused the mermaid to shriek, but she composed herself as we raced out of Oakenpass. I wanted to tell her that she wasn’t interrupting anything, and it was my duty to assist those who needed my help in this kingdom, but I waved that off.  
 
    It didn’t matter what the issue was when it came to Naia and the mermaids. I still would’ve dropped everything to be with them. 
 
    As we reached the first main road, I told Nerissa I’d meet her at the cove, and then I allowed my Smoke Flight to take over. Even though the storm weighed my wispy form down slightly, it was still faster than running, and it sounded like we didn’t have much time to hang around. 
 
    Fortunately, I knew Rengfri like the back of my hand, so even when the wind blew my smoky form in different directions, it wasn’t hard for me to get back on track again. I was whipped from side to side, and I was occasionally thrown into buildings, but I didn’t feel a thing. 
 
    The only issue came as I flew over the rusted iron arch that took me into the Shadow Quarters. The wind seemed to pick up at that moment, and I found myself being blown into a swaying tree. The branches pierced through my smoke form, and every time I tried to dislodge myself, the wind would blow me further into the tree. 
 
    I must have been stuck there for several seconds. It felt like there was an invisible force keeping me in place, but as soon as the wind died down, I took my leave and focused on nothing but the cove. 
 
    The sky was still a dull orange in color, despite the fact that the sun had already lowered. The moon was slowly rising and getting into position, and I hoped that meant the strange orange sky would disappear with the sun, but the fact that it hadn’t yet confirmed my theories.  
 
    This certainly wasn’t any normal storm, and I was given more evidence as the cove came into view. 
 
    The mermaids’ cove was situated at the bottom of a rocky cliff, which was a nuisance when I was in my human form. I remembered noticing the choppy sea when I first visited the mermaids, but now it was different. The waves were crashing against the cove with serious force, so much so that I couldn’t tell where the rocky land ended and the sea began. 
 
    Everything was completely flooded, and I instantly realized why Naia had urgently sent for me. Even for sea-dwelling creatures, the cove was no longer safe.  
 
    The mermaids were huddled together near the opening of their cave, and I spotted the fear in their eyes as they glanced up at the sky and over at the ocean. Naia was at the front of the group with her arms out to form a barrier, and my demonic heart clenched at the terrified expression that covered my woman’s face. 
 
    It was already difficult having her living so far away from us, but it was even harder knowing that she was potentially in danger and there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t calm the storm, nor could I create a barrier strong enough to keep the waves away. 
 
    It was possible that the witches could come together to create a pool, like Sveila suggested, but I didn’t know how long that was going to take. 
 
    Naia didn’t seem to have noticed my arrival, but her blue eyes widened as I dropped my Smoke Flight in front of her.  
 
    “Atticus!” she gasped as she threw her arms around my neck. “You scared me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. 
 
    My hands locked in Naia’s orange hair as I placed a heated kiss on her plump lips, and it would have been so easy to throw her against the wall of the cave as I made her scream my name. But despite how much I wanted to, I wasn’t there to fuck my sinful mermaid. 
 
    The other women around us said hello and thanked me for coming, and then we got straight down to business. But it was as the mermaids left the safety of their cave that I noticed the undesirables were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Where are the undesirables?” I asked as I glanced around the flooded cove.  
 
    “I sent them to live with a friend of mine in the Grimmway,” Naia replied. “They had enough spare room to house everyone, and I told my patients that I’d visit them several times a day to make sure they’re getting the proper treatment.” 
 
    “That’s very good of you.” I smirked.  
 
    “I’m known for being a very kind person.” Naia winked. “When I’m not hunting out in the seas, at least. Now, shall I show you what I’m worried about?” 
 
    “You mean, you’re not worried about the flooding?” I frowned.  
 
    “Of course, I am,” she replied. “But I noticed something else, and that’s when I sent Nerissa off to get you.” 
 
    Naia led me toward the edge of the cove, and then she crouched down and swished her hand through the water. We had to steady our balance whenever a wave crashed against the rocks, but it looked to be the calmest part of the entire area.  
 
    “Can you feel the difference in the temperature?” Naia asked as I placed my hand in the water.  
 
    Even though differing temperatures didn’t affect me in the same way as others, I could still tell that something was slightly off. The water was warmer than normal, and that confused me.  
 
    “Why is it so warm?” I asked as frigid rain pelted my forehead. 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about,” Naia sighed. “I’ve never known the ocean to be this warm, even on a hot day, and I think I know what’s causing it… Are you aware of the underwater volcano that sits not far from this shore on the ocean floor?” 
 
    “No.” I frowned. “I’ve never heard of that.” 
 
    “Well, it’s there, and I think it might be about to erupt,” she replied. “It’s too dangerous for us to swim down there right now, so I can’t tell for sure, but it makes sense that the water would heat up if the volcano is beginning to awaken.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. 
 
    Naia nodded in agreement. 
 
    I’d witnessed some lava spouts erupting in the Hellscape, and that was enough to cause a lot of damage, so I could just imagine what would happen if an entire volcano erupted in this ocean. 
 
    But now it was no longer just the sky that was causing havoc. The ground was breaking, too, and that meant only one thing.  
 
    We didn’t just have the Heavenly Glade to worry about anymore. 
 
    “An eruption this close to land would destroy more than just the cove.” I shook my head in disbelief. “The ash alone could take out the entire island, maybe even the entire kingdom.” 
 
    “That’s what I fear, yes,” Naia said sadly. “These waves around us are nothing compared to a tsunami the volcano could create. This isn’t a regular storm, Atticus, I could feel it from the second it started.” 
 
    “I know, I’m thinking the same thing.” I nodded. “It’s a sign from the Heavenly Glade, but the volcano could be a sign from the Hellscape, and from the look of things, both of those realms could open at the same time.” 
 
    I closed my eyes in an attempt to use my Echolocation hell power, and I hoped I’d be able to dive deep into the sea to view this volcano, but it didn’t work. The water was too dark and murky for me to see through it, and without knowing which direction to go in, I could have been searching the ocean for days before I came across the threatening underwater volcano. 
 
    “Have you noticed the moon, too?” Naia pointed up toward the sky. “It’s almost black, not crystal white like it should be, and that’s not because the clouds are covering it.” 
 
    Amongst immortals, a black moon represented power, and I saw that as the Holy King allowing me to see the strength he held. He was no longer showing his abilities through an intense storm, he was giving us a sign through the moon, too. 
 
    And now the Dark King was fucking with the underwater volcano, but he had the capability to do much more than that. 
 
    I knew this all too well. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Atticus?” Naia asked with an emotional break in her voice. “We can’t even go swimming because of the strength of the waves coming against our shore. I’m only allowing us to soak for a couple of minutes before we have to leave again. We’ll dry out if we don’t have water around us, and that’s the most vicious, painful death anyone could ever experience. Not to mention what will happen if the waters continue to heat up like this…” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” I said as I stood up and wrapped my arms around her. “I’ll do whatever I can, but with the kings both throwing these threats upon us, things are getting more complicated. We can’t stop the volcano from erupting, if that’s what’s going to happen, but I can try and save you and everyone else in this kingdom. We can no longer stand around. We need to get an even bigger army together.” 
 
    “What can I do?” Naia asked. “How can I help?” 
 
    “For now, you need to keep yourself and your mermaids safe,” I replied. “I’ll try and find somewhere for you to go if the cove gets too dangerous, but there is one other thing you can do for me.” 
 
    “Anything, Atticus, I’ll do anything,” she said as she cupped my face with one hand. 
 
    “I was speaking with Gunnolf and Larauk before Nerissa arrived, and they’re going to help me get a message across,” I explained. “They’re going to speak to other werewolves and orcs to help them see that we all need to come together. Not just Rengfri, this will be the whole of my kingdom who are affected by this war. I’m going to do the same with other creatures, and maybe you could get in contact with other mermaids? I know there’s another school of mermaids near another island, yes?” 
 
    “There are many,” Naia replied. “We have friends near every island in Selythia. However, with the wind and rain, it would be hard for us to get a message across. I have something that might work… but it’ll depend whether or not the sound is drowned out by the storm.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Naia was doing, but I watched her as she ran back toward the cave and slipped inside. The stone cave was much larger on the inside than it looked from the outside, and there was more than enough space for the entire group to safely sit in the cave without any discomfort. 
 
    But it was also where the mermaids kept their treasure chests and jewels they’d collected over the years, or stolen from their victims once they’d killed them. After all, there was a reason the mermaids could look a demon in the eye, and it wasn’t because they were just extremely accepting beings. 
 
    Naia left the cave a few seconds later with a conch in her hands. The large, curved shell was white, pink, and orange in color, and it had four spikes on the back that Naia slipped her fingers through to get a better hold of the shell.  
 
    “The other schools and I use these shells if we need to get in contact with each other,” Naia explained. “It’s almost an unwritten rule between us that if we sound the conch twice, we need to meet with others, but if we sound the conch three times, it means danger is coming. We cannot ignore the call, because it could be the difference between life and death.” 
 
    “And is every conch different?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s how we tell them apart,” she replied. “I’ll sound the conch three times, and as long as it’s safe and they hear the call, the other schools will instantly know to come here. It might be that the waves aren’t as powerful around the other islands, so it might be safer for them to travel over here. Perhaps we can find a safe stretch of coast for them to reach us from…” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s the case.” I nodded. “We’ll need them if we want to win.” 
 
    Naia held the conch up and placed one hand over the curved opening of the shell, but I wasn’t sure if that was to affect the sound, or if it was to make sure she didn’t drop the precious object. 
 
    Once the shell was in place, Naia wrapped her lips around a small mouthpiece, and she took a deep breath before she blew into the conch. A high-pitched yet smooth noise echoed through the angry air and into the sky, and then she paused for a couple of seconds before she sounded the noise once again. 
 
    As soon as Naia had sounded the call three times, she brought the conch back down to her waist and gave me a smile.  
 
    “We’ll soon know if they’ve heard it, so it won’t be long before we get an answer,” she said.  
 
    “Until then, we need to think about what we’re going to do here,” I replied as I glanced around the cove. 
 
    The waves hadn’t picked up since I’d arrived, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. They were still just as powerful, and the salty sea water constantly hit me in the face and drenched my clothes. However, the cove was still standing, and if the waves stayed like that, then maybe the mermaids wouldn’t need to worry about their home. 
 
    But that was only if the volcano remained dormant. 
 
    “Is there a safer place where you can swim?” I asked. “Somewhere a bit more covered where the waves aren’t as strong?” 
 
    “There is a place not far from Stonebay, and I was thinking about taking us there, but I’d need to make sure it’s safe enough,” Naia sighed. “That’s somewhat closer in the direction of the volcano, so the water will be hotter, but perhaps the storms are less strong there, so the waves will be more manageable. I can’t be sure, and it’s not ideal, but if it saves us from being thrashed around while we’re swimming, then I’ll take those chances until the temperatures become unbearable.” 
 
    I thought for a moment before I replied.  
 
    “I think you should stay here for now,” I said as I brushed Naia’s orange hair away from her face. “If it’s going to be a bigger risk going into hotter water, then I don’t want you to go there unless you have no other options. While the cove is still standing, and you have some shelter, I think you should stay here.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you tell me to do, Atticus.” Naia stepped forward to give me a kiss. “We’ll follow your rules, my Demon King.” 
 
    I slipped my hands around Naia’s slender waist, but just as I brought her body against mine, the same high-pitched and smooth tune broke through the howling wind. 
 
    “They heard it.” Naia smiled as she looked up into the sky.  
 
    Moments later, the conches sounded again, and I heard four individual calls which all sounded slightly different. 
 
    “Are they from four separate islands?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “So we have five responses, and hopefully we’ll get another five more. If the schools can arrive, Atticus, what shall we tell them? Should they stay with us?” 
 
    “Tell them that the storm is due to the Holy King, and the volcano is a sign of the Hellscape threatening to open,” I explained. “They can return to their homes if they want to, but we’ll need to speak to them when we put a plan in place. If you feel it’s best to follow the schools back to the other islands where it’s safer, then do that. I trust your judgment.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m not sure that’ll work…” Naia paused for a second. “You see, mermaids are very cautious creatures, especially when it comes to our homes and treasures. Although we’d all work together if there’s a threat, we don’t work well if we have to mix schools together. That’s why you never see other mermaids swimming in these waters. Rengfri is my territory, and they all know that.” 
 
    The lack of other mermaids in the area wasn’t something I’d noticed, but Naia’s explanation made sense given their nature and characteristics. They were extremely protective creatures, particularly when it came to their family. 
 
    “In that case, do what you think is right for the group,” I replied. “We’ll get this sorted out, but do whatever you need to do to keep yourselves safe.” 
 
    “Okay.” Naia nodded. 
 
    “And I’ll do what I can to keep you safe, too,” I reminded her.  
 
    I brought my mermaid into my arms in a protective embrace, and I looked up at the black moon as five more conches sounded out through the wind. It was good to know that we’d made contact with the rest of the mermaids around Selythia, so that was a step in the right direction.  
 
    I could have easily stayed with Naia for the rest of the night, and I didn’t want to let her go, but we didn’t know how much time we had. 
 
    It wasn’t until I came to the surface world and met Ashe for the first time that I realized what it felt like to love and care for someone. A demon didn’t really care for others usually. It was a very selfish existence that thrived on punishment and nothing more, but now I had seven women who I’d give my life for. It was a hard and scary thought that if the war went wrong, I could lose everything within a matter of hours.  
 
    If I didn’t leave now to start planning this war, we could be caught off guard, and then the Holy King and the Dark King would win.  
 
    I gave Naia another hug and a kiss, and then I said my goodbyes to the mermaids before I allowed my Smoke Flight to take over once again.  
 
    The journey away from the cove and through the Shadow Quarters was easier than earlier, and I didn’t find myself getting caught in any swaying trees. I witnessed a few residents racing through the rain to get home, but apart from that, I was the only soul around.  
 
    That was, until I reached the main road that led to Oakenpass. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw three little creatures scurrying across the side of the road. It was hard to spot them at first, even with my heightened sight, but as I floated closer I saw exactly who it was.  
 
    I would have recognized the imps’ tiny blue bodies, spiked tails and ears, and large eyes anywhere. This was the first time I’d ever seen them outside of the Grimmway, though, let alone on a main road, so I was instantly intrigued to know what they were doing.  
 
    I floated down onto the road and then dropped my Smoke Flight just as they passed me.  
 
    “Oh!” one of the imps shrieked as they came to a halt. “Master, master, we were just coming to see you, master.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we were on our way to see you,” the second said in his squeaky voice.  
 
    “We have something to show you, master, and we couldn’t wait much longer!” the third added. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, because it seemed like everyone all at once wanted to see me, but I knew the imps wouldn’t have come all this way if it wasn’t important. 
 
    “What do you need to show me?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve found something, master.” The first imp smiled. “The silver orb, we found some! Please, you must follow us to the Grimmway.” 
 
    “The silver orbs?” My violet eyes widened. “I never thought you’d find any. I thought you only sensed a mere hint of one out there somewhere…” 
 
    “Neither did we, but it’s been done!” the second imp giggled. “Master, if you have the time, you must come and see them. They are truly a delight!” 
 
    I didn’t have to think twice about my answer. “Of course, let’s go.” 
 
    To make it easier on the imps’ little legs, I picked all three of them up in my arms and held them close as I ran back in the opposite direction. We weren’t too far away from the Shadow Quarters, so we weren’t far from the Grimmway, either, and I was so desperate to see the silver orbs that I didn’t mind the unexpected detour.  
 
    The imps had been searching for the silver orbs since before I took over the orb mining business. According to the imps, the silver orbs had the ability to work as a shield around one person, or even one hundred people. It was the rarest orb in existence, and it would be perfect for shielding us during the war, so the imps couldn’t have found them at a better time. 
 
    The first thing I noticed as we reached the entrance of the Grimmway was that the fire beacons were no longer burning. There were always two flames welcoming the residents home, but the wind and rain had completely extinguished them. 
 
    I made a note to make sure the beacons were the first fires to be lit once the storm had cleared, because seeing the Grimmway without the bright entrance was like seeing Ashe without her weapons, or Dahlia without her golden wings. 
 
    “Are we going to the mining shack?” I asked as I slipped past Iris’ dress shop.  
 
    “No, master, we’re going to the manor,” one imp said as his ears flopped around wildly with every long stride I took. “The tabaxi is keeping them safe for now.” 
 
    The humanoid cat-man had taken over management for me when I moved to Oakenpass. I no longer had the time to run the business as properly as I used to, and I needed someone who would give the imps the care they deserved. The tabaxi had done a wonderful job with that.  
 
    He was a very quiet man who liked to be by himself, but he did the job, and he protected those around him. But because of my duty to demolish every church around us, I hadn’t been to the maroon manor in the last two weeks, so it was nice to return at last, and to see the tabaxi and the imps once again. 
 
    The imps and I ran into the manor as we arrived, and I was quick to spot the tabaxi sitting at his kitchen table. He had one of his enormous, furry feet on the wooden surface, and he was leaning back in his chair with a clay cup in his clawed hands. He liked to drink something called “tea.” I’d tried it once and had to subtly throw the strange drink away. 
 
    “Atticus,” the tabaxi said in his deep voice as he bobbed his head. 
 
    “I hear you’ve got something for me to see,” I replied. 
 
    “Show him, show him!” One of the imps jumped up onto the table and bounced his spiky feet off the wooden surface. 
 
    “Of course.” The tabaxi nodded again. 
 
    The tabaxi straightened out his blue jacket as he stood up, and then he shoved his large hand into one pocket as he brought out a piece of cloth. The red cloth parcel held the two orbs, and I was sure everyone in the room spotted the large smile that curled across my lips at the sight. 
 
    The orbs were the same size as the others, so they fitted perfectly in my palm, and I could just make out the indentation in the center where I’d place my thumb in order to power the orb. They almost looked white in color, and there was a silver, sparkling effect mixed in with the stone.  
 
    They were some of the brightest things I’d ever seen. 
 
    “We only have the two for now, but we’re hoping to find more,” a little imp explained. “We’ll be mining before the sun rises tomorrow, and the day after that, so we’ll be sure to come and visit you if we’re successful.” 
 
    “I didn’t think we’d find any, so even if you can’t find more, two is more than I’d hoped for,” I said as I carefully ran my thumb over the smooth stones. “I can just imagine the things we could do with these orbs, and how vital they’re going to be.” 
 
    “We’ll also need to make sure we can power them efficiently, but we’ll work on that, master.” The imp smiled to reveal his pointed teeth. 
 
    “Thank you for showing me,” I said to all four creatures around me. “I’m looking forward to seeing what else you can find.” 
 
    The imps celebrated once again as they danced around the table, and then they took the orbs from me to take them back to the safety of the mining shack. 
 
    Before I left, I explained everything about the storm to the tabaxi and the imps. I told them how it wasn’t just a regular storm, and how there was a reason as to why it hadn’t cleared since it started several days ago. 
 
    The imps looked slightly scared, and the tabaxi rolled his eyes, but I didn’t expect anything else. The tabaxi didn’t want to be a part of a war, he just wanted to live a private life, so the last thing he was interested in was the opening of the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape.  
 
    However, the imps were keen to help me, despite how scared they were. They said they’d get their brothers together, and even if they couldn’t do much, they wanted to do something.  
 
    But that made me think about something I hadn’t considered until that moment.  
 
    There were going to be a lot of creatures, and even some humans who would want to fight, but they might not have had any fighting experience. Iris was a determined little elf, and I imagined she’d want to help where she could, but it would be too risky if I sent her and others onto the battlefield without any sort of training.  
 
    They’d need to know how to defend themselves, or at least know how to keep themselves safe. 
 
    The preparations would have to begin right away.  
 
    As soon as the sun began to rise tomorrow, I was going to pull my army together and secure safe places for the rest of my kingdom.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    In order for me to get a message across the islands, and to officially form a united army, I’d need the assistance from my minion leaders. I didn’t have the time to do everything by myself, and I knew they’d help me.  
 
    So after I’d left the maroon manor, I took another trip around the Shadow Quarters and over to Stonebay to visit these generals. I’d decided that “generals” was the right name to give these leaders, particularly after I became the king of this wonderful army.  
 
    My night was longer than I’d first expected, what with the added detours, but it had to be done.  
 
    First I located the centaurs’ hidden, secluded home deep within the woods, and then I stopped off at the black fairy manor to speak to Madame Nyra. Then I took a trip toward Stonebay to see the gnomes, and every time I stopped off at a particular headquarter, I asked the leader of each group to meet me at my castle the following morning.  
 
    Madame Nyra said she had important business to attend to in the morning visiting a family of elves who needed her assistance. She hoped to be finished with the meeting in time, otherwise she would come by the castle once she was done. 
 
    The elderly black fairy ruled the Shadow Quarters now, as well as her coven of “darlings,” so she was extremely busy. I knew she’d always make the time to see me when I needed it, so I wasn’t annoyed when she told me she might not make it in time for the meeting at the castle.  
 
    As long as she knew the plan, that was okay with me.  
 
    It was nearing the eleventh hour when I finally arrived home. I had been traveling for hours, and I’d had various conversations with different people, but I felt successful. Especially with the unexpected discovery of the two silver orbs. 
 
    But because the majority of my time had been spent in my human form, my clothes were completely soaked through. Even my heated body hadn’t been enough to dry them off, so I was excited to greet my women and remove the sodden garments.  
 
    To my surprise, Larauk was also still at the castle when I walked inside. I knew Gunnolf would be there, because he’d promised to keep watch over my women, but I didn’t think the orc would have hung around. 
 
    I instantly realized why he’d stayed when I noticed the pile of dirty plates on the floor beside his chair. 
 
    The orcs would do anything for food, even if their diet was completely different to ours. If it was technically edible, they’d eat it.  
 
    “Atticus, you’re soaking!” Iris gasped as she ran toward me.  
 
    The fire in the great hall was still burning, and for once I appreciated the warmth when I stepped inside.  
 
    “Let me get you some food, and Iris can sort out your clothes,” Sveila said as she placed a delicate kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Come, let’s dry you off,” the floral elf gently ordered as she led me toward the fire. 
 
    Iris positioned me with my back in front of the flames. Then she removed my heavy, sodden jacket and unbuttoned my shirt. 
 
    Ashe, Dahlia, the twins, and Gunnolf were sitting comfortably in their seats, whereas Larauk was in the process of picking some food from between his yellow teeth. He also still seemed to be distracted by the hairy growth on his arm.  
 
    “Is Naia okay?” Ashe asked. “And the rest of the mermaids?” 
 
    “Yes, how is the cove?” Lixiss added.  
 
    “They’re okay.” I nodded as the warmth of the fire attempted to dry the back of my legs. “The waves are out of control, and they feared the cove wouldn’t be strong enough to take the beating. Hopefully the cove will stay standing, but Naia also mentioned another fear of hers. The mermaids can’t go swimming because of the violent waves, but also because of how hot the water is becoming. She’s scared it might be because of the underwater volcano. The unusual temperature could be a sign that the volcano is about to erupt…” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Ashe groaned.  
 
    “That’s the last thing we need,” Dahlia sighed with a shake of her head.  
 
    “The volcano?” Gunnolf frowned. “It’s been dormant for ages, as far as I’m aware, so why is it threatening to erupt now?” 
 
    “I think we all know why…” Lux raised a black eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s what I think it is,” Iris mumbled. “The Heavenly Glade is bad enough, let alone adding the Hellscape on top of that. I… Atticus, I can’t…” 
 
    The floral elf’s soft blue eyes were filled with sadness and worry, and my demonic heart clenched for the second time as I absorbed those feelings. I wanted to take the fear away from her. Iris had already encountered so much sadness in her short life. But unless we were victorious, and I could win this war like I’d planned, then there wasn’t a lot I could do to ease her fears.  
 
    “Try not to worry,” I said as soothingly as possible. “Like I said to the mermaids, I’m going to do everything I can in order to make sure you’re all okay. But this is where you all come in. Starting tomorrow, as soon as the sun replaces the moon, we’re going to get our army together. Everyone will work together, and we’ll do whatever it takes to win this war.” 
 
    “I know the undesirables will follow you, Atticus,” Sveila said as she walked into the great hall with a plate of food in her hands. “You’ve done so much for them, and the rest of Selythia knows that, so you’ll have their support.” 
 
    “We were able to get in contact with other schools of mermaids,” I replied. “They know to meet with Naia at the cove, if they can get there, and she’ll pass on the message to them.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Lixiss said with a small smile. “It’s the first step, at least.” 
 
    I gave the black fairy a nod as I accepted a plate of food. Sveila had piled everything on there, including chunks of bread, white meat, and applesauce, which was her favorite new creation. 
 
    Then, between shoving mounds of food into my mouth, I told everyone about the silver orbs, and how excited the little imps were to show me. I said that we only had two for now, but that the imps were going to try to mine more, and then we could use them for additional protection. 
 
    “The rest of the orbs are just as useful, too,” Ashe said as she stole a slice of apple from my plate. “We could use the blue ones to become invisible, the red orb can paralyze any being, regardless of whether they’re mortal or not. Then we have the green for telekinesis, and the yellow stone creates a poisonous smoke. All of those, as well as the arrival of the silver orbs, can help us during this fight.” 
 
    “And we have a large selection of amethysts,” Gunnolf added. “Those gemstones, as long as they’re powered properly, can heal any sort of wound. With the right creatures and humans behind us, and with the help from those stones, I hope we’ll be strong enough to sustain and finally give those motherfuckers what they deserve.” 
 
    “You can’t forget about our additional powers, too, Gunnolf,” Lux said to the werewolf. “We all come with an individual strength, whether that’s hell powers, spells, or just weapons in general. Everyone has something to add to the fight, and that’s what makes us stronger.” 
 
    “But the Holy King and the Dark King have that, too,” Dahlia mumbled. “I’ve seen the Holy King at his best, and Atticus and Ashe know exactly what the Dark King can bring to a war. This is going to be unlike anything we’ve ever encountered, and we can’t take it lightly.” 
 
    “And we won’t,” I replied. “Everyone will need to know how to fight and how to defend themselves. But that’ll be explained tomorrow morning in our meeting. So for now, let’s call it a day, and we’ll continue this in the morning.” 
 
    “Of course.” Gunnolf nodded. “I’ll be here bright and early.” 
 
    “I, too, be here early,” Larauk grumbled once he’d finally stopped picking at his damn wart. “Then orcs give message to other orcs.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told them both. “You also don’t need to bring the rest of your groups with you. I just need to speak to the leaders, and then you can convey the message to them.” 
 
    As Larauk and Gunnolf took their leave, I finished off the last of my food, and Sveila killed the fire. The additional heat had helped to dry off my clothes, so at least I was no longer feeling too uncomfortable, and Iris told me she’d wash them in the morning.  
 
    “I’m so fucking tired,” Ashe chuckled as we headed upstairs. 
 
    “Me, too,” Lux replied. “I don’t even think my wings could carry me right now.” 
 
    “Maybe because they’re not as strong as mine.” Dahlia winked with a teasing smile. 
 
    “We’re not starting this conversation again,” Sveila snickered. “Whether you’re a fairy or an angel, your wings are as strong as they need to be. End of discussion.” 
 
    “I wish I had wings, I think that would be quite fun.” Iris smiled. “So I think you should all be grateful for the wings you have, regardless of whether they’re bigger or smaller than others.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re so cute,” Ashe said as we reached the third floor. “Honestly, it’s no surprise your aura is as bright as it is, Iris. Like, everything about you is so sickly-sweet.” 
 
    “That’s what makes her special,” Dahlia replied.  
 
    “You’re all special and unique in your own ways,” I added. “This life would be so boring if you were all the same.” 
 
    “You’re right, Atticus, as always,” Lixiss said with a small nod. “Apart from Lux, there’s no one else like me in this world. And I like that.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Ashe halted her step to think for a second. “Imagine if we were all into medicine and healing like Sveila, or if we were all as sweet and dainty like you, Iris. It wouldn’t be the same. We need the strength and authority that Dahlia and Naia bring, the coy and mischievous natures of Lux and Lixiss, and, of course, my craving for slitting throats and collecting weapons. Which, in my opinion, is the best trait for someone to have.” 
 
    “It depends who you’re killing, I guess,” Dahlia chuckled. “But yes, your life would be so boring without us, Atticus.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I smiled at my angelic lover. “I wouldn’t want my life to be any different.” 
 
    We all had our separate bedrooms in the castle, apart from Lux and Lixiss who liked to share, but I always spent my evenings with one, if not more, of my women beside me. They decided among themselves who would sleep in my own bed, and it was a nice surprise to see just who would walk into my room behind me.  
 
    This evening it was Sveila, probably because it had been a couple of nights since she’d last curled up beside me. Last night it was Lux and Lixiss, and the night before that it was just Ashe by herself.  
 
    But every time my women made themselves comfortable in my bed, it reminded me just how much I disliked Naia living so far away from us. She had spent the occasional evening with us, but because she needed to constantly be near the saltwater of the sea, and after everything that had happened with the undesirables in Nivertara, it had been a while since she was last here.  
 
    Maybe that would change soon. I certainly hoped it would. 
 
    We also had a rule in the castle that no one wore clothes to bed, and my women never wore undergarments. I loved nothing more than pulling up their dresses to see their dripping pussies warm and ready for me. Undergarments were just another layer of clothing which I had to break through, and I didn’t have that sort of patience when it came to fucking my women.  
 
    Sveila gave me a sweet smile as she covered her naked body in the red silk sheets. Her purple hair was draped over her shoulders, and her amber eyes told me exactly how tired she was. They looked almost glazed over, and Sveila blinked slowly like she was trying to fight off sleep. 
 
    “Tomorrow is going to be a busy day,” she yawned as I climbed in beside her.  
 
    “I think it’s going to be just as busy and chaotic until the war begins, but we’ll get there,” I replied. “Let’s rest for now, and we can start the official preparations in the morning.” 
 
    “Good night, Atticus.” Sveila leaned over to place a heated kiss on my lips.  
 
    I was so tempted to take things further, especially when I laced my fingers through her hair and deepened the kiss. But I knew I needed to be awake and alert when I woke up, and that usually didn’t happen when I’d spent the night claiming my women in various ways. 
 
    So instead of that, I gave Sveila one final kiss, and then I wrapped my arms around her protectively as we fell asleep. The howling wind and angry rain rattled the windows, but that acted like some sort of soothing lullaby, and it didn’t take me long at all to fall asleep.  
 
    I was also relieved to discover that I hadn’t fallen victim to any more terrifying nightmares, either. Demons didn’t dream, it wasn’t a thing we were capable of doing. However, after spending a large amount of time in my human form, flashbacks and memories would occasionally play out in the form of a dream, but I never knew when that would occur.  
 
    Recently, my memories had involved me in a dark alley with someone who looked exactly like Iris. The women in these dreams had died, and there were some angry-looking men aiming strange weapons at me. They called themselves “police,” but I couldn’t recall what that meant. My dreams made it seem like I had been the one to kill Iris, or whoever this woman was, and perhaps that’s how I ended up in the Hellscape in the first place.  
 
    I didn’t believe I was capable of killing someone I loved so much, yet it was hard to know, because it certainly seemed like I’d killed her. But without the rest of the memories, and with the flashbacks so few and far between, it was difficult for me to piece my human life together.  
 
    I hoped I’d get to the bottom of things eventually, because I needed to know what happened that night, but I couldn’t force the dreams to arrive, and I just had to be patient.  
 
    So after a dreamless night of sleep, I woke up feeling somewhat relaxed a few hours later, and Sveila was still curled up in my arms with her head on my chest.  
 
    But something was off, and it took a second for me to realize what was different about the room.  
 
    The sun wasn’t shining.  
 
    The bedroom was just as dark as the night before, and it was almost like I’d only been asleep for a handful of minutes. But I was certain I had been asleep for longer than that, and my body felt rested, so I had to have been asleep for hours. I didn’t feel groggy like I did if I had a nap, so why wasn’t the sun shining? 
 
    I had so many questions swirling around my head, and the only answer I came up with was that this was another level of the unusual storm.  
 
    The Holy King had fucked with the weather, and now he’d fucked with the moon and sun, too.  
 
    “Atticus?” Ashe’s curious voice echoed from the hallway. “Atticus, are you awake?” 
 
    Sveila began to stir as my demon huntress wandered into the room. Ashe’s silver-blue hair was still a knotted mess from sleeping, and she hadn’t found the time to slip into a dress, either.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” my naked beauty asked as she pointed to the windows. 
 
    “I’ve just been thinking the same thing,” I replied. “I’m almost certain the Holy King has something to do with this.” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Sveila asked as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes.  
 
    “Take a look,” Ashe snorted as she sauntered over to the bed. “I’ve never been so confused.” 
 
    The Red Witch frowned as she took in the darkness that cloaked the room, and then Iris, Dahlia, Lux, and Lixiss all piled in to ask the same questions.  
 
    “I’ve just checked the clock downstairs, and it says it’s the seventh hour,” Dahlia explained. “The sun is usually up by now, and the moon has normally disappeared out of sight. It’s the work of the Holy King, it has to be.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Iris mumbled. “What does this mean? Is he closer to opening the Heavenly Glade?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    We all looked over at Dahlia, the only one in the room who had more of an insight into the workings of the Holy King.  
 
    “I don’t quite know what to say…” Dahlia said sadly as she sat down on the foot of the bed. “There have been times in the past, a long, long time ago, where the Holy King warped the surface world. It’s almost like he… he sort of gave the surface world a countdown, so to speak. Every time he added in a new effect, that was his way of saying how long it would be before the Heavenly Glade opened.” 
 
    “Okay…” Lixiss frowned.  
 
    “So with us, it started off with the storm, and that’s become stronger as time goes on,” the fallen angel continued. “We’ve seen the wind and the rain, and we’ve seen the thunder and lightning. Then the Holy King affected the moon, and now he’s halted the sun from rising. This all tells me that our time is ticking, and things are only going to get worse before he finally opens the gates of the Heavenly Glade.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Iris asked. “How long do we have before he gets here?” 
 
    “It’s unclear how long it’s going to be, unfortunately,” Dahlia replied. “If anything, the Holy King will keep us in this constant state of darkness until his arrival, but he’ll throw in some other aspects, too. I have no idea what he’s going to do, he’s the only one who knows that answer. But in regards to timing, it could be a handful of days from now, or it could be another week or two before he makes his move. But the lack of sunlight is enough proof to confirm our theories. The Holy King has started his war against us.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing we have a meeting with the generals this morning,” I said as I climbed out of bed. “It’s also fortunate that we have you with us, Dahlia. Only you know what that bastard is like, and at least you’re aware of some of his secrets.” 
 
    “Like us with the Dark King.” Ashe smirked. “We know what makes them tick. Fuck, I… I can’t wait to slice my venomous nails through his fucking heart!” 
 
    Ashe held up her hands as her nails were forced through her fingertips. She stared at the claws lovingly, like they were her murderous children, and the rest of us couldn’t hold back our laughter as the evil grin curled across Ashe’s lips.  
 
    “Now, as much as I love this conversation, I’m going to get dressed,” Dahlia chuckled. “I don’t particularly want to go outside with nothing but my hair draped over my breasts.” 
 
    “That’s such a shame,” I chuckled. “You all look so good without any clothes on.” 
 
    “I know.” Lixiss winked as her hands brushed over her warm brown curves. 
 
    “Maybe once we’ve won this war, we could spend a whole day in bed,” Ashe suggested with a light shrug. “And walk around the castle without a scrap of clothing between us.” 
 
    “And then we could spend the next day in The Void getting drunk!” Lux grinned. 
 
    “Before we eat our weight in meat and applesauce,” Iris giggled. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “I’m happy to do that,” Sveila replied. “But only if Naia can join us.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a celebration without her,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Once my naked women had left the room, I put on a fresh pair of pants, a white shirt, and a blue velvet jacket. My choppy black hair was an untamable mess, but it was going to get wet in the rain anyway, so I didn’t do anything with it. 
 
    It was a good thing we had plenty of outfits to choose from, and Iris was always happy to make more. 
 
    As I left the room, I noticed the lanterns in the hallway had all been lit. It was going to take time getting used to the lack of sunlight, but at least my eyesight was strong enough to break through the darkness. I just hoped it wasn’t going to be long before the sun appeared again. 
 
    But I also didn’t want the sun to return too quickly, because the Holy King would come with it, and I wasn’t ready to face him just yet. 
 
    I quickly ate an apple before I left the castle, and then I stood under some shelter as I waited for the generals to arrive. My women also joined me once they were dressed for the day, but I could tell that Lux and Lixiss didn’t appreciate their hair getting wet from the way they tried to shelter themselves from the rain.  
 
    If it wasn’t for the sheer size of the generals, I would have had everyone come inside, but at least it was only rain. It wasn’t going to hurt us. 
 
    Mopnam and Thomus were the first generals to arrive. I heard them coming before I saw them. The gnome was at least ten feet in height and width, so he wasn’t hard to miss. And Thomus, the leader of the centaurs, was both a mix of man and horse, so even though he wasn’t as tall as Mopnam, he still towered over everyone else. 
 
    Centaurs were reclusive creatures who rarely helped anyone outside of their group. They’d made an agreement with Madame Nyra, though, so only she was allowed to know where they lived. Well, until I came along. It was hard to get the creatures to agree to help us at first, but once I’d explained what the mortal king had done to the undesirables, and how much safer we’d be without the Church looming over us, Thomus agreed to help.  
 
    So the fact that Thomus had turned up this morning and was willing to take part in this meeting meant a lot to me. Mopnam, the gnome, was a happy soul who wished to be friends with everyone, as long as they deserved his kindness. He wanted to please me as much as he could, and that often meant serving me his interesting and disgusting concoction of insect and stone stew. 
 
    But he was a fierce fighter and never allowed anyone to get in his way.  
 
    Probably because no one was strong enough to push past a wall of enormous gnomes.  
 
    “Atticus, Atticus,” Mopnam said happily. “We came exactly when you told us to!” 
 
    The gnome had a slight lisp due to the singular tooth that remained in his upper gum, and he constantly slurped back the saliva that threatened to pool from his lips.  
 
    “Why hasn’t the sun risen this morning?” Thomus asked. “Had I not been hunting throughout the night, I wouldn’t have even known morning was upon us.” 
 
    I explained everything to the creatures, how this was all the work of the Holy King, and they were just as frustrated as we were. After my visits with them the night before, they knew about the Dark King and his effect on the underwater volcano, so the lack of sun was another issue to add to the growing pile.  
 
    Gunnolf and Larauk arrived shortly after that, but they’d already imagined the sun was partly due to the Holy King’s anger. Larauk came with four of his orcs, but they were to take over from the werewolves who guarded the castle. I thanked the feral wolf-men for their assistance, and then they darted off down the hill, probably to get away from the rain at last. 
 
    Madame Nyra didn’t arrive in time for the meeting to start, but I’d fill her in later whenever she came to visit the castle. So once everyone had settled themselves in the courtyard, I began to talk.  
 
    “I wanted to hold this meeting just so everyone knows what’s going to happen,” I explained. “I’m going to travel throughout Rengfri and the other islands delivering this same message, but I need you to help me, too. Soon, everyone will know that we all need to work together, and everyone who is willing to fight will be offered lessons to help them fight better. I’m going to do my damn hardest to lose as few minions as possible during this war, but that all starts here. And it starts with you. We’ll have combat and battle training for those who need it, and even Ashe has offered to let us use her weapons.” 
 
    “I sure have.” Ashe smirked. “And that’s a lot coming from me.” 
 
    “We have friends on the island of Hangami who we can talk to,” Mopnam replied and nodded his huge head way above us. “They can help us spread the word around.” 
 
    “Yes, and we have friends on the Warpool Isles, too,” Thomus added as his black tail whipped the air behind him. “They’ve heard about what you did in Nivertara, so they’re already quite willing to help us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a nod. “The mermaids around Selythia have been contacted, too, so with your help, we can spread the message faster.” 
 
    “Madame Nyra knows everyone, too,” Lixiss spoke up. “She has allies all across Selythia, and I doubt it would take her long to speak to them.” 
 
    “But what about those who can’t fight, Atticus?” Thomus asked. “I have a dear friend on the Warpool Isles who lost his leg during battle. That man can no longer run, let alone fight, so what happens with men like him?” 
 
    “I’ll sort that out, don’t worry,” I replied. “There are going to be thousands of humans and creatures who can’t fight, maybe even tens of thousands, given the incredible dangers we’re facing. But I’ll keep them safe. Children, mothers, elderly, the disabled… Anyone who is vulnerable and cannot fight will be given a safe place to lie low until the war is over.” 
 
    “What about the tunnels?” Sveila suggested. “They’re hidden well underground, so they might be safe there.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. “I could also talk to Madame Nyra when she gets here and ask her to create more veils. Like the one she uses to conceal her mansion. She’s managed to make her manor look like an overgrown plot of vacant land, so there is more than just invisibility at work there. There’s some sort of illusion magic, and if the entrances to the tunnels could be disguised in the same way from everyone on the outside, our enemies wouldn’t even know they’re there.” 
 
    “Madame Nyra would do that for you,” Lixiss said confidently. “She wants nothing more than to protect the surface world, especially anyone who’s vulnerable, so she’ll make as many veils as you need.” 
 
    “How long does it take to make them?” I asked.  
 
    “Each veil takes a few minutes to make.” Lux shrugged. “Madame Nyra is an expert at making them, so she can get it done very quickly. But it all depends on the size of the area you need concealed, and how many veils you require. So if it’s just to disguise the tunnel entrances, then I imagine she could have it all managed within a few hours.” 
 
    “Excellent, then that’s exactly what we need.” I smiled. “We’ll need to have the veils created soon. They need to be in place in case anything happens sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Um, Atticus?” Iris whispered as she peered up at me, and several of my gruff generals smirked patiently as she nervously addressed me. “What can I do? I want to fight, too, but I don’t think I’m strong enough for that. I don’t have spells or magical powers, and I can’t handle a weapon like Ashe and the twins can.” 
 
    “I can’t risk you getting hurt, or any of you for that matter.” I cupped the elf’s face in my hands as I kissed her forehead. “I want you all to know how to defend yourselves, whether you’re on the battlefield or not, but I won’t allow you to go out there if you’re unsure of what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Then maybe I could stay in one of the tunnels?” Iris suggested. “If I know how to use a dagger, or a weapon of some sort, then maybe I could protect those in the tunnel with me? Just in case something with the veils doesn’t go as planned?” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea.” Dahlia smiled. 
 
    “Me, too,” Sveila replied.  
 
    “So do I,” I added. “You certainly know how to hide, you’re incredibly good at that. You’ll also have orbs on you, so you can use those, too.” 
 
    “And don’t forget how loving you are,” Ashe said softly as she sent the sweet elf a reassuring look. “I bet there will be hundreds of children in those tunnels who’ll need someone like you to keep them safe and comforted.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll do.” Iris smiled. “Just because I can’t fight doesn’t mean I can’t be useful.” 
 
    “You’re always useful,” I told her. “Everyone has their own special skills and unique talents, and loving and caring for others is what you do best.” 
 
    The gruff leaders around me all nodded their support of the idea, but it was Gunnolf who spoke up. 
 
    “Can’t have mass panic in times of trouble,” the werewolf alpha told the elf. “Takes a special approach to maintain a sense of safety. Not all of us are, uh… very well equipped in that department.” 
 
    Larauk grunted before he spat a wad of mucus toward his huge boots, and Thomus snorted in agreement as his mass of muscles rippled from that action alone. 
 
    Then the twins, Dahlia, and Sveila wrapped their arms around Iris in a sweet embrace, and she absolutely beamed as she realized she could really serve an important role in this.  
 
    “Speaking of special skills, I have one more thing to add,” Ashe said as she brushed some raindrops away from her face. “We’re talking about putting the finishing touches to our army, and we’ve been searching for tree elves and tree beings for a while now. Well… I’ve finally found them.” 
 
    “You have?” I frowned. 
 
    “I have.” She nodded. “I wanted to keep it a secret until I was certain. Sveila and I have been searching for woodland creatures while we were finishing up The Void. But I finally received a solid lead, and now I know exactly where to find the tree elves and tree beings.” 
 
    “You’re amazing.” I growled as I pulled my huntress against me. “You both are.” 
 
    “Ashe should take all the credit for this,” Sveila chuckled. “She did more work than I did.” 
 
    “Yes, I should take all the credit.” Ashe smirked. “Now, the woodland creatures live far away on the other side of the mountains that surround Rengfri, but I think we should visit them as soon as possible to see if they can help us.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “We’ll head out to find them as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Oooh, I can’t wait!” Ashe smiled as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “We can go on an adventure outside this city at last!” 
 
    “Before our bloodier adventure begins.” I grinned.  
 
    The huntress rested her cheek on my shoulder as she placed a single kiss on my neck.  
 
    “Just the word is enough to turn me on,” she whispered so that only I could hear her. 
 
    The generals were talking among themselves, so none of them seemed to notice the change in our conversation, which I was thankful for.  
 
    “It does?” I asked. 
 
    “Can’t you tell how wet I already am, Atticus?” she giggled, and so did the other women around me. “I found it hard to control myself as soon as you began to talk about fighting and training. I thought you would have noticed.” 
 
    Now that she’d mentioned it, there was a subtle difference in the air. I drew a deep breath, and I didn’t pay attention to anything apart from the mouthwatering scent of Ashe’s juices. 
 
    It was probably a good thing I hadn’t noticed the change until then, because I instantly found it difficult to focus on anything other than the huntress in my arms.  
 
    And as soon as my generals left to spread the word, I was going to spread Ashe’s legs.  
 
    And anyone else who wished to join us.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The generals didn’t hang around for too much longer after that. They all promised to get in contact with their various friends as they left, and they also told me they’d start to spread the word to the residents of Rengfri to drop everything when I brought the entire island together to announce my plans. 
 
    The Demon King of Selythia was going to deliver an important message to his many, many subjects at last. 
 
    I still had my arms wrapped around my women when the others left, and the scent of Ashe’s juices continued to swarm through the air as I stroked her waist softly. 
 
    The urge to slam the castle door behind us as I took my women against the wall was almost too much for me to bear, and I had been seconds away from doing just that. But a few minutes after the generals left the courtyard, I spotted a familiar black fairy flying through the air.  
 
    Madame Nyra swayed from side to side in the heavy wind, but then she landed gracefully on the entrance steps in front of us. The elderly black fairy smiled up at me, and then she waved her hands through the air as a shimmering veil became caught up in the howling wind. 
 
    That was when I noticed that Madame Nyra wasn’t wet in the slightest. It was like the storm wasn’t even going on, and not even a strand of her black-and-gray hair was out of place. Unlike the majority of black fairies who put scraps of material together to create an outfit, Madame Nyra wore a full corseted dress, but even that was bone dry. 
 
    “Did you create a veil to protect yourself from the weather?” I asked with an amused expression.  
 
    “Of course I did, my darling,” Madame Nyra replied as she walked into the castle. “Did you really think I’d put myself through such trauma? My wings are not like they used to be, remember.” 
 
    “Why did I not think of that?” I snickered. 
 
    “You’ll always be flawless to us, Madame Nyra,” Lux and Lixiss said in unison. “You don’t look a day over twenty-five.” 
 
    “My darlings…” Madame Nyra smiled as she embraced the twins in her arms. “You always know what to say to cheer me up.” 
 
    “I need one of those veils,” Ashe chuckled. 
 
    “What do you use to make it?” Iris asked with a quizzical look on her face. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s different from your other veils, am I right? This one didn’t make you invisible.” 
 
    “You’re right, it is slightly different,” the black fairy leader replied. “It’s predominantly made from the silk of a burrowing spider. They use their web to keep themselves locked and protected in the burrows they make, so the use of the silk in this veil protects me, too. But the veil I created to keep my manor hidden is made without that silk. It thrives on a few forms of magic alone. That’s the primary difference between them.” 
 
    “Impressive.” I smirked. “Maybe you could make some of these spider veils for us, too. This storm isn’t going to ease up any time soon.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” Madame Nyra winked. “Now, let’s get down to business, shall we? What did I miss during the meeting?” 
 
    I explained everything to the black fairy as I led her into the dining room. The lanterns had been lit, and the shadows from the flames flickered across the oak table we sat around. Lux and Lixiss sat on either side of Madame Nyra, whereas I sat at the head of the table with Sveila on one side and Ashe on the other.  
 
    I told Madame Nyra everything, and I included what Dahlia told us this morning about the Holy King’s countdown. Then I went on to explain the combat training I would organize for the various residents who required it, and how Iris was willing to stay in the tunnels with those who chose not to fight.  
 
    “But that’s where you come in, Madame Nyra,” I said as I rested my elbows on the table. “In order to keep these tunnels as safe as possible, I’ll need some of your veils covering every entrance. The tunnels need to be completely hidden from our enemies, and that’s not going to happen if we don’t have your veils to aid us.” 
 
    “How many do you need?” she asked without hesitation.  
 
    I took a brief second to think over the various tunnels spread across Selythia, and how many entrances and exits came with each one. 
 
    “Let’s say twenty-four veils,” I replied. “I’d rather have too many than not enough, and any extra can still be put to good use.” 
 
    Madame Nyra instantly agreed to that. She then asked if the tunnel entrances were all the same height and width, which they were, so at least she didn’t have to go around each tunnel to collect the correct measurements. 
 
    Once that had been discussed, my women excused themselves from the room. They all had a number of different tasks to complete around the castle, so it felt like the perfect time to complete them.  
 
    My meeting with Madame Nyra didn’t last for too long, but we made sure we were both completely up to date with everything. She told me about the family of elves she’d visited this morning, as well as the undesirables she’d been to visit recently. 
 
    There were also a family of dwarves who lived in the poverty-stricken area of the Shadow Quarters, known as The Slums. The family of dwarves had some issues due to the storm, and their roof had completely blown off in the wind. Fortunately, the dwarves kept themselves safe, and Madame Nyra gathered a few witches together who worked as a team to repair the roof. 
 
    The Slums were created when the Incubi held power over the Shadow Quarters. Innocent creatures, including the tabaxi, were forced to move into that area of the village, and they had to fend for themselves after that. But that was all going to change now that I was in charge, with the help of Madame Nyra, of course. 
 
    It was my plan to redesign The Slums completely, so there wouldn’t be any differences between those who lived in The Slums compared to those who lived in the rest of the district. But until that moment came, the residents still had to live in poorer, weaker houses in comparison to others. 
 
    Once Madame Nyra had discussed everything she needed to run by me, she stood from her chair to announce her leave. There were still a few things she had to do, but she promised that she’d start making the veils this evening. She estimated that it would take about five or six hours to make them all, but she’d return to the castle once it was all sorted out.  
 
    “Thank you for coming through to see me, Madame Nyra,” I said as I opened the main door for her.  
 
    “Of course, my darling.” She smiled and gently tapped my shoulder. “I’ll try to come by tomorrow once the veils are complete.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled.  
 
    Madame Nyra looked up at the dark sky briefly, and then she began to twirl her hands around in circles as the shimmering veil she’d worn earlier came back into view. She lifted her hands over her head and across her shoulders to put the veil in place, and then she gave me another smile as she stepped into the rain. 
 
    “You can make me one of those, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll add it to the list.” She winked.  
 
    Madame Nyra gave me a little wave, and then her fragile wings began to flutter as she lifted herself off the ground. 
 
    “She constantly surprises me,” Sveila said suddenly from behind me. 
 
    I spun around on my toes to see the Red Witch with white flour all over her cheeks. It had been her mission to bake loaves of bread, so I assumed she’d been attempting it again. 
 
    “We shouldn’t ever underestimate Nyra’s abilities,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I just mean she always has something hidden up her sleeves,” Sveila explained. “Like with the magical carriage she used to transport Dahlia after she fell from the Heavenly Glade, Madame Nyra always has something new and interesting to show us.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing she’s on our side,” I chuckled as I brought the Red Witch in for a hug. “Madame Nyra can be terrifying when she wants to be, and even I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of that.” 
 
    “You mean, you’d rather face the Holy King instead of Madame Nyra?” Sveila giggled.  
 
    I thought for a second, but then I couldn’t hold back my laughter. “Yes, I probably would.” 
 
    As Sveila led me back into the kitchen, I found that she wasn’t alone. Lux and Lixiss were also helping her, and they both had a mound of dough on the surface in front of them. The kitchen counters were covered in white flour, and the twins used the heels of their hands to mold the dough into the correct shape.  
 
    “You look busy,” I said as I peered at the dough. 
 
    “We want to perfect this for you, my Demon King.” Lixiss winked. “We thought it would be so much easier if we could make bread on demand, instead of having to wait for Gyor to deliver more for us.” 
 
    “I’m sure the bread will be wonderful once it’s made,” I replied. “Even though the little imp loves nothing more than to deliver our weekly food supplies, I’d also like to make the task easier for Gyor if we can.” 
 
    “That’s our intention.” Lux smiled. “I’d ask if you’d like to help us make the bread, but I think Ashe wants to show you something upstairs.” 
 
    “Yes, she told me to pass on a message,” Sveila spoke up. “Ashe is having a training session with Iris to get her used to more weapons, but she’s wanting you to watch, just in case there’s anything you’d like to add.” 
 
    “Anything I’d like to add?” I frowned.  
 
    “Yes.” Sveila nodded. “You know what Ashe is like. She’d throw Iris into the deep end without much training. But if you’re there to watch the session, you’ll be able to tell if Ashe is moving too fast, and then you can step in and help.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what they were getting at, because Ashe and Iris never had any issues when it came to training. I trusted my huntress to do what she thought was best when it came to helping the floral elf. But if Ashe thought she needed that assistance, then I wasn’t going to ignore it and walk away. 
 
    So instead of asking more questions, I left Sveila and the twins to continue making their bread, and then I headed upstairs toward the weaponry room.  
 
    But the room was empty when I walked inside.  
 
    “Ashe?” I called out, just in case they were practicing somewhere else. 
 
    It was a good thing we had impressive hearing, otherwise Ashe might not have heard me, and I would have had to search around the entire castle before I found her.  
 
    “We’re up here, Atticus,” she replied from the floor above. “We’re in the master bedroom.” 
 
    It wasn’t completely uncommon for them to train in the master bedroom. I did have some weapons stored in there, so I didn’t think anything of it as I continued to walk upstairs.  
 
    But as I entered my bedroom, I realized that my women must have planned something together. 
 
    Ashe and Iris clearly weren’t training after all. 
 
    They were both spread across my bed without a stitch of clothing between them, and Dahlia was settled in between them. 
 
    That was why Sveila and the twins sent me up here in the first place… I’d have to thank all three of them for passing on Ashe’s message. 
 
    Ashe had her right hand placed between Dahlia’s legs, and the fallen angel had her hand between Iris’. The burning lanterns added a warm illumination across the bed, and it was potentially one of the greatest sights I’d ever witnessed.  
 
    My cock instantly began to harden as I witnessed the three of them together, and I wanted nothing more than to dart across the room and bury myself in their goodness. 
 
    “This is some interesting training.” I smirked as I slowly sauntered toward the bed. 
 
    “It isn’t a complete lie,” Ashe snickered. “Technically we are using weapons… but this weapon is the greatest one of all.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to see how well Iris is getting on.” I shrugged. “I think that’s only right.” 
 
    “I’d love nothing more than to show you… how much I’ve improved, my Demon King,” Iris said with a shy smile. “Ashe really is a wonderful teacher.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing.” Ashe winked. 
 
    “Let’s see, shall we?” I teased.  
 
    I began to unbutton my pants, but I halted my movements as Ashe, Iris, and Dahlia began to crawl across the bed toward me. 
 
    They wanted to do that for me, and I was more than willing to comply. 
 
    Dahlia took over from me and unbuttoned my pants, but Ashe and Iris worked as a team to remove me from my jacket and shirt. They never took their eyes off me, even the women who were still getting used to looking me straight in the eye.  
 
    Dahlia and Iris would occasionally make eye contact with me, but it wasn’t as strong or as lingering as when the others looked at me. Ashe, Sveila, Naia, and the twins could hold my gaze for hours because they were truly sinful beings. 
 
    This only made it feel different and more powerful when Iris and Dahlia held eye contact with me. 
 
    My women remained in their spots once my clothes had been removed, but then they briefly shared a look before Dahlia and Iris shuffled away from me.  
 
    “This is where things are going to get interesting, my Demon King,” Ashe whispered in my ear as she locked her teeth around my earlobe. “Because I’m your Demon Queen, so it’s only right that I get to be in charge sometimes.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I replied as my cock began to harden even more.  
 
    “But I will of course respect your authority over me, master,” she continued. “So… what would please you the very most for me to do?” 
 
    “I will dominate one of them, and you will dominate the other,” I growled without hesitation. “I want them to scream our names so fucking loudly that even the orcs will hear it through the wind outside. Then once we’ve made them cum multiple times, we’re going to swap over.” 
 
    “Mmm… that does sound good to me, Atticussss,” Ashe purred, and a shiver trembled down my spine. Then her hand danced across my stomach and up to my chest, and those whispering movements caused my cock to start leaking with desire.  
 
    “Fuck, I want you all so badly…” I groaned. “I can’t handle this sort of teasing right now.” 
 
    “Of course not, Atticus,” she replied. “We’re not here to tease you… Not much, anyway. I just want you to know that I will always heed your commands, even as I force others to enact my own will. After all, that will be my role when you’ve taken control of the Hellscape.” 
 
    “Good little demon,” I said as I eyed up the beauties who laid across the bed. “Then you will have Iris to start.” 
 
    “Fuck, she’s got talented fingers,” Ashe sighed blissfully. “My pussy is drrrrripping at the thought of her using that talent on me.” 
 
    “So you’ll both be dominating each other?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’d like that.” Iris nodded. “If that’s okay with you, of course.” 
 
    I formed two fists with my hands as I spotted the innocent expression on Iris’ face. She fluttered her eyelashes as the tip of her tongue ran across her plump lips, and although she looked innocently sinful, there was a hint of coy flirtation mixed in with that. 
 
    “There’s nothing I want to witness more,” I said through a smoky growl. 
 
    “Then I wouldn’t want to waste any more time,” Ashe giggled before she launched herself onto the bed. 
 
    Iris squealed as Ashe planted herself between the elf’s legs, and I glanced over at Dahlia to see the fallen angel delicately pulling at her stiffened nipples. She still had her white dress on, but she’d loosened the material at the front to reveal her incredible breasts.  
 
    “You better not keep me waiting, either,” she said seductively.  
 
    “You know I don’t have much patience.” I smirked as I crawled across the bed to reach her. 
 
    A demonic monster formed in the pit of my stomach as Dahlia locked her legs around me, and the sweet, lustful scent of her juices seeped through the air as they pooled at her pink entrance. My cock continued to throb and ache from her sight and scent alone, and it took all my strength to hold myself back from plowing into the fallen angel.  
 
    I lived for treating my women with the respect they deserved, and that didn’t change, even when they were lying bare before me, drenched and ready for what I had to offer them. 
 
    As Ashe freed Iris from her floral dress, I gently pulled at the string that kept Dahlia’s dress tied around her. The material seamlessly fell open, and I took a second to take in the natural beauty beneath me. Her curved hips begged for me to stroke and hold them, and Dahlia’s breasts bounced slightly as Iris adjusted her position on the bed.  
 
    But what I loved most about Dahlia was how her pale skin shimmered in the light of my violet eyes. I also thoroughly enjoyed the fact that her recent scent of angelic perfection had now vanished completely. 
 
    This angel no longer held the perfection the Holy King threw upon her. She became more and more infernal the longer she lived with us.  
 
    The truth was, Dahlia was riddled with her own sins, just like I was, and she was no longer the righteous, holier-than-thou angel she was before. 
 
    Dahlia took a few deep, labored breaths as my hands began to stroke up her legs. They came to a halt at her thighs, and I pressed the back of my hands against her skin as I gently parted her legs.  
 
    “Fuck,” I sighed as her bare pussy glistened. “You’re so beautiful, my Heavenly Queen.” 
 
    The tips of my fingers gently ran over the soft swell of her pussy, and Dahlia let out a rippling sigh as I collected her juices on the tips of my fingers. 
 
    “Mmmm, Atticuuuus!” Dahlia arched her back, and her hands instantly returned to their rightful place on her breasts. 
 
    Beside me, Ashe and Iris were caught in a deep and heated kiss. I could just make out Ashe’s tongue as it slipped and slid against Iris’, and the elf’s hands were fumbling around with the demon’s dress as she tried to remove it. The two of them were so caught up trying to please me with their little show, and if it wasn’t for Dahlia who was literally soaking my hand in her juices, I would have sat there patiently for the rest of the day watching.  
 
    Well, perhaps not that patiently. 
 
    Given the demonic monster who continued to grow within me, I probably would have joined Ashe and Iris before I coated the bed in my cum.  
 
    But fortunately, I had Dahlia beneath me, and from the way the angel bucked the air with her hips, I knew she was just as desperate to feel me as I was to feel her.  
 
    With a quick slip of my fingers, I parted her pussy with ease, and Dahlia just about jumped off the bed as I began to pump into her entrance. 
 
    “Yessss!” she squealed. “Mooooore! Give me mooore!” 
 
    Her entire body quivered as I curled my heated fingers upward, and the sound of the suction mixed with the juices that dribbled down my fingers caused the demonic monster in me to roar.  
 
    Everything about Dahlia was pure perfection, but at least the less savory holy side was long gone. 
 
    I laid myself across Dahlia’s body as my fingers continued to roam. If it wasn’t for my spare hand locked within her golden hair, the angel probably would have jumped off the bed from the strength of her quivers. 
 
    Dahlia’s teeth scraped at her lips, but as my thumb began to tease her clit, I smashed my lips against hers. 
 
    “Mmmm!” Dahlia moaned through the kiss.  
 
    My tongue stroked against hers, and the more our kiss increased in heat and passion, the quicker my hand became as I fucked the fallen angel with my fingers. Dahlia’s moans became deeper, and her entire body twitched with desire as her arousal continued to soak my hand.  
 
    “Mmmmm!” she moaned again. 
 
    All of a sudden, the movements came to a halt, and I brought my head back for a second to watch the scene before me. Dahlia’s jaw dropped open, and her eyes winced closed as her climax rolled through her. My Infernal Blaze heated my palms just at the sight of my angel riding the waves of her orgasm, and my cock twitched with the need to feel her walls clamp around me.  
 
    “Aaaatticussss…” Dahlia sighed. 
 
    Her body practically deflated into the bed, but it was clear from the look of desire in her golden eyes that she was desperate for more. 
 
    “Are you prepared for this?” I asked as I helped Dahlia lock her ankles against my back.  
 
    “Yesssss!” she cried. “I’m always ready for youuuuu!” 
 
    My mouth pooled with saliva as I glanced down at her pristine, pink entrance, and I felt myself being drawn to it like a moth to a flame. 
 
    “A-A-Aaaaashe!” Iris squealed. 
 
    The two of them had paused their kiss, but Ashe still had her body caged over Iris’ as she teased the elf’s innocent body. 
 
    “You like that?” the infernal demon asked. “Would you like me to add an extra finger?” 
 
    “Yeeeessss!” Iris hissed. 
 
    “I love watching them together,” I growled. 
 
    “But I love watching you more,” the angel beneath me purred. 
 
    I grinned down at her. “Then get ready.” 
 
    I barely gave Dahlia the time to prepare herself, because seconds after I said that, I lined the head of my cock with her entrance, and I forced myself forward as I filled her in one go. 
 
    “Aahaaaa!” Dahlia cried as she arched her back.  
 
    “Fuckkkkk,” I growled.  
 
    It had been a couple of weeks since I’d first claimed Dahlia’s body, yet the feeling that cloaked me was still just as indescribable. It really was like I was caught up in one of Sveila’s spells, or that Dahlia had caught my body in her golden rope. I felt this surge of intensity, and I didn’t think that feeling would ever leave me. 
 
    My cock became covered in a thick sheen as her juices trickled over me, and I was completely caught up in the powerful feeling as the celestial’s velvety walls clamped around my length.  
 
    I steadied myself for a second to allow Dahlia to adjust to my size, but as the angel started to buck her hips and dig her ankles into my spine, I knew she was more than comfortable.  
 
    “Ooooh, Masterrrr!” Dahlia whimpered as I slammed in again. “Fuck me, my Demon Kinnnnng!” 
 
    Her golden wings fluttered against the bed, and Dahlia went from pulling at her hair to pulling at her shimmering nipples. It was like she didn’t quite know what to do with her hands when she was so turned on, but I loved nothing more than watching her teasing and pulling at her hardened nubs.  
 
    As my girth stretched open the delicate walls of Dahlia’s holy pussy, I looked to the side to watch Ashe and Iris. The huntress had changed position once again, and now she’d swapped her fingers for her tongue.  
 
    The fact that both Dahlia and Iris were being fucked at the same time caused the demonic monster to reappear again. Neither of them knew what to do with their hands, and I was half-tempted to offer a suggestion. Had they been lying slightly closer, I would have told them to play with each other’s nipples instead of their own.  
 
    But that would have meant we’d have to stop and reposition ourselves, and I simply didn’t have the patience for something like that.  
 
    So instead, I continued to slam into my sinful celestial, all while Ashe’s tongue roamed around Iris’ sweet pussy. 
 
    Our skin slapped together with our heated desire, and the Infernal Blaze in my palms grew even more intense. Fortunately, Dahlia’s body wasn’t as fragile as my mortal lovers’, so I didn’t have to hold back as my demonic tendencies took over me.  
 
    We remained in that spot for several minutes, and Dahlia came twice more in that time. Iris also reached her orgasm, and it was like music to my ears as both the elf and the angel screamed out our names in unison. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as I fought off my own need to cum, but that need became even harder to control when Iris began to dominate Ashe. The floral elf was still trying to find her confidence when it came to her sexual desires, but to see her teasing Ashe’s entrance with her tongue was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. 
 
    I felt proud that Iris had broken that innocent shell she lived in, but I also felt the desire to feel her lips and tongue around my cock, too. The floral elf had a dirty little mouth on her, and I felt a crackle of energy beneath my skin every time she touched me. 
 
    “Attttticusssss!” Dahlia hissed. “M-M-Mmmmmasterrrrr!” 
 
    Dahlia didn’t need to elaborate. I knew just from the wincing of her eyes that she was about to cum once again. She hissed and purred like a damn hellcat, and those sounds alone were enough to bring my own orgasm to the surface. 
 
    Our labored breathing floated around the room, and for a second I thought my demonic heart was going to beat out of my chest. I couldn’t control my emotions or my actions when I was around her, but I especially couldn’t control them as my cock slammed into her sweet tunnel.  
 
    “Shitttt,” I gasped. 
 
    “Oohhhh, Iriiiiiisss!” Ashe cried. “Mhmmm, right therrrrrre!” 
 
    I pounded in once more, but as Ashe continued to cry out beside me, I couldn’t hold myself back. A wave of cum sprayed from the tip of my cock, and I coated Dahlia’s tunnel with my seed as the angel orgasmed once more.  
 
    “Fuuuucckkkk!” she roared.  
 
    An angel coating a demon’s cock in her juices was the ultimate act of sin. It ended that divide between good and evil, and there was no longer a single ounce of purity between us. 
 
    Her body was drenched in sweat, and I held myself as close to Dahlia as physically possible as the last of my scorching-hot cum spilled into her. I felt spent but rejuvenated at the same time, and I knew Dahlia felt the same way from the soft smile on her face and the glistening light in her eyes. 
 
    Even after our orgasms came to a gentle halt, I refused to pull out. Simply having my fallen angel on the end of my cock was all I needed, and I didn’t want our connection to break for a single second.  
 
    The golden feathers of Dahlia’s wings sparkled like the stars on a clear night, and they’d occasionally twitch and brush against the bed. I’d never forget the time I first claimed this angel, and how her wings stretched out to either side as she orgasmed around my cock. 
 
    Had it not been for the bed beneath her, the same thing would have happened again, and I couldn’t wait to witness the magnificent sight next time.  
 
    As I reluctantly slipped out from her entrance, I practically fell onto Dahlia, and then I turned us on our sides as I held her in a protective embrace. Her golden hair was soft against my skin, like the richest material pieces could buy, and her unique scent flowed over me like a cloud.  
 
    Ashe and Iris were also cuddling each other, and Ashe placed the sweetest kisses against Iris’ forehead as she held her. The two of them looked so content gazing at me, and I simply laid there and watched them stroke each other’s bodies as my heart returned to its regular rhythm. 
 
    But despite how comfortable we all were, that was only the first part of the agenda. I wasn’t about to leave the room until I’d had my turn with Iris as well.  
 
    So once I’d left a lingering kiss on Dahlia’s lips, the angel and the elf swapped places. The Infernal Huntress returned once again, and at my command, Ashe just about launched herself onto Dahlia as I stroked Iris’ soft skin with my hands.  
 
    “I hope you’ve recovered,” I whispered as I nestled my face into her orange hair. “Because I’m not done yet.” 
 
    “Good,” Iris giggled quietly. “Because I need you, Master.” 
 
    “You need me, or do you need my cock?” I grinned.  
 
    “I need… your cock, Master,” she replied. “Please, may I have it?” 
 
    “You don’t need to ask twice.” A smoky growl left my lips as I jumped into action.  
 
    Iris squealed as I roughly yanked her body toward me, and she obediently wrapped her legs around me as I took in the sight of her glistening pussy.  
 
    I warned Iris that this might be painful when I was rough with her, but she told me that she didn’t care, she just needed to feel me. 
 
    Heat shot through my veins at these words falling from her sweet lips. But I slammed into her precious body as carefully as I could. There was a clear difference between Iris’ strength and Dahlia’s, not just because the elf was mortal and her body felt incredibly fragile beneath me. It would have been very easy for me to break Iris, so I calmed the demonic monster as I claimed my innocent elf.  
 
    “Hmmm!” she moaned between clenched lips. “Atticusssss!” 
 
    Iris’ walls stretched slowly to fit my impressive size, and once I’d given her the appropriate time to recover, Iris began to buck her hips as she silently asked for more.  
 
    The bed slammed against the wall over and over as Ashe and I fucked the women individually. Iris would squeak and call out my name, whereas Dahlia would moan and cry out as Ashe parted her pussy lips fiendishly with her tongue. 
 
    The two of us worked as the perfect team to give these beauties what they so desperately needed. There was a surge of power in the room just from the thought of my Demon Queen and I working in sync like this and taking two of my purest lovers again and again, and a satisfied smirk curled across my lips every time Iris and Dahlia reached another orgasm.  
 
    I also imagined how Sveila, Lux, and Lixiss were feeling as they overheard the cries of passion that rolled around the castle. I knew my women loved it when I fucked them all individually, and they weren’t the type to get jealous whenever someone else received my love. But I’d make sure they had their own time with me soon, and I wasn’t going to leave them with any sort of pent-up, sexual frustration.  
 
    For now, though, Iris continued to cry out my name as I made her cum two more times, and the most beautiful smile crossed her face as I finally filled her with my own heated seed. Her body trembled slightly from the onslaught, but those jitters calmed down as I held her in my arms, kissed her temple, and told her she was doing so well taking my cum.  
 
    Then I finally pulled my spent cock from her tight tunnel. An overwhelming sense of protection formed over me as Iris cuddled up beside me, and I stroked her hair and drew circles on her back as I quietly told her how safe she was. 
 
    Iris had experienced unimaginable heartache, and she’d watched her parents and brother being murdered in front of her when they were taken by the mortal king’s guards. So as I created a cage around her with my arms, it was my way of telling her that she’d never have to experience that sort of pain ever again.  
 
    I’d offer up my own life if it meant my women were safe, which wasn’t something I ever thought I’d say, but it was the truth.  
 
    Ashe, Sveila, Iris, Naia, Dahlia, and the twins were the most important people in my existence, and I’d slaughter anyone who even dared to break the smile on their faces.  
 
    It was hard for someone like me, a demon from the Hellscape, to put others before themselves. But as long as my women were safe, then that was all I cared about, and I’d give all the pieces in the surface world to make sure that happened.  
 
    My women and I remained in bed for at least another thirty minutes after that, and we didn’t leave until we’d completely regained our energy. We never said a word during that time, though. A peaceful sensation filled the room, despite the howling wind and angry rain outside, and I reveled in the satisfied sighs of my lovers around me. 
 
    Then as we left the room, and I gave my three women a passionate kiss, they all headed off in different directions to complete various tasks.  
 
    Ashe and Iris really did want to have a training session, but they didn’t need my assistance, so they locked themselves in the weaponry room for the next couple of hours. Dahlia took a bath, and I went back down to the kitchen to join Sveila and the twins. 
 
    Their bread turned out great, and now the three of them wanted to make enough loaves to feed the entire kingdom. Especially if it was accompanied by Sveila’s famous applesauce.  
 
    The rest of the day was spent completing a few tasks, and despite the anger from the storm, it was a fairly peaceful day. I had a lot of paperwork to complete for the number of businesses I owned, and I wanted to make sure that was all sorted out before I focused on the upcoming war.  
 
    We found that our bodies shut down quicker without the sun shining outside, and we all started to feel tired before the eighth hour arrived. So once we’d enjoyed some dinner, we all decided to call it a night. I was normally awake for several more hours, but I saw no reason to stay awake if my human body was ready to fall asleep.  
 
    My women decided that Lux and Lixiss should be the ones to share my bed with me that night, which I was more than happy with. I laid in the middle with the twins on either side, and the two of them drew circles on my chest and played with my hair as they made themselves comfortable.  
 
    “What are the plans for tomorrow?” Lixiss asked through a yawn.  
 
    “I want to track down those new creatures Ashe spoke about,” I replied. “And any other new creatures we’re still to come in contact with.” 
 
    “Ooh, that’ll be fun!” Lux smiled. “I love going on adventures.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I nodded. “An adventure beyond the mountains, somewhere we’ve never been before.” 
 
    “It’s going to be so much fun,” Lixiss said.  
 
    “It certainly will,” I agreed.  
 
    But as sleep finally took over us, I found myself going on another adventure.  
 
    An adventure back into the past.  
 
    To a time when I was still human.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The world around me felt oddly familiar, but not just because I’d visited this place in my dreams.  
 
    It felt as though I’d been here before, like my human self had walked these streets a thousand times in the past.  
 
    I found myself standing on a concrete road, and there were multiple shops lining the streets on either side. It was nighttime, so the shop windows were cloaked in darkness, but they weren’t the only things lining the streets.  
 
    There were vehicles all around me, almost like carriages here on the surface world, yet these carriages were made from metal. The wheels were made from a softer material, and they were thicker and smaller than the wooden wheels of a carriage. 
 
    Every time my dreams had taken me back to my previous life, I’d always been standing in a dark alleyway, and I couldn’t move from that spot. But now I was on a road, and I didn’t feel the resistance which stopped me from taking a step forward.  
 
    I was free to walk around and discover this familiar place, yet I wasn’t sure why.  
 
    All of a sudden, two beaming lights smacked me square in the face. They were bright enough to blind me, and as I put up my hand to block my eyes from the light, a loud beeping sound rang out through the air. There was also another sound mixed in with that. It was a rumbling sound, almost like it was coming from far away, but I had a feeling it was connected to the two lights which blinded me. 
 
    “Get off the fucking road!” a man shouted. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    The man was in one of the metal carriages, and he stopped the vehicle right beside me while his arms waved through the air in agitation.  
 
    “Where am I?” I asked him. 
 
    “What?” The man frowned. “You’re in LA, dude. Fuck, how much have you had to drink?” 
 
    The last time I’d witnessed a dream, or a flashback like this, I couldn’t talk to the people around me. I’d asked Iris, or the woman who looked just like her, a number of different questions, but she acted like she hadn’t heard me.  
 
    So why was it different now? 
 
    And did this incident with the driver happen in my mortal life, or was this a new scene entirely? It was hard for me to know, because I had no idea what was going on.  
 
    Before I could offer a response, the man shook his head and took off. The metal carriage rumbled across the road, and it sounded much smoother than that of a wooden carriage. 
 
    But I felt like calling out to the man, and I wanted to ask him to come back.  
 
    I still had so many questions, and if he was the only man around, then he was the only one who was going to give me some sort of answer. 
 
    Where was Iris?  
 
    Why was I here? 
 
    And why could this man hear me? 
 
    I was almost certain the man was human, and he was clearly annoyed at me for some reason, but he also wanted to know how much I’d had to drink.  
 
    What did that mean, and what was “LA?” 
 
    That also sounded familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I’d heard it before.  
 
    Did the man see me as another drunkard who stumbled from a tavern? But demons couldn’t get drunk, so he must not have realized that I was one.  
 
    That sudden realization made me question what I looked like, and whether my appearance in this dream matched that of my human form. 
 
    Once I knew there were no more metal carriages headed toward me, I walked toward the line of shops and glanced at the darkened buildings. The first thing I noticed was that my eyes were no longer violet, and they’d lost their glow completely. My hair was also shorter and neater than normal, and my clothes were different, too. 
 
    My pants were made from a thick and tough blue material, and they weren’t as soft as the pants I wore in Rengfri. The shirt I wore was black, but it came without buttons up the middle, and the sleeves stopped halfway between my shoulders and elbows. The material was very soft, but it wasn’t anything like the outfits I usually wore.  
 
    Perhaps this alternate realm of the surface world was set during a different period of time. That made sense, especially given the clothing and the metal carriages. 
 
    It had to have been the world I lived in before I was reborn into the Hellscape, but there seemed to be a black void between then and now. I wished to locate these answers, and to learn more so I could find out how I became a demon in the first place. 
 
    What I could remember from one of my previous dreams was that the Iris-looking woman said she was going to meet me at a liquor store. 
 
    I didn’t know if a liquor store was clearly signposted, or if I’d have to travel around before I found it. But if that’s where I’d find Iris, then I was determined to find out.  
 
    Suddenly, a loud shriek came from somewhere nearby, followed by a bloodcurdling scream.  
 
    It sounded like it came from a woman, and there was a lot of fear and sadness underlying the cry.  
 
    “Adam!” a woman called out seconds later. “Adam, help!” 
 
    The words were muffled after that, like the woman had something over her mouth. But a sense of absolute terror and anger filled my body, because I knew that voice.  
 
    It was Iris, and she was clearly in trouble somewhere.  
 
    “Iris?” I called out as I began to run.  
 
    My legs felt heavy, or like I had bricks tied to my feet, but I tried to ignore that as I picked up the pace. Iris was calling out for someone called Adam, and I didn’t know who that was, but if she was in trouble, then I wasn’t going to wait for this Adam person to show up.  
 
    It was my duty to protect Iris at all costs, and it was that determination to reach her that allowed me to run faster as every second passed.  
 
    The woman continued to let out her muffled screams, and they became louder as I got closer. 
 
    “A-Ad-Adam!” Iris said again, but this time it sounded like she was crying. “Pleeeease.” 
 
    “Shut her up,” a man ordered through his teeth.  
 
    I didn’t recognize that voice, but I did recognize the feeling that filled my very being.  
 
    It was the feeling of uncontrollable rage.  
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever met this man in my life, but if he was the reason why Iris was crying, then I wanted nothing more than to kill him. I wanted him to be the one to cry and beg for his safety, and I wasn’t going to stop until his blood covered my hands. 
 
    Because it was a dream, and not real life, I couldn’t use my Echolocation hell power to assist me in finding Iris. However, I slowly started to recognize my whereabouts when the entrance to an alleyway came into view.  
 
    It was the same alley from my previous dreams, and a flickering light in the darkness helped me see that I’d been here before.  
 
    “Iris?” I asked again as I came to a halt in the alley.  
 
    The scene in front of me was unlike anything I’d ever imagined.  
 
    There were four men in total, all roughly the same age, and they were all standing around the woman who laid on the ground. Iris’ black dress was pulled up to her waist, and her undergarments lay on the ground beside her. But there was also an alarming amount of blood all over Iris’ legs and smeared across her stomach.  
 
    “A… Adam,” Iris said weekly as she held up a shaky arm.  
 
    She stared me straight in the eye, like she knew who I was. 
 
    There was no longer the unwritten rule about looking a demon in the eye.  
 
    But from what she said, it made me think that I was Adam, that must have been my name before I’d arrived on the Hellscape. In this strange other world, Atticus didn’t exist.  
 
    But my pure, heated, blinding rage was still there. It burned as hot as it did in my demon form and buzzed through my veins as I eyed up the motherfucker who stood over Iris’ body.  
 
    The men stared at me in shock, and then they instantly turned on their heels and ran through the alley. But even in my human form, I didn’t let anyone get away from me, especially if they’d injured someone I loved so deeply. 
 
    I couldn’t decide whether to stay with Iris or whether to chase after those assholes. But I found myself running through the alley before I could make a proper decision.  
 
    I wanted to turn around, and I had this horrible, sickening feeling that I didn’t want to leave Iris alone, despite how angry I was. But this was a memory of a former life. I’d obviously decided to run after the men that night, and I couldn’t change that. 
 
    I just had to wait and see how things played out.  
 
    My human self, Adam, continued to race through the darkness like a fucking hellhound on the hunt. The four men were up ahead, and they constantly looked over their shoulders. 
 
    But I was quicker than they were. 
 
    I was barreling straight at them on the warpath, and it was only a matter of seconds before I had one man pinned against a brick wall. I punched the man’s jaw and stomach over and over, yet my fists didn’t feel like my own. It was more like I was witnessing the attack instead of actually taking part, even as Adam’s rage burned like a potent tonic in my own veins.  
 
    The man in front of me was doubled over in pain, and two trails of blood gushed from his smashed nose. There was a cut on his left eyebrow, and bruises had formed from his right ear and down to his pointed chin. 
 
    I even grabbed onto his hair and smashed the motherfucker’s head into the brick wall.  
 
    I was furiously beating this man, but I couldn’t stop myself, nor did I really want to.  
 
    And still, half my brain was on Iris. Half of me was aching to return to her. 
 
    Then I felt myself being forced back. The man against the wall slumped to the ground without moving a single muscle, and I turned around to see the three other men. They’d clearly tried to put a stop to my attack, and now they were aiming their fists at me. 
 
    Two of the men had what looked like small daggers in their hands. The handles and blades of the daggers were black, and they whipped the weapons through the air as they tried to hit me. I fought back, and I punched and kicked these men as I tried to dislodge the daggers from their hands. 
 
    Everything then became a blur, and I wasn’t sure what happened. The rage took over entirely. All I knew was fury and my tunneled vision, but as the blurriness cleared, I found myself with a dagger in my hand. I swung the weapon through the air, but my human self wasn’t as skilled as I was now, and the men jumped back as they dodged my attacks.  
 
    Just like with the first man, it felt like I was witnessing the attack instead of actually taking part. I watched myself swing my arm forward and slice the blade of the dagger through a man’s stomach. I then turned to the man next to him and repeated the same process.  
 
    Both men crumpled to the ground as they clutched their sliced stomachs, and then I only had the final man to deal with.  
 
    Yet he had a different weapon on him.  
 
    It was small and sat perfectly between his clenched hands, and it looked like the same weapons the “police” held in my previous dream.  
 
    The man’s hands shook as he handled the metal weapon, and then there was a loud explosion which seemed to shatter the entire world around me. I had a feeling the weapon had caused that sound, because the man had been forced back when the sound was made, but it was hard for me to know.  
 
    The dream became blurry for a second time, but I felt myself staggering back against a wall. My hands were clenched across my stomach, and a warm wetness seeped through my clothing and into my palms. It made me think I was bleeding, and perhaps that’s why the blurriness had appeared. 
 
    Yet despite how weak I must have been, I somehow found the energy to step forward. I was running on pure rage now. No thoughts. No hesitation. Only a deep, burning need to utterly destroy this motherfucker for what he’d done. 
 
    To thoroughly punish him. 
 
    The dagger was still in my hand, and I aimed it at the man who whipped his head from left to right, like he was trying to find an exit. 
 
    The metal weapon exploded once again, and more blood seeped through my clothing, but I just let out an angered roar as I threw myself at the man. My dagger shook in my hands, and I aimed the point of the blade at the man’s neck before I furiously began to stab the shit out of that motherfucker. I lost count of how many times I buried the blade into him, but eventually, his entire body was covered in blood, and his eyes stared lifelessly into the alleyway.  
 
    He was dead before he hit the ground. Then, as I looked around the scene, I noticed that all four men were dead.  
 
    Or they were very close to dying.  
 
    It wasn’t unusual for me to see four of my enemies dead on the ground. I’d killed hundreds of thousands of humans and creatures throughout my existence. But I imagined it was the first time “Adam” had witnessed such a sight, and I felt the same sense of shame, guilt, and confusion that he did. It consumed me as fully as my rage had just moments before, but despite it all… there was no remorse. 
 
    Not for these assholes, anyway. 
 
    But I didn’t hang around in that area for too long, and it was only seconds later that I felt myself half-running, half-stumbling back toward Iris.  
 
    The woman with light-orange hair was still in the same position on the ground. Her skin looked even more pale than it did before, and it was clear from how weak she was that she was very close to death.  
 
    “Iris?” I asked as I knelt down beside her.  
 
    I imagined I would have been in serious pain from the wounds to my stomach, but I ignored them as I continued to assess the state of the woman. I stroked back her hair and pulled her dress down to give her some dignity, but I already knew what was going to happen.  
 
    She wasn’t going to live for much longer.  
 
    “Aaaaaadam,” she whispered as her eyes fluttered open.  
 
    I tried to smile reassuringly, even as hot tears streamed down my cheeks. 
 
    My body was filled with the heaviest sadness I’d ever known, and even though I knew my Iris, my beautiful elf, was alive and well, Adam didn’t know that. I witnessed this loss through Adam’s eyes, through my human eyes, and I recalled every emotion that he felt that night. 
 
    But I also needed to know who this woman was, at least to help my frantic mind when I woke up from this utter hell. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked in the hope she could still hear me. 
 
    The woman drew a shaky breath. 
 
    “Come on,” I gently coaxed. “Stay with me. Tell me your name. Tell me anything. Stay awake.” 
 
    “So…” she paused to catch her breath. “So… phie.” 
 
    Her name was Sophie.  
 
    And just like that, everything came flooding back. It hit me like a fucking wall of orc soldiers all running me down at once. 
 
    Sophie was the greatest thing to happen to my human self. Sophie was the entire world, the sun, all of it. Sophie was everything I ever wanted in the world. 
 
    In a blaze of blinding pain, I remembered her having the largest heart, and the ability to love all of the humans and animals she came across. Every damn one of them. She was practically an angel strolling amongst mere peasants.  
 
    Just like Iris. 
 
    The similarities between them must have been what had caused me to think it was Iris this entire time. 
 
    I cupped the back of Sophie’s head in my hand as I tried to make her as comfortable as possible, but her hair felt wet and sticky in my palm. I had a feeling I knew I’d see blood if I pulled my hand away, so Sophie had been badly beaten by these guys. I looked around to find I was absolutely surrounded by the growing pool of her blood. It was flowing so fast, and from so many places. 
 
    Another dose of fury hit me then. It wouldn’t have mattered if I’d stayed with her instead of going after those men. The full extent of her injuries, especially the oozing one on her head, made me realize that nothing would have changed.  
 
    I wouldn’t have been able to save Sophie. 
 
    There was truly no hope for her. 
 
    Every bit of light she had in her had been smothered and destroyed by those assholes. 
 
    So all that was left to do was give her the justice she deserved by stopping her attackers from getting away. 
 
    And not one inch of me regretted it. The initial shame, the shock, everything Adam had felt looking down at their dead and dying forms vanished entirely. There was nothing but Sophie going limp in my arms, and the same heat started to burn in my veins that I’d felt for eons after being reborn. 
 
    The dream became a blur one final time, and when the mist cleared, I found myself against the wall with the police staring at me. They had their metal weapons in their hands, and one of the men said that an ambulance was on its way.  
 
    They were Los Angeles police, so that must have been what the driver of the metal carriage meant when he said “LA.” 
 
    That was where one of my previous dreams had started before. At the time, I hadn’t known why I was bleeding, or why my hands were shackled together. I also hadn’t known how Iris, who I now knew was actually Sophie, had died. 
 
    But now I knew everything that happened that night. 
 
    I hadn’t killed Sophie, and I never would have harmed her or anyone I loved. I’d tried to save her from her attackers, and I must have died that night due to the injuries to my stomach. However, because I’d murdered those men without a scrap of remorse, whether they were innocent or not, I found myself being reborn into the Hellscape. 
 
    The burning rage and desire to punish never ended after that.  
 
    My name was changed from Adam to Atticus, and I was made to live out this bloody existence, following the rules set by the Dark King, with nothing but the endless tempests and darkness of my void around me. 
 
    I was a hunter and a punisher from then on, nothing more. 
 
    As I woke up and noticed Lux and Lixiss still cuddled into my sides, I struggled for a long moment to shake off Adam’s despair. It already felt so distant, but it still somehow weighed heavily in my limbs until it suddenly slipped from me like ashes through my fingers, and I was left with the strangest sense of calm. 
 
    Then a smile curled across my lips.  
 
    I’d found the missing pieces to this confusing memory, and I finally knew what had happened that night. I knew how I’d ended up in the Hellscape, and I knew it wasn’t actually because I was an evil person in my human life. The men I killed were more evil than I was. They’d attacked and destroyed a truly innocent woman. I was just doing what needed to be done, and I’d ended up dying in the process. 
 
    Part of me wondered if that was why the Demon King had taken my soul. Had he sensed that single-minded fury that had consumed Adam in that alley as he hunted down the attackers? Had he known my soul was already primed and ideal for the job after that night? 
 
    Or were the rules just that fucked up that a man in Adam’s position would be sentenced to the Hellscape regardless of circumstance? 
 
    Outside, the sun was still hidden from sight, and the black moon continued to rule the sky, but it felt like a weight had lifted from my shoulders. 
 
    I felt more whole than I had in eons. I felt steady and sure that every decision I’d ever made had been the right one, from murdering those four sons of bitches for Sophie, to escaping the Hellscape and gaining more and more power on the surface world. 
 
    Every step I’d taken had been necessary. I was exactly where I should be. And I would continue barreling straight ahead as I always had. 
 
    Because I knew deep in my festering bones the true difference between right and wrong, good and evil, angels and demons. 
 
    If anyone was fit to rule this world, and the Heavenly Glade, and the Hellscape, it was me.  
 
    And as my women and I sat around the dining table for breakfast, I decided to tell them what I’d encountered in my dreams. 
 
    “I had another dream last night,” I said as I piled my plate with food. “I now know what happened in my mortal life.” 
 
    “You do?” Ashe gasped.  
 
    “What happened?” Sveila asked.  
 
    “Was I in it again…?” Iris queried in a tentative voice. 
 
    Lux, Lixiss, and Dahlia were also just as intrigued, and my six women stared at me intently as they waited for my answer.  
 
    “The woman who looked like you was in it, Iris,” I explained carefully, and I purposely pushed aside the memories of Adam’s despair so I could tell the story as cleanly as possible. “I remember now that her name was Sophie, and she was just as important to me as you all are. The night that I died, four men attacked Sophie in an alleyway. They killed her, but I killed them when I found out what they did. One of the men injured me, which was what caused me to die.” 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t have hurt her,” Sveila replied at once. “You’re far too good to hurt someone you love.” 
 
    “As ironic as that sounds,” Ashe laughed quietly.  
 
    “I hoped that was the case, but I didn’t know for sure until now.” I shrugged as I let my newfound sense of calm grow. “I also found out that my name used to be Adam. I’d forgotten that we were given new names when we entered into this new life.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Ashe’s eyes widened. “I forgot that, too! I wonder what my name was… In my dreams, I hear the men around me talking to someone called ‘Alexis.’ Maybe that was my name?” 
 
    “It could be.” Dahlia nodded. “If Atticus’ name was Adam, and they both begin with the same letter, then it’s probable that the first letter of your mortal name helped to decide your demon name. I know it’s the same in the Heavenly Glade, so it makes sense for it to be similar in the Hellscape, too.” 
 
    “Do you know what your mortal name was?” Iris asked. 
 
    “I don’t.” Dahlia shook her head. “But that person isn’t me anymore, so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Do you…” Lixiss paused as she stared down at her plate. “Do you think… Sophie might have gone to the Heavenly Glade?” 
 
    “If so, that’s kind of awkward.” Ashe winced. “Especially when a war breaks out between us and them.” 
 
    “If I remember her as well as I think I do, then I imagine Sophie would have ended up there, yes.” I nodded. “She was… she was exactly like Iris. She had the same heart and soul, so she wouldn’t have done anything to warrant a place in the Hellscape. She was practically an angel before she even died.” 
 
    “Maybe we could find her?” Iris asked with a glint of hope in her blue eyes. “If Sophie’s up there, we could try and locate her, right?” 
 
    “To be honest, I think it’s unlikely that we’d ever find her,” Dahlia said gently. “Sophie may be an angel in the Heavenly Glade, but she won’t be the person Atticus knew before. And because our memories are like yours, Atticus, Sophie won’t even remember what happened in her mortal life. The only snippets of a memory I have are all set around a snowy mountain, so I assume that’s how I died. But I’ve only imagined them maybe three times in all my existence.” 
 
    “You’ve spent no time in a human form,” Ashe pointed out. “It’s only this human form that brought out our own recollections.” 
 
    “And to be blunt,” Dahlia continued as she tentatively looked at Iris, “there are many, many, many angels who believe they were attacked before they were reborn in the Heavenly Glade. Hundreds of thousands of them.” 
 
    A heavy silence fell around the room as my women processed this, and Sveila’s fingers flew up to her lips. Lux and Lixiss kept their sad eyes on their plates, but the news didn’t dishearten me at all. In fact, it lightened every last bit of concern in my chest. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a firm nod. “As they should be.” 
 
    Dahlia’s golden eyes brimmed with emotion as she nodded in agreement, and then she turned back to Iris. 
 
    “So… all that being said, I think it would be impossible for us to find the real Sophie,” the angel explained. “Us angels simply aren’t the people we were before. We are reborn in the Holy King’s light. We are his soldiers now, not the beings we were in our past lives.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Atticus.” Iris’ eyes filled with sadness. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to look for her anyway.” I smiled. “You look and act so much like her, Iris, that it feels like Sophie never went anywhere. I have all of you, and Naia, and I feel certain Sophie’s soul ended up exactly where it should be, so I’m not missing out on anything.” 
 
    “I’m glad you managed to work this out, Atticus,” Sveila said as she stood from her chair to give me a hug. “We all knew you wouldn’t have hurt her, but it’s nice for you to know that for certain.” 
 
    “And it shows that we were badasses, even back then.” Ashe smirked. “You killed those motherfuckers for killing Sophie, and I was the boss of these men who sold little bags of white powder. The powder is a focal point in my dreams, so it must be important, which makes me just as important. Which we all knew before now.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Lixiss giggled. 
 
    “So now that that’s sorted out, what are we doing for the rest of the day?” Dahlia asked. “The storm is just as strong outside, but I imagine there are some tasks we need to complete.” 
 
    “Yes, I was thinking we could–” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the orcs outside began to roar as they smashed their fists against the castle walls. 
 
    It was a sign that danger was near, and a warning for us to prepare ourselves. 
 
    Seconds after that, the noticeable scent of the Hellscape formed in the air. 
 
    “Fuck,” Ashe grumbled as she jumped up from her seat. 
 
    “Sveila, Dahlia, look after the others,” I ordered. 
 
    “Is it the war?” Iris shrieked. “Has it started already?” 
 
    “No, we’d know if it’s the war beginning,” Ashe replied. “This is probably an obstacle the Dark King put in our way, but it won’t take long to get past it.” 
 
    The scent wasn’t overly powerful, so it was probably only a couple of demons instead of many, but even one was more than we needed right now. 
 
    “Wh-What…” Iris stared around the room with a look of fear on her delicate face. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said soothingly. “Everyone stay together and use the orbs to protect yourselves. I’ll make sure nothing can harm you, and the orcs won’t let anyone get past them.” 
 
    “Come on, Iris.” Lixiss smiled. “Let’s go upstairs where we’ll be safe.” 
 
    The twins held out their hands for Iris to take, and then I ran around the room and gave my women a meaningful kiss. 
 
    I couldn’t walk away from my women without holding them once more. 
 
    But as Ashe and I ran onto the grassy hill, we noticed that it was only one demon, unlike the two I’d originally thought.  
 
    But the demon wasn’t completely alone.  
 
    That was made clear by the ten snarling hellhounds who stood beside him.  
 
    “Well, shit,” Ashe whispered.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    It had been a while since we’d last faced hellhounds. That was actually one of my first impressions of Ashe when I met her on the surface world. She, too, was a hellhound tamer, so it came in handy with the threat in front of us.  
 
    We just had to make sure we did whatever we could to kill the motherfucker in front of us. 
 
    The demon was muscular and hairless, with skin as black as the dark moon. He had thick horns that curled over the back of his head, and a forked tongue slipped through his lips like a serpent. His hand held onto the iron chains that kept the hellhounds by his side, and his clawed fingers scraped away at the metal links as a look of excitement grew in his orange eyes. 
 
    The demon also had a gold shackle around his upper arm, and like with the hellhounds’ teeth, this needed to be avoided at all cost. 
 
    One touch of that shackle would send me straight back to the Hellscape. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I whispered as I kept a close eye on the demon in front of us.  
 
    “Oh, I do,” Ashe giggled as she allowed her Infernal Darkness to take over, and she slipped away into the shadows.  
 
    Now I just had to think about how I was going to face the hellhounds. 
 
    Ashe and I had absorbed multiple hell powers after our last demon fight, and some of those powers were still unknown to us. It was hard for us to summon a power if we didn’t know where to start, so I decided to go with the hell power I was most comfortable with, and the one I could use even when I was far away. 
 
    As balls of fire grew in my palms, the demon freed the hellhounds from their chains, but the dogs stayed in their positions at first. Then, as the demon clicked his clawed fingers, one of the ten dogs stepped forward and snarled in my direction. 
 
    The dogs were monstrous black beasts the size of a small horse. They had a thick coat of matted black fur to help them blend in with the shadows around them, and their red eyes were even brighter than a demon’s. 
 
    The rainstorm and the lack of sunlight only seemed to add to the daunting presence of the hellhounds, too. Their red eyes seemed brighter than normal due to the darkness that swamped us, but I tried to ignore that as I continued to throw my fireballs in their direction 
 
    Hellhounds also came with incredibly sharp teeth that were laced with hellfire. 
 
    And hellfire was the most dangerous element at play here. 
 
    If we got bit by one of those fucking mutts, the hellfire would siphon us straight back to the Hellscape without us being able to do anything about it. 
 
    So that was a fucking problem. 
 
    The hellhounds snapped their jaws as thick, gloopy saliva fell from their sharp teeth. Their eyes narrowed in anger, and they jumped from side to side as they tried to dodge my fireballs.  
 
    Then one of the fireballs hit a hellhound directly in the face, but his reaction to the flames wasn’t what I’d expected. 
 
    Instead of retreating from the fight and crying in pain, the hellhound shook his head to remove the burning embers and then just continued to snarl like nothing had happened. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” I whispered harshly.  
 
    All of a sudden, the demon held out his hands and whispered a word I didn’t quite catch over the storm.  
 
    The command allowed the hellhounds to charge forward, though, and all ten of them ran at me at once. Fireballs clearly didn’t work, so I had seconds to think of a new plan before the hellish bastards attacked. 
 
    I summoned my Geological hell power, which essentially turned me into a tower of strength. Rocks of all shapes and sizes formed over my body, and even the hellhounds’ teeth weren’t sharp enough to break through that.  
 
    It was the ultimate shield. 
 
    Less than a second after the final rock formed over my body, the dogs attacked. I swung my arms around me as I aimed for the hellhounds, but every time I hit them, the dogs would shake off the punch and continue aiming for my solid form. 
 
    I dug my heels into the ground to hold my balance, and then I wrapped my rocky fingers around the head of a hellhound before I threw him off to the side.  
 
    I fought against their combined weight as the hellhounds bit at my rocky body, but like I’d thought, the sharp fangs weren’t enough to break me. The high-pitched sound of the teeth scraping across the rocks was like the sound of metal on metal, or if cutlery scratched a dinner plate. It was a nerve-shattering sound that caused me to wince, but I could deal with the noise if it meant I wasn’t going to arrive back in the Hellscape tonight. 
 
    I occasionally looked over at the demon, but he seemed to be in some sort of trance. He stared down at the ground with a tense look on his revolting face, but he never did anything else.  
 
    I also tried to look out for Ashe, but it was hard to spot any new shadows within the darkness that cloaked us. I knew she was around here somewhere, and she was probably planning something spectacular.  
 
    For now, I just focused on the hellhounds and how they attacked my rocky form like they were eyeing up a chunk of meat. 
 
    I slammed my fists into the dogs’ faces over and over, but I also attempted to smash their skulls and snap their backs with my hands. They always managed to slip away before I could close my hands together, and they seemed to get even more aggressive the more their eyes shined with excitement, but I was determined to take control of the fight. 
 
    As long as my skin was completely covered, the dogs couldn’t break through the rocky barrier, so I was safe and couldn’t get siphoned back to the Hellscape. 
 
    But the dogs had me completely surrounded. They constantly charged at me, and some of them even snapped their jaws at each other when another hellhound got in the way.  
 
    It was absolute chaos, and I briefly wondered how the hell I was going to kill these dogs and the trance-like demon before they had the chance to kill me. 
 
    Then, just as that thought ran through my mind, one of the hellhounds cried out in pain. Followed by another, and then another. 
 
    The three hellhounds stumbled back, and they appeared to be slightly disoriented from the way they tripped over their enormous paws. I hadn’t just punched those dogs, so I knew someone else had caused the mutts to step back. 
 
    It had to have been Ashe using her venomous claws, but it would have been too dangerous for her to stand around me in her human form. Fortunately, I knew my little huntress exceedingly well, so the two of us could work as a team, even if she couldn’t reply to my words.  
 
    “Aim for the demon,” I said as I punched a hellhound straight in the teeth. “If you can kill him, we’ll just have to deal with these assholes.” 
 
    I knew Ashe would have heard me, and I had a strong feeling she was currently making her way toward the demon. So while she did that, I decided on what I was going to do next.  
 
    The hellhounds were too powerful and fast for me to efficiently kill them the way I wanted to. However, they’d lose an ounce or so of their strength if their tamer died and they no longer had someone shouting orders at them. 
 
    So even though I knew Ashe would be aiming for the demon herself, I began the challenging walk toward the hideous beast.  
 
    It was difficult with the dogs jumping up at me and pushing me from all sides, but if I moved, they moved, and they weren’t going to abandon me. After all, I was their only visible target. 
 
    My plan was to potentially beat the shit out of the demon with my rocky form until I’d sufficiently weakened him, all while Ashe sliced him with her venomous nails. Then I’d allow my Draining power to take over, and I’d absorb the last of the demon’s strength until he was fragile enough for me to snap him with my fingers.  
 
    The demon hadn’t taken a single step forward since the hellhounds were released, so I had no idea what he was doing. Either way, I had to be cautious of the demon’s own hell powers. For all I knew, he could have had some means of altering the very world around me with just his mind. But I also couldn’t just stand there and wait for something to happen. 
 
    I kept an eye out for any obvious signs of Ashe’s attacks as I neared the demon, but I couldn’t see anything. He didn’t have any scratch marks on his skin, and he wasn’t flinching in pain or dropping to his knees like he would have been if venom was seeping through his body.  
 
    It was almost like Ashe hadn’t been able to hurt him, but how was that possible? 
 
    Plus, the three hellhounds who were targeted earlier were back on their feet already. It was as if nothing had even happened.  
 
    I hoped to get some answers once the fight was over, but until then, I focused on the demon in front of me. 
 
    The demon still refused to move, even as I made my way straight to him. He occasionally looked over at the dogs who continued to jump up and bite at my rocky form, but then his eyes would flash back to mine. He never said a word, and it was almost like his entire body was fossilized in that one position. 
 
    I wasn’t going to wait around to learn more about his power, and instead I began to take advantage of my solid form. 
 
    I grabbed onto the demon’s arms, narrowly missing the shackle, and then with a quick twist of my wrists, the motherfucker was forced onto his back. The trees around us shook from the force, and even the ground trembled slightly under my feet. 
 
    The demon lifted his hands and formed two fists, but even then he never said a word. He barely even let out a grunt even as I slammed my foot onto his chest. 
 
    The mutts surrounded their tamer and me at the same time, and they’d curled back their lips in warning before they launched their enormous forms at me once again. 
 
    But it wasn’t just the hellhounds I had to worry about. A tingling sensation began to float across my body. The rocks that made up my sturdy form started to shake, and one by one they fell to the ground to reveal my human body underneath.  
 
    The demon’s orange eyes had narrowed slightly, so he was obviously the one to create such damage. He also didn’t seem to be affected by my strength in the slightest, which was an issue when I was so desperate to kill him.  
 
    At first, when I saw the demon and his dogs on the hill, I thought it was going to be an easy fight. 
 
    But now I realized that wasn’t the case.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, I had no idea what to do.  
 
    I knew I had to protect myself from the hellhounds’ teeth, so I dropped my Geological power and ordered my Infernal Blaze to take over. 
 
    One fireball hadn’t had any effect on the hellhounds, but I hoped that an entire wall of flames would be harder for them to break through, and it seemed as though it worked. The hellhounds took a small step back, but their dangerous teeth were still only inches away from me. 
 
    I had my foot firmly placed on the demon’s chest, and I hoped the burning sole of my foot was enough to break through the demon’s tough exterior. 
 
    But then a sudden whistle sounded through the air, and Ashe appeared again directly beside me.  
 
    “Hi, I’m back.” She smirked at the hellhounds. “I’m so sorry about my disappearance earlier. Now, it’s playtime, puppies!” 
 
    The dogs instantly turned on their paws as they eyed up their new victim, but Ashe was one step ahead of them.  
 
    A stern look crossed my lover’s face, and as her black-and-pink eyes narrowed slightly, the hellhounds came to a halt. They were still snarling, and the saliva continued to drip from their teeth, yet they’d completely stopped walking.  
 
    I started to realize what Ashe was doing as the hellhounds’ red eyes became cloudy.  
 
    Not only did Ashe have the ability to blind someone until she’d dropped the power, but she’d also acquired a Disorientation power during our last fight against the ten demons. 
 
    She hadn’t realized that at the time, so it was a pleasant surprise for all of us when Ashe suddenly felt the force of a new hell power during a training session. She’d decided to follow that force, looked me straight in the eye, and it instantly felt like someone had placed a black cloak over my head. I couldn’t see a thing, but I’d also forgotten where I was for that short moment. 
 
    It was an incredible hell power to have, and now Ashe could use it against her first victim.  
 
    The hellhounds had lost sight and all sense of direction. Ashe had to keep the mutts looking straight in her eyes, otherwise the power wouldn’t work, but it seemed as though the dogs were caught up in her demanding trance. 
 
    But that gave me the opportunity to finally deal with the asshole under my foot.  
 
    The demon thrashed his head from one side to the other, which was the biggest move I’d seen him make, but I imagined he was trying to take control of the hellhounds once again. 
 
    Before he could manage it, I grabbed the demon by the shoulders and hauled him back up to his feet. His leather-like skin began to melt and bubble under my fiery hands, and the demon’s face winced in pain, yet he didn’t crumple as easily as some of my victims had in the past.  
 
    The demon looked everywhere except directly into my eyes, but as soon as I caught his gaze, I held him there as tight as I could. It was almost hypnotic, and the demon became floppy in my hands as I used my Draining hell power to absorb his energy.  
 
    “Keep holding the hellhounds there, Ashe,” I said as I watched the demon’s orange eyes dull in color. “Once I’ve killed this fucker, we can deal with the dogs together.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” she replied with a determined tone.  
 
    All I had to do was weaken the demon to the point where he couldn’t fight back, and then I’d snap his neck and drop him on the grass to rot.  
 
    But like with everything in this fight, that also didn’t go as planned. 
 
    The demon shook his head and tightly closed his eyes. He instantly severed the connection between us, and I no longer had the ability to leach his strength from him.  
 
    Even I had struggled with that when I first encountered this hell power, which just proved how strong the demon really was.  
 
    “Wait, stop, stop!” the bastard pleaded in his deep demonic tone as he lifted his hands up in defense. “Don’t do this, please!” 
 
    My hands were still burning his shoulders, and the demon flinched and tried to free himself as my hold on him grew tighter. 
 
    Part of me was tempted to reply. I wanted to ask why I should let this asshole live, particularly as it was the first thing I’d heard him say since his arrival. But he’d been sent up here to kill me, so I wasn’t exactly eager to stall here. 
 
    The demon kept his eyes tightly closed so I couldn’t use the Draining power on him, but I still had a number of special talents I could use.  
 
    “I’ll order the hellhounds to drop their attack if you let me go, please,” he begged again. “You don’t need to do this.” 
 
    “Your pleas don’t work on me,” I chuckled darkly as a surge of lightning formed in my left hand.  
 
    The demon clicked his fingers, but because I had my back to the hellhounds I couldn’t see if anything had changed.  
 
    “Atticus, wait,” Ashe called out.  
 
    The huntress suddenly appeared beside me, and because she’d dropped her gaze with the hounds, the snarling beasts were now free to attack us. 
 
    But that never happened. 
 
    The tamer really had commanded them with nothing but a click of his fingers. 
 
    “Don’t do this, Atticus, please,” Ashe said. “I think I know this demon.” 
 
    “What?” I frowned as I dropped my Infernal Blaze from around my body. “You know him?” 
 
    “I didn’t until I heard his voice,” she replied, and then she turned to look at the demon in my hands. “Thiron?” 
 
    The demon let out a gasp as he opened his eyes. “It really is you.” 
 
    “I didn’t take a proper look at you at first, I was more concerned about the hellhounds,” Ashe explained. “Otherwise I would have ended this fight before it even started. But now that I know it’s him, I can’t do this, Atticus. Not to Thiron.” 
 
    I was so confused, but because Ashe knew this demon, I loosened my tight hold on him slightly. However I made sure I was still holding onto him, just in case he decided to take advantage of the sudden lull in the fight. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked.  
 
    “I knew Thiron from the Hellscape.” Ashe smiled up at me. “He’s a hunter like myself, and I… Well, I kind of saw him like a little brother, even though I came here not long after he arrived. I can’t kill him, Atticus. I can’t do that to him.” 
 
    Ashe didn’t say that I couldn’t personally kill him, but while I was still very tempted to do that, I started to realize it would break her heart if I killed someone she cared about. Connections like this didn’t come along often in a place like the Hellscape. 
 
    I could tell Thiron was young from the length of his horns, so he’d probably only been in the Hellscape for about ten years, which was the equivalent to about ten months on the surface world. 
 
    He must have still been in training, which meant he was unpredictable and potentially dangerous. But Ashe was a good judge of character, so if she saw goodness in Thiron, then I wanted to believe he was as good as she said.  
 
    “Tell me everything,” I ordered the demon. “Tell me why I should keep you alive.” 
 
    “Att–” 
 
    “I want to hear it from him.” I gave Ashe a look which told her to trust me.  
 
    “I-I was t-told to come up here and face you,” Thiron stuttered. “I wasn’t told about Ashe, and I thought it was her when you first stepped out of the castle, but she appeared and vanished so quickly that I couldn’t tell. Ashe is right, I am a hunter, and I’m still learning, but my Lord Captain forced me to come here. If I knew I was putting Ashe in danger, then I also would have stopped the fight before it happened. That’s why I tried to stop it as soon as you said her name. Please, you have to believe me.” 
 
    “Look at the hellhounds, Atticus.” Ashe pointed behind me. “Thiron could have ordered them to kill us while our backs were turned. He also could have pressed his shackle against you and siphoned you both back to the Hellscape. But he didn’t. He doesn’t mean any harm to us.” 
 
    “How experienced are you?” I asked the demon.  
 
    “This is my first mission,” Thiron replied shakily. “Look, my shackle doesn’t even have a scratch on it, so you can see that I haven’t left the Hellscape until today.” 
 
    Before I’d removed my own shackle, it’d started to lose its shine from the number of missions I’d taken part in. It had scratches and dents all over it, and Thiron’s would have also had some scratches on it if he’d made the journey from the Hellscape more than once. 
 
    But it looked brand-new.  
 
    Thiron was telling the truth.  
 
    “So why were you sent by yourself?” I queried. “Why would the Dark King, or your Lord Captain, send an inexperienced demon to kill me? Particularly a demon who’s still in training and is still trying to tame the hellhounds.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Thiron struggled to shrug with my hands still on his shoulders. “I question nearly every decision they make. But please, Atticus, you can’t send me back there. If I return alive, without you and Ashe, I’ll be killed on the spot. I can help you, I really can, but you’ll have to help me, too.” 
 
    I was still in two minds over what to do with him. I couldn’t instantly trust Thiron, but Ashe clearly liked him. He was essentially still a child compared to other demons in the Hellscape, and I had to take that into consideration. 
 
    I also realized that the scent of the Hellscape mainly came from the Hellhounds and not Thiron himself, which helped me to see that perhaps he wasn’t as terrible as other demons I’d come into contact with. 
 
    But I had to think about every aspect, especially when I had so much to lose if things went badly.  
 
    “You’ll have to prove yourself a bit more first,” I said. “I have a lot to protect up here, and I can’t risk putting everyone in danger on a whim.” 
 
    “I think he should stay with us,” Ashe said as she touched my arm gently. “Think about how useful Thiron could be in the war if we train him properly. And the hellhounds, too. They’d be on our side, which is what we need. Plus, I’d love to have some puppies around the castle…” 
 
    I sighed and glanced over to see Ashe’s pink-and-black eyes gleaming hopefully. 
 
    “They’d be sleeping outside,” I informed her. “Those fucking hellfire fangs are no joke.” 
 
    “If they or I do anything to break your trust, you can kill me instantly,” Thiron replied outright, and I furrowed my brow at this. “I won’t stop you, I mean that. I can prove to you how useful I can be, but I’d prefer for you to kill me instead of some assholes in the Hellscape. You… you must know how brutal an end it would be.” 
 
    I grimaced as I recalled the absolute shreddings I’d seen some demons go through after disappointing their Lord Captains. 
 
    “Please, you can trust me,” Thiron said as he held my gaze. “I can help you.” 
 
    “Would you be willing to remove your shackle?” I asked.  
 
    That was the one object that separated us from the Hellscape. Without the shackle, Thiron couldn’t return, so his answer to my question was extremely important. 
 
    “Of course,” he said without a hint of hesitation. “I’ve always hated having that thing around my arm, and the eerie voice of my Lord Captain whispering through my mind. Take the damn thing, I don’t care.” 
 
    “If you step a toe out of line and disobey my orders, I’ll kill you,” I informed him.  
 
    “Deal.” Thiron nodded. 
 
    “You’ll work for me now,” I continued.  
 
    “I will,” he said. “I’ll assist you with the war against the Hellscape, and I’d put my life on the line for you. It’s the least I could do, when I owe you my freedom.” 
 
    I took a minute to think over everything Thiron said, and if it wasn’t for the storm we were standing in, there would have been a deafening silence in the air. 
 
    I thought about the benefits to keeping Thiron with us, but I also thought about the risks, too. He clearly came with an impressive hell power which would be useful in the war, so I’d prefer for that hell power to be on our side when it came to a fight. 
 
    Ashe also saw this boy like her little brother, and he came with ten hellhounds, which they could both tame.  
 
    Our lives wouldn’t really change if I killed Thiron, but there were more benefits to keeping him alive. 
 
    I also didn’t really want to kill someone who was essentially a child, by demon standards. That went against everything I stood for. 
 
    “You’ll probably want to go inside and get some sharp weapons.” I smirked at Ashe. “We’ll need them to remove this shackle.” 
 
    “Oh, Atticus!” Ashe gasped as she threw her arms around my neck. “Thank you, thank you!” 
 
    The little huntress gave me a kiss on the cheek, and she continued to cheer as she sprinted up to the castle.  
 
    “Thank you, Atticus.” Thiron gave me a sad smile. “I won’t let you down, and I really appreciate you doing this for me.” 
 
    “Don’t make me change my mind,” I said. “My women are the most important things in my life, so I won’t hesitate if anything or anyone threatens to hurt them.” 
 
    “I promise.” He nodded. “It’ll be my duty to protect you and them. You won’t regret this.” 
 
    Ashe returned a couple of minutes later with her throwing knives in hand. Thiron’s eyes widened at the sight, but his shackle was embedded into his skin, so he must have known this wasn’t going to be an easy process.  
 
    “I’ve informed everyone that we have new members of the family, and they’re so excited!” Ashe chuckled. “Sveila is already preparing some food for Thiron, and the twins can’t wait to meet the puppies!” 
 
    The “puppies” in question had made themselves comfortable on the grass. Some of them looked like they’d fallen asleep, and the dogs were nothing like the snarling beasts who’d tried to kill me a few minutes ago.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I’d like having them around, hellhounds were never my area of expertise. But it made Ashe happy, and that was most important. She’d spent eons working with mutts like these, so I also imagined they could be trained to guard the castle, which I wouldn’t complain about. 
 
    I briefly apologized for burning Thiron’s shoulders and chest, but the demon shrugged it off and said that he had a high pain tolerance. His wounds had already healed, so at least I hadn’t caused too much damage.  
 
    Ashe joked and said he’d need a high pain tolerance when it came to removing the shackle, and it was best to just get it over and done with.  
 
    I’d never forget the pain I felt when I removed my own shackle, and it was much harder to do it alone without assistance from anyone else. So it was probably a good thing that Thiron just had to bite back the pain while Ashe and I got to work.  
 
    We both held two throwing knives, and the blades were just thin enough to slip between the golden shackle and Thiron’s skin. On the count of three, Ashe and I began to pull and twist the knives as we unhooked the curved prongs from Thiron’s arm. 
 
    The demon screamed out in pain as rivers of congealed blood poured from the wounds and became diluted in the rain. There were eight prongs in total, and we knew from experience that the pain got worse as each golden spike was removed. But Thiron told us to keep going, and he didn’t want us to stop until the bloody shackle was on the ground.  
 
    “Almost there, Thiron,” Ashe said soothingly. “Just two more to go.” 
 
    As the final prong was removed, I carefully threw the shackle away without touching it with my bare hands. We had to dispose of the shackle completely, and I didn’t want someone to accidentally step on it and find themselves in the Hellscape. But we had to stop Thiron’s bleeding first.  
 
    Fortunately, Ashe came prepared, and she pulled some clean bandages from the pocket of her red dress before she wrapped them tightly around his arm. The white cloth instantly absorbed the red, congealed demon blood, but at least demon wounds healed pretty quickly.  
 
    “That was…” Thiron sighed. “That was more painful than I first imagined, but you did warn me. And I… Oh, shit! What’s happening?” 
 
    Thiron’s leathery skin started to pale in color, his curled horns were replaced with curly blond hair, and more human features began to shine through as the transformation continued.  
 
    “This is your human form,” I explained as Thiron stared down at his body in confusion. “Haven’t you experienced this before?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head slowly. “I never had a reason to change forms until now…” 
 
    “You could have changed before we removed the shackle,” Ashe replied. “And sometimes demons arrive on the surface world already in their human forms. But now that the shackle has been removed, and you’ve lost that connection to the Hellscape, you instantly start to change to blend in with your new surroundings.” 
 
    “I forgot what I looked like as a human,” Thiron mumbled as he examined his clawless hands. 
 
    Mortal fingers were so fucking blunt, and he’d soon realize that. 
 
    Thiron looked even younger once the transformation had ended. He only looked about eighteen years old, maybe even younger than that. I wasn’t sure how old I was when I died, or when “Adam” died, but I must have been older than that. I certainly didn’t look as young as him.  
 
    Once Thiron had finished examining his hands, he turned his attention to his clothes. He just wore a pair of black pants and a brown shirt, so it wasn’t too dissimilar from my own outfit, but demons didn’t wear clothes, so it must have been a very strange feeling. 
 
    His outfit was instantly soaked from the rain, but we told him not to worry about that. We had clothes in the castle he could wear, and we also had Iris who would happily make him a new outfit. 
 
    “I wonder why the Dark King chose to send you here…” Ashe frowned as we headed back up toward the castle. “You’re so young, Thiron. Surely he could have sent someone older and more experienced.” 
 
    “I do have a theory,” Thiron replied as he snapped his fingers for the hellhounds to follow us. “I’m not sure if it’s the truth, but it makes sense to me.” 
 
    “What is your theory?” I asked.  
 
    “There’s been talk in the Hellscape… Lately, it almost seems like the Dark King is trying to remove certain demons,” he explained. “Demons with strong hell powers, too. After all, I’m young and inexperienced, but I quickly learned how to train hellhounds, quicker than most. And I have a strong hell power, so I’m only going to get stronger rather quickly.” 
 
    “So you think he sent you here because he knew I’d probably kill you?” I frowned. 
 
    “Yes,” Thiron replied. “I also… Well, when the mission was first explained to me, I told my Lord Captain outright that I didn’t want to kill other demons. I told him it seemed wrong, and they didn’t like that. That’s when they told me I had no choice but to obey and sent me here. But think about it: why would the Dark King want to have demons around who have threatening hell powers and are also prone to disobeying rules? The easiest thing would be to kill me, and then he wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore.” 
 
    “Sounds familiar,” I muttered as I recalled questioning these very same things when I first arrived in Rengfri. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, what is your hell power?” Ashe questioned. “I’ve never seen anyone block Atticus’ attacks like that.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” I chuckled. “Fuck, I was so confused when you didn’t even wince.” 
 
    “My hell power doesn’t really have a name,” the young demon said. “From what I’ve heard, even the Lord Captains haven’t seen it before. Basically, I control things with my mind, almost like a strange form of telepathy mixed with telekinesis. I tame the hellhounds with my mind instead of my words, but I can also weaken someone’s hell power if they’re using it against me, like what I did when you were using that rock power, Atticus.” 
 
    “And is that why you never said a word during the fight?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “There’s one word I need to say to the hellhounds because we’re essentially still in training. But I’m connected to them on a mental level. However, my hell power also gives me that high pain tolerance I told you about, so something would have to be really painful in order for me to feel it. I can block out a lot with my mind alone.” 
 
    “Fuck, is that why my claws didn’t work?” Ashe gasped. “I did everything I could to slice through your skin, but nothing worked!” 
 
    “And the hellhounds, too,” I added “They just brushed off the fireballs I threw at them, and the three you sliced, Ashe, are now fine. It didn’t do anything to them.” 
 
    “That would be why, yes,” Thiron replied. “My skin is tougher than other demons, but because I’m mentally connected to these hellhounds, they have the same pain tolerance as I do.” 
 
    “That’s so fucking cool,” Ashe chuckled. “Aah, I’m so glad you’re on our side now!” 
 
    “As am I,” Thiron laughed boyishly, and I smirked at how eager he clearly was to get the fuck out of the gloomy bounds of the Hellscape. “My Lord Captain will sure as hell regret sending me up here.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I said with a wicked grin. “We can certainly use someone like you.” 
 
    Thiron’s power was impressive, and I was pleased to have him working alongside us. But there was something else he said that caught my interest. 
 
    Thiron said he thought it was wrong to attack us up here like this. 
 
    He’d been able to weigh the situation with a clear mind to differentiate between right and wrong, which was possibly what could have caused him to be sent here in the first place. But it also meant that Thiron knew the various shades of good and evil, just like myself, Dahlia, and Ashe.  
 
    We only attacked those who truly deserved it, and we never sought out innocent victims. We were seen as discerning minions to our kings, and if Thiron’s theory was right, then that was why Ashe and I were sent on these potentially suicidal missions to begin with, and why Dahlia was sent here from the Heavenly Glade. 
 
    The Hellscape and the Heavenly Glade didn’t want minions like us. They didn’t want discerning, reasoning, and incredibly powerful minions. They wanted blind, single-minded, death machines. So they tried to get rid of us as easily as possible. 
 
    Which was a huge fucking issue. 
 
    These were the great kings of two major dualities we were talking about. 
 
    Their reigns relied on the ability to be discerning. 
 
    But now, the two kings’ greed and thirst for power had overridden what they were supposed to be doing. Now, they were potentially killing their own minions just to keep themselves safe and ever-growing in power. 
 
    The Dark King and Holy King were just as evil and corrupt as the Church.  
 
    And by comparison, I wasn’t truly evil, not really. My recent dream about Sophie had proven that. I didn’t kill those men in the alleyway just because I wanted to, I did it because it needed to be done. Because the punishment fit the crime. 
 
    So maybe being a Demon King didn’t translate to being an evil king. Maybe I wasn’t someone for people to fear. 
 
    The truth was, all layers of the world needed a king who could tell the difference between the various goods and evils, and who accepted all humans and creatures, regardless of how diverse they were. 
 
    The mortals of the surface world needed someone to protect them, just as much as the immortals needed someone to truly lead them. Someone who could put a stop to all the endless terrors and wars.  
 
    Someone like me.  
 
    And as soon as I won this impending war, my true reign would begin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The rest of the day was spent introducing Thiron to everyone, and Ashe also made sure the hellhounds had somewhere to live. 
 
    We agreed not to have the beasts roaming around inside the castle, mainly due to their size. However, the courtyard had a wooden shack at the back, almost hidden from view, and it was just large enough to house all ten hellhounds. They were unpredictable creatures, and I could just imagine the havoc they’d cause around Rengfri if they freed themselves. Fortunately, Thiron still had his iron chains with him, so the dogs were safe, as well as the innocent villagers who lived nearby. 
 
    The hellhounds weren’t too fond of the orcs, and vice versa, but as long as each group kept their distance whenever the orcs were guarding the castle, then I hoped they’d all learn to get along with each other. 
 
    I also had a brief meeting with Madame Nyra, and the black fairy was pleased to tell me that the veils were complete. She’d made thirty, which was more than enough to conceal the tunnel entrances, but this gave us extras to use if we had to. She’d also started making the other veils to keep us dry in the rain, but they were going to take a little bit longer because all of her time had been spent making the concealment veils for the tunnels.  
 
    Madame Nyra was quick to notice the howling of the hellhounds when she arrived, so that led to me explaining everything about Thiron’s arrival. The old fairy just laughed and said nothing was smooth sailing when it came to me, but she was looking forward to meeting Thiron when the time allowed. 
 
    Sveila, Iris, Dahlia, and the twins were so excited to get to know Thiron more, and Dahlia quite literally took him under her wing, which I found both interesting and endearing. For an angel, she seemed determined to find the good in our newest demon friend, and I sent her an approving nod as she worked to get him settled in the castle. The entire process was quite daunting for Thiron, but it didn’t take too long.  
 
    Thiron was still very new to this weird and wonderful world, and even though he knew of undesirables, he’d never left the Hellscape since his rebirth, so it was the first time he’d had ever met anyone who wasn’t a demon or a hellhound. 
 
    We were all excited to take Thiron on little adventures around the Port of Rengfri, and Lixiss couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of the interesting creatures he was going to encounter. Since he was freaked out by orcs, she couldn’t wait to see how he reacted to ten-foot-tall gnomes, half-orcs, or even a feline humanoid like the tabaxi.  
 
    Even though I was hesitant to bring Thiron into the family at first, I soon decided I’d made the right decision. He was a hell of an addition, and I could see that he was going to be useful around here. He’d already offered to help my women with a few tasks around the house, and he told me he was eager to train and learn more about fighting and defenses. 
 
    But even if those things hadn’t occurred, and if Thiron hadn’t mentioned any of that, the smile on Ashe’s face made everything worthwhile. She told me in private that she’d missed her “little brother,” and that she’d thought about Thiron when she first arrived in Rengfri. So watching her giving him a hug, or just smiling in his direction was a wonderful thing for us all to witness. 
 
    Thiron could remember a lot more about his human life compared to the rest of us immortal beings, too. His memories would soon fade, like mine did, but he was able to tell us what he knew.  
 
    For starters, his human name was Tobias, and he’d lived with his family in a country called “Germany.” Apparently, from what he could recall, he spoke differently in that country. The language was different, and he had a different accent, too. So he remembered feeling confused when he was reborn in the Hellscape, and how his voice had changed to the smoky, deep voice of a demon. 
 
    The end of Thiron’s life was sudden and unexpected, though. According to what he told us, he had an illness which quickly took over his body. He remembered lying in a bed with bright lights around him, and he had his parents and older sister sitting beside him, but that’s the last memory he had.  
 
    I figured that was why Thiron had a close bond with Ashe before she left. He’d missed his older sister during the first few days in the Hellscape, and my sinful huntress had offered her assistance when it came to training the hellhounds.  
 
    Thiron couldn’t quite remember other parts of his life, so he couldn’t remember what he did to make him arrive in the Hellscape. But that’s where I was able to help. I was as blunt as possible, too, as I explained that I wasn’t really an evil human in my last life. Sure, I’d committed a severely violent crime, that I personally thrived on in the moment, but I did feel justified in the act. Perhaps the Holy King found my particularly bloody approach, or even just the act itself, as unacceptable, so I became a demon instead of an angel. 
 
    Well, unless the Dark King had stepped in altogether and ensured I made it to the Hellscape specifically. 
 
    I had no doubt he would have reveled in the final bloody moments of my human life. 
 
    Dahlia even said that Thiron could have committed one small crime, and it could have been something minimal. But that one crime stopped him from getting a place in the Heavenly Glade with so strict of a Holy King reigning there. So if Thiron couldn’t remember what happened, then it was probably nothing major, but we couldn’t deny the impression we got from him overall: the man had a good heart, especially as he could clearly discern the difference between true, unforgivable evil and the much broader “other” category. 
 
    So, we figured it was unlikely that he’d slaughtered an entire town of innocents like some demons we knew. 
 
    As the day drew to a close, I had a meeting with my generals before I addressed the rest of Rengfri. I reminded them that I’d need their help when it came to collecting various information once the speech had been made, like the numbers of residents who wished to fight, but also those who would need to seek safety in the tunnels. 
 
    Everything would be explained in the speech, but I needed them to know the general idea before I announced it. 
 
    I also told them to get in contact with their friends on other islands around Selythia. Those friends would work as generals for me for the time being and complete the same tasks on their own islands. 
 
    As the following morning came around, and Thiron, my women, and I sat around the dining table for breakfast, we began to discuss the day’s events. It had now been about three days since we’d last seen the sun in the sky, and the wind and rain hadn’t stopped, either, but we’d started to get used to the storm. The darkness wasn’t too hard for us to deal with, it was the constant rain that we found most difficult to deal with. 
 
    “We obviously had plans to locate the tree beings yesterday, which was interrupted, so I think we should do that today,” Ashe said as her teeth tore through a chunk of bread.  
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded. “That has to be done before anything else. We can’t hang around anymore. Yesterday was different because of Thiron’s arrival, but the Dark King could send more demons in our direction, so we might not have much time. We also need to gather everyone together for that speech today.” 
 
    “We’ll get the message across that the Demon King is going to make a speech,” Sveila spoke up while she spooned some applesauce onto her plate. “Then we can travel around spreading the word to other villages and islands.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. “I want them to know about the tunnels and training sessions to help them fight and defend themselves. They need to know everything when it comes to this war. But we cannot delay it any further. There would be no point in offering training sessions if we don’t have the time to hold them. However, at least Madame Nyra has been able to make the veils, so everyone will know that the tunnels are safe and well protected.” 
 
    “Madame Nyra?” Thiron frowned. 
 
    “Ooh, you’ll love Madame Nyra, Thiron,” Lixiss giggled. “She’s one of a kind.” 
 
    “Who is she?” the young demon asked.  
 
    “She’s the leader of the black fairy coven,” Lux explained. “Lixiss and I used to live with her before we moved into the castle. She knows everything about everyone, and she can be quite intimidating, but if you’re on her side, she’ll treat you very well.” 
 
    “But sometimes you might need to pay her several pieces first,” Ashe snorted. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting her,” Thiron chuckled as he inspected a slice of white meat. “Speaking of intimidating, will I get used to the food on the surface world?” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it quite quickly,” I replied. “I can assure you that if you hunted down a wild beast and ate it like you did in the Hellscape, your body would instantly reject it. Human forms prefer for most of their meat to be cooked, and your taste buds start to change the longer you’re in your human form.” 
 
    “But you should try the bread and applesauce.” Iris smiled. “It’s like a sweet treat, and I think your new body will appreciate the sweetness.” 
 
    While Thiron hesitantly picked away at different foods, I returned to our original conversation.  
 
    “So the main tasks for today are to track down the tree beings and hold a meeting with the residents of Rengfri,” I said. “I’m also going to visit the mermaids again to check on the cove and how it’s holding up. But is there anything else anyone needs to do, or wants to do?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about some… beings who we should talk to,” Dahlia replied. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “Ghosts.” She grinned. “They could be a great addition to the army, and I definitely think we should at least ask them if they’d like to join our team.” 
 
    I’d spotted a few ghosts around the church in Newhall, before the church was demolished. I hadn’t really witnessed them since then, and I hadn’t even considered searching for those transparent beings, but if Dahlia wanted to talk to them, then I was happy to accept her suggestion.  
 
    “Can you even talk to ghosts?” Ashe frowned. 
 
    “I can, yes.” The angel nodded. “Only holy humans can become ghosts, which means that only those connected to the Heavenly Glade can communicate with them.” 
 
    “That’s so interesting,” Iris said. “I never knew that.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” I added. “And what can ghosts do? Can they fight?” 
 
    “Oh, they can fight.” Dahlia grinned and laughed at the same time. “Ghosts have the ability to essentially slip inside a person’s body. That person then becomes their host, and the ghosts can manipulate their hosts into doing whatever they want. In our case, it’s possible they could make a demon their host, and then order the demon to kill other demons, or even attack certain angels instead of aiming for us.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Thiron said in awe. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Sveila’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “Deadly serious,” Dahlia replied. “Ghosts are rarely used in this way, or even spoken to, because most people can’t even see them in the first place. Which makes them the ultimate fighters in a war if they can slip by without being seen.” 
 
    I thought it would have been difficult for someone who isn’t in a solid form to fight and kill others, but clearly I was wrong. Now, I was desperate to talk to them. Or to have Dahlia talk to them for me. 
 
    “But we can see them?” Ashe frowned. “Or, at least, Atticus and I can see them, so that means other demons can, too.” 
 
    “Yes, but only if you’re looking straight at them,” Dahlia replied. “If there’s a war going on, and everyone is aiming for everyone else, then a ghost could easily slip by without getting caught.” 
 
    “Why haven’t we used them before?” I snickered. 
 
    “Because there’s a slight issue when it comes to ghosts…” Dahlia paused for a second. “They feel like outcasts, like they don’t have a proper home. They are holy humans who died, yet they weren’t accepted into the Heavenly Glade for whatever reason, so it’s possible they wouldn’t want to help us because no one helped them. But…” 
 
    “Yes…” I led.  
 
    “They are still technically a part of the surface world, and this is all they really know,” the angel continued. “I think they’d be willing to help us protect the surface world for a small price.” 
 
    “Pieces?” I cocked an eyebrow. “Would they want us to pay them? Because it’s not like I’m short of money, but I can’t imagine them needing coins in their state…” 
 
    “No, a different sort of price,” she giggled before she turned serious and met my gaze directly. “Atticus… if we can secure them a place in the Heavenly Glade once the war is over, they’d be free to live out their existences in the form of angels. They’d be free from the limbo they exist in, and for a price like that, they’ll probably help us. After all, that’s all they really want: to pass on fully.” 
 
    I nodded as I thought this through. “I’m willing to give people whatever they want if they help us win. But will the ghosts still be in Newhall if the church has been demolished? Or will we have to search around for them?” 
 
    “I imagine they’ll still be there,” Dahlia replied. “Although the physical building is no longer there, the holy residents will still sense the presence of the Church in the air. They can travel around, but ghosts tend to haunt one area throughout their entire existence. However, one thing to add is that ghosts are quite shy, so we probably won’t want too many people crowding around them before they’ve made their decision.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “In that case, let’s take a trip to the other side of the mountains to find the woodland creatures. Then Dahlia, you and I can talk to the ghosts while the others start to spread the news about the speech I’ll be giving.” 
 
    “Shall we take some of the werewolves with us?” Sveila asked. “Just to be on the safe side?” 
 
    “Or one of the hellhounds?” Ashe smirked. “Our new puppies need to be walked, Atticus. They’ll be on their best behavior, too.” 
 
    “The werewolves, yes.” I nodded before I eyed my huntress skeptically. “The hellhounds… Well, as long as Thiron has complete control over them, then we can take one. I want the residents of Rengfri to respect and follow me, I don’t want to scare the shit out of them.” 
 
    “Our puppies wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Ashe giggled.  
 
    “Your puppies,” I corrected. 
 
    “Are you sure they won’t hurt anyone?” Iris gulped nervously. “I’m pretty sure they were eyeing up my limbs yesterday.” 
 
    “They probably saw my wings as a chew toy, too,” Dahlia snorted. 
 
    “There’s no reason to fear hellhounds once they’re trained properly,” Thiron explained in a patient tone. “They are loyal guards, and they’d do whatever it takes to protect their tamer. But… that also means they learn to protect friends of the tamer, too. After a while, once the hellhounds are settled, they’ll know that protecting you is just as important as protecting me.” 
 
    “But we have to wait until that happens?” Sveila let out a shaky laugh. “I’m not sure if that calmed me down or not…” 
 
    “It didn’t calm me down,” Iris mumbled.  
 
    “I think they’re cute,” Lixiss replied.  
 
    “And I love their chains…” Lux’s eyes grew wide with excitement. 
 
    “Think of hellhounds like demons,” Ashe said. “Atticus and I were misunderstood, and everyone feared us at first. But that feeling soon passed, and it’s the same with the dogs. You’ll soon have them licking your faces and resting their heads on your laps. Oh, they’re so cute and fluffy!” 
 
    I had a feeling Iris didn’t like that idea, either, particularly from the look of fear on the elf’s face. But I knew she would be okay with the hounds once she was more comfortable around them. The floral elf needed time, and we weren’t going to force her into getting close to the hellhounds if she wasn’t overly comfortable with it. 
 
    Once we finished with breakfast and cleared away the table, my women, Thiron, and I left the castle to begin our next adventure. Thiron and Ashe went to select one of the hellhounds from the shack at the back of the courtyard, and I spoke to the werewolves who guarded the castle. 
 
    “We’re going to search for the tree beings and tree elves,” I said. “I need one of you to come with us, and I need another to spread a message around Oakenpass, the Shadow Quarters, and the Grimmway while we’re away. That includes the mermaid cove, too.” 
 
    The fluffy, brown-and-gray werewolves bobbed their large heads. Their fur was all matted from the rain, but the wolves were used to rougher living environments, so it didn’t bother them.  
 
    “I’m going to hold a meeting with everyone this afternoon to explain my plan,” I continued. “So I want one of you to go around informing the villages of this speech. They need to meet us in Newhall at the fourth hour, where the church used to be. It can’t be any later than that. We can’t cover the entire island today because Rengfri is far too big for that, but we’ll inform as many villagers as we can on our way toward the mountains. Then the werewolf who comes with us will follow Sveila, Ashe, Iris, and the twins to continue spreading the message while Dahlia and I search for some ghosts to talk to. Does that all make sense?” 
 
    The werewolves nodded their heads again, and I added that the werewolf didn’t need to tell every single person in those villages. As long as he could tell a couple of them, then the message could travel on from there. 
 
    As Thiron and Ashe came over with their chosen hellhound, the werewolves instantly retreated to put some space between them. Thiron glanced down at the enormous hound who stood at his side, and I imagined he was using his Telepathy hell power to control it. 
 
    The demon had fastened a metal chain around the hellhound’s neck, so the dog wasn’t going to go anywhere, but the werewolves were right to be cautious.  
 
    Hellhounds didn’t appreciate being around other canines. It was in their nature to take the role of alpha and chief slaughterer in all circumstances, so the werewolves were another part of the group they’d need to get used to.  
 
    Once that was all sorted out, and everyone knew what they were doing, we began our journey. I hadn’t gone beyond the mountains that surrounded the Port of Rengfri before, so I had no idea what to expect, but I was eager to find out. I’d once heard someone saying it was just open forests, so there weren’t any villages past that point, but it was still interesting to discover a new area of my home. 
 
    Rengfri had been all I’d known for quite a while after freeing myself from the Hellscape. 
 
    The werewolf, Bardou, walked in front of my women and I, and then Thiron and the hellhound walked behind us. I never heard the feral beast growl once, so the young demon had him pretty well trained, which I appreciated. 
 
    Every time we passed a village, we’d look around for some of the residents and then tell them about my upcoming speech. Everyone we came across promised to inform the rest of their village, and it was nice to see everyone so willing to serve me. 
 
    The villages still held the faint scent of evil from the holy followers who lived in many of them, but that was quickly fading, and I hoped the entire surface world would soon be like that. 
 
    Some of the humans we came across were fearful of the hellhound, and they instantly noticed that Thiron was another demon from his glowing orange eyes. Still, even though they were human, they’d started to realize the demons in Rengfri didn’t wish to hurt them. If they’d been on my kill list, they would have been murdered ages ago, so it was good to see this point was sinking in a bit. 
 
    “How long does it take to get there?” Lixiss asked an hour into the journey.  
 
    “I think we’ll be walking, or flying in your case, for another two hours,” Ashe replied. “It might be longer than that, but the person who gave me this information said it took them about three hours to get to the mountains.” 
 
    “And…” Lux paused. “Do we have to climb over the mountain?” 
 
    “No, there’s a path that takes us through them,” she explained. “Apparently it’s not hard to find, so I don’t think we’ll have any issues.” 
 
    Ashe was right. A couple of hours after that, the base of the mountains came into view. The steep, elevated rock traveled high up into the sky. Thick sheets of moss coated the base, but about halfway up the mountains, the rock turned into spiky black death traps, and the angry rainstorm certainly helped to give the mountains a more daunting look to them. 
 
    From what I’d heard in the past, the solid wall of mountains ran from coast to coast, and the recognizable pointed tips helped travelers to work out where they were whenever they sailed around Selythia.  
 
    Rengfri was famous for its mountains. I couldn’t believe it was the first time I’d visited them, but if all went well in this upcoming war, it certainly wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    “Okay, this way,” Ashe said as she pointed toward a rickety and nearly broken-down wooden fence. “Apparently we just need to walk through there and follow the path, and the woodland creatures live on the other side of the pass. But before we get there, there are a few things we all need to know.” 
 
    No one said a word as we waited for Ashe to continue.  
 
    “These woodland creatures spend all their time behind these mountains,” she explained. “They’re almost like centaurs, they like to live alone without the disturbance from other creatures. We have to be very quiet at first, but once they know we’re allies and not enemies, they should feel comfortable leaving their hiding places. But if nothing happens, and we don’t see any of them, then it’s best for us to leave and forget all about them.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” Lixiss asked. 
 
    “It’s more out of a sign of respect, apparently,” Ashe replied. “If the tree elves and tree beings don’t want to talk to us, then we need to accept that. But I doubt they’ll hunt us down in the middle of the night because we tried to talk to them.” 
 
    “Who was it that told you all of this?” I queried.  
 
    “Multiple undesirables.” Ashe shrugged. “I had to speak to, like, twenty people to get a full understanding of these creatures. I was told of a tune I have to whistle when we arrive in the forest, and that should help the creatures see that we don’t mean them any harm.” 
 
    “I’m impressed.” I smirked.  
 
    “Sometimes I can be quite useful in non-murdery ways,” she giggled. “But let’s go!” 
 
    The rickety wooden fence opened out into a slim pass between two of the mountains. It was just wide enough for everyone to fit through, but I imagined someone like a gnome or a centaur would have struggled to reach the other side. 
 
    A strong, musty scent blew through the air as we traveled deeper into the mountainous forest, but there wasn’t a hint of mouthwatering evil. This just clarified what Ashe had said about the creatures we sought not being overly dangerous. Apparently, they weren’t even evil.  
 
    I glanced around our surroundings as the pass finally opened up a bit, but all I could see were more and more trees. There weren’t any obvious signs of life, but that all changed when Ashe whistled a cheerful tune three times.  
 
    Nobody said a word. Even the hellhound stayed quiet. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to listen out for, or if I’d even hear anything, but then the branches above my head began to creak like someone was walking on them. 
 
    Seconds after that, a singular tree elf appeared on a branch in front of us. She looked female, and she looked to be about the same height as Iris, but it was hard to tell from the distance between us. 
 
    The elf had long blonde hair that curled around her pointed ears and fell just past her shoulders, and she had a bow and arrow firmly held in her hands which had been made out of various branches and vines. Her outfit was made entirely out of leaves, but each leaf was a different size, and there were various shades of green and brown spread across her body. Some pieces of rope kept her “boots” tied to her legs, and she’d turned another piece of rope into a belt to carry a full quiver of her wooden arrows. 
 
    “Who are we?” she asked in a smooth yet demanding voice.  
 
    “My name is Ashe,” my demon said as she stepped forward. “It’s an honor to meet you. We are friends, and we came here to talk to you.” 
 
    “My identity is Pyria,” the elf replied as she stared at my chin instead of my eyes. “You must not call me anything else. Do you understand, Friends of Ashe?” 
 
    “I do,” Ashe said. 
 
    My huntress bowed her head slightly, and there was a clear power change in the air. I assumed Pyria was the leader of her people, or maybe a guard, but it didn’t seem to matter that I was the Demon King. Out here, I was only Atticus, and this woodland elf held all means of power and authority now. 
 
    It might have bothered me months ago, but I’d grown rather patient with mortals nowadays. I didn’t mind respecting their own claims on their territories, as long as they didn’t cause trouble, and we were definitely here to ally with this set of beings, not war with them. 
 
    “Friends of Ashe, you came here to talk?” Pyria asked.  
 
    Ashe peered over her shoulder to look at me, and she subtly motioned toward the elf as a silent way of telling me to answer this being in the branches. They elf never looked me directly in the eyes, and she either stared at my chin or the forest floor. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “My name is Atticus, and we wanted to talk to you about the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape.” 
 
    “Why?” Pyria walked across the branch on dainty feet. “Why does Friends of Ashe wish to talk to me?” 
 
    The tree elf had a strange way of talking, but I didn’t feel like it was appropriate to question her on it.  
 
    “The Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape are threatening to open,” I answered. “I’m putting together an army, one that’s strong enough to defeat both the Holy King and the Dark King. But this will affect the entire surface world, which is why we want to ask if you’d be willing to fight alongside my army to help us win. But also so that you can protect these trees, your home, from the creatures who wish to destroy it.” 
 
    “Pyria’s home is in danger?” Pyria asked. 
 
    “It will be.” I nodded. “But we hope to change that if you’re willing to fight alongside us.” 
 
    “And what will Friends of Ashe give Pyria in return?” she asked. 
 
    “Freedom.” I shrugged. “The surface world can live in peace if the Dark King and Holy King are killed. Friends of Ashe can promise Pyria the chance to live in a world without threat of danger to your home, and you, uh… Pyria won’t be targeted for being different from others, either.” 
 
    Pyria was silent for several seconds, but then she let out a short whistle, almost like the tune Ashe made when we first arrived. 
 
    Another whistle was heard shortly after that, but that one sounded more like a singing bird. It was obviously the way the elves communicated with each other. 
 
    “Pyria agrees to assist Friends of Ashe,” she said. “Pyria will gather the others together, and we will help Friends of Ashe, but only if you keep your promise. If not… we will destroy you all.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied as I worked to rein in my smirk. It was kind of hard to take any threats from a dainty tree elf seriously, but I’d heard enough about her kind and their trees to trust they were feisty enough to battle pretty damn well. “You have my word. Will the tree beings help us, too?” 
 
    “They will.” Pyria nodded. “Pyria owns these trees. Every creature great and small obeys Pyria’s commands. They will help you, too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “I’ll be holding a meeting in Newhall this afternoon if you’d like to join us? Then you’ll know what my plan is.” 
 
    “No.” Pyria turned on her foot to face away from me. 
 
    “Okay…” I frowned at the stubborn little thing. “That’s fine. We live in the castle in Oakenpass, so you can find us there if you want to talk more about this army.” 
 
    “Friends of Ashe must leave now,” Pyria ordered. “Pyria might see you at the castle, but that is up to Pyria to decide.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” I nodded as a smirk finally twitched on my lips. “Thank you for talking to us today.” 
 
    “We really appreciate you giving us this time,” Ashe added politely. 
 
    Pyria didn’t say another word before she seemed to practically vanish into the trees in the time that it took for me to blink. It was one of the strangest encounters I’d ever had, but I now knew why it was so hard to find these creatures in the first place.  
 
    And at least Pyria had agreed to help us, even if she refused to join us in Newhall. 
 
    Now that we had the tree elves somewhat on our side, we had to continue spreading the news about the speech. The Demon King of Selythia was going to deliver his first official address to the residents of Rengfri. 
 
    But first Dahlia and I had to track down the ghosts. 
 
    Then my army would be complete, and the bloody war could begin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    I’ll always remember the first time I ever stepped foot in Newhall, and the hint of treachery and evil that used to hang in the air.  
 
    Newhall was a grander village than others in Rengfri, mainly because it used to be the home of the Church. The roads were clean, the grass was well maintained, and there wasn’t a single broken window in sight. The residents here were treated well by the Church, but only because they were holy followers. They didn’t live in poverty like the poor undesirables in The Slums, and the humans here felt like they possessed some sort of superiority, simply because they were human.  
 
    This village also held some large viaducts near the headquarters of The Blessed. Well, what used to be their headquarters, before Ashe and I had slaughtered those possessed motherfuckers. 
 
    Now that the Church was gone, Newhall had started to blossom with this new life. It was still a grand village, and the families that resided here were fortunate to have pieces in their pockets and a roof over their heads. But the treachery and evil had slowly started to disappear, and it wouldn’t be long before Newhall was filled with followers of the Demon King.  
 
    “I imagine we’ll start seeing the ghosts soon,” Dahlia said as we walked toward the grassy plot of land I knew all too well. 
 
    The first time Ashe and I witnessed the invisible beings was when the Church was holding an annual banquet. We’d used that distraction to sneak toward the viaducts and slaughter The Blessed, but just before the attack had begun, we’d seen the ghosts. They were naturally illuminated by a pale blue light, and there was a silver sheen where their bodies used to be.  
 
    I remembered being able to see exactly how that human had died, too. Their wounds were visible every time the ghosts floated in front of a burning flame or torch, so I’d seen a woman wearing a blood-soaked dress, and there was a man with one of his arms missing as well. It seemed as though the ghosts had all suffered brutal deaths, so I could imagine how pissed they felt when they didn’t arrive in the Heavenly Glade after becoming a victim to such torture. 
 
    Then again, having to spend your existence in the Heavenly Glade sounded more torturous to me, but I understood that that was all the ghosts wished for, and I could respect that. They’d lived their lives accordingly, so they deserved the chance to continue onward into the next phases of their existence. 
 
    The grassy land still held the burnt remains of the church, and piles of debris were littered across the entire place. But like Dahlia said, the ghosts still lived in this area, despite the holy building no longer standing. 
 
    It took a second for my powerful eyes to adjust to our surroundings, but it wasn’t long before I spotted the ghosts floating mindlessly around. They didn’t appear to be at all affected by the rainstorm, and I watched as one of them traveled toward a road and then turned around and headed back to his original spot.  
 
    It must have been a very boring existence just floating around all day, and I wondered how many times that one ghost in particular had traveled toward the road and back. No wonder they were desperate to get into the Heavenly Glade. Even a realm as pristinely revolting as that probably looked like paradise to them.  
 
    But everything began to change as Dahlia and I stepped onto the grass. The ghosts came to a halt as they noticed the angel, and at least twenty of them began to float toward us. It was harder for me to notice their shining, silver bodies without a lantern nearby, but I could still see their outlines and the way they subtly drifted in the wind.  
 
    “My name is Dahlia,” my angel said as she held her hands against her chest. “I am a fallen angel from the Heavenly Glade, and Atticus and I wish to have a conversation with you. We offer you nothing but respect, and we hope you can assist us with something.” 
 
    Dahlia’s voice was incredibly smooth and gentle, and like with Pyria, the tree elf, I assumed there was a certain way to converse with the ghosts.  
 
    “Yes, Atticus is a demon, but he isn’t like the horror stories you’ve heard in the past,” she continued as if in response to some unheard statement. “He is a man of his word, and he wants nothing but peace in this divided world.” 
 
    It was a strange conversation because I could only hear one side of it, but I occasionally spotted some of the ghosts cocking their heads to the side, so I assumed they were asking questions.  
 
    “My fall from the Heavenly Glade was not an occurrence that I take lightly,” Dahlia said a moment later. “But I do not regret it. You see, back then, I was blinded by the Holy King’s power, and I never truly saw what he was like. The truth is… he doesn’t have good intentions, and Atticus helped me see that. But it’s because of his twisted ruling that we come to you today. Both the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape have threatened to open, and we’ll soon find ourselves in the ultimate war between the two. We need your help.” 
 
    There was another short pause, so I imagined the ghosts were responding to Dahlia’s explanation.  
 
    “We need you to help us fight, and to kill off those who wish us harm,” she replied. “But to answer your other question, some of the stories I could tell you about the Holy King would terrify you. There is an innocent elf named Iris, and her aura is the brightest one I’d ever seen. She was born with a heart of gold, and she loves any and all creatures she comes across. However, I was ordered to murder Iris, simply because she isn’t human and she’d made connections with Atticus. The Holy King didn’t care about her aura or the pureness of her spirit. He just wanted her to be killed, even though the Holy King had High Elves who worked for him.” 
 
    I wished I could see the ghosts’ expressions, because I wanted to know whether they were angered by Dahlia’s story, or if they simply shrugged and waved it off.  
 
    “There was a time that I saved Iris from some High Elves,” Dahlia continued. “The High Elves threatened to kill her, as well as Atticus and the rest of his family. But I knew that someone as good as Atticus, or as innocent as Iris hadn’t done anything to warrant their deaths, so I stepped in and killed the High Elves myself. Because of that, the Holy King tortured me for days. He saw me as vermin and filth, and he treated me in the same way he’d treat a demon. So I chose to fall from the Heavenly Glade, which very nearly killed me, simply because I couldn’t worship someone so evil.” 
 
    Some of the ghosts floated away, but then they returned again seconds later.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Dahlia said soothingly. “I understand your anger, but the story about Iris is only a small part of this. Surely you’ve witnessed the undesirables who were taken by the mortal king’s guards, yes? They were starved and tortured for being different, and a large number of them died. Atticus saved those prisoners that still lived and made sure they received the appropriate care and attention. But the mortal king worshipped the Holy King, so it was all because of him that the undesirables were tortured in the first place.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I whispered after a minute of complete silence.  
 
    “They’re finally finding out the truth,” Dahlia replied. “The ghosts say they knew something wasn’t right, but they never witnessed the torment, they just saw the undesirables being taken away, so they had no idea what was going on deep within the grounds of the church. They’re exceedingly angry, which is why you’ll probably notice some of them flying away in frustration.” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed that.” I nodded. “Are they willing to help us?” 
 
    “I’ll ask,” she said as she turned her attention back toward the ghosts. “All we ask is that you help us kill off this threat when it arrives. If you help us, we promise to offer you a place in the Heavenly Glade once the war is over. You’re currently stuck in limbo, we realize that, which is why we’re offering you the greatest reward in return. You see, I will be your Heavenly Queen if we’re victorious, and creatures of all shapes and sizes will be welcomed and respected in my realm once the Heavenly Glade belongs to Atticus.” 
 
    My dick twitched in my pants as Dahlia spoke her little speech. She was a natural, and she hadn’t even properly started her new role as Heavenly Queen yet. Those who’d remain in the Heavenly Glade would be lucky to have someone like Dahlia taking over if everything went according to plan, and it was the same with the Hellscape and Ashe, too. 
 
    My angel and demon lovers would rule over my realms precisely as I desired. 
 
    “Thank you.” Dahlia smiled. “That’s all we ask, and we promise to give you the care and respect you greatly deserve.” 
 
    “I’m assuming they’ve agreed to help?” I asked.  
 
    “They have.” Dahlia turned to face me. “They hate the idea of innocent men, women, and children being targeted, so they don’t want that to continue. They’re also pissed that the Holy King never offered them a place in the Heavenly Glade, so they see no reason to help someone like him when he’s done nothing to deserve their respect.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I glanced over at the ghosts, because I knew they could hear me, even if I couldn’t hear them. “We’re not fighting because we want to, we’re fighting because we have to. The bigger my army grows, the more chances we have at winning this war, and I know you’ll be a great addition.” 
 
    “They appreciate that.” Dahlia smiled. “They even know more ghosts in Nivertara and on the island of Hulfait, so they’ll get them involved, too.” 
 
    “Anyone who assists us will be offered a place in the Heavenly Glade should they want it,” I replied. “It’s the same for your other friends, too, so you can tell them that.” 
 
    Dahlia spoke the ghosts’ thanks once again, and then we watched the invisible beings turn around and float back toward their original spots. The conversation, despite how strange it was, went much better than I imagined it would. 
 
    My fallen angel also said that she thought the ghosts would have helped us, regardless of the situation. She began to realize as they were talking that the ghosts just wanted to be recognized. They were always pushed to the side and ignored, especially because most people didn’t know they were even there. So the fact that we came to talk to them directly, and we’d even considered them as members of the surface world, was all they really wanted. 
 
    It brought meaning and purpose to their strange existences. 
 
    Shortly after the ghosts left, several lanterns were seen in the distance, and it wasn’t long before Newhall started to fill with the residents who were eager to hear my speech.  
 
    “Look at everyone, Atticus.” Dahlia gripped onto my arm as she smiled. “They’re all here to see you…” 
 
    It was a breathtaking sight, especially when I spotted the sheer variety of beings in the crowd. A family of humans were huddled beside a family of half-elves, and they stood behind a group of grinning and dancing banshees. Even though there were still some humans who stayed clear of undesirables, the hatred toward the creatures was nothing compared to how it used to be.  
 
    Against all odds, nearly everyone had put their differences aside because they all wanted the same thing, and they were here in Newhall waiting for a demon to address them en masse. 
 
    It was unlike anything I’d ever seen.  
 
    Sveila, Iris, Ashe, the twins, and Thiron appeared a couple of minutes later, and I was pleasantly surprised to see Naia right behind them with a few of her mermaids. 
 
    Naia was smiling up at Thiron, so they must have been introduced to each other at some point.  
 
    But they weren’t alone. Sveila was holding the hands of a Yellow and Red Witch as she led them over to me. 
 
    The Red Witch wore a deep maroon dress that flowed across the ground, and her hair was a lighter shade of purple compared to Sveila’s. The Yellow Witch had hair almost as golden as Dahlia’s, and her corseted dress was a bright yellow in color. She also had on a pair of yellow heels, and she wore a band of yellow flowers in her hair. 
 
    At least it wasn’t going to be hard to tell these two witches apart. 
 
    “Isn’t this great, Atticus?” Ashe squealed as she skipped toward me.  
 
    “It is.” I nodded.  
 
    I gave my women a hug and kiss in turn, and Dahlia told them about her conversation with the ghosts and how well it went.  
 
    “That’s brilliant.” Iris smiled. “So many people want to help us. This crowd alone is proof of that.” 
 
    “I also have a few friends who’d like to help you right now.” Sveila motioned toward the witches. “They can help you deliver this message, and they can make it quicker, too.” 
 
    “You can?” I asked the witches. 
 
    “We can.” The Red Witch nodded. “My name is Abena, and Faba and I have just what you need to make this speech run smoother.” 
 
    “That’s what we hope, anyway,” Faba replied as she adjusted her yellow flowers. “There are still thousands of creatures headed toward Newhall as we speak, so Abena can make your voice echo throughout the streets to help everyone hear you. But I can essentially trap your words inside the spell as well. Then I hope to travel across the kingdom, with the help of others, of course, and we can release the spell so the people of the many islands can hear your speech, too.” 
 
    “It’ll save you so much time and effort,” Abena added. “We understand how busy you’re going to be, Atticus, so we want to help you as much as we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate that.” I smiled. 
 
    I didn’t particularly have issues with other witches, but it still meant a lot that they’d offered their assistance without being asked. It was another sign that Rengfri was slowly changing, and everyone was becoming more accepting and even servile to their Demon King.  
 
    I had more loyal followers already than I first thought, and I hoped the same could be said after my speech. 
 
    “You’ll need to stand somewhere high up,” Abena continued. “And then Faba and I can get to work while you deliver your message. It won’t take her long to trap your words, so depending on how long this speech takes, we hope to deliver the message to at least one other island before the end of the day. Maybe two islands, if other witches offer their help.” 
 
    “Can you deliver the message to multiple islands at the same time?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, if I duplicate it.” Faba nodded as she adjusted the band of flowers in her hair again. “I can hand the spell to multiple people at the same time, so it’ll make it much quicker to travel around Selythia.” 
 
    “That’ll save us a lot of time, thank you,” I said honestly. 
 
    “Now, let’s get into position!” Abena clapped her hands together as she took control.  
 
    “You heard her, Atticus,” Ashe giggled.  
 
    “Abena likes to be in charge,” Sveila whispered with a laugh. 
 
    “I can see that,” I snickered.  
 
    More people arrived while I found the best roof to stand on. I wanted to be able to see everyone around me, or the majority of people, but I wanted to make sure they could see me, too. There was a row of houses opposite the grassy area which was perfect for what I needed.  
 
    My women and Thiron stayed on the ground with Bardou and the hellhound beside them, and I used my Smoke Flight to travel to the rooftops. The owner of the house I chose allowed Abena and Faba inside, and then they climbed onto the roof and stood beside me.  
 
    It amazed me how much the crowd of people had grown already. My audience covered every inch of land, and some of them were even sitting on walls because there wasn’t enough space for them on the ground or in the streets. 
 
    There must have been at least ten thousand humans and undesirables in front of me, maybe even more than that, and they all braved the rain to listen to me speak. Their clothes were soaked right through, but we were all in the same position, so everyone was used to that by now. 
 
    But then a blue mist began to appear over the house I stood on and the rest of the crowd. A selection of Blue Witches worked as a team to create a covering from the rain, and everyone let out a collective sigh of relief as they were given a brief pause from the weather. 
 
    The group was already working together, and I hadn’t even started my speech yet. 
 
    At the front of the group, huddled together in their little crowd, were the black fairies. Madame Nyra gave me a soft smile, and her darlings waved and winked in my direction. Madame Nyra was also joined by her elf friend, Ashryn. The elf had been saved from the mortal king’s palace in Nivertara, and she’d been staying with the black fairies ever since.  
 
    Gunnolf and his werewolves found their own place to stand, as well as the orcs, the imps, and the tabaxi. The gnomes stood at the far end of the crowd, but they still looked enormous, even with such a distance between me and them. 
 
    I recognized so many people I’d met during my time in Rengfri. Some I was on a first-name basis with, others were simply passersby I’d seen in the streets. 
 
    But regardless of whether I knew these people or not, everyone was there for the same reason, and it took a second for my head to grasp that information. 
 
    I was truly the Demon King of Selythia, and my subjects had obediently gathered to hear my announcement. 
 
    “Okay,” Abena said as she rubbed her hands together. “I’m going to create a mist that’ll float in front of your face. All you need to do is talk into it, and your voice will echo across the crowd.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded.  
 
    “Also, forget that I’m here,” Faba added. “I’ll create my own yellow mist which your words will fall into, so you don’t need to do anything.” 
 
    “It sounds easy enough,” I snickered.  
 
    I stood around for a few more minutes as I waited for the time to reach the fourth hour, and the last few residents hurried to find a place before my speech began. I didn’t know if everyone had arrived, but this wasn’t even half of Rengfri, so if anyone did miss the speech, then they’d be able to hear it when the witches traveled around to release my trapped words amongst my subjects.  
 
    Once the time had reached the fourth hour, Abena twirled her hands around in circles as a red mist appeared in front of me, just like she’d said. When that was in place, Abena gave me a knowing look which told me to start speaking.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming here today,” I said in my normal tone and volume.  
 
    The words seemed to sprint their way out over the sea of heads, and I could even hear my own voice echoing back faintly in the distance. 
 
    Beside me, Faba had created her own mist, and it softly circled around Abena’s red cloud. 
 
    “I wanted to gather as many people as possible,” I continued. “As most of us are already aware, the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape are threatening to open, and when that happens, no one will be safe. Not unless we have a proper plan in place, and that’s exactly why I’ve brought you all here. Everyone will play a part in this war, and it’s my duty to make sure we win the fight and survive to see the end, but I can’t do that without your support and assistance.” 
 
    I paused for a second as a few people cheered and clapped their hands.  
 
    “But I have to be honest with you all…” I said as I leveled a steady look at the vast crowd, and my chest heated as I realized what words were about to leave my mouth. But they needed to be said. “This won’t be a war like any of you have ever seen before. The truth is, I might not make it, and you might not make it, either. There is a chance that the Dark King or Holy King could win, but with a strong army, we have a hell of a chance at being victorious. What I mean to say is… I’m willing to die for this cause. As your king, I’m willing to sacrifice my own life if it means you all live in a free world. We can no longer live in a world where the Dark King and Holy King rule us as they have. That ends now. We won’t be safe until they’re gone, and I know all of you– no matter who you are– don’t want your children, or your children’s children, to live in a world filled with such hatred and violence.” 
 
    More of the crowd started to nod their heads as they agreed with my statement, and I saw several humans shifting their weight uncomfortably as they processed the full weight of my words. And yet, they nodded their agreement as well. 
 
    “It’s incredibly important that all beings put their differences aside,” I said as the mist carried my words. “From this moment on, no one in my kingdom will be treated differently because they have pointed ears, wings, magic powers, or even because their skin is a different color to yours. Undesirables will be allowed to drink in a tavern next to a human without the fear they might be targeted due to their diversity. The truth is, there never should have been a divide among you to begin with. You are all mortals of the surface world. Not one of you is superior to the other.” 
 
    My words boomed across the crowd as several cheers rose up, and even though I noticed hundreds of tense humans glaring at me, not one of them argued. There were even some humans beside the more disgruntled groups who nudged their companions and sent them pointed looks, as if to say “I’ve been trying to tell you as much.” 
 
    “It is the Holy and Dark Kings who are responsible for such a divide between us all,” I continued. “Which is why, as your Demon King, I wish to make my first law. Anyone who treats others with undeserved disrespect will receive the correct punishment. I won’t allow anyone to live a life of misery because of something they can’t control.” 
 
    The black fairies cheered the loudest as a few of them lifted themselves into the sky. 
 
    “Now that that’s been said, let’s focus on the war at hand,” I said as I let out a calming breath. “For those of you who can fight, and are willing to fight, I will be setting up training sessions in Oakenpass and the Shadow Quarters starting tomorrow morning. You’ll be able to learn how to handle a weapon, or how to improve your skills. And that’s for everyone, both humans and undesirables. For those of you who can’t fight for whatever reason, or who wish not to take part, there will be a safe place for you. There are multiple tunnels which link all of the islands in Selythia together, and you can take refuge there. Madame Nyra has graciously created protective veils to cover the entrances, so our enemies won’t be able to find you, let alone harm you.” 
 
    Madame Nyra flew into the air and waved at the crowd, and then she laughed as she dropped back down again.  
 
    “I will have my generals visit your villages tomorrow morning, and you will be expected to give them your decisions promptly,” I said as I glanced around at my minion leaders, who all nodded their heads. “Tell them whether you’re willing to fight, whether you think it’s best to find shelter in the tunnels, and if you require some extra training sessions. If you can’t make up your mind, and you’re not sure which choice to make, then I want you to come to me, and I can help you with that. You won’t be forced into doing something you don’t want to do. I’d like that to be perfectly clear. But you will be expected to stay out of our way if you find yourself… disagreeing with my tactics. In time, I am certain all of Selythia will come to understand the importance of what we fight for. And if you join this fight, know that you’ll be fighting for your freedom, and the freedom of others.” 
 
    I took a second for my words to settle, because I knew there was a lot of information for everyone to take in. The buzz of conversation in the crowd echoed all around the streets of the city, but it finally settled down after a moment or two. 
 
    “I also want to remind you that these are immortal creatures we’ll be up against,” I added. “A slit throat won’t kill them like it would kill a human. However, with enough strength and the proper weaponry, and if everyone is working together, we can kill them. Dismember our opponents, cut off their heads, or fire bolts into their eyes. Do whatever you can to make it easier for others like myself to end their lives. Does that all make sense?” 
 
    My audience nodded and talked among themselves some more, so I waited until the conversations died down before I continued again.  
 
    “We’ve all noticed the lack of a sun and the black moon.” I motioned toward the sky. “I believe that’s a countdown from the Holy King. It’s his way of telling us that he’s on his way, but we’re unsure when that’s going to happen. I’ll need everyone to be prepared at any moment to take their posts when the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape open. I will give you all as much warning as I can, but the storm is going to get worse as the Holy King gets closer to unleashing his army, so at least we’ll have a small window of opportunity for everyone to get into place. I imagine the thunder and lightning might return, so when you hear that, I want everyone to start preparing to leave. Whether that’s to get into position, or to get into the tunnels. My generals know where every tunnel is located on every island, so follow them, and they’ll lead you to the right place.” 
 
    “What about the Dark King?” a man shouted up from the crowd. “How will we know he’s near?” 
 
    “That won’t be hard to miss,” I replied. “When the Dark King is near, the ground will start to shake. Trees will be uprooted, some buildings might crumble, and the sea will get even more dangerous than it already is. As soon as the ground starts to tremble, I’d say we’d have about a day before the Dark King’s army arrives. So we’ll have time, but we must move as soon as that first sign appears. When that does happen, and the fight begins, everyone needs to stand their ground. The entire island needs to be covered, so it won’t be a case of simply protecting one particular village. This affects the entire kingdom.” 
 
    “Could the opening of the Hellscape affect the tunnels?” a woman asked in fear. “Could they collapse if there’s an earthquake?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Madame Nyra’s veils will protect the tunnels completely, and they’ll be in place before the Hellscape opens. So the tunnels, as well as those who hide within them, will be safe. I can promise you that. Now, we do have extra veils, and Madame Nyra can make more if needed. So if we find that there are too many of you inside the tunnels, we’ll find you somewhere else to hide, but I’m confident the tunnels will be big enough.” 
 
    I asked if anyone had any questions, but everyone stayed quiet.  
 
    “If you think of a question you can always ask my generals, or you can come and ask me directly,” I added. “I don’t want anyone to be confused, and I need to make sure you’re all confident with the plan. So now, let’s get started on the training sessions, and you can all make your own decisions as to what role you’ll be playing in this war. If any of you are experienced fighters and wish to assist us with the sessions, please speak to my generals, and they will tell you where to go. I know this war is daunting, and I imagine we’re all just as scared as each other. But let’s all work as a team to finally put an end to all of this, and all our lives will be better off once the war is over.” 
 
    Nearly all of my audience of over ten thousand people cheered and clapped as my speech came to an end. It seemed as though practically everyone was just as eager to get this war over and done with as I was, and I hoped they’d work as a team to bring us to victory. 
 
    Both humans and undesirables alike. 
 
    It was going to be a tough few days or even weeks before the war began, but I was confident that we had what it took to win, and that feeling increased as I took in the applause from the audience. 
 
    Abena and Faba dropped their red and yellow mist once the speech was over. According to them, their spells had worked perfectly, and now Faba just needed to duplicate the speech multiple times before they could be taken across Selythia.  
 
    Sparkles, the tiny tinsel fairy, and her little group of friends were hovering over the heads of the people at the front of the crowd, and a smirk formed on my lips as I thought of a plan. 
 
    Sparkles would do anything I asked, just as long as she had enough pieces to get drunk in the tavern afterward. 
 
    “If you need to find people to deliver this speech, you can talk to the tinsel fairies down there,” I said to Faba. “Tell them I’ll give them pieces for helping you, and they’ll have the speech taken to other islands in seconds.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to them immediately.” Faba smiled. “After all, I want most people to hear this speech by the end of the day.” 
 
    “So do I.” I smirked. 
 
    My women brought me in for a tight hug as I joined them on the ground again. They told me how amazing I was, and apparently Iris felt all emotional when she saw me addressing all of the city as their king.  
 
    “You really were incredible, Atticus.” Naia gave me a sweet kiss as she hugged my shoulders. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “I won’t forget that sight any time soon.” 
 
    “I mean… fuck,” Ashe chuckled. “I can just imagine how it looked from your view! All those people cheering and clapping for you! Aaah, that’s my dream!” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Sveila giggled.  
 
    “It’s ours, too.” Lux grinned at her sister. “But now we’ve experienced it through you, our Demon King, so that’s more than enough for me.” 
 
    “I have no idea why the Dark King would want to pick a fight with you in the first place,” Thiron chuckled. “It was clear from that speech that you know what you’re doing, and he’ll soon realize that, too.” 
 
    “That’s the hope,” I snickered.  
 
    “So what are the plans now?” Dahlia asked once the excitement of the speech had started to calm down. “Did you say you needed to visit Naia’s cove? We’ve been so busy today that I can’t even remember what the initial plans were.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Iris giggled. “The days have all blended into one.” 
 
    “Yes, I need to check on the cove, but then hopefully we can relax,” I replied. “I’m assuming the cove is still okay, Naia? I haven’t heard otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s fine.” The mermaid smiled. “The waves are still heavy, and the water is just as hot, but nothing major has happened since you were last over there.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I said. “But I’ll still follow you back to the cove and check everything over, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “Of course,” Naia said as she gave me a coy smile. “I always like it when you… check everything over.” 
 
    “Oh?” I smirked. 
 
    “Atticus, maybe you need to… check out Naia’s cove?” Ashe giggled.  
 
    “This Demon King deserves to be treated like a king.” Dahlia smirked. 
 
    “Would you like that, Atticus?” Naia stroked my face with one hand. “Would you like me to worship you like a true Demon King?” 
 
    My dick twitched in my pants, and it took me less than a second to think of my answer.  
 
    “How quickly can we get back to the cove?” I smirked.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Despite the wind and rain which continued to battle around us, I was pleased to see that the cove was still standing, and it didn’t look much different compared to the last time I came here.  
 
    Naia was right, the waves were still just as powerful, and the water was still unusually hot, but the mermaids were safe, and that’s what mattered most. 
 
    “Have you been able to swim?” I asked Naia as we wandered around the cove.  
 
    “We’re still only going into the water for a couple of minutes,” she replied. “However, we haven’t received any more warnings that the underwater volcano is going to erupt. I also haven’t witnessed a volcanic eruption before, but I heard from others that the sea water could change color if the volcano is about to erupt. Apparently the water will become a yellow-brown color, and there could be slight tremors in the sea which could be caused by the movement of magma. We haven’t noticed anything like that yet, but at least we know what to look out for.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s hope.” I nodded as I wrapped one arm around Naia’s shoulders. “Personally, I think the Dark King is just fucking with us right now. An eruption could be catastrophic, and it could wipe out the entire kingdom. However, if the Dark King is desperate to come up here and kill me, why would he cause the volcano to erupt? He’d get much more satisfaction killing me with his own two hands.” 
 
    “I don’t really want to think about him killing you,” Naia let out a deep sigh. “But maybe you’re right. Causing the volcano to erupt is an easy way out, and from what I hear, the Dark King likes to do things the hard way.” 
 
    “That’s for damn sure,” I snickered. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t take these warnings seriously, because we definitely should. But like with the rainstorm and the black moon, I think this is the Dark King’s way of giving us a countdown. He will be here soon.”  
 
    “Then if that’s the case, we shouldn’t wait around.” The mermaid shrugged as she played with a lock of her orange hair. “There’s a lot to be done, so we’ll have to get started on those tasks.” 
 
    Naia casually played with the strap of her green-blue dress, and then her hand drifted across her collarbone until her fingers sat dangerously close to her cleavage.  
 
    “We’ll have to make a list,” I said as I held my mermaid against me. “I’m sure one of those tasks included the cave, right?” 
 
    “The cave… or any solid surface.” She smirked. “As long as it’s sturdy, then I don’t think it matters.” 
 
    “It’ll definitely be solid and sturdy,” I growled.  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, my Demon King,” Naia whispered before she smashed her lips against mine.  
 
    A few of the mermaids around us giggled as they witnessed our clear display, but they were more than used to it. Sometimes they gave us privacy whenever I claimed Naia and they’d go for a swim, but that wasn’t going to be easy when they had to remain in the cove.  
 
    Not like the mermaids complained.  
 
    They wanted nothing more than to swap places with their leader.  
 
    However, as our kiss deepened and Naia began to comb her fingers through my hair, she took small steps backward in the direction of the cave. She caught my bottom lip between her teeth, and her tongue slipped against mine as she tried to take control of the kiss.  
 
    If she wanted to take control, then I wasn’t going to stop her. 
 
    And perhaps I’d give them all what they wanted after we won the war. 
 
    Naia didn’t need to say anything to her mermaids as we stumbled into the cave, They all left to give us the space we needed. Fortunately, a rainstorm wasn’t a big issue for sea-dwelling creatures, so I didn’t hear anyone complaining when they had to go outside. 
 
    In fact, neither of us said a word until Naia all but pushed me against a wall. Her lips left mine as she created a trail of kisses across my jaw and down my neck, then she pulled at the buttons of my shirt as she tried to free me from my clothing.  
 
    “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she whispered as her teeth nipped at my skin. “I never thought I’d be so wet watching you talking to people, but the speech you made was one of the greatest things I’ve ever witnessed.” 
 
    “It was an incredible experience,” I said as I pulled at Naia’s dress straps. “But having you all there watching me made it even better.” 
 
    “We’ll always support you, Atticus,” Naia said as she dropped to her knees. “Regardless of whether you’re talking to ten people or ten thousand.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of a response, mainly because Naia was busy unbuttoning my pants, so I was far too focused on that sinful sight to even think straight. My dick twitched against my garments as her dangerous hands roamed across the obvious bulge, and I noticed how the tip of Naia’s tongue ran over her lips as she eyed up my cock. 
 
    A powerful force within me wanted nothing more than for Naia to part her lips as she took my cock in her mouth, but I held back the desire as much as I could so that I could watch her every move. Naia expertly pulled my pants down my legs, all while her blunt nails scraped against my skin. Then once I’d stepped out of my pants and shoes, she rolled the pants up into a ball and discarded them off to the side without a care in the world. 
 
    “I didn’t want anything to get in the way,” she whispered as she grasped my cock in one hand.  
 
    My reply became caught in my throat as I let out a deep groan, and my head fell back against the wall as Naia began to pump her hand.  
 
    “You’re leaking, master,” she said as she collected the precum on her tongue. “Is that for me?” 
 
    “Mhmmm.” I nodded.  
 
    “Well, then you’d be pleased to know that I’m just as wet,” Naia giggled softly. “I’m soooo fucking wet for you, my Demon King.” 
 
    “Show me,” I ordered. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” She winked.  
 
    I imagined my eyes were filled with hunger as Naia slipped one hand under her dress and between her legs. I could hear how wet she was just from the way her fingers parted her pussy lips, but the hunger in my eyes and in my demonic soul increased as she held her hand up in the air.  
 
    Her fingers were coated in the glistening shine of her juices, and the scent of her arousal masked the salty sea air that drifted around us. 
 
    Naia’s blue eyes sparkled as a coy smile curled across her lips, and she didn’t have the chance to react before I reached out and caught her wrist in my hand. 
 
    As soon as my mouth closed around her fingers, the taste of her sweet, addictive juices ignited a feral beast deep inside me. I wanted to touch and taste every inch of my stunning mermaid, but I found myself with a difficult choice to make when Naia’s hand curled around my solid cock once again. 
 
    I could have allowed her to continue her teasing games, or I could have forced Naia onto her back as I nestled my head between her thighs. 
 
    As long as we both received the satisfaction we craved, then it didn’t particularly matter who went first. So I somewhat reluctantly dropped her hand as I allowed Naia to continue doing what she was doing. 
 
    Then, just as Naia wrapped her lips around my cock, I let out an earth-shattering roar. I was surprised the cave didn’t crumble to pieces around us, but I knew the other mermaids had heard my reaction from the combined laughter that floated into the cave. 
 
    A crackle of energy raced beneath my skin as Naia began to bob her head back and forth. Her hands grasped onto my ass, and she occasionally looked up at me, but then her eyes closed again as her tongue and lips teased my length.  
 
    Naia suckled on my leaking tip before she dipped back down again, and I thought my body was going to erupt like the damn underwater volcano. The touches were so light, but they held as much force as my hell powers did, and I could have quite easily stood there and allowed Naia to torment my cock all night long.  
 
    I clutched onto the jagged rocks behind me for support, and my various hell powers tingled away in my palms as the need to cum overwhelmed me. The last thing I wanted was to burn Naia, or to break the mermaids’ shelter with my Infernal Tempest, but it was hard to control that side of me when I had Naia’s lips wrapped around my cock.  
 
    “Fuccccck,” I groaned as Naia applied a slight amount of pressure with her teeth. 
 
    “Mhmmm,” she moaned as my dick popped free from her mouth. “I love tasting you on my tongue, master.” 
 
    I was about to tell her that she was going to taste much more than that, but I’d lost the ability to talk, let alone form some words together. 
 
    Naia never flinched or gagged once, not even when my dick hit the back of her throat. The serene expression on her face never seemed to falter, and I stared down at the delectable sea creature as her head ebbed and flowed like a calming wave.  
 
    My pleasured cries increased in tempo as I reached the point of no return. I had to hold myself back to stop myself from filling Naia with my seed, but I practically felt my entire body deflate as I found my release. Streams of warm cum hit against her throat, however Naia didn’t flinch as she drank back every drop. 
 
    Stars appeared in my eyes as my body trembled, and a smoky breath left my lips as the lasting effects of my climax rippled from me. I locked my fingers through Naia’s orange hair to hold myself steady, and it took a second for me to regain my breath after an experience as unbelievable as that.  
 
    Naia had a mischievous look firmly painted on her face, and it stayed there as she dropped my cock from her mouth and dabbed a finger against the corner of her lips. The scent of her arousal was still heavy in the air, and it no longer mattered how out of breath I was.  
 
    If Naia was still as wet as she was before, then nothing was going to hold me back.  
 
    “I hope that was okay for you, master?” she asked innocently. 
 
    I didn’t have to verbally respond, because Naia knew exactly how I felt from the growl that slipped through my lips, and from the way I practically threw myself at her. 
 
    The mermaid let out a squeal as I threw my arms around her, and her breath became caught in her throat as I positioned her beneath me on the floor. Naia’s body was still covered in her green-blue dress, but all it took was for me to drop the straps down her arms, and then her naked, lithe body was ready for me to devour.  
 
    Her breasts bobbed and bounced as they were released, and I found myself staring at her tanned nipples for several seconds while I tried to control the beast who took over me.  
 
    Naia seemed to fit perfectly beneath me, and once her dress had been thrown to the side, her ankles automatically locked themselves against my back, and I created a cage with my arms. 
 
    “Oooh, Atticussss,” she hissed as I rocked myself against her. 
 
    A heavy silence covered us as I took in her beauty. Naia’s cheeks were slightly flushed, but her eyes shined like stars on a clear night, and her scaleless skin shimmered in the violet glow of my eyes. 
 
    A warmth seeped over my cock as I brought myself closer to her dripping pussy, and despite how much I wanted to tease my sinful mermaid, I knew we were both desperate to feel that overwhelming sense of relief.  
 
    There was always time to feel her break around my fingers later. 
 
    My mouth salivated and another smoky breath blew from my lips as Naia spread her legs open just slightly. Then I looked her straight in the eye as I guided my cock into her leaking pussy, and one solid thrust was all it took to fill her tight entrance. 
 
    “Ohooo, yessss!” Naia cried as she arched her back.  
 
    “Gahaaaa,” I groaned. 
 
    Her damp walls stretched to fit around my impressive size, and her body practically lurched across the ground as I began to settle myself in the enclosed space.  
 
    The heat from her pussy whispered over my cock as I pulled out slightly, but then I slammed back in again with more tempo than before. The two of us were locked in the most sensual way possible, and we never dropped eye contact as our bodies rocked together in perfect sync.  
 
    I could have had both the Dark King and Holy King standing in front of me, but that still wouldn’t have been enough to break the connection Naia and I had. 
 
    I would have simply told those motherfuckers to wait until after I was finished claiming my woman, and then I would have slaughtered them. 
 
    I had my priorities, and nothing was going to change that. 
 
    Naia massaged her bouncing breasts as she gnawed away at her bottom lip, whereas I grabbed a hold of her hips to hold myself steady. I could have quite easily slipped out given how wet she was, but I wasn’t going to break the bond between us until we’d both found our release. 
 
    A sharp shiver raced down my spine as the demonic force increased my speed even more, and a visible shiver ran down Naia’s, too. Her body quivered in my hands, and that shiver was mixed with her deep, labored breaths.  
 
    “Shhhhiiit, Atticus!” Naia cried as her eyes winced shut. “Fuck, yesssss!” 
 
    “You’re fucking perfect,” I grunted as my knees scraped across the solid ground. “It’s like you’re made for me.” 
 
    “Because I… I ammmm!” Naia’s chest deflated as she let out a deep breath. “We’re all made for you, master, and you’re… you’re made for… for usssss!” 
 
    Seconds later, without warning, Naia’s face scrunched up in delight, and she filled the cave with her moans as her juices gushed over my cock. Her powerful orgasm trickled from her entrance, and I couldn’t hold back my own growl as I willed for my orgasm to reach me. 
 
    But I continued to pound into Naia over and over, and from the sensations alone that filled me, I knew it wasn’t going to be long before I filled her. 
 
    My heart felt like it was going to break through my chest, but as long as I had this perfect woman in my arms, then I didn’t give a shit what happened to me. 
 
    The perfect lullaby formed in the dark cave as the sound of the storm was mixed with the sound of our heated skin slapping together. Her body was coated in sweat, and I found myself getting lost in a single bead of perspiration as it rolled down her forehead and over her cheek. It came to a halt on her neck, and then it simply dissolved into Naia’s flush skin. 
 
    Several minutes must have passed, but neither of us paid any attention to the time. So much could have happened outside, but I wasn’t interested in anything other than the woman I was fucking. 
 
    Naia came for the second time, and the demonic monster inside of me had evolved into something much more terrifying. But apart from those two events, I focused on nothing but Naia’s delicious body.  
 
    “Aaaatticus…” Naia paused to catch her breath. “I neeeed you, master. Pleeease. Please give me… give me everything you have.” 
 
    “Everything?” I asked.  
 
    I had to fight off the urge to use my hell powers once again, but I imagined Naia probably would have enjoyed the light touch of my burning hands. 
 
    “Fill me, pleeeeease!” she begged. 
 
    I was on the brink of eruption, and her pleading words brought that release closer and closer to the surface. It was like it was right there in front of me, and I just had to reach out and grab it with both hands. 
 
    So as I mentally moved myself closer toward my orgasm, I tightened my hold around Naia’s hips and slammed myself against her over and over. 
 
    Then, as I slammed in once again and held Naia tight against me, a wave of cum broke free from my cock and filled my mermaid. The two of us let out deep sighs and moans as we reached our orgasms at the same time, and I cradled Naia’s face in my hands as her body trembled beneath me. 
 
    “Shhhitttt,” she whispered.  
 
    Naia’s juices mixed with the waves of my cum as rounds upon rounds of my seed poured into her tunnel. Neither of us had the strength to say anything, but we didn’t have to. Her words came in the form of her blissful smile, her gentle breaths, and the look of pure satisfaction in her eyes.  
 
    I let out a deep sigh as the last of my cum spilled into her, and the shining stars appeared in my eyes once more as our orgasms began to calm down. It was almost like the dying embers after a roaring fire, and the light crackle of burnt wood before it crumbled into dust.  
 
    Naia and I remained in that position for several minutes, and she gave me the sweetest smiles as she stroked my face with the back of her hands. 
 
    I couldn’t quite wrap my head around everything that happened since I woke up this morning. It started with going on the strange journey to find Pyria and the tree elves, then Dahlia and I spoke to the ghosts before I held my first official meeting as the Demon King. 
 
    And now I was wrapped up in my lustful mermaid with a roaring storm outside. It felt like a day filled with power and strength, in multiple different ways, and I couldn’t wait to experience many more days like that.  
 
    Once I found the strength to move, I reluctantly pulled out of Naia, and the two of us laid side by side across the rocky ground of the cave. We basked in the calm we brought one another, and apart from the occasional kiss I placed on her forehead, neither of us moved. 
 
    That was, until Naia decided to make herself more comfortable by straddling my lap. 
 
    “Have you spoken to any of the other mermaids yet?” I broke the silence as Naia pressed her naked body around mine.  
 
    “Not yet,” she replied. “I imagine the sea is just as dangerous across the entire kingdom, so it’ll take them a bit longer to get here. But they know to come, so they’ll be here.” 
 
    “At least we have an official plan to give them now,” I mumbled into her orange hair. “They’ll know to look out for the warning signs of the Heavenly Glade and Hellscape opening, and they’ll know about the tunnels, too.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine any of them hiding in the tunnels unless they have to,” Naia giggled. “Mermaids are… fierce creatures. We love nothing more than to dive into a fight.” 
 
    “I’m very much aware of that.” A smoky growl slipped through my lips as my hands drifted over Naia’s spectacular body. 
 
    Neither of us could hold back our urges, so it took no time at all for Naia to position herself over my aching cock. Her damp walls clenched around my hardened member as she began to rock her hips, and her eyes softly closed as she became lost in the euphoria that flowed through her. 
 
    My back was pressed into the rocky floor of the cave, but I was more interested in the sensations that ran through my body instead. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I must have claimed my delicious mermaid for at least another hour. Sometimes we simply held each other as we heard the battle of the storm outside. But there were other times where I slammed Naia against the wall as I pounded away into her dripping pussy with both my cock and my fingers.  
 
    It was clear that neither of us wanted the moment to end, and Naia often took control and decided what we were going to do next. But I knew there was a darker reason behind it, and even though we didn’t want to say the words out loud, we all knew that anything could have happened between now and the end of the war. 
 
    I was confident that we were going to win, but I hadn’t battled against the Dark King or the Holy King before, and I certainly hadn’t gone up against both of them at the same time. I wasn’t sure if I really knew just how challenging the war was going to be, so I didn’t want to take advantage of the time I had to spend with Naia and my women. 
 
    Naia and I sat in silence for several more minutes, and we didn’t move a muscle until we slowly began to change back into our clothes. It took a minute for me to find my pants, but then Naia laughed as she retrieved them from the back of the cave. 
 
    “I have no idea how they got there…” she giggled.  
 
    “The wind must have blown them.” I shrugged.  
 
    “Yeah, it definitely wasn’t because I was too eager to get to your cock,” Naia chuckled. “I’m sure it had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “It was definitely the wind.” I winked.  
 
    Naia continued to laugh as she slipped on her green-blue dress, and then she brushed out her hair with both hands. Her hair held a lot more knots than usual, but that was just a sign that she had been thoroughly fucked, and I almost wanted the entire world to see it.  
 
    “Naia?” Sirena called out as I buttoned up my damp, creased shirt. “Atticus?” 
 
    “Yes?” Naia replied as she walked toward the entrance of the cave. 
 
    “There’s a vessel headed this way, but we can’t see who’s on it,” the mermaid said. “It might be our friends from other islands, but I thought it was best for you to see before they get here.” 
 
    “Would the mermaids sail over on a vessel?” I asked. “Is that safer than swimming?” 
 
    “I’d say both are just as risky.” Naia shrugged. “At least we can dive under the waves if we’re swimming, but we also can’t be in the water for too long due to the heat.” 
 
    I linked my fingers through Naia’s as we left the cave. The violet shine from my eyes allowed me to see somewhat clearly, but as I looked out into the distance, all I could see was the burning lantern at the head of a vessel. It looked like a fire bobbing on the surface of the water, but I needed the vessel to get closer for me to see who was in it. 
 
    “Can anyone go over there and see who it is?” Naia asked as she took a small step toward the shore. 
 
    “I can try for you, Naia,” Attina replied.  
 
    The mermaid shook out her jet-back hair, and then she crossed her hands together before she dove perfectly into the sea. The murky water was just clear enough to allow me to watch as her red dress turned into a stunning red tail with feathered ends, and then the mermaid took off toward the vessel. 
 
    No one said a word as we waited for Attina to return. The mermaids were confident it was the arrival of some of their friends, but I also knew it could have been anyone.  
 
    Attina returned to shore a couple of minutes later, and she expertly climbed back onto the shore as her tail vanished and her dress appeared once again.  
 
    “So… it’s not our friends,” she laughed lightly. 
 
    “Who is it?” Naia asked. “Who else would be visiting us?” 
 
    “It’s a group of gorgons, and they’re not here to see us.” Attina turned her head as she looked directly into my eyes. “They’re here to see you.” 
 
    “Gorgons?” I frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “They didn’t say.” Attina shrugged. “They just said they needed to see you.”  
 
    “Okay…” I sighed.  
 
    I’d never had a warm conversation with gorgons, and our encounters always consisted of me slaughtering them. 
 
    Regardless of whether gorgons lived together or not, they always saw each other as sisters, so they didn’t appreciate it when someone murdered their family. 
 
    And now they were on a vessel headed straight for us.  
 
    But I needed to know why they came here in the first place. So there wasn’t much I could do apart from stand there and face the serpent-loving women who had the ability to turn any man into stone. 
 
    Great.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The mermaids and I waited patiently as the vessel neared the cove. Naia shared a few knowing looks with her women, and they all nodded their heads, but I had no idea what that look meant. 
 
    Everyone knew not to look a gorgon straight in the eyes, not unless we wanted to be turned into stone. So I assumed Naia was reminding her mermaids of that little fact. 
 
    The gorgons came into view as they angled the vessel against the rocky land, and all four of them bobbed and swayed as they fought against the powerful waves that attempted to tip the vessel over. 
 
    A musty, mouthwatering scent of evil blew from the four women. I already knew not to trust them, but that just proved my theory. 
 
    Gorgons were intimidating creatures to look at, even to someone like me who could look the Dark King in the eyes and laugh. These serpent-like women oozed power and confidence, and it probably had something to do with the fact they could turn any man into stone, and their hair was a curly mess of hissing serpents.  
 
    They also liked to appear out of the shadows without warning, which very nearly killed me the first time I met those scaly bitches. 
 
    At the time, Ashe and I had found ourselves in Medusa’s Palace, the castle ruins near Madame Nyra’s manor. Medusa was their ultimate leader, and gorgons were extremely protective of their belongings and each other, so they didn’t appreciate two demons walking around their territory. My little huntress and I had slaughtered the gorgons to save ourselves, but that was just the start of the issue I’d faced with these scaly women. 
 
    They were also the creatures who unwillingly gave us our onyx blades, but the weapons had been infused with magic at the time, so that was another threat we had to be wary of.  
 
    As the gorgons stepped out of their vessel and gently walked toward us, I took in their scaly, pale green skin, their tall slender bodies, and the piercing blue eyes that could cause so much damage. They wore scraps of green material that only just covered their bodies, almost like the black fairies, but these women were exceedingly tall, and they were almost a head and shoulders taller than I was. 
 
    But at least the gorgons were in their primary form, which wasn’t as intimidating. They could also come in the form of a giant serpent, which made their fangs grow longer and sharper, and it made them much stronger and more deadly. 
 
    I still had no idea why they wanted to speak to me in the first place, so I appreciated the less aggressive form at the moment. 
 
    “Atticusssss,” the gorgon at the front hissed as her forked tongue tasted the air. “Jusssst the man we wish to see.” 
 
    Suddenly, and without warning, the mermaids instantly formed a barrier around me, and they crouched down and snarled at the serpent-women. Even Naia took a step forward in order to protect me.  
 
    That must have been what the knowing look was all about. These mermaids knew to protect me, and they weren’t going to let some fucking gorgons get past them. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Naia asked with a demanding tone.  
 
    The force in her voice caused my dick to twitch, but now wasn’t the time for my erection to break through my pants.  
 
    “We wish to talk,” the gorgon said smoothly. “We’re not here to ssssstart a fight.” 
 
    “And you think we believe that?” Sirena laughed sarcastically. 
 
    “Trusssst ussss,” the leader hissed with the makings of a smile on her green lips. “If we wanted to start a fight, we could have started one a long time ago. We know what you’ve done, Atticussss, but we’re willing to put that behind us.” 
 
    “What is it that you know?” Naia asked. 
 
    “This is between ussss and Atticus.” The leader shrugged her slender shoulders, and the three gorgons behind her started to laugh. 
 
    “Answer our questions,” Naia ordered. “We won’t allow you anywhere near Atticus unless you prove yourselves to us. Show us that you mean him no harm.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said softly as I patted Naia’s arm. “These women don’t scare me. You, on the other hand…” 
 
    Naia simply turned around to give me a wink and blow me a kiss, but then she turned her sharp attention back to the gorgons.  
 
    “You’re in my territory,” she told them. “If you wish to talk to Atticus, then you must answer our questions first.” 
 
    A few of the mermaids snarled loudly, and it was one of the first times I’d really seen that feral side of them. 
 
    It was fucking hot. 
 
    “We know that you found yourselves in Medussssa’s Palace,” the leader said as she looked over at me, but I dropped my gaze to her chin, just in case. “We’re also aware of the issue with the tavern and the orcssss. They were our sisters you killed.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that.” I nodded. “But I had reason to act as I did. Your sisters had made a deal with the orcs for the thunderclap they produce, but they refused to pay for the beverages, and then they threatened my minions’ lives, so I had to do something about it.” 
 
    “Yessss, we’re aware,” the leader replied as her serpent tongue slithered through her lips. “There are no secrets when it comes to ussss. But like I said, we’re willing to put that behind us. Our sssssisters were greedy. They should have paid the orcs as planned, but they didn’t, and they paid the price for that. We’re not here to sssseek revenge. If that was the case, we could have killed you a long, long time ago, Atticussss.” 
 
    More of the mermaids snarled, but I didn’t see the gorgon’s words as a threat.  
 
    She was telling the truth. 
 
    She could have easily started a fight against me a long time ago if she needed to. They were also smart creatures, and they wouldn’t have simply sailed into a cove with the intention of killing me, or anyone else. They would have planned out the attack, and they probably would have snuck onto the island without anyone realizing. 
 
    They also didn’t appear to have any weapons on them, and I knew the gorgons would have come prepared if that was the plan.  
 
    “So tell me why you’re here.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And where you came from, for that matter.” 
 
    “We came from Sssscarsding,” the leader said as she motioned toward the sea behind her. “The island was visited by a tinsssel fairy with a message for us. A message from you. As ssssoon as we heard it, we knew we had to come straight here to talk to you about it.” 
 
    It must have been at least three hours since I’d ended my speech in Newhall, so Faba the Yellow Witch had clearly given Sparkles and her friends the task of taking the message to the other islands. Scarsding was the closest island to us, but it was still about an hour away by sea, so the gorgons were telling the truth about leaving straight away. 
 
    I was glad the message was being spread around so quickly, but I was also intrigued to know why the gorgons wanted to come to Rengfri so quickly, or how they knew to come to the mermaids’ cove. 
 
    “How did you know I was here?” I frowned.  
 
    “We didn’t.” The gorgon shrugged. “The mermaids’ cove is the first piece of land we came acrosssss, so we were going to ask around in order to find you. But then we saw those eyes of yours…” 
 
    “Okay…” I paused for a second as I took in all the information. “And you want to talk about my speech?” 
 
    “Yesss.” The gorgon nodded. “For I believe we could work well together, and I think we should put our issuessss behind us and focus on the threat at hand. We both want the same thing, so we’re here to offer our assissssstance in Rengfri.” 
 
    “You want to help us fight off the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    I’d never heard of gorgons offering their help to others, especially a demon. Unless they needed to help their sisters, they usually cared about themselves and no one else.  
 
    “Because the Church has affected our livesssss, too,” she explained as the three other gorgons nodded. “Many years ago, Medusa’s Palace was a home for us all. It was a place for us to worship our great leader, and every island in Ssssselythia had a palace just like it. But as the Church began to raid the various towns and villages, they decided to destroy our palaces, too. The palaces would have still been ssstanding today if it wasn’t for the Church.” 
 
    I stayed quiet because I could tell the gorgon had more to say.  
 
    “They took our places of worship from us, but they also tried to take some of my ssssisters, too,” she continued. “My sisters were some of the first undesirables the king’s guards aimed for, and if it wasn’t for our ability to turn any man into stone, they would have been taken. We all would have been taken. We managed to kill those men, and we left their petrified bodies out for the guards to see what would happen to them. But we’ve never felt sssafe, and we haven’t had the ability to seek true revenge… until now.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded.  
 
    I’d met hundreds of undesirables who shared similar stories, and I knew how defeated they felt because they couldn’t claim that sense of power back again.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of fearing every new day,” the gorgon said with a deep sigh. “Things changed when the Church was defeated, but that doesn’t mean we’ve been able to get over the trauma they caused usss. We want to clear this world, and we want to make sure it’s sssafe for us to live here once again. But most importantly, we want to threaten the Holy King, just like how his followers threatened ussss.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, even though I never thought I’d be the one to smile at a gorgon. But to hear their story, and to see how determined they were to help me, made me feel powerful.  
 
    It felt like the gorgons were the first new followers of the Demon King, so that meant my speech had worked, and the listeners had taken in my words properly. 
 
    The mermaids stood up straight again, and Naia returned to my side when she realized I wasn’t in any danger.  
 
    “I appreciate you coming here,” I told the serpent-women honestly. “I’m happy to accept your help, and I know you’ll be wonderful members of this army. How many of you are there in Scarsding? Are you the only ones?” 
 
    “No, we have many ssssisters,” the leader replied. “There are ten more in Scarsding, plus many more spread across other islandssss around Sssselythia.” 
 
    “And can you communicate with them?” I asked. “Or would you need to travel around to speak to them?” 
 
    “I told my sisters in Sssscarding to speak to others who come their way,” she said. “They will all know that us four are here, but they will also know to do what is right. Like you said in your sssspeech, it won’t just be one village that’s affected by the war. The entire kingdom will be at risk, so they will know to stand their ground and fight for what we want. However, because our ssssisters no longer live here in Rengfri, we knew it was only right that we four come here and assist. If you’d allow us to stay, of course.” 
 
    “You may.” I nodded. “Medusa’s Palace is still available for you, that will always belong to your kind. So you’re free to live there if you wish.” 
 
    “Thank you, Atticussss.” The gorgon smiled. “We appreciate your kind nature, and we apologize for the issues my sissssters caused you in the past.” 
 
    “I accept your apology,” I replied. “I also offer my own, because I know how hard it is to lose those you care about. But we can put that behind us, and we can work as a team to defeat the motherfuckers who wish us harm.” 
 
    It felt good to make peace with the gorgons, and because I’d only ever seen them as enemies, it was nice to know that we were on the same team for once. I hoped, over time, that was going to be the same with everyone in Selythia. I wanted everyone to be followers of the Demon King, and having the gorgons on my side seemed like a good place to start. 
 
    “We heard that you’ll be starting training sssssessions,” the gorgon said. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. 
 
    “Then we’d like to help you with that, too,” she replied. “We can help train others how to handle swordsss and other blades, and you can use our palace for extra space, should you need it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “The sessions will be starting in the morning, so you can meet us in Oakenpass, and we can discuss everything there. Either that, or I can send willing participants to Medusa’s Palace where they can speak to you in person.” 
 
    “We can meet you in Oakenpass.” The gorgon nodded. “We know where that is.” 
 
    “Perfect, then I’ll see you there in the morning,” I replied. “And I’m assuming you know where Medusa’s Palace is, too?” 
 
    “Yessss,” she answered. “We’ve visited our sisters there many times in the passsst.” 
 
    “Okay, then you know where you need to go,” I said. “If you need any assistance, you can find me at my castle in Oakenpass, but I imagine you’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “Do you have any belongings with you?” Naia asked. “My girls can offer you some help taking them to the palace if you need it?” 
 
    “We go without belongingssss,” the gorgon replied. “We make our own clothes when we have to, and the palace has everything we need. I appreciate the offer, but we will be fine on our own.” 
 
    “One last question before you leave… What’s your name?” I snorted. “It’s only right that I call you by your name, and not ‘the gorgon leader.’” 
 
    “My name is Kino.” She smiled. “And this is Dusotte, Rilo, and Mena.” 
 
    The three gorgons smiled and waved in turn. They all looked pretty identical apart from their hair color, so at least I could tell them apart. Kino’s hair was green, Mena’s was blue, Rilo’s hair was red, and Dusotte’s was dark orange. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you all,” I said with a small smile. “I must get back to the castle now, but I’ll see you all in Oakenpass in the morning.” 
 
    Kino nodded her head, and then the gorgons returned to their vessel to pull it up onto the cove. 
 
    “I wish you didn’t have to leave,” Naia whispered as she slipped her arms around my neck. “But I need to go and check on the undesirables in the Grimmway, so if you don’t leave now, I’ll never get anything done.” 
 
    “Why?” I smirked. “Will you drag me back into the cave?” 
 
    “Please don’t put those thoughts in my head,” she giggled. “I’ll see you in the morning?” 
 
    “You know you will.” I smiled.  
 
    I gave my mermaid a passionate kiss, and then I said goodbye to the others as I allowed my Smoke Flight to take over my body. 
 
    The journey back to Oakenpass went smoothly, and despite the constant downpour of rain, there were more residents outside than usual. The taverns were filled with people, and I heard their excited cheers as I flew over the buildings. I hoped it meant they were pleased with my speech, and perhaps my words gave them the confidence they needed. But even if they were just cheering because they were drunk, it was still nice to have that positive atmosphere in the air again.  
 
    It felt like my first official speech as the Demon King had gone well, and things could only improve from here. 
 
    The first thing I noticed as I arrived back at the castle were the growl-like snores that came from the hellhounds’ shack at the back of the courtyard. The hound Thiron took with him earlier hadn’t caused any issues, so I hoped it was going to stay that way.  
 
    Four of my orcs were also guarding the castle, but they kept their distance from the shack, just to keep the peace around the courtyard. 
 
    But the main thing I noticed was the new smell in the air. It wasn’t the stench of evil, which pleased me, but it seemed somewhat familiar, and it was the scent of innocence and goodness. 
 
    It wasn’t until I walked through the main door that I realized why that smell was so familiar to me.  
 
    “We have guests, Atticus!” Ashe cheered as she ran over to give me a hug. “The best guests of all!” 
 
    “Garrik and Elora decided to pay us a visit.” Iris smiled. “It’s so nice to see them again.” 
 
    It had been a while since we’d seen the husband and wife half-elves, and Elora tended to stay at home, so it was even more a surprise for her to be here, too. 
 
    “Do you know why they’re here?” I asked as my two women linked their arms with mine.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Ashe grinned. “And it’s wonderful!” 
 
    Garrik owned the weapons shop in the Shadow Quarters, and he was the first person to offer me assistance when I arrived in Rengfri. If Ashe was so excited about their arrival, then it most definitely had something to do with weapons, and that made me just as eager to see the half-elves. 
 
    The faint sound of voices echoed from the great hall, and it was nice to know that our guests were being well looked after.  
 
    As I entered the great hall I spotted Sveila and Dahlia on one couch, and the twins and Thiron shared another. Garrik and Elora each had a chair to themselves, and they both had a red velvet bag at their feet.  
 
    My women were the first to run up to me and give me a tight hug, and then Thiron, Garrik, and Elora gave me a warm smile. The half-elves couldn’t look me in the eye, but they were good friends of ours, so the lack of eye contact wasn’t an issue for me.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you again,” I said as I took the final couch with Ashe and Iris on either side.  
 
    “Likewise.” Garrik nodded, which caused his long blond hair to fall over his shoulders. 
 
    Elora’s hair was just as blonde as Garrik’s, but she tended to tie it back so that it didn’t get in her face. Her pale skin glistened in the light from the roaring fire, and she had her hands locked together by her crossed knees. 
 
    “Garrik was saying they were in Newhall this afternoon listening to your speech,” Sveila spoke up.  
 
    “You were?” I asked. “I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “Yes, we were at the back of the crowd,” the half-elf chuckled. “We were one of the last ones to turn up, but we’re so glad we got to hear what you had to say.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. 
 
    “And that’s also why we came to see you this evening,” Elora said with a bit more of a timid tone to her soft voice. “We’re not exactly fighters, but we’d like to help your army in some way.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I replied. “Iris will be staying in one of the tunnels, so you can stay with her down there if you’d like to?” 
 
    “We think that’s for the best.” Garrik nodded. 
 
    “I’d like to have some friends down there with me.” Iris blushed as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “We’ll keep you company, don’t worry,” Garrik chuckled. “But like my wife said, we’d still like to help you, so I wish to offer you every weapon I have in my store.” 
 
    “Fuuuuuck!” Ashe gasped as she fell back onto the couch. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” Elora nodded. 
 
    “Ahaaa!” the huntress laughed. “I’m going to need a second room to hold all these weapons!” 
 
    “This castle is going to be filled with weapons both magical and mortal!” Lux and Lixiss cheered. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s meaning they’re for you,” Thiron chuckled.  
 
    “And I don’t think you need more weapons, Ashe.” Dahlia smirked.  
 
    “I’m going to act like I didn’t hear that…” Ashe snickered. “I always need more weapons.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I asked the half-elves. “The shop is your life.” 
 
    “Yes, but we won’t have a life if we don’t win this war.” Garrik shrugged. “The army needs the weapons more than we do right now.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be sure to pay you,” I told him. “I’ll give you twenty full sacks of pieces for the use of your weapons. It’s the least I could do.” 
 
     “No, no, we’re not doing this for the pieces,” Elora replied as she waved her hands in the air.  
 
    “I know that.” I smiled. “But if you’re helping us, then I’d like to help you. I want to make sure you’re both comfortable, just in case you don’t get all of the weapons back at the end of the war.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want to do, then I won’t stop you,” Garrik said with a light shrug. “We know how generous you are to those who need it, but please don’t feel like we’re doing this just for the pieces.” 
 
    “I don’t think that at all,” I replied. “Unlike other residents, you helped me on my first day here. You even gave us a place to stay before we found residence in the Grimmway. You didn’t have to do that, especially not for two rogue demons, but you did.” 
 
    “We probably wouldn’t have made it without you,” Ashe said more seriously. “The Blessed were after us, as well as the rest of the fucking Church, and you gave us a place to hide at night. So giving you some sacks of pieces is nothing compared to what you’ve given us. Plus, you sell the best weapons in all of Rengfri, so I’ll always want to help someone like you.” 
 
    “There you are,” I chuckled as I grinned at my huntress. “I thought you were getting sentimental for a second.” 
 
    “Me? Sentimental?” Ashe scoffed. “Never.” 
 
    “I’ll also never forget what you did for me.” Sveila smiled. “The souls of my family were trapped in the amulet the damn priest wore, and if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have been able to free them. Elora, your assistance allowed me to perfect the spell which shattered the amulet, and I’ll forever be grateful for that.” 
 
    “I’ll forever be grateful that you’ve helped them,” Dahlia said. “I don’t know you as well as the others do, but your auras are as bright as Iris’, and hearing the stories this evening proves how wonderful you are.” 
 
    “We agree.” Lixiss grinned. 
 
    “I didn’t realize we’d made such an impact,” Garrik chuckled as he reached over and clutched his wife’s hand. “We’re always happy to help others, so offering you shelter or breaking the amulet is nothing to us.” 
 
    “But it’s everything to them,” Iris added. 
 
    “Which is why giving you twenty sacks of gold pieces is nothing compared to what you deserve,” I said. “I’d even give you more than that, but I know you wouldn’t accept it.” 
 
    “You’d soon find the sacks on your doorstep,” Elora giggled.  
 
    “Fuck,” Thiron laughed. “I didn’t realize you’d been through so much shit during your time here, Ashe.” 
 
    “Just wait…” Ashe mumbled. 
 
    “Trust me, you’ve heard nothing.” Sveila shook her head in disbelief. “It’s like what Madame Nyra said… Trouble likes to follow you, Atticus.” 
 
    “It certainly does,” I snickered. “So, when would you like these pieces? I could go down to the basement and get it for you now, or I could give them to you after the war.” 
 
    “You don’t even need to give us any,” Garrik chuckled. “But let’s just say you’ll give them to us after the war has ended. Then you’ll have the time to change your mind if you’d like to.” 
 
    “Yeah, nice try,” Dahlia chuckled. 
 
    “We know that’s not going to happen.” I gave the half-elf a pointed look as a smile curled across my lips. “But if that’s what you want, then I’m happy to make a deal with you.” 
 
    “Also, Atticus will probably have more sacks of pieces by then anyway.” Iris shrugged. “So many people are buying orbs right now in preparation, and giving you twenty sacks won’t even make a dent in his supply.” 
 
    “So… how many bags do you have in the basement?” Thiron asked. “I’ve heard all about these gold pieces, but how many are there in one sack?” 
 
    “Each sack holds about three hundred pieces, maybe more,” Ashe replied. “And there are… hundreds of sacks in the basement.” 
 
    “Hundreds?” Thiron’s orange eyes widened.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Maybe even thousands. I haven’t counted them recently, so I can’t tell you an exact amount.” 
 
    “Then, yeah, he won’t miss twenty sacks, Garrik,” the young demon chuckled. “Fuck, I can’t believe you have that many.” 
 
    “It helps that Atticus has a few side businesses,” Sveila explained. “But some of those pieces also came from the priest’s estate and the mortal king’s palace. Whenever we take over a place, we always take their pieces, too.” 
 
    “And don’t forget the trolls when you first arrived.” Ashe smirked up at me. “We would have struggled if it wasn’t for their shack of pieces.” 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded. “We’ve never had any issues with pieces, and we’ve had great fun collecting them and making our supply as vast as it is.” 
 
    “Aaah, the memories,” Ashe sighed blissfully. 
 
    “We’ve certainly had fun,” I chuckled.  
 
    “And there’s still so much fun to have.” Dahlia smiled. “This is only the start.” 
 
    “That is, if we win this war,” Iris mumbled. “But I think we will.” 
 
    “I know we will.” I smiled at my floral elf. 
 
    “Oh, that reminds me!” Garrik said as he brought the red velvet bag onto his lap. “I can’t believe we almost forgot.” 
 
    “We were too busy talking about pieces,” Elora giggled softly. 
 
    “It’s not a bad conversation to have.” Ashe shrugged. “Some of our best conversations include pieces, weapons, blood… Just to name a few.” 
 
    “Certain parts of Atticus’ body, too,” Lux giggled.  
 
    “What have you brought with you?” Sveila asked the half-elves before the conversation got out of hand. 
 
    “We actually have two things,” Garrik explained as he slipped his hand inside the bag. “One for you, Iris, and one thing for you, Sveila.” 
 
    “Me?” Iris frowned. “Why me?” 
 
    “Because I saw this and I thought it was perfect for you.” The half-elf smiled. “And if you don’t want it, then I’m sure someone in this room will take it from you…” 
 
    “Oooh, me!” Ashe clapped. “If it’s weapons, then it’s definitely me!” 
 
    “Let’s see what Garrik has first, Ashe,” I said soothingly as I patted her arm.  
 
    “But why would I need weapons?” Iris asked. “I can’t even throw a throwing knife without injuring myself.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Ashe smirked. “But you’re getting so much better.” 
 
    “You have a great teacher.” Dahlia smiled.  
 
    I watched in interest as Garrik pulled the item from the bag, and at first I thought it was a pendant, but then Garrik pulled at a small golden sheath to reveal a dagger underneath. The sheath remained attached to the silver chain, and the sharp edges of the weapon glistened in the light of my eyes. 
 
    “This is perfect for someone who’s just getting into weapons,” Garrik explained as he stood up from his chair. “You tie the chain around your wrist and keep the dagger in your palm. Then, whenever an enemy comes near you, you can either throw out your hand and let the dagger fly, or, you can keep the blade hidden. That way, should an enemy come up to you, it’ll look like you’re unarmed. This dagger is sharp enough to slice through the toughest skin, so it’ll be enough to distract your enemy should you need to.” 
 
    The half-elf placed the chain delicately in Iris’ open palm, but he remembered to attach the sheath onto the dagger before my lover could injure herself. The weapon was just large enough to nestle perfectly in her palm. 
 
    “You must keep the dagger sealed unless you’re going to use it,” he continued. “I wasn’t joking when I said it could slice through the toughest skin. The chain itself is also magical, and once you’ve formed a connection with it, the chain will respond to your intentions. It may take some time for that connection to form, but for now you can still use the dagger by holding it in your palm.” 
 
    “And I can have this?” Iris gasped. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Of course, I want you to have this.” Garrik smiled.  
 
    Not a single word was said as Iris wrapped the silver chain around her wrist, but she kept a hold of the dagger in her hands. 
 
    “Now, once you’ve formed a bond with the chain and you want to throw it, the chain will automatically unwrap,” he explained. “But if you want to keep it hidden, you have to make a fist, and then make sure the blade is just poking out from underneath your fingers.” 
 
    “Okay.” Iris nodded. “Thank you both so much. I’ll be sure to treasure this forever.” 
 
    “We know you will,” Elora replied. 
 
    “It’s the perfect weapon for you.” I smiled at my little elf. 
 
    “It’ll also look so pretty sitting around your neck,” Dahlia added.  
 
    “You’ll be like us and our chains!” Lux smiled as she held up her lethal weapon. “And you know we don’t go anywhere without them.” 
 
    “And I won’t go anywhere without this.” Iris nodded. 
 
    “Now, Sveila,” Elora said as she collected her velvet bag from the floor. “I wanted to give you this because I know it’ll be useful for you. But I also know it’ll be well looked after.” 
 
    From inside the bag, Elora pulled out a large book covered completely in brown leather. There were some words written in Elvish on the front, and although I couldn’t work out what the gold words said, I instantly knew what the book was.  
 
    And so did Sveila.  
 
    “Are you serious?” the Red Witch gasped as she stood up from the couch. “I… I can’t… I can’t accept this.” 
 
    “Yes, you can.” Elora nodded. “It’s yours, if you want it.” 
 
    “What is it?” Lixiss asked.  
 
    “It’s a spell book,” the half-elf replied. “It’s been in my family for generations, but it needs to go to a good home.” 
 
    “No…” Sveila seemed to be lost for words. 
 
    “Please don’t be mistaken,” Elora chuckled. “This book isn’t the one you borrowed from me before. I simply couldn’t part with that one because it belonged to my mother. However, this book was my grandmother’s, and it holds just as many spells, so I want you to have it.” 
 
    Sveila gently held the book in both hands, and her amber eyes glistened with unshed tears as she stroked the leather cover. 
 
    “I’ll protect this book with my life,” Sveila sniffed back her tears as she held out her arms to give the half-elf a hug.  
 
    “I know you will.” Elora smiled as she embraced the Red Witch. “But…” 
 
    The half-elf’s smile faded as she stepped back, and she looked at Sveila in confusion. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Garrik asked.  
 
    “N-Nothing…” Elora frowned. “But I… I… Sveila, are you sure you’re strong enough to take part in this war?” 
 
    “What?” Sveila laughed. “Of course, I am.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. “Sveila’s one of the most powerful Red Witches I’ve ever come across. Why wouldn’t she be strong enough?” 
 
    Elora was quiet for a second, but then she let out a sigh and looked at me with a smile.  
 
    “Because I think I can sense a child in her womb,” she replied.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    A heavy silence filled the castle as Elora’s words settled around us.  
 
    At first, when the half-elf reacted strangely to Sveila’s hug, I had no idea what was going on. Part of me wondered if maybe she wasn’t the sort of person to give out hugs to other people, so perhaps that had caused the reaction.  
 
    But now I had no idea what to say.  
 
    There was a child in Sveila’s womb? 
 
    I didn’t even think it was possible for a demon to father children. It was the first time I’d heard of it. However, I’d been in my human form for so long, so maybe I’d absorbed some of the human abilities. 
 
    That was the only thing that made sense to me, but it still didn’t make the information any easier to digest.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Ashe broke the silence as she stood up from the couch. “Did you just say what I think you said, or am I dreaming? This feels like I’m dreaming.” 
 
    “You’re not dreaming, and I’m pretty certain there is a child in Sveila’s womb right now,” Elora replied.  
 
    I felt several pairs of eyes on me, but I didn’t look at anyone apart from Sveila.  
 
    The Red Witch cradled her flat stomach with a shaking hand, and her soft, golden skin began to pale as she stared down at her feet. I couldn’t quite work out her expression, or how she was feeling, but I imagined she was just as confused as I was. 
 
    But if Elora was telling the truth, and Sveila was expecting our child, then that made me even more determined to win this upcoming war. I had to make sure my women survived, but I also had to make sure that nothing happened to our child. 
 
    I’d never felt more determined in my entire existence.  
 
    “Are you okay, Sveila?” I asked after a moment of silence. 
 
    She turned her head to look at me. Her amber eyes were still glazed with tears, and she looked back and forth between Ashe and Iris, but then a warm smile appeared on her face.  
 
    “I… I’m okay, I’m happy because I’ve always wanted this, but…” Sveila whispered before she turned to look at Elora. “Are… Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am.” Elora nodded. 
 
    “It’s unlikely for my wife to be wrong,” Garrik said as he placed an arm around Elora’s shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this happening,” Dahlia spoke up from the couch opposite me. “The reborn don’t have the ability to reproduce. It’s physically impossible.” 
 
    “Clearly, it’s not…” Ashe mumbled as she motioned between me and Sveila.  
 
    “But I don’t understand.” Iris frowned. “Does that mean… we all have the chance at becoming pregnant? Or is there something special and different about Sveila?” 
 
    “I think it might be because I’ve been in my human form for so long.” I shrugged. “But this is the first time anything like this has happened, so I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “Oooh, maybe we’re all pregnant!” Lux gasped.  
 
    “Yes, yes!” Lixiss bounced on the couch. “Elora, can you sense children in our wombs, too?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t,” Elora said sadly. “Sveila is the only one at this time.” 
 
    “But you haven’t checked,” Sveila replied. “How do you know I’m the only one? How did you even know in the first place? Fuck, I have so many questions…” 
 
    “Same,” Ashe snickered. 
 
    “Me, too,” Thiron chuckled.  
 
    “I felt the presence of new life in the air when we arrived this evening,” the half-elf explained. “At first I thought it might have been because of Thiron– perhaps he caused the same reaction because he’s new to his human form. But that feeling increased dramatically when I hugged you, Sveila. I could… It’s hard to explain, but that presence I felt earlier felt stronger. It was almost like I could reach out and touch it, and I just knew it was because I was holding you. You aren’t new to this world, Sveila, so the only explanation I could come up with was that part of you was new. Perhaps a part of you that’s currently growing in your womb. Your skin also has more of a shine to it, and I didn’t notice that until you were standing right in front of me.” 
 
    “I’m almost certain I’m dreaming.” Ashe shook her head slowly. “Someone pinch me so I can see if it hurts.” 
 
    “You’re a demon, so a pinch won’t hurt you,” I snorted. 
 
    “Fuck,” she mumbled. 
 
    “But that still doesn’t answer our questions,” Iris said. “You clearly know what you’re talking about, Elora, so what else do you know? Will we all go through this?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t have the answer to that.” Elora shrugged her shoulders lightly. “Like Dahlia said, it’s meant to be physically impossible for someone like Atticus to reproduce. However, I hope that means it’ll be the same for everyone, and perhaps you’ll just have to be patient if you want to have a child.” 
 
    “Patient?” Lux giggled. “I don’t think we know the meaning of the word.” 
 
    “If I managed to get pregnant, then I feel like you all will.” Sveila smiled. “I’ve never been more scared and confused, but I’ve also never felt so happy. I’ve always wanted to be a mother, and I just have this feeling that we’ll all get what we want.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you live in a castle, Atticus.” Thiron smirked. “You might have a lot of children running around soon.” 
 
    “Let’s get over the shock of this one first,” I sighed as I smiled at the young demon. 
 
    “Yeah, and let’s win this war, too,” Dahlia said while she stood up from the couch. “We cannot lose this fight.” 
 
    “You took those words straight out of my mouth,” I replied. “This is something we’ll have to tell the generals when we meet in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll make everyone even more eager to fight,” Ashe said. “Everyone loves babies, and they love protecting them, too.” 
 
    “Despite the confusion, I think you’re going to be the perfect mother, Sveila,” Iris said sweetly. “You’ve always been the motherly figure, even when you would visit me in the dress shop, I just felt this warmth from you. So this couldn’t have happened to a better person. And any child would be lucky to have Atticus as their father.” 
 
    Sveila’s eyes filled with more tears as she pulled the floral elf in for a hug.  
 
    “So… are you saying you didn’t feel the warmth coming from me?” Ashe gasped sarcastically. “Oh, how you wound me, Iris.” 
 
    “Maybe if you weren’t trying to undress her every time we walked inside,” Sveila chuckled. 
 
    “But we all know she loved it.” Ashe winked at the little elf.  
 
    “It was very nice to see you three, that’s for sure.” Iris nodded. “Your… interesting displays of affection were also a plus point, too.” 
 
    “We’re nothing if not thorough,” Lixiss giggled.  
 
    Once Sveila had ended her hug with Iris, she came over to me and made herself comfortable on my lap. My hands automatically went to her stomach, and I still couldn’t quite process what the hell was going on. I also felt this overwhelming feeling of love and protection, which I’d only ever experienced with my women.  
 
    There was a child forming and growing inside Sveila’s womb, but I already loved it more than I could really put into words. I’d only known about this child for a handful of minutes, yet I just knew I’d put my life on the line if it meant they were safe. 
 
    I didn’t know what it meant to be a parent, and I didn’t remember how it felt to be a child. I couldn’t even recall my own mother and father. However, I could tell that Sveila was going to be the perfect mother, and she would devote her entire life if that’s what it took for the child to be loved and protected.  
 
    Hopefully I’d learn how to be a father along the way, but that statement scared me more than anything.  
 
    Fuck, I was going to be a father.  
 
    I was still trying to get over the fact that I was now the Demon King of Selythia. It was something I still couldn’t fully comprehend.  
 
    But now I was going to be the Demon King of Selythia with children.  
 
    And maybe those children would take over from me as heirs to this incredible kingdom one day. 
 
    “Atticus?” Sveila broke me from my trance as she tapped my hand gently.  
 
    I shook my head in an attempt to clear my frantic thoughts. “Yes?” 
 
    “Garrik and Elora are going to leave now,” she replied.  
 
    “Oh.” I looked over at the half-elves to see them smiling happily at me. “Thank you for coming over this evening, and for allowing us to use your weapons, too. You’ve both been a wonderful help this evening, in more ways than one.” 
 
    “Of course.” Garrik nodded. “I’ll still be at the shop as normal, so you’ll be able to find me there.” 
 
    “If you want to stay, I was about to make us some dinner?” Sveila suggested. “The twins and I made more bread this evening, so you’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    “Thank you, but it’s getting late,” Garrik replied. “It’s going to be the tenth hour before we get home, and I can tell Elora needs some sleep.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Elora laughed as she caught a yawn in her hand. “I don’t have the same sort of energy as everyone else.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for my dagger pendant.” Iris smiled. “You didn’t have to give me anything, so that was really sweet of you.” 
 
    “And I can’t even begin to thank you,” Sveila chuckled. “Everything about this evening has been… perfect. It’s been perfect.” 
 
    “I think Garrik and Elora deserve more than just twenty sacks of pieces…” Dahlia smirked.  
 
    “I agree, but I still don’t think they’d accept it,” I replied.  
 
    “I don’t even want one sack,” Garrik laughed. “So you’re right about giving me more than that.” 
 
    “Maybe we can find a way to thank them,” Lux suggested. 
 
    “You could name your child after them, Sveila,” Thiron snickered.  
 
    “I think we all know the baby will be named after me if it’s a girl.” Ashe shrugged. “And if it’s a boy, too. It just makes sense. After all, I’ll be its favorite second mother.” 
 
    “You mean an auntie,” Iris giggled.  
 
    “Okay, I think this is where we leave before the conversion gets too out of hand,” Garrik snorted as he playfully rolled his eyes. “We’ll see ourselves out.” 
 
    Another silence filled the room as Garrik and Elora left the castle, but at least it wasn’t as tense as the last silence. I was still just as confused, and I knew the others felt the same way, but we’d had some time to allow the information to settle.  
 
    “I wonder what the baby is going to look like…” Dahlia mumbled a few minutes later. 
 
    “I assume it’s going to look like a combination of Sveila and Atticus,” Lixiss laughed.  
 
    “Well… yes,” the angel sighed. “I mean, will this child also have two forms like you, Atticus? Will it be born with horns?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck, can you imagine?” Ashe squealed. “The tiniest set of horns to go with the tiniest little claws! Aaah!” 
 
    “Oooh, maybe it’ll have your beautiful glowing eyes, too!” Lux smiled.  
 
    “Lux, if we also get pregnant, the babies could be born with tiny black wings,” Lixiss pretended to cry. “Or golden wings, Dahlia!” 
 
    “Can you imagine a baby mermaid?” Dahlia’s jaw dropped open. “Or the tiniest little elf you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    “Fuck, I can’t handle this,” Ashe chuckled. “Demons hate cute stuff, but I’m suddenly loving all this cute stuff…” 
 
    “Or it could look like Sveila and have warm, golden skin and purple hair.” Iris put one hand on her chest as she smiled. 
 
    “Maybe the child will only have a human form?” Thiron suggested. “If you can’t reproduce in your demon form, then maybe that won’t play a part in how the child looks?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” I shrugged. “How long does it normally take for a child to be born?” 
 
    “The gestation period is about nine months for a human,” Iris answered. “So it’s nine months from start to finish.” 
 
    “Nine months?” Ashe groaned. “But that’s eons away.” 
 
    “Maybe it’ll be different?” the floral elf asked. “It’s nine months with humans, so I imagine Sveila would be the same. But if Atticus isn’t human… Maybe it’ll be sooner than that, or maybe even longer.” 
 
    “It better not be sooner or longer,” Sveila chuckled. “Nine months is fine, thank you, especially with a war on the way.” 
 
    “You’ll also know how quick it’s going to be from the size of the child,” Dahlia added. “Sveila’s stomach will grow, so if it doesn’t grow at a rapid pace, then maybe that’ll be a good way to judge how long it’ll be? But I don’t know, that’s just my theory.” 
 
    “Regardless of all of that, we’ll make sure you’re safe when it comes to fighting,” I said as I curled my arms around Sveila’s waist. “I’d be okay with you staying in the tunnels with Iris, but I know you’ll probably want to fight.” 
 
    “I absolutely want to fight,” the Red Witch said determinedly. “I want to help protect the surface world, and I know I’m strong enough to do this. I also have Elora’s spell book, and I’m already excited to get practicing all the different spells.” 
 
    “Maybe that can be something we’ll talk about,” I laughed as I placed a kiss on her cheek. “We’ll all want to protect you and the child, so that’s what’s most important right now.” 
 
    “Oooh, we still have to tell Naia!” Ashe said suddenly. “I bet she’ll be so excited, and she’ll be just as desperate as we are to have Atticus’ babies!” 
 
    “Were you excited about having children before today?” Thiron asked.  
 
    “Well… no,” Ashe laughed. “Only because I didn’t think it was possible. You don’t even get children in the Hellscape– you’re one of the youngest there. But now we know it’s potentially possible for us all to have children, I can’t wait!” 
 
    “Me, too.” Lux and Lixiss smiled in unison.  
 
    “How is Naia doing in the storm?” Iris asked. “I was going to ask you when you got home, but we were slightly distracted.” 
 
    “They’re fine.” I nodded. “The cove is still in one piece, and they seem to be somewhat safe in the cave. However, something I forgot to mention is that we received some guests while I was there.” 
 
    “Guests?” Dahlia frowned.  
 
    “Gorgons.” I smirked.  
 
    “Urgh, fuck,” Ashe groaned. 
 
    “That’s what I thought when they arrived, but I was wrong,” I replied. “The gorgon leader, Kino, had heard my speech from earlier. One of the tinsel fairies had already traveled over to Scarsding, and the gorgons heard the speech and came right here. They want to help us with the fight, and Kino even offered to assist us with training, too.” 
 
    “Really?” Lixiss asked.  
 
    “And they didn’t ask for anything in return?” Sveila queried.  
 
    “No, nothing.” I shook my head. “According to what she said, the Church has caused them damage, too. The gorgons are wanting to seek revenge, so they’re willing to put the past behind them and help us in the war.” 
 
    “But… we killed their sisters.” Ashe frowned. 
 
    “I said that to them, and Kino said she knew about the issues we had,” I explained. “However, she also admitted that her sisters should have paid the orcs as planned, so she understood that we were just defending ourselves. But they want to live in a different world like we all do, and that’s the most important part right now.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Dahlia laughed. “I’ve heard the stories about you and the gorgons, and I never thought you’d make peace with creatures like them.” 
 
    “I didn’t think they made peace with anyone,” Iris added. 
 
    “Neither did I,” I said. “But if they’re offering their help, then I’m not going to turn it down. The gorgons are going to be a real help when it comes to taking on the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape.” 
 
    “And you said they’re going to help us with training?” Lux asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Kino will be here tomorrow morning, and she even said we could use Medusa’s Palace if we need extra space to train.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m genuinely shocked,” Sveila said.  
 
    “So was I,” I replied. “And I’m sure they won’t be the last creatures to turn up, especially now that the speech is being taken across the kingdom.” 
 
    “And what do we do now?” Thiron asked. “We’ve put a plan in place, and soon everyone will know what to do. But do we just wait for the Heavenly Glade and Hellscape to open?” 
 
    “No, there’s still a lot more to do,” I answered. “Not only do we have to put these training sessions in place, but I still want to speak to my generals. I’ll probably make another speech to the public, too. Everyone needs to be on the same page, otherwise we’ll never win.” 
 
    “Then what do you want me to do?” He shrugged. “I’m not really an expert at fighting, but I want to do something.” 
 
    “You might not be an expert with weapons, but you’re an expert with hellhounds.” Ashe smirked. “The puppies work best when they’re on the chain next to you, but will you be able to train them to work independently?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Thiron frowned.  
 
    “I mean… can you train the hellhounds so they’re covering different plots of land?” Ashe asked. “If you can make them see that they need to protect everyone around them, not just you, they might be more useful. We could have one here in Oakenpass, one in the Shadow Quarters… that sort of thing. You could have them spread out all over the place instead of having them standing in a group.” 
 
    “I could…” Thiron nodded slowly. “The only issue with that is that it’ll be harder for me to control them mentally. I’m not sure it’ll work with so much distance between us.” 
 
    “But would you need to mentally control them?” I asked. “If the hellhounds know to aim for the angels and demons they come across, then you wouldn’t need to worry about hand signals or anything like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’ll know to protect the… elf they’re partnered with, or whoever it might be,” Ashe added. “You could also train one to be my personal puppy… I wouldn’t mind that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Sveila laughed.  
 
    “Okay, sure.” Thiron nodded. “I think I can do that.” 
 
    “Another thing I want to do before the war begins is show you all how to power the different orbs,” I said. “It’s fairly easy, but you’ll need to know exactly what you’re doing. We’ll all have one of each orb in our pockets, apart from the rare silver ones, of course. Even you, Iris.” 
 
    “Okay.” The floral elf smiled. 
 
    “And if you’re wanting to get better at fighting, Thiron, then we can help you,” Lux said as she pointed toward her sister. “Ashe will be busy teaching others, so we can show you how to handle a mortal weapon if that’s what you want?” 
 
    “I can also help with that,” Dahlia spoke up. “I prefer to use the holy powers I was created with, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to use a mortal weapon, too.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot you have powers, too!” Thiron’s orange eyes lit up with excitement. “What ones do you have?” 
 
    “Mine are Holy Light and Angel Dust,” Dahlia explained. “Every angel is reborn with the same powers, but then those powers strengthen if the angel is moved to a higher level. So the Holy Light can hold someone in place, but it can also burn anyone who touches it, regardless of whether they’re mortal or not. The Angel Dust creates a golden rope which can cut and burn someone’s body if they’re caught in it. The gold dust alone is dangerous and can burn you if you touch it. So Angel Dust is roughly the same as the Holy Light, however, the rope it creates is incredibly strong. It’s very difficult for someone to break free from the rope when they’re caught in it.” 
 
    “That’s so cool, though,” Thiron gasped. “I wish my powers were more physical like that.” 
 
    “Hey, your Telekinesis thing is fucking cool,” Ashe replied. 
 
    “And don’t forget, you’ll probably absorb so many more hell powers during the war.” I shrugged. “I only had my Infernal Tempest when I arrived in Rengfri, and now I have so many hell powers that I don’t even know what all of them are.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I was the same.” Ashe nodded. “I only had my Infernal Venom. It wasn’t until recently that I absorbed some more. But I still can’t believe my venom didn’t work on you… That just shows how incredible your hell power is.” 
 
    “It didn’t work on Thiron?” Dahlia frowned. 
 
    “No.” The huntress shook her head. “It was like I was trying to slice open a rock. Nothing would penetrate his skin, and that’s when I realized my Asuri power probably wouldn’t work, either. If my nails didn’t do any damage, then a vine certainly wasn’t going to hurt him.” 
 
    “What’s Asuri?” Thiron frowned.  
 
    “It essentially allows me to channel my evil intent through any plant I choose,” Ashe replied. “I was going to use the Asuri power to rip the vines from the nearby trees and then tie them around you to keep you still, but I decided on using my Disorientation power on the puppies instead. All because you’re too strong for something like that.” 
 
    “See, your power is better than you first thought.” I smiled. 
 
    “Shit, I had no idea,” Thiron chuckled. “I guess that’s what happens when I spend all my time taming the hellhounds and not really interacting with other demons.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll always be here to help you.” Ashe smirked.  
 
    The women around me laughed, and then Sveila announced that she was hungry, so it was time to make a very late dinner. It was already nearing the tenth hour, and I was certainly ready to enjoy some bread and potatoes. 
 
    But all of that changed as we entered the kitchen.  
 
    The orcs outside began to roar in anger, and they smacked the stone walls to announce an unexpected arrival. 
 
    Seconds after that, the hellhounds began to growl and bark savagely from their shack.  
 
    My women and I shared a look, because we all knew what that meant.  
 
    The orcs wouldn’t have reacted like that if it was one of my minions walking up to the castle. 
 
    And my theories were confirmed as we rushed outside and noticed the golden dust that fell from the sky.  
 
    Followed by the five angels who landed firmly on the grassy hill.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    I couldn’t understand why the Holy King would send these angels upon us when the Heavenly Glade was so close to opening, or why he wouldn’t just wait for the war to begin. But regardless of the reasons behind it, I knew I had to kill these celestial bitches. 
 
    The scent of angelic perfection was so strong in the air, I couldn’t wait to watch the angels choke out their final breaths as I took their lives in my hands. 
 
    “Thiron, go with Ashe to get the hellhounds,” I ordered. “Keep them by your side for now, but let them free when I give you the word. And Ashe, only use the hell powers that’ll kill these angels quickly. Let’s weaken them as much as we can to give Dahlia and Thiron more of an advantage. We’ve got the hellhounds this time, so let’s use that upper hand.” 
 
    “Of course.” Thiron nodded. 
 
    “You don’t need to remind me.” Ashe smirked.  
 
    As they sprinted toward the shack, Dahlia shook out her golden wings, and I turned to face the terrified mortal women inside. Iris looked like she was about to throw up, the twins were doing their best to comfort her, and even though Sveila tried to pretend she wasn’t scared, I could see right through the Red Witch. Her amber eyes glistened with fear, and I knew it was because we had more to protect now.  
 
    For the first time in our lives, we had to think about the safety of our child.  
 
    “Take yourselves upstairs,” I told them soothingly. “You know where to hide, and use the orbs if you have to. Everything will be okay, so just focus on staying safe.” 
 
    My women gave me a tight hug and a kiss, and Lux and Lixiss gave me a comforting smile as they took Iris by the hands and led her upstairs. 
 
    It was always hard to watch them walk away. I knew it was just as hard for them to watch me take on a threat this size, but at least the orcs were outside to protect the castle, so that calmed my nerves slightly. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed as I turned to face my fallen angel. “Let’s see what this is all about.” 
 
    Dahlia had a look of pure determination on her face, and she seemed even more eager than I was to get started. Gold dust drifted from her fingers like she was ready to unleash this rage upon the new arrivals. Her golden hair fell in waves over her shoulders, and her sinfully angelic beauty was almost blinding.  
 
    Dahlia took the lead as we walked out of the courtyard, but then she came to a sudden halt as she spotted the angels on the hill. A small gasp left her lips, and the angels simply smirked at Dahlia’s reaction. 
 
    “Hello again, friend.” One of the celestials stepped forward as she placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Telantes,” Dahlia replied. “What… What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I think you already know the answer to that,” Telantes said with an evil giggle. “But I brought a few more of our friends with us, I hope that’s okay?” 
 
    The angel’s sarcasm irritated me more than anything, and a smoky growl left my lips as the other four angels laughed and smiled in the same manner. 
 
    They were going to regret fucking with us, and I couldn’t wait to show them exactly who was in charge around here.  
 
    “But why are you doing this?” Dahlia stepped forward. “Sanvi, I… You were my friend. You all were. We cared for each other.” 
 
    The sudden growls from behind me told me that Ashe and Thiron had arrived with the hellhounds, and the angels briefly glanced over at the new arrivals before they turned their attention back to Dahlia. 
 
    “You stopped being our friend the moment you fell from the Heavenly Glade,” a second angel spat. “We no longer care for those who abandon us.” 
 
    The brunette angel, who I assumed was Sanvi, stepped forward to stand beside Telantes. They shared a look of anger, but then a smirk appeared on Telantes’ face as she began to twirl her hands around in circles, and gold dust started to fall to the ground. 
 
    I knew that meant she was going to use her Angel Dust power to create the golden rope, so it was clear the women weren’t here to talk. They had a mission to complete, and they weren’t going to walk away until they’d accomplished that task.  
 
    “Wait, stop!” Dahlia held out her hands in defense. “You don’t have to do this. We can sort something out, and I can help you. I promise.” 
 
    “Why would we want your help?” Sanvi frowned. “Our almighty Holy King sent us on this mission, and unlike you, we don’t disobey His orders.” 
 
    “I only disobeyed them because I was doing what was right,” Dahlia replied. “Believe me, you’ll soon see what he’s really like. I’m offering you a chance at a happier life, and I’m begging you to take it.” 
 
    I wanted to tell Dahlia that it was no use trying to change these angels. They weren’t going to see their Holy King in a different light, and they weren’t going to lose any sleep over killing Dahlia, their so-called “friend.” 
 
    But I also knew Dahlia would do whatever she could to save those she cared about, even if they were a threat to us. 
 
    “A happier life?” Telantes cocked her head to one side. “Our lives are already divine.” 
 
    “Yes, but this is a free life,” Dahlia urged. “I’ve never been more content, and it’s all because I’ve freed myself from the metaphorical chains we were tied to. I promise you, if you choose to stay, Atticus can offer you the best protection. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    “You mean that?” Telantes gasped, and I narrowed my eyes at the strange shift in her countenance. “We’ll be freed?” 
 
    “Yes.” Dahlia nodded fervently. “You don’t even understand how incredible it feels, but you will. You’ll soon realize that you’ve made the right choice.” 
 
    Telantes looked at the angels around her, and they all gave off the same happy smiles. It seemed as though they’d taken in Dahlia’s words, and it sounded like they were genuinely considering the idea.  
 
    But I knew better than to trust them. 
 
    The sarcasm that laced their words was enough evidence, and it proved to me how insincere they really were. 
 
    I was about to warn Dahlia of this, but as I spotted the fallen angel slowly twirling her hands behind her back, I knew she’d noticed it, too. 
 
    Neither of us believed a word these angelic bitches said.  
 
    “I’m sure Atticus is truly wonderful,” Telantes sneered. “But he’s not exactly the Holy King, is he?” 
 
    “No…” Dahlia said slowly as the golden rope began to form. “But he is the Demon King.” 
 
    Then, as Dahlia let out a wild cry, she threw her arms out in front of her, and the rope slithered through the air like a serpent. The rope bypassed Telantes and coiled itself around an angel at the back of the group. 
 
    The angel shrieked in shock, and her feathery wings instantly became golden blades as she tried to cut through the rope, but it was no use. Dahlia had more control, and she pulled and pulled on the rope as the angel was practically lifted off her feet.  
 
    But just as the chosen angel was dragged from the lineup, Telantes allowed her own golden rope to fly forward. The solid cord tied itself around Dahlia’s waist, and it wasn’t long before both Dahlia and Telantes were using all their strength to take control of the fight. 
 
    However, the angels were at a disadvantage, because they didn’t have hellhounds. 
 
    “Thiron, now!” I cried.  
 
    With the click of his fingers, the hellhounds darted toward the angels. The sudden arrival of the salivating dogs was just enough to cause Telantes to let go of her rope, and Dahlia managed to free herself, all while she kept a hold of the angel in her grasp. 
 
    “You little bitch!” Telantes screamed as she took off into the air. “Your filthy mutts are going to regret this!” 
 
    “Not before you will.” I smirked as I allowed my Smoke Flight to take over.  
 
    I settled my smoky self in the air for a brief second to get a good read of the situation, but mainly to plan my next move. 
 
    The hellhounds launched their enormous bodies into the air in order to try and grab the angels with their teeth, and Thiron stood in his trance-like state as he controlled them. I assumed he had to make sure they only aimed for the angels and no one else, so I also had to make sure that the celestial beings weren’t able to knock the demon out of that trance. 
 
    I’d already faced the hellhounds once, I didn’t want to have to do it again. 
 
    Ashe was nowhere to be found, so she must have also turned into her shadow form, and Dahlia was busy handling the angel she had caught in her rope. The angel was somewhat smaller than the others, and maybe that was why Dahlia chose her in particular. Her solid wings continued to thrash through the air, but they didn’t appear to be strong enough to break the rope around her.  
 
    Dahlia, Thiron, and the hellhounds were the only ones in their solid forms, so they were the angels’ obvious targets. However, because the angels didn’t know where I was, it made it easier for me to sneak up on them and tick them off one by one.  
 
    So as my smoky form picked up speed and I flew through the air, I ordered my Infernal Tempest to also appear. Some of the angels used their Holy Light to fight off the growling hellhounds, and the dogs instantly shrieked and jumped back as the burning light hit them. 
 
    Even though I wasn’t exactly friendly with the snarling mutts, I wasn’t about to watch them get killed by a bunch of righteous assholes. So just as the light neared the dogs again, I zeroed in on the angel who controlled it. 
 
    My Infernal Tempest buzzed through my smoky form like a lightning bolt ripping through a cloud. Then, as I neared the angel’s feathery wings, I brushed over them and allowed the Tempest to pass from my body to hers.  
 
    “Aahaaa!” the angel screamed and arched her back in pain. 
 
    I continued that move several times until the angel became too weak to power her Holy Light which, in turn, allowed the snapping hellhounds to get closer. Then, as I forced the lightning into the angel once more, the celestial slowly began to drop closer to the ground.  
 
    All it took was for one hellhound to jump up and grab the angel by the foot, and then the screaming woman was dragged into a pile of hellhounds. Her blonde hair instantly turned bright gold from the golden blood that seeped from her body, and a wave of blood-soaked feathers flew through the air as the angel was torn into tiny pieces.  
 
    “Yofie!” one of the angels cried with her arm outstretched toward the bloody mess on the ground. 
 
    And because Yofie’s body had been filled with hellfire, it wasn’t going to be long before her corpse was taken off to the Hellscape where she belonged. 
 
    One of the hellhounds even looked up in my direction with her limp, bloody arm hanging from his mouth. I wasn’t sure if he could see my smoky form or not, but it certainly looked like he was catching my eye and perhaps thanking me for my assistance.  
 
    But now that Yofie had died, we only had four more angels to deal with. 
 
    The angels weren’t exactly making it easy for us.  
 
    Their golden ropes whipped through the air, and there must have been at least six ropes snapping and dancing around us. The angels had prepared a barricade to stop us from reaching them, and they covered the open space around them with their deadly Holy Light. The hellhounds struggled to get closer, and Dahlia was the only one who could enter that light without feeling the terrible side effects. 
 
    Dahlia still had the little angel caught in her rope, and she looked at her prey with a sinister smile.  
 
    “You should have listened to what I had to say,” Dahlia sneered at her victim. “None of this would have happened if you’d accepted my help.” 
 
    “Tel-Telantes!” the angel called out. “He-Heeeeelp!” 
 
    But from the looks of things, Telantes was too busy trying to fight off the hellhounds, so even if she’d heard her friend’s cry for help, she did nothing about it. 
 
    Dahlia lifted herself into the air as her face scrunched up in anger, and she quickly created a second golden Angel Dust rope in her free hand before she threw it at the angel in her grasp. This time, the rope coiled itself around the angel’s wings, and now Dahlia’s victim was completely trapped. 
 
    The angel twisted her body left and right as she tried to free herself, but it was no use, especially without the use of her blade-like wings. 
 
    Dahlia brought the trapped angel closer, all while the victim continued to scream and call out for help. It was amazing to watch Dahlia at her full potential, especially when she was on our side, and I couldn’t wait to see what she could do during the war.  
 
    My fallen angel held so much power, and the poise that oozed from her was breathtaking. Dahlia held herself in the air with nothing but her feathery wings, and she pulled the trapped angel toward her like she was a predator luring their prey into their trap. 
 
    It was fucking hot.  
 
    “Hey, Thiron, I could use your assistance over here!” Dahlia called out as she lowered herself and the angel down to the ground.  
 
    Thiron raised his left arm slightly in the air, and then he clicked his fingers in Dahlia’s direction. That was all it took for one of the hellhounds to stop what he was doing and turn to face Dahlia. 
 
    “Look what I’ve got for you, puppy!” Dahlia chuckled as she motioned toward the struggling angel.  
 
    I was certain a smirk appeared on the mutt’s face. His red eyes widened in excitement, and he slowly began to plod toward his next meal as more saliva pooled from his lips. 
 
    “Telantes, Telantes!” the angel sobbed. 
 
    Thiron clicked his fingers again, and then the hellhound picked up speed as he sprinted toward the angel. My breath caught in my throat for a brief moment as I came to realize that the dog could have easily aimed for Dahlia instead, but I knew Thiron would have given the dog the correct instructions.  
 
    Then, as the hellhound reached his target, he launched himself into the air and locked his sharp teeth around the angel’s neck. Rivers of gold blood exploded into the air, and Dahlia dropped the rope to allow the hellhound to have fun dismembering the sobbing angel.  
 
    Dahlia brushed her hands together to wipe them clean, and then she stared off toward the final three angels. 
 
    All three of them were trying to dodge the hellhounds, but I also had a feeling they were trying to think of ways to attack Thiron and Dahlia. The angels continued to look back and forth between their three enemies, and it made it seem like they were trying to decide who to go after first. 
 
    But just as that thought entered my mind, one of the angels created a second golden rope and threw it in Thiron’s direction. He instantly became strangled by the serpent-like cord, and as the young demon was knocked from his concentration, it broke the connection he had with the hellhounds.  
 
    The mutts were now free to do as they pleased, which meant they were able to attack Dahlia and the orcs if they felt like it. 
 
    I didn’t think twice before I flew myself toward Thiron. 
 
    I had to save him, but I also had to save Dahlia, too.  
 
    Both of their lives were now at risk because of the angel’s rope.  
 
    I removed my Smoke Flight as soon as I landed on the grassy hill, and then I powered up the Infernal Blaze across my entire body as I grabbed onto the rope. 
 
    I knew from experience with Dahlia that angels fucking hated fire, and without being able to enter the Holy Light, I hoped my Infernal Blaze was enough to do the job. It also meant the angels wouldn’t be able to attack me while I saved Thiron. 
 
    “Thiron,” I said urgently as I tried to burn the shit out of the golden cord. “Thiron, listen to me.” 
 
    The demon’s body vibrated as he tried to fight off the pain, but he found the strength to open his eyes and look at me.  
 
    “I’m going to try and loosen you from this rope, but you must get the hellhounds under control,” I ordered. “I know it’s painful, but you have to fight through it.” 
 
    The heat from my burning hands traveled down the rope, and the angel on the other side began to shriek in pain. Thiron’s hands were so caught up in the rope he didn’t have the ability to click his fingers, but I hoped the angel would perhaps loosen the rope if the pain got too much. 
 
    Fire was the one element angels always tried to stay away from, but she couldn’t avoid the fire without dropping the rope.  
 
    I frantically looked over my shoulders as I glanced at the hellhounds, and even though the majority of them were still interested in the angels, one of them had caught sight of Dahlia.  
 
    But my sinful angel was busy trying to fight off Sanvi, so it seemed as though she hadn’t noticed the mutt off to the side.  
 
    “Dahlia!” I cried out. “Watch out!” 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes widened as she glanced around, and she tried to lift herself into the air, but that small distraction was all it took for Sanvi to take advantage. The angel twisted her hands as her rope formed, and she was able to coil it around Dahlia just as my fallen angel realized what was happening.  
 
    “No!” I roared. 
 
    Dahlia’s arms and wings were caught in the cord, so she was completely stuck there, despite how much she wanted to move.  
 
    Sanvi had all the power, and the hellhound was quickly closing the distance between them. 
 
    I frantically thought of a plan, and I tried to work out whether I could get there in time to save Dahlia from the hellhound, but then something incredible happened.  
 
    Seconds before the hellhound reached my fallen angel, the golden rope was snapped in two, and Dahlia had just enough time to lift herself into the safety of the sky.  
 
    A look of pure fear and confusion crossed Sanvi’s face as she stared at the incoming hellhound. She obviously had no idea how the rope snapped, but I had a theory.  
 
    And that theory was confirmed when Ashe appeared in her solid form.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Ashe.” My demon lover smirked as the hellhound launched itself at Sanvi. “I’m so sorry we didn’t have longer to talk.” 
 
    Sanvi’s screams echoed all around me as her face was ripped from her skull, and the savage hellhound gnawed away at Sanvi’s body, even after she’d died. 
 
    Ashe giggled as she sprinted toward me, but I quickly noticed there was something different about her.  
 
    Her hands had literally become their own weapons. 
 
    Her pale skin was silver from the wrist down, and it looked like she was wearing metal gloves and the fingers had been replaced with knives. 
 
    I’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I gasped as I continued to apply fire onto the golden rope.  
 
    “What, these?” Ashe held up her hands with a smirk. “I know, aren’t they amazing? I never knew I had these! Now, let’s free you from this thing, Thiron.” 
 
    With a quick slice of her hands, Ashe was able to cut the rope in two, and Thiron clutched onto Ashe’s shoulders to stop himself from falling over. The angel screamed in protest as the rope fell limp to the ground, but she should have known not to fuck with us. 
 
    Unfortunately, we still had multiple ropes whipping through the air all around us, so I covered Ashe and Thiron with my fiery body to try and act like a barricade. 
 
    “I have so many questions, but let’s leave them for after the fight,” I snickered. “Thiron, are you okay?” 
 
    His mortal form was burnt and bruised from the burning rope, and I knew Thiron would recover, but I also knew how frail he was going to feel for the next few minutes. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he mumbled as he took deep, staggering breaths. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize,” Ashe said. “The rope is so strong, I can’t even believe I managed to cut through it. But get those hellhounds under control before we all die.” 
 
    “That was amazing, Ashe,” Dahlia said as she lowered herself to the ground. “But Atticus is right, we can talk about that later. What do we do with these two?” 
 
    We only had two more angels to face. Telantes remained in the air as she tried to dodge the hellhounds, and the second angel was still trying to get over the shock of her rope breaking.  
 
    There were four of us, as well as the ten hellhounds, so I felt very confident that we could win this fight as always. But I had to make sure we had the perfect plan in place, otherwise one of us might not make it out alive.  
 
    “Dahlia, you and I will take on Telantes,” I whispered so only they could hear me. “Ashe, you and Thiron will take on the other angel, along with the help from the hellhounds.” 
 
    “You’ve got it.” Thiron nodded.  
 
    “Let me at her.” Ashe rubbed her hands together with a wicked smile on her face.  
 
    “Remember, only use the hell powers that’ll cause the angels more damage,” I added. “Let’s weaken them and allow the hellhounds to do the rest.” 
 
    “It’ll be like practice for the final war.” Dahlia smirked.  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. 
 
    I briefly thought about my various hell powers, but I knew my Infernal Blaze was going to work best. 
 
    I could have used my Geological hell power if I found myself caught in the burning rope, but that was only if the angel had that sort of control over me. I also knew I couldn’t use my Draining power because I would have needed to be close enough to look the angel in the eyes, and until we had control, I wasn’t going to put myself at such a disadvantage. 
 
    The Echolocation, Smoke Flight, and Invisibility powers were only useful if I wanted to hide or locate someone, so I had to use a combination of my Infernal Blaze and Infernal Tempest. 
 
    They were the only two powers that were going to work. 
 
    But that showed just how powerful the angels were. They were able to cause such damage with nothing but their hands, and I couldn’t risk getting that close to them because of those abilities.  
 
    Had it not been for Ashe cutting the rope, Dahlia truly would have died when the hellhound reached her, and Sanvi just stood there twirling her hands. That was all it took to lock my fallen angel in place.  
 
    It proved how challenging the final war was going to be, but it was also why I was so determined to train my army to the best of my ability. 
 
    Ashe and Thiron put their heads together as they thought of a plan, and Dahlia and I shared a knowing look as we headed toward Telantes. Fireballs formed in my palms, and Dahlia twisted her hands as her rope appeared again. 
 
    We didn’t even need to discuss a potential plan.  
 
    We both knew that fire was an angel’s biggest weakness, so if Dahlia could hold Telantes in place, I could aim my Infernal Blaze at her until she was weak enough for me to kill her. 
 
    “You know what to do?” I asked quietly, just to be certain. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she replied. 
 
    Telantes let out an excited laugh as she caught sight of us, and she flew over the snapping jaws of the hellhounds as she hovered over us. 
 
    “Your little display back there was wonderful,” she said sarcastically. “But if you think you can get past me, then you’re clearly mistaken. You might have your dogs, but you don’t have this…” 
 
    Telantes threw out her hands as a blinding white light appeared all around her. 
 
    The Holy Light could burn and boil a demon’s flesh until it fell off them like rain, so Dahlia was the only one who could stand in the light without being affected. 
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t throw anything into it.  
 
    Once the fireballs were prepared, I threw them directly at the taunting angel. One of them bounced off her solid wings, but the other caught Telantes on the thigh as she tried to dodge it.  
 
    “Aaaah!” she screamed as she brushed the fire off with her hands. 
 
    Golden sparkles fell from the light as Telantes tried to prepare her rope, but I aimed more fireballs at her hands in an attempt to halt the process. 
 
    To the right of me, Dahlia was also forming her own rope, and without the added distraction, she was able to get hers completed much quicker than Telantes. 
 
    I threw two more fireballs at the celestial in the air, and just as Telantes’ screams died down, Dahlia aimed her rope at her. The cord wrapped itself around Telantes’ torso and neck, and soon the Holy Light began to fade as the angel lost all concentration.  
 
    The hellhounds below the angel were snapping their jaws and launching themselves in the air to try and grab her. That, mixed with the howling wind from the rainstorm, added so much extra chaos to the fight.  
 
    But I fucking loved it.  
 
    However, I knew that if Telantes was lowered to the ground, the hellhounds would kill her instantly, and I wanted Dahlia to be the one to do it. 
 
    After all the teasing her “friends” caused, Dahlia deserved to have that moment. 
 
    “Thiron, call these hounds over to you!” I called out through the pouring rain. 
 
    The young demon held up his hand as he clicked his fingers, to which the dogs instantly responded and darted over to him. He now had all ten hounds by his side, which meant we were free to bring Telantes to the ground. 
 
    But while the angel was struggling against the rope, I took a quick second to watch Ashe and Thiron work as the perfect team. 
 
    The angel was still floating in the air, but her body was limp, and so was the golden rope which she held lightly in her left hand. Ashe was staring straight up at the angel, and I just knew she was using her Disorientation power. 
 
    All they had to do was get the angel on the ground, and then the hellhounds would have a feast. 
 
    They were so close to killing the celestial bitch, as long as Ashe didn’t get distracted, and then we’d only have Telantes to deal with. 
 
    By the time Telantes fell to the ground, the Holy Light had completely gone out, so I was free to do whatever I wanted with her. I could tell Dahlia was struggling with the rope from her scrunched-up face, and Telantes was doing everything she could to break free, but I was confident my fallen beauty had what it took to overpower her.  
 
    “Keep going, Dahlia,” I said calmly. “We’ve almost got this.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret this!” Telantes cried as she wriggled around to try and break free. “The Holy King is going to kill you all! He won’t let a single one of you walk free!” 
 
    “You really should come up with better threats,” I snorted as I dropped to my knees beside her. “I’ve faced assholes like you for eons, so some little bitch with her rope doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ll be facing!” Telantes spat. “Only He holds the highest power, and no one is strong enough to defeat Him.” 
 
    “All of this holy, righteous bullshit is making me sick,” I sighed as I heated up my hands. “Let’s change the subject.” 
 
    A wicked grin formed on my face as I pressed my hands against Telantes’ stomach. Her white dress instantly caught on fire, and the angel let out a high-pitched scream as the blaze began to trickle across her body.  
 
    “No, noooo!” Telantes cried. “Aaaaah!” 
 
    “I could watch this all day.” I smirked as I went to burn her wings at the same time.  
 
    “Actually, Atticus, I have another idea,” Dahlia said as she dropped her rope. “Let’s keep her alive for now.” 
 
    “What?” I frowned. “Another idea?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded.  
 
    Telantes was free to move as soon as the rope was dropped, but the burning fire kept her in her place. She probably hadn’t even noticed that the rope was gone. 
 
    “Did I just hear you say you want to keep Telantes alive?” Ashe asked as she walked toward. “Are you serious? After what she’s just done to us?” 
 
    Ashe was joined by Thiron, and the ten hellhounds walked toward us, and my Infernal Huntress had golden angel blood all over her silver dress. Her hair was a mess, and there was a faint burn mark on her right arm, but at least neither of them were seriously injured.  
 
    “What happened to Armaita?” Dahlia queried. 
 
    “Who?” Ashe laughed. “Oh, you mean the bitch we just murdered? Yeah, I sliced her head off with my brand-new blades, and then the hellhounds finished her off, so she’s probably somewhere between here and the Hellscape right now. It was fucking awesome!” 
 
    “Nice.” I smirked.  
 
    “Now, enough distractions.” Ashe placed her hands on her hips. “Tell us why you want to keep Telantes alive?” 
 
    “Because I think she’d be the perfect messenger.” Dahlia grinned as she crouched down beside the burning angel. “You could pass on a message to the Holy King, right? If we removed the fire from your body?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I will!” Telantes screamed. “Please, I’ll do a-a-anything! Just… Just… Pleeeease, put this fire out!” 
 
    I looked at Dahlia in confusion, and Ashe and Thiron’s faces held the same expressions. None of us had any idea what the fallen angel was doing, or why she’d want to keep her alive, but we were interested to find out. 
 
    “We want the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape to open at the same time, right?” Dahlia asked rhetorically. “Well, I think we should show the Holy King exactly what we’re made of. And I know he won’t be able to sit up there on his mighty fucking throne after he sees what we did to his angels…” 
 
    “I like this plan.” I smirked.  
 
    “So do I…” Ashe nodded her head slowly. “But we have to be sure Telantes is going to keep her end of the bargain.” 
 
    “I wiiiill!” the angel sobbed as her shimmering skin became red and blistered from the fire. “If you put out this fire, I’ll tell him whatever you need me to say, I proooomise!” 
 
    “The fire will automatically burn out as soon as you arrive back in the Heavenly Glade,” I replied. 
 
    “See?” Dahlia smiled. “We’ve kept our side of the promise, and now you will do the same.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Telantes shook her head as more tears rolled down her flushed cheeks. “I’ll tell him anything.” 
 
    “I want you to tell the Holy King…” Dahlia leaned forward, and then her smile turned into an evil smirk. “That we’re fucking ready when he is.” 
 
    Telantes vanished into thin air as she took herself back to the Heavenly Glade, and a blanket of silence seemed to fall upon us.  
 
    “The…” Thiron paused. “The fire won’t actually burn out, will it?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “She’ll soon die a slow and painful death, but I didn’t want to tell her that part.” 
 
    “As long as she passes on our message to the Holy King, then I don’t give a shit what happens to her.” Dahlia shrugged.  
 
    “And you know what?” Ashe held out her hands as the daggers appeared again. “Even if she doesn’t survive long enough to tell him, the Holy King was probably watching this little display. He’ll know exactly how skillful my new hands are.” 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell happened?” I asked. “How did you get those blades?” 
 
    “Aaah, it was the craziest thing!” Ashe laughed. “I had no idea I had this hell power. I just knew I had to free Dahlia, so I was going to slit Sanvi’s throat with my nails. But it was as I was thinking about breaking the rope that these daggers appeared! It’s the coolest fucking thing, Atticus!” 
 
    “I’ve never known a blade to slice through the rope.” Dahlia frowned. “They are seriously powerful weapons, Ashe.” 
 
    “I know, aren’t they beautiful?” My Infernal Huntress smiled at her fingers like they were her most-prized possession.  
 
    “But didn’t you say something about a demon having this hell power during that big fight with the Lord Captain?” Dahlia asked. “I remember you saying you didn’t know who killed that particular demon, but it was clearly you, Ashe.” 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re right!” the demon gasped. “Aaaah, this is the best day eveeeeer!” 
 
    “And even though you didn’t know you had that hell power, your body must have known what you needed,” I replied. “Your nails wouldn’t have been sharp enough to cut the rope, and you needed to do something quickly, so the blades were the perfect weapon. You didn’t have to dig down deep to summon that hidden hell power.” 
 
    “Then I wonder what else will happen.” Thiron shrugged. “Maybe you’ll discover more of your own powers during the war, Atticus.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I nodded. “I mean, hopefully.” 
 
    “And it won’t be long before that happens, either,” Dahlia added.  
 
    “Nope.” Ashe smirked. “Now that you’ve given him your little message, the Holy King won’t hesitate to break open the Heavenly Glade.” 
 
    “It’s almost time to take both the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape on.” I smiled. “And we’ll be fucking ready when they arrive.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    We all went to bed feeling quite confused after the fight against the angels.  
 
    None of us could work out why the Holy King sent them, or what he planned to do, but it just proved to us that we had to get things sorted out immediately. 
 
    Dahlia’s theory was that the Holy King wanted to give us a taste of what was to come, or perhaps he thought they would have been strong enough to kill us off, and then he wouldn’t have to put the rest of the Heavenly Glade at risk. 
 
    But the fact he’d chosen to send Dahlia’s friends, angels she knew and once cared about, made me think there was more to his plan than simply sending us a message. 
 
    We all crossed our fingers that Telantes was able to pass on our own message to the holy fucker in his throne, and then perhaps we’d see the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape opening at the same time.  
 
    But either way, at least we won the fight, and none of us had been seriously injured. Sveila, Iris, and the twins had kept themselves safe in Ashe’s weapons room along with a selection of orbs. They never had to use them, fortunately, but they were exceedingly pleased when it was all over.  
 
    The orcs had guarded the castle to the best of their abilities. They knew not to get involved with the angels, not unless I told them to, and luckily the angels never aimed for the orcs, nor did they try to get into the castle. 
 
    It was the first hour of the morning by the time we all decided to go to bed, so we were going to feel tired for the training sessions in the morning, but I was used to getting little sleep. As long as I had the energy to power me through the following day, then I didn’t complain about the lack of sleep. 
 
    As the morning arrived, my women, Thiron, and I ate a hasty breakfast, and then we began to prepare for the training sessions. The sun was still to make an appearance, but at least we had the grand clock which told us it was the eighth hour, so it was the perfect time to get started. 
 
    I also told the werewolves not to worry about guarding the castle today. They needed to train with other groups, so the castle could survive without them for one day. 
 
    After all, everyone was going to be outside and working together, so if anything did happen, then we’d all know about it. 
 
    “Iris, you and I will work together, okay?” Dahlia smiled. 
 
    “Okay…” the floral elf sighed. “I’m not sure how good I’m going to be.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re training,” I replied. “Even though you’ll be in the tunnels, I still want you to know how to handle a weapon, that way you can protect yourself in case anything happens.” 
 
    “You can take your pick from this trunk,” Ashe said as she heaved the wooden box across the floor. “I’ve picked out a bit of everything, including daggers, larger swords, crossbows, and even magical pendants… But that might be too extreme for you right now.” 
 
    “Well, I have the dagger pendant Garrik and Elora gave me.” Iris held up her necklace. “Maybe we could try and train with that, too? Not the connection with the chain, of course, but just using the dagger in general?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Dahlia smiled. “We’ll try everything, as long as you’re up for it.” 
 
    “And what are the rest of you going to do?” I asked.  
 
    “Thiron and I are going to work with the puppies, right?” Ashe gave the young demon a smirk. “It’s going to be… Aaah, my skin is tingling at the thought!” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll try and create a bond between Ashe and the hounds to see how that works,” Thiron replied. “They’re only connected to me at the moment, but Ashe knows what she’s doing, so we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “And Lixiss and I have a little group of black fairies we’re going to work with,” Lux spoke up. “They’re struggling to use their chains properly, so we’re going to help them with that.” 
 
    The twins unwrapped the silver chains from around their waists, and then they looked at each other and shared a smile.  
 
    “Madame Nyra has asked for more of her fairies to do the same, so we’re all helping each other,” Lixiss said with a slight nod.  
 
    “That’s great.” I smiled. “And Sveila? What are your plans?” 
 
    “I have two plans in mind…” the Red Witch paused in thought. “I’m either going to look through Elora’s spell book and see what I can learn, or I’m going to team up with some more witches. I’ll probably do both, but I suppose it all depends on how much time I have.” 
 
    “What about you, Atticus?” Iris asked.  
 
    “I’m going to walk around and watch for now,” I said. “I need to make sure everyone is working together, but I’ll step in and help if needed. My generals have everything sorted, the residents know where to go for these sessions, and I trust everyone to teach their students properly.” 
 
    “Ooh, students.” Ashe grinned. “I’ve never had a student before.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad to be the first,” Thiron chuckled. “Or maybe the hellhounds are our students?” 
 
    “When it comes to Ashe, I think everyone is her student,” Lixiss giggled. “She loves to be the teacher.” 
 
    “I know, I really do.” Ashe nodded her head slowly. “I was born to be a leader, and now I have that opportunity, so I’m not going to miss it!” 
 
    “You’ll be the best leader.” I winked, to which Ashe smirked and leaned up to place a kiss on my lips.  
 
    “Okay, shall we get this started?” Dahlia grinned. “I have so much energy after last night, and I just want to get going!” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” I nodded.  
 
    The women squealed and clapped as they left the castle with a skip in their step, while Thiron just looked at me with an amused expression on his young face. 
 
    “Are they always like this?” he chuckled.  
 
    “What, are they always so excited?” I asked. “Yes, most of the time.” 
 
    “Then… how do you cope?” Thiron raised an eyebrow. “Excitement isn’t exactly the norm for our kind…” 
 
    “Because I love them.” I shrugged. “You’ll know what I mean one day when you find the woman you’re meant to be with.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he laughed. “These mortals are a little delicate, in my opinion.” 
 
    I smirked. “You haven’t seen them fight yet.” 
 
    “True,” he snickered. “I’ll reserve my judgment for now.” 
 
    Once we’d left the castle, everyone decided where they were going to go. Ashe and Thiron were going to stay in the courtyard to give the hellhounds their own personal space. The others were going to head down into the main body of Oakenpass where the other residents were going to train, and I was going to wander around from village to village.  
 
    “It seems as though the witches have started already,” Lixiss laughed as she left the courtyard.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Come and look,” Lux said. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed it when we’d left the castle, but the entire village was coated in a blue mist, like the one we had at the speech in Newhall. Everywhere that I could see, from the grassy hill onward, was cloaked in this mist.  
 
    “Is that the same mist that kept us dry?” Iris asked. “It collected the rain to stop us from getting wet, or something like that.” 
 
    “I think so.” I nodded. “I suppose mortals wouldn’t want to be standing in the rain all day.” 
 
    “Ashe, would you like to have the courtyard covered, too?” Sveila asked. “I can ask the witches to increase the range of the mist so you don’t have to stand in this weather?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, thank you.” Ashe smiled. “I like standing in the rain.” 
 
    “Refreshing.” I sent her a wink. 
 
    “I wonder if the same mist is covering other villages, too,” Dahlia mumbled as she looked across the hill. “If not, maybe that could be something we suggest to the witches?” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that,” I replied. “It’ll probably give people more motivation to continue training if they don’t want to run back inside.” 
 
    After that conversation had ended, Ashe and Thiron headed off to collect the hellhounds, and the rest of us took off down the hill. 
 
    The streets of the previously abandoned village were filled with various creatures and humans, and it was great to see. There were lanterns lit up all over the place to allow some light to seep through the village, but it also added a sense of warmth and positivity. 
 
    We were all just as determined to win, and that day was going to come soon enough. 
 
    A selection of elves had settled themselves near the swampy entrance to Oakenpass, and there were some humans, half-goblins, and Yellow Witches all sharing the same area with them. They all worked together in their separate groups, and there seemed to be one selected leader who explained various moves they could make with their chosen weapons.  
 
    The best part about it all, though, was that the humans were mingling with these undesirables without any sort of disgust on their faces. Undesirables had been sneered at for eons, or the humans would flee and hide whenever they saw one. But now, because we all had the same goal, they’d put those differences aside as they focused on what was most important.  
 
    It was a nice glimpse into what the world was going to be like once we’d won the war, and I couldn’t wait for that moment to arrive. 
 
    I also couldn’t help but wonder if the other islands were doing the same thing, and how incredible it would be to see every single person in this kingdom training and fighting together. 
 
    That was something I wished I could see. 
 
    My women gave me a hug and a kiss as they left to get started, and I took a few more minutes to wander around the village.  
 
    Kino, the gorgon leader, was standing on the wooden bridge that led further into Oakenpass. She was glancing around the rickety homes and buildings, but she also looked down at the group of people who stood around her.  
 
    There had to be at least thirty to forty humans, and some of them held weapons of their own, so I knew that was the group who Kino was going to train. 
 
    “Aaah, Atticussss.” Kino smiled as her forked tongue buzzed through her green lips. “I wassss looking for you.” 
 
    “And now you’ve found me,” I replied. “Are you going to leave for Medusa’s Palace?” 
 
    “Yessss.” She nodded. “I’ve collected these people together who wish to train with us, sssso I wanted to tell you that before we left.” 
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate knowing where everyone will be.” I nodded. “I’ll come through to the Shadow Quarters later, so you can show me what you’ve taught them. And if anyone else is looking for a team to join, then I’ll send them to you.” 
 
    “Pleassssse do,” she replied. “Dusotte, Rilo, and Mena have gone to other villages to collect more people, but there will be enough ssssspace for everyone in Medusa’s Palace.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to seeing what you can do with them,” I said, and then I turned my attention to the group around us. “Just remember not to look them in the eyes for too long.” 
 
    I said it in jest, and I smiled to show them I wasn’t serious, but I still knew it was important for everyone to know that.  
 
    I didn’t particularly want to have the need for the witches to free these humans from their petrified states.  
 
    As Kino led her team out of Oakenpass, I carried on across the bridge to see what else was happening.  
 
    The small, square marketplace which was usually deserted was now filled with different teams working together. Lux and Lixiss had their little group of black fairies near the orcs’ thunderclap factory, and Sveila had joined a group of witches to go over some spells. 
 
    There were Red, Blue, Yellow, and even White Witches in this group, and every witch had their own unique spells and ways of doing things, so I knew they were all going to learn a lot. 
 
    I even watched a Yellow Witch produce a dying rose in her hand. The flower then blossomed with life seconds before the witch turned it into a glass vase. The Yellow Witch made the vase float in the air with nothing but her mind, and then she threw it across the open space, and it smashed off the side of a building.  
 
    The witches around her smiled and clapped, and they all said how eager they were to learn that spell.  
 
    “But the best bit about it, is that you can do that with anything,” the Yellow Witch said as she created a second flower in her hand. “It doesn’t have to be something small like a flower and a vase. The more confident you get with the spell, the larger the objects will be.” 
 
    “So what else can you do?” I asked, which spooked the Yellow Witch. “Sorry, I thought you knew I was here.” 
 
    Sveila giggled into her hand, and then she gave me a sweet smile. 
 
    “No, but it’s okay,” the Yellow Witch chuckled. “Um… yes, what else can I do? Well, I’ll show you.” 
 
    The witch cupped her hands together so that the flower was out of sight, and then a white smoke began to seep between her fingers. As the witch opened her hands, I noticed that the dying flower had changed into a black, unlit candle. 
 
    No one said a word as the witch stared down at the candle, but the more the witch looked at the waxy object, the more the candle started to melt. A black mess poured into the witch’s hands, but before the entire object was destroyed, the Yellow Witch threw the candle wax into the air seconds before it turned into a ball of flames. 
 
    The witches around me gasped as the flames died down, and I was thoroughly impressed with what I’d seen.  
 
    “That’s just a small example,” the Yellow Witch explained. “I can destroy anything if I wanted to. But because of the people around us, and the risks it would involve, I won’t show you anything too big or dangerous.” 
 
    “So you can do that with a person?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, anything.” The witch nodded. “As long as I can hold them in place, then I can essentially destroy them in any way that I want, or I can have them turn into something else. Like when the flower turned into a vase.” 
 
    “Impressive.” I smiled. “I’m glad we’re not on the receiving end of that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” She smirked. “I only save that for my enemies.” 
 
    “And can you teach us how to do it?” a Blue Witch asked.  
 
    “Of course,” the Yellow Witch replied. “Why don’t we all start off with something small you can hold in your hands, like a rock or a flower. Then you can tell me what you want to turn it into, or how you want to destroy it, and I’ll assist you from there.” 
 
    “This is going to be so much fun.” Sveila smiled as she gave me a quick hug.  
 
    “Have fun with your friends.” I winked.  
 
    It was nice that Sveila had more witch friends in her life, because I knew how hard it was to be alone. I probably would have struggled if we didn’t have Ashe, because she was the only one who fully understood what it’s like to be a demon. So now Sveila could spend time with more of her kind, but she could also use those witches to help improve her spells, and to learn more. 
 
    Before I left, I asked the witches about the mist that covered us, and I checked to see whether it was covering other villages, too. The Blue Witch replied and said that more of her kind had created the same mist. Apparently it took a lot of strength and control to keep the mist operating above us, which was why they couldn’t constantly have it covering the island, but I hadn’t heard anyone complaining about it. 
 
    It kept everyone dry for now, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    The next team I came across were a group of half-elves and half-orcs who were residents of Oakenpass. They also had their children with them, and the kids ran around in circles wielding their makeshift swords which had been made out of tree branches.  
 
    “Good morning, Atticus,” Donred, the half-elf, said with a smile. 
 
    “Good morning,” I replied. “I see that the training is going well.” 
 
    “It is.” He nodded. “Although Lilsys will be hiding in the tunnels with the children, I thought it was best that everyone knew how to wield a sword. Should they need to, of course.” 
 
    “I’ve said the same thing,” I said. “Everyone needs to know how to protect themselves, not just those outside of the tunnels. So will you be taking part in the war with us?” 
 
    Donred and Lilsys were shy individuals who could barely say two words to me when we first met. Lilsys was still quiet and reserved, but her husband was much more comfortable talking to me, even though he couldn’t look me in the eye.  
 
    “I will, despite how Lilsys feels,” he chuckled. “You have done a lot for us, so I feel it’s only right that we assist you with this. I’ve had some experience with swords in the past, but I put an end to that when my children were born, so I thought this would be a good opportunity to practice some more.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel forced to take part,” I told him. “If Lilsys doesn’t want you to fight, and if you feel it would be safer to stay with your family in the tunnels, then I’d rather you stayed with them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Atticus, but I’d like to fight.” He smiled. “I’d like to assist those who assisted us.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded.  
 
    Our conversation was suddenly interrupted when Donred’s young daughter, Gabrina, ran toward us with her wooden sword in hand. 
 
    “Look at what I can do, Daddy!” she said as she waved the makeshift weapon through the air and pretended to stab us both. “Haveis said I was getting good!” 
 
    “You’re getting much better.” Donred crouched down and patted his daughter on the shoulder. “What else can you do?” 
 
    “Um…” Gabrina tapped her chin with one finger. “Well… I’m still learning, but soon I’ll be a soldier just like you!” 
 
    A foreign feeling washed over me as I witnessed the father-daughter duo. It still didn’t feel real that I might be in that same position at some point, and I could have a daughter like Gabrina run up to me, with the same excited expression as she showed me what she’d learned. 
 
    I wasn’t used to being around children, and there wasn’t such a thing in the Hellscape. However, watching Donred praise Gabrina, and noting the look of love that was clear in the half-elf’s eyes, made me almost excited to experience the same thing. 
 
    A sudden hit to my arm broke me from my constant stream of thoughts, and I looked down to see a guilty look on Gabrina’s face. Her wooden “sword” was sitting on my arm, but the little half-elf quickly removed it and hid it behind her.  
 
    “I do believe I just got hit,” I said with a small smile.  
 
    “Gabrina,” Donred sighed. “What do you say?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Atticus,” Gabrina mumbled. “I was playing, and I wanted to show what I could do with my sword, and… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize, it’s okay,” I replied. “But that was a good hit. You’re certainly going to be a good soldier one day.” 
 
    “Really?” Gabrina’s blue eyes widened. 
 
    The young girl jumped around happily before she ran off in search of her older brother. Donred watched his children with a look of love on his face, and then he announced that he had to get back to the training session. 
 
    I wandered around Oakenpass for the next hour, and I stopped to have various conversations with the people I came across. A group of humans had set up glass bottles on a wall, and they used them as a target for their crossbows. The glass smashed everywhere, but then a Red Witch used a spell to bring the bottles back together again so the humans could keep on practicing. 
 
    Madame Nyra even came into Oakenpass to announce that the veils had been taken to the other islands, and everywhere was covered. She was even able to work out exactly how many black fairies I had spread across the entire kingdom, which was an impressive eight thousand, seven hundred. 
 
    I asked her if she could pass that information over to the other generals so they could do the same, and she agreed without hesitation. They already knew to get rough numbers, but I needed solid information now. 
 
    Madame Nyra was also able to tell me that the generals had worked together to collect the names of people who were going to hide in the tunnels. They all knew where they were going, and even generals on other islands were aware of the locations of the tunnels. 
 
    Things had fallen into place, and I couldn’t have been happier to hear it. 
 
    Before she left, I told Madame Nyra about Garrik’s generous offer, and I wanted her to spread the message that his weapons were available to take from his shop if anyone needed one. I said the same thing to the groups I came across, yet I was fortunate to have Madame Nyra there to help get my words across the rest of the island. 
 
    Once she had flown away, I continued on my tour of the village and witnessed some goblins throwing enormous rocks from one side of the swampy entrance to the other. They were already decent fighters, so they didn’t need to train, but they told me they wanted to get stronger. They imagined the rocks to be our enemies, and they wanted to see just how far they could throw them. 
 
    It almost became a game between them, and the goblins’ cheers and laughter floated around the entire village.  
 
    Lux and Lixiss were exceedingly pleased with the work they’d done, and in the span of an hour they’d been able to teach their group of black fairies how to use their chains more accurately. They explained everything to them, and they said how the silver chains made them stronger, but also how the chains could grow or shrink in size depending on the size of their target.  
 
    Lixiss even offered to pretend to be the target, and one by one the black fairies had the chance to throw their chains around Lixiss, squeeze her tight, and then pull her toward them. 
 
    My flirtatious little fairy wasn’t injured in the slightest, and the others knew not to apply all of their pressure, but it gave them a rough idea of what it would be like to control their chains. I even suggested they could use some of the rocks the goblins were using, to which Lux said that’s what they were going to do next.  
 
    Once I knew they had everything under control, I went to find Dahlia and Iris, and it seemed as though I arrived just at the right time.  
 
    Iris had a thick branch in her hand, I assumed to represent a sword, and she flipped the “sword” over her left shoulder, under her right arm, and then around her waist perfectly. But just as she went to try the move again, she somehow managed to throw the branch straight over her shoulder and into the alleyway behind her.  
 
    “Urgh,” Iris groaned as she slumped off to retrieve the branch. “I’m never going to get the hang of this.” 
 
    “You just did it perfectly,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re doing really well.” Dahlia smiled. “Have some faith. You’ll get there.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing this isn’t a real sword,” Iris grumbled. “I probably would have killed someone by now.” 
 
    “But that’s the goal if you’re against an enemy.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Yes…” Iris paused for a second. “But the last thing we need is for me to stab Ashe while trying to save her from a demon.” 
 
    “Luckily, Ashe rarely needs saving from anyone,” Dahlia chuckled. “But that’s why we’re training, Iris. If you want, we can move on to something else and then come back to that later?” 
 
    “Sure.” Iris nodded as she stared down at the branch. “Why don’t we try the blocking technique again?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the “blocking technique” was, but I stood back and watched Dahlia and Iris work together. 
 
    Iris had her makeshift sword against her side, and Dahlia stood right in front of her with her arms out. The fallen angel swayed from side to side, almost like she was trying to stop Iris from getting away, and Iris ducked down as she tried to look for a way out before she stood back up again.  
 
    Then, with the branch held firmly in her hands, Iris threw it perfectly from one hand to the other, and then she pretended to stab Dahlia in the side. That caused Dahlia to jolt back in shock, which gave Iris the opportunity to break free and aim the weapon at the angel’s neck before she took off running.  
 
    “That was amazing!” Dahlia bounced on her toes. “So much better than last time!” 
 
    “I loved how you threw the branch to the opposite hand,” I said. “You looked so confident.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Iris blushed. “But is it alright for me to duck down? I wasn’t sure if that would put me at a disadvantage?” 
 
    “Why would it put you at a disadvantage?” Dahlia asked. “If anything, you’ve lowered yourself away from the enemy’s hands, which is most important. But one thing I would add is you could have stabbed me in the thigh or sliced through my knees when you were down there. Instead, you stood up again which could have been a disadvantage if the enemy was about to grab a hold of you. Do you see what I mean?” 
 
    “I think so…” Iris nodded slowly. “Okay, so I’ll do this instead?” 
 
    Iris crouched back down and pulled the branch out from behind her, then she pretended to slice through Dahlia’s knees before she jumped to her feet and ran off.  
 
    “Yes, just like that.” Dahlia smiled.  
 
    “Make sure you don’t lose your balance or trip over your feet in the process,” I added. “You want to make the moves as smooth and streamlined as possible. But in saying that, I think either move would work. Whether you’re standing up or ducking down, it’s always best to have a Plan B. Most fights don’t always go the way you want them to.” 
 
    “Okay.” Iris nodded. “So I need to remember to keep a lookout and to be aware of my surroundings, but also to plan my moves before I make them? Is that what you told me earlier?” 
 
    “That’s some of it, yes,” Dahlia replied. “You don’t want to go in blind, so you want to make sure you’ve read the situation before you enter.” 
 
    “Like with the angels last night, I took a second to think over my next move,” I explained. “I had to make sure the moves I made had the best possible outcome, so I didn’t want to fly down without knowing what I was going to do next. So whenever it comes to a fight, regardless of who you’re up against, you always want to make sure you’re the smartest one in the room. Trick your opponents, and then you’ll have a better chance at winning.” 
 
    “Right…” Iris mumbled.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Dahlia said sweetly. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but you’ll get there. Plus, we’re only doing this in case you need to defend yourself, or others around you. The idea is to have you in the tunnels until the war is over, so you might not need to use any of these tactics.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” the elf replied. “Okay, shall we try something else?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” I winked. “You’ll be a natural in no time.” 
 
    My women gave me a smile as I walked away, even though I could have watched them training all day. Everyone appeared to be doing an amazing job, and it made me feel quite proud that they were doing this because I’d asked them to.  
 
    The last people I wanted to check on before I left for another village were Ashe and Thiron. They’d remained at the castle with the hellhounds, but it had been a couple of hours since their session had started, so I was interested to see what had happened in that time.  
 
    The blue mist didn’t cover the castle, so the rain quickly hit as soon as I’d left the sheltered area of the village, but it wasn’t an issue for me. It had been a couple of weeks since the rain had started, so it would have been strange if it suddenly stopped raining for once.  
 
    I thought I would hear the hellhounds’ growls as I walked up the grassy hill, but all I could hear was Ashe’s recognizable laughter, so that was a good sign. 
 
    Then, on entering the courtyard, I noticed that Ashe and Thiron had the ten hellhounds all standing in a straight line. Thiron had his hands out in front of him, and Ashe was standing a foot behind him.  
 
    “Mozremeth,” Ashe whispered.  
 
    All of a sudden, two of the hellhounds stepped forward, and the other eight behind them stayed where they were.  
 
    “Mozremeth,” she whispered again.  
 
    The two hellhounds at the front began to growl, and they scuffed their paws off the ground before they charged toward Thiron. Then, as Ashe clicked her fingers, the mutts came to a halt and looked over at her. Ashe clicked her fingers for a second time, and then the final eight dogs ran over to stand beside her.  
 
    “Okay, that was great!” Ashe clapped as she patted the dogs’ heads. “Shall we try it again but with two different dogs this time?” 
 
    “Sure.” Thiron nodded.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if they knew I was watching them, but I stayed silent as they completed the routine again. I wasn’t quite sure what they were doing, or what it meant, but they were clearly pleased with the results. 
 
    Ashe gave me a warm smile when she finally noticed me behind them, and she skipped over to give me a hug.  
 
    “Did you see that, Atticus?” she asked.  
 
    “I did.” I nodded. “But what were you doing?” 
 
    “I taught Thiron and the puppies a command that demons aren’t supposed to know…” Ashe smirked. “I once heard my Lord Captain talking about it with other Lord Captains, and apparently it’s a command that only the Dark King uses. Unfortunately for them, I overheard the command, but this was the first time I was able to use it on the puppies.” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to know about it?” I frowned.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t taught it, anyway. But the Lord Captains didn’t realize I was listening in on their conversation that day, and I’ve remembered the word ever since.” 
 
    “But why?” I asked. “What’s so important about this command that you were never taught it?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” she replied. “I’m not sure if it was all hellhound tamers in general who weren’t supposed to know about it, or if I was an exception, but that’s beside the point. I know it now, and so does Thiron.” 
 
    That brought me back to the conversation we had with Thiron when he first arrived. The young demon had a theory that the Dark King was trying to get rid of the demons who caused him issues, either because they were discerning minions, or because they were seen as a threat to the Dark King.  
 
    Maybe he hadn’t planned on Ashe being around for too much longer, and he was going to send her on a potentially suicidal mission like the one to Rengfri. In which case, it probably didn’t matter if she knew this important command or not.  
 
    Or perhaps the Dark King and the Lord Captains saw Ashe as a threat, and a powerful Infernal Huntress. So it was probably better for everyone if she didn’t know commands as powerful as this one. 
 
    It was hard to really know, but that made more sense to me.  
 
    “So…” I said as I tried to rid my mind of all the confusion. “What does it do?” 
 
    “It’s the master command, and it essentially makes the hellhounds turn on anyone, even their tamer,” Ashe explained. “The word means ‘master,’ but I’m cautious to say the actual word in front of them in case they suddenly turn on us. Thiron was able to form a connection between myself and the puppies, so I was able to control it, but if I hadn’t been there to stop them, those two dogs would have ripped Thiron to shreds. It no longer mattered that he was their tamer. We just tried it with two dogs for now, but we could have all ten of them do it if we needed to.” 
 
    “Shit,” I snickered.  
 
    “I know,” Thiron sighed. “It was fucking terrifying having them charge at me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have let them hurt you, you know that.” Ashe smiled. 
 
    “And why did you teach them this command in the first place?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I think it’s an important command for us and the puppies to know,” Ashe explained. “But I also think there’s a chance every single hellhound sees the Dark King as their master, or their ultimate tamer, so now we can make them turn on him during the war. We have to be connected with a hellhound in order to use the command, so we can’t do it with every puppy in the Hellscape, but it could still work in our favor.” 
 
    “That’s very impressive.” I smiled. “And you said you’re now connected to them? How did that happen?” 
 
    “I used my hell power.” Thiron shrugged. “But Ashe also has a way of bonding herself to the hellhounds because she was a tamer herself. I helped them see that she was on our side, and to protect her, and then Ashe used that to her advantage as she completed the bond.” 
 
    “So what does that mean from now on?” I asked. “They’ll always protect you, no matter what Thiron says or does?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ashe nodded. “They’ll see both of us as their tamers. So as long as neither of us mutter the… master command… while we’re around them, they’ll never turn on us. Also, you should see the mess a puppy made with the pile of wood over there…” 
 
    I looked in the direction Ashe was pointing in to see the mess of wood shavings that littered the ground. If I hadn’t known that it used to be a pile of chopped wood for the fireplace, I probably wouldn’t have known what I was looking at. 
 
    “They did that?” I asked.  
 
    “One of them did.” Thiron grinned. “It took the dog all of ten seconds to destroy the logs, which is impressive, even for them. So I can just imagine what all ten of them together would be able to do to a demon. Or an angel.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to find out,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Me, too!” Ashe clapped. “Aaah, our puppies are so smart!” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to seeing what else you can do.” I smiled. “I’m going to travel over to the Shadow Quarters to see how the other teams are getting on, but then you can show me what you’ve learned when I get back.” 
 
    “You’ve got yourself a deal.” Ashe winked as she leaned up to give me a kiss.  
 
    Just as I turned to leave the courtyard, I spotted Bardou sprinting up the grassy hill.  
 
    “Atticus,” the werewolf called out as he wiped the rain away from his face. “Atticus, quickly.” 
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    A sense of dread filled my body, and I instantly began to fear that something terrible had happened. 
 
    “You must come down to the port immediately,” he said as he caught his breath. “We have five ships headed for Rengfri, all of them filled with knights in full armor.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said with a smoky growl. “Are they the mortal king’s guards?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The man shook his head. “But if they’re headed for Rengfri, then they’re probably here to see you.” 
 
    I thought I’d killed all of the king’s guards when I set fire to the churches.  
 
    But that might not have been the case.  
 
    It had only been twelve hours since we’d ended the fight with the angels.  
 
    And now it seemed as though I might have another fight on my hands.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Bardou shifted into his werewolf form as the two of us raced toward the port. I used my Smoke Flight to get me there faster, and I focused on nothing apart from the five ships that were headed toward Rengfri.  
 
    Fortunately, the werewolves were able to use their heightened eyesight to spot the knights in time, otherwise they could have wreaked havoc across the island before we had the chance to stop them. 
 
    I didn’t want to automatically assume that the knights were here to cause a fight. However, I was so used to people doing what they could to end my life, that now it was the first thing I thought of. 
 
    Mortal knights hated demons, and the feeling was mutual. 
 
    Those same thoughts remained with me as I flew over the streets of the Shadow Quarters. I witnessed hundreds of people working together in their little groups, and some of them were learning how to use various weapons, whereas others were simply learning how to defend themselves and how to break free from a dangerous situation. 
 
    Everyone was taking the training seriously, and that was all I wanted. 
 
    As the port came into view, I spotted the five ships sailing across the choppy sea. The ships were much larger than the little vessels I’d seen lately, and there looked to be over a hundred knights in total, but they didn’t appear to have their shields up, which I hoped was a good sign.  
 
    Whenever I’d witnessed the knights in the past, they always held their shields against their chests in preparation for an attack. But this time their shields were sitting out of sight, so that either meant they didn’t have any malicious intentions, or they were doing that to fool me.  
 
    It was hard to know, so I made sure to keep an open mind until I knew exactly why the men were here in the first place.  
 
    Gunnolf and his pack were situated right across the port, with some of the wolves even lining the wooden docking stations. Gunnolf was in his human form, but the others were in their animal forms, which made them stronger and tougher fighters. 
 
    The docks were completely flooded by the choppy waves that crashed into them, but it didn’t seem to affect the wolves, nor did it affect the ships in the distance. 
 
    There was once a time when the port had large stone pillars to stop anyone from entering or leaving the island. The Church had been the ones to erect the pillars, and The Blessed had ordered weakened holy followers to do all the hard work for them. 
 
    I had a feeling it was to stop me from going anywhere, even though I had my Smoke Flight hell power which could have assisted me with that. 
 
    However, as soon as I’d destroyed the church in Newhall, I made sure to destroy those pillars, too. I didn’t want my island to feel like a prison, nor did I want the residents to feel trapped. Of course, it meant that people like the knights could arrive and get their vessels past the pillars, but if someone was that desperate to kill me, then a stone blockage wasn’t going to stop them from getting to me. 
 
    I was usually stronger than most opponents I went up against anyway, and I thirsted for that sense of adrenaline that came with killing my enemies. So even though I didn’t want a threat to reach my island, I also craved a fight, too. 
 
    And I had that same desire and force to protect my island as I landed on the sand and dropped my Smoke Flight.  
 
    “Atticus, just in time,” Gunnolf said as he jogged over to me. “The knights look like they’re a couple of minutes out, so I’m glad you got here before they did.” 
 
    Bardou cantered onto the sand shortly after I did. He glanced over at Gunnolf, and then he nodded his head and went to take his place on a docking station. 
 
    The werewolves had a mental connection which ran across their pack, so I imagined they’d had a silent conversation between the two of them.  
 
    “Everyone knows to keep an eye on the knights,” Gunnolf explained. “We can’t tell if the men are here to fight or not, nor can we tell who they work for, so we’re taking all precautions.” 
 
    “I noticed their shields were out of sight as I arrived,” I explained. “They didn’t have them covering their chests, so it didn’t look defensive, but that could all be for show. I didn’t notice any recognizable symbols on the knights, so I also can’t say who they work for, either.” 
 
    “With the number of islands that make up Selythia, these men could be from anywhere.” Gunnolf shrugged. “Let’s just hope we get some answers before anything goes wrong.” 
 
    I kept my eyes focused solely on the ships as smaller vessels were lowered into the water. Around twenty-five knights then piled into the little vessels before they began to row toward the docks. The werewolves lowered their bodies and let out threatening growls, but none of them moved. They simply wanted the knights to know that we were in charge. 
 
    The knights’ scents were weak as they mixed with the salty sea air, and although they had the mouthwatering stench of holy goodness, it wasn’t as strong as other holy followers I’d been up against in the past. That could be a sign that they’d broken away from that following, and I hoped that was the case. 
 
    My hands tingled with my Infernal Tempest, and I could have easily turned the vessels into a pile of wood chips if I really wanted to. But I went for a hell power which wasn’t so easy to see. My Infernal Blaze would have been too obvious and noticeable, whereas my tempest buzzed underneath the surface of my skin, invisible to everyone apart from myself.  
 
    “What is the reason for your visit?” Gunnolf ordered as he took a step in front of me.  
 
    Like with the mermaids, my minions knew to protect me with their lives.  
 
    “We’re here to speak to Atticus,” a knight called over from the vessel. “We don’t mean him, or yourselves, any harm. We simply want to talk. We wish to offer him our assistance.” 
 
    Gunnolf turned his head slightly and gave me a pointed look. It was like he was silently asking me whether I believed this knight, but I just shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    It was hard to know whether the knight was speaking the truth or not. I’d need proof before I allowed them on my island.  
 
    “Who do you work for?” Gunnolf asked.  
 
    “We work for ourselves,” the knight replied.  
 
    “Like we’re going to believe that,” the werewolf scoffed. “Knights never just work for themselves. There’s always some higher power. Now, tell us the truth, otherwise you’ll be forced back out to sea.” 
 
    One of the brown-and-black werewolves slammed his front paw onto the wooden dock. A growl rippled through the air, and the knight beside him held up his hands in defense. 
 
    “I am telling you the truth,” he said with slight force in his tone. “We all used to work for the king, I will admit that, but none of us liked what he did. We knew about the torment he threw onto others, and we knew about the undesirables who were killed because of the Church. That was when we decided to step down.” 
 
    “And now?” Gunnolf asked. “What is it that you do?” 
 
    “We keep an eye on our chosen islands and villages,” the man replied. “Once we stepped down, we never took part in any fights to protect the king or the Church. All we wanted to do was make sure the right people were taken care of. It was difficult, what with the Church watching all the time, but we did our best. Then when we heard that you were burning down the churches, Atticus, we knew that we wanted to follow you, not the king and all his men.” 
 
    “Where do you live?” I asked as I stepped forward to stand beside Gunnolf. 
 
    “We are from the island of Caratou.” The knight motioned to the men in his vessel. “The other men around us are from Hulfait, Lanvista, Itucarres, and the Warpool Isles. But there are more of us from all over Selythia. The Port of Rengfri is the only island without knights, as you’re aware.” 
 
    “And why only now are you coming forward?” I frowned. “If you wanted to follow me instead of the mortal king, then why didn’t you come and talk to me at the time?” 
 
    “Because we had to make sure it was safe.” He gave me a steady nod. “We understood that any man dressed in his armor would be an instant target, holy followers or not.” 
 
    I wanted to believe this knight that everyone across the five ships were on my side, but I still had to be cautious. It had only been a few days since I’d taken down the final church, so the feelings were still fresh, whether that was hatred or gratitude.  
 
    “Are you?” I asked. “Are you holy followers?” 
 
    “At the time we were, yes.” He nodded sadly. “We were brainwashed to think that the Church could do no wrong, and the king only had our best interests at heart. But when everything came to light, and we knew the destruction the Church was causing, we turned our backs on what we once believed. Please, if you allow us to leave these vessels, we can prove to you that we mean you no harm.” 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “You can come ashore if you want.” 
 
    It didn’t matter to me whether they stayed in their vessels, all that mattered to me was whether they were telling the truth or not. There may have been over one hundred knights in total, but I had sixteen werewolves around me, and these knights were human. So even if anything did happen, it wasn’t going to take much to kill them. 
 
    I just didn’t want to accept them into Rengfri to then turn around and regret the decision. 
 
    A few of the werewolves let out some warning growls as the men stepped onto the docks, but the feral dogs let them pass. I noticed the remaining knights on the ships had raised their shields now, but I assumed that was just for precaution. 
 
    However, as the knights came closer, their scents became more noticeable. There was a faint hint of holy goodness mixed in with their natural aromas, which allowed me to see that although they were once holy followers, that side of them had started to vanish.  
 
    I took a second to look over the twenty-five men as they stood before me. They all had identical-shaped shields hanging low by their waists, and each shield had a different design on the front, which I assumed stood for the islands they lived on. 
 
    But apart from the shields and the silver swords slipped into a metal scabbard, the men’s hands were empty, and they held them up for me to see. 
 
    The knight I had been talking to took one more step forward, and then he removed his helm to allow me to see his face. The other men kept their helms on, but I was okay with that. The fact that one knight had removed his helm painted a much bigger picture.  
 
    I’d never once known for a knight to willingly remove his helm in front of me. It had always been because I’d threatened to cut off his head if he didn’t obey my commands. 
 
    A knight wore his armor mainly for protection, and there was a reason why they had every inch of skin covered. So removing a helm, which protected one of the most vital parts of the entire body, allowed me to see that the knight meant me no harm, and he was offering to risk his own life in order to make me believe him.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked.  
 
    “Hamlin,” he replied.  
 
    Hamlin took a deep, shaky breath, and he combed his blond hair with his fingers as he eyed up the werewolves who stared directly at him. 
 
    “And you said you’re from Caratou?” I questioned.  
 
    “I am, yes.” He nodded. “I was born and raised there, and so were some of the men around me.” 
 
    Caratou was one of the furthest away islands from Rengfri, so it must have taken them several hours to travel over here. Hamlin, as well as the other men he came with, had battled the wind, rain, and choppy waves to get here, just on the off chance that they’d be able to talk to me.  
 
    “And…” I paused as I gathered my words together. “I understand why you wanted to wait until you knew it was safe to talk to me, but I’m assuming you heard my speech, and that’s why you came here now?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Hamlin nodded. “A fairy brought your speech to Caratou. They worked their way across the island until I managed to listen to it, and as soon as you started speaking, I knew I had to get involved. That was when I collected other knights together, and we went to visit Itucarres to see whether they’d heard the same thing.” 
 
    “And you kept traveling from one island to another until you had gathered all of the knights together?” I questioned. 
 
    “Yes, somewhat,” he replied. “It was when we arrived at the Warpool Isles that we heard the knights there were planning the same thing. They also wanted to come to Rengfri, so we decided to come together.” 
 
    “And what was it about Atticus’ speech that made you want to come here?” Gunnolf asked.  
 
    “It was the talk of freedom, and how no one wants to live in a world of fear and anger,” Hamlin explained. “We all want the same thing, so we wanted to come here and offer our assistance.” 
 
    Gunnolf crossed one arm over his chest and stroked his facial hair with his other hand. He looked at me a couple of times, but then he turned back to face Hamlin and the other knights.  
 
    I already knew I was going to accept the knights’ help, but I wanted Gunnolf to see that, too. It was important for my generals to know who was good and who was bad without me telling them. 
 
    Then, after a long minute of silence, Gunnolf turned back to me with a smile on his face.  
 
    “It looks like you might have some knights of your own now, Atticus.” He smirked.  
 
    “It certainly seems that way.” I nodded. 
 
    “Are you willing to let us help?” Hamlin asked as his green eyes widened slightly. “Because I can assure you that you won’t regret that decision. Like I said, we all want the same thing. I truly mean that.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ll need to be aware of what this war will consist of,” I said. “This isn’t going to be like anything you’ve ever taken part in before. And it’s the same for me and everyone else in Selythia. I’ve gone up against the Heavenly Glade in the past, but I’ve never been up against both them and the Hellscape at the same time, with both sides out to kill me.” 
 
    “We know.” The man nodded. “This is a war, not a mere battle, and it won’t just be Rengfri who’s involved. Everyone will have a part to play. But that’s why we wanted to offer our help in the first place, especially as we knew there weren’t any knights in Rengfri. We could have stayed in Caratou, but we decided to leave our homes behind us.” 
 
    “And what about the rest of Caratou?” I asked. “And the other islands, for that matter. Are there more knights standing guard over there?” 
 
    “Yes, many more,” Hamlin replied. “We’re just a small percentage of the knights who decided to turn their backs on the Church. We decided it was best to have knights on every island, so you’re looking at at least two hundred knights on each island now. Maybe even three hundred in some places, but we wanted to make sure some of us were here to protect our Demon King, too.” 
 
    “You’re aware that Atticus is our Demon King?” Gunnolf frowned. “And you’re okay with that?” 
 
    “Of course, we are,” the knight said. “We knew he was on our side when he burned down the church in my village. I never thought I’d be the sort of person who would worship a Demon King, and I’m sure it’s the same with the others, but it doesn’t matter to us if Atticus is a human or a demon. If he’s truly committed to protecting us, then we will protect him.” 
 
    It was a good answer, and it pleased me to hear Hamlin speak so honestly. It didn’t appear as if he hid anything, and there wasn’t even the smallest hint of sarcasm in his voice.  
 
    “How much practice do you have?” I asked out of curiosity. “How long have you been a knight for?” 
 
    “Personally, I’ve been doing this for fourteen years, having started in my seventeenth year,” he explained. “I have taken part in hundreds of battles during that time. There are others around me who are younger, and some who are older, but we’re all just as capable as each other.” 
 
    “I assume you’re aware that fighting against demons and angels is much different than fighting against humans?” I cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, we are.” Hamlin nodded. “We’ve never been up against immortal creatures, only a few undesirables when we were ordered to fight them. But we’ve taken the advice you gave us in your speech to heart. We know to aim for a demon’s limbs, or to do anything we can to weaken them until someone else can take over.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “It’s difficult to kill immortals with mortal weapons, but not completely impossible. We also have a wide variety of magical weapons which can injure a demon more than the swords you brought with you. Because you have so much experience, you’re free to use a magical weapon if you’d prefer to use that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Atticus,” Hamlin said with a small smile. “We brought more swords with us, not just the ones we have on our persons, but I’m sure some of us would love the opportunity to use a magical weapon, too.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you receive some,” I said. “Now, is there anything you need to do before you settle yourselves here? Do you need to return home for any reason?” 
 
    “Some of us will need to return to the separate islands, yes,” he replied. “The men at home know to get into position and to do their jobs even without us telling them. However, we’d like to inform them that the mission has been accepted, just for peace of mind. We’d like them to know where we are, and to tell them they’re now ready to fight and protect their islands.” 
 
    That was another answer that pleased me. It was clear that Hamlin and his team hadn’t jumped into the first ship and then came across the sea when they heard my speech. They’d thought the plan through, and everyone was in on the operation. Communication was key when orchestrating a war of this size and magnitude, and the knights knew that. 
 
    “I’ll suppose all that’s left is to work out where to put you…” I mumbled as I stared down at the damp sand beneath my feet. “There are some vacant homes in Newhall where you can stay for now. They are fully equipped with everything you’d need, and I can give you some pieces so that you can buy some food.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to offer, but we made sure to bring some pieces with us, too, just in case you allowed us to stay,” Hamlin replied. “With regards to the war itself, would you like us to stay in Newhall, or are we free to take up posts where we see the need?” 
 
    “You can do whatever you want when it comes to that.” I shrugged. “I’m sure we’ll all find ourselves moving around as the war continues. So as long as you’re protecting yourselves and the others around you, then I don’t mind where you set up.” 
 
    “Of course.” Hamlin nodded.  
 
    “Now…” I glanced over at Gunnolf and noticed a small smile on the werewolf’s face. “Can I have you and some of your pack show the knights around? Take them to Newhall and show them where the empty houses are, but also make sure they know how to get to Oakenpass and other villages.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Gunnolf replied. “We’ll do that right away.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “Hamlin, in terms of the knights who’ll briefly return home, will you want one of us to be here when they get back? Just so they know where to go and how to get to Newhall?” 
 
    Hamlin looked over his shoulders at the knights behind him, and some of them shrugged whereas others nodded. 
 
    “I don’t think that should be an issue,” Hamlin said a moment later. “We’ll remember how to get back here, so we can come and welcome them when they return.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied. “Then I think we’re all set. Thank you for your assistance, and I’m looking forward to seeing what you can do. I’ll probably make another speech, perhaps tomorrow or the day after, but it will be in Newhall, so you won’t miss it.” 
 
    “We’ll be there.” Hamlin smiled. “Thank you for giving us this opportunity, my king. We won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t,” I replied.  
 
    The knights then took their vessels back to the ships to collect some belongings, but I assumed Hamlin and the others were also deciding who was going to stay, and who would briefly return to their island.  
 
    Once the men had traveled back to the docks, and the ships slowly started to turn to start sailing back, Gunnolf and the wolves began to lead the remaining knights toward their new homes. The men had some velvet pouches filled with golden pieces, trunks of spare clothing, and extra swords with them, but it wasn’t too much for them to carry. 
 
    Once I knew they had everything in order, I returned to my Smoke Flight form and began the journey back to the Shadow Quarters. There were a couple of things I wanted to do, and I made sure those tasks were completed before I returned to Oakenpass.  
 
    The main thing on my list was to check out the other teams who were busy training together. I’d told Kino that I’d visit Medusa’s Palace, and I wanted to stick to my promise. I also wanted to visit the centaurs in the forest to see how they were getting on. The centaur leader, Thomus, was going to give me the number of centaurs spread across the entire kingdom, so I wanted to collect that from him. 
 
    Surprisingly, Thomus had agreed to assist with training, too. I knew my general would have obeyed my commands without question, but when it came to the centaurs, I never knew what to expect. So to hear that they’d offered to help others was a welcome surprise.  
 
    However, the one thing I couldn’t stop thinking about as I flew toward the village was the arrival of the knights. Every king I’d ever come across had knights in armor. It almost felt like they weren’t an official king without the silver soldiers by their sides. So to now have so many of my own, who’d willingly offered their assistance should I send out the call for it, was a fucking amazing feeling.  
 
    As every day passed, and as I ticked off more and more tasks, I began to feel more like the official Demon King of Selythia. 
 
    And once the war was over and the world was mine, I was going to make sure I had those knights standing guard outside my castle, and completing tasks around the islands. I’d have my generals and my knights, and that felt like the ultimate security for any king, whether they were mortal or not. 
 
    For the next hour I flew over and observed the training sessions I came across. The Blue Witch mist continued to cloak the Shadow Quarters, and it certainly seemed like the lack of rain gave the residents more energy. Some of them were even running about and laughing, which I hadn’t witnessed for a couple of weeks. 
 
    Kino and her gorgon sisters were doing a fantastic job at Medusa’s Palace, and they’d split up into smaller groups so that each one could focus on a certain weapon. Then once the time was up, the groups would swap over so everyone had a chance to practice wielding each weapon. 
 
    The gorgon sisters slithered around the ruined palace and added in pieces of advice here and there, but the team never appeared to be intimidated or fearful of the serpent-like women around them. 
 
    I occasionally dropped my Smoke Flight to have a conversation, but I mainly stayed in that smoky form and drifted over the various people without them even realizing I was there. 
 
    The main thing I enjoyed was watching a female elf teaching a female human how to use a magical weapon. The two women laughed whenever the human messed up or used the weapon wrong, and then they’d smile and get back to work. 
 
    I didn’t want people to be too carefree, because the war was a serious matter and not something to take lightly. But I also knew that if they enjoyed what they were doing, then they were more likely to learn and to take it seriously. 
 
    I put the training sessions behind me as I headed for The Slums, and the centaurs’ home which was located in the forest behind the poverty-stricken place.  
 
    But just before I arrived at the forest, a crash of thunder and a bolt of lightning shattered through the sky.  
 
    Followed by another, and then another. 
 
    It had been a few days since there had last been thunder and lightning, so at first I just thought it was another element of the storm which I’d have to deal with. And maybe it was just another part of the Holy King’s timeline.  
 
    But that all changed when another lightning bolt crackled through the sky.  
 
    Instead of fading off into the darkness, the lightning stayed where it was, almost like it was permanently stuck to the sky. 
 
    It was more than just a thunderstorm. 
 
    It was a sign that the Heavenly Glade was about to open.  
 
    And I imagined we had less than twenty-four hours before the Holy King made an appearance.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I spent the next few hours spreading the word about my speech, but also ticking off the last few tasks from my list. 
 
    I went to see the tabaxi and the imps to see how they were getting on, and the tabaxi was pleased to tell me that they’d sold thousands of orbs over the last few days. The imps had managed to find two more of the rare silver orbs, and even Bennet, the middleman, had worked wonders traveling across the island handing out the orbs to the various buyers.  
 
    Even though Bennet and the tabaxi had chosen to stay in the tunnels, they still wanted to help as much as they could. The tabaxi sold the orbs at a discounted price because he knew some residents would have struggled to afford the impressive gems, and the buyers were very appreciative that he’d offered to do that for them. 
 
    The imps were going to assist us in the fight, and they’d even been able to get in contact with some of their other little blue friends across other islands. They said there were over five thousand imps spread across Selythia, and although they may be small, they were still just as mighty as someone ten times their size. 
 
    The other imps also helped to mine orbs across their islands, too, so the owners of those businesses were able to spread the magical stones around, just like the tabaxi had done. 
 
    At least it meant that the majority of people were well protected with at least one orb in their hands, and I hoped they could all use that to their advantage.  
 
    Once I’d finished with the tabaxi and the imps, I briefly traveled down to the mermaids’ cove to check on them. Naia said they hadn’t had any issues with the waves, but the water was still just as hot. Naia also asked me if I knew how long it would be before the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape opened, and I had to be honest with her.  
 
    The mermaids had noticed the strange lightning bolt in the sky, so I said that was a sign things were going to happen sooner than we thought. I wished we could have had more time, but the fight against the angels was clearly the final straw for the Holy King.  
 
    He was coming now, and there was nothing we could do about that. 
 
    Naia’s blue eyes were filled with the fear she felt, but she tried to hold it back as she faced her mermaids. I held her close and whispered that we’d be okay, but I knew that wasn’t a promise I could keep. I didn’t know for certain if we’d be okay, but I had to give them some sort of light in this constant darkness.  
 
    But at least Naia was able to speak to her mermaids, and the others from across Selythia had made the dangerous journey to their cove. In total, there were eight hundred and seventy mermaids, and now they all knew what to expect when the Heavenly Glade and Hellscape opened, but they also knew to fight to the death in order to save the surface world.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to hear the other numbers from my generals, but I already had roughly seventeen thousand, one hundred, and seventy minions, and that was just the mermaids, the imps, the black fairies, and the knights. 
 
    After I’d finished talking with Naia and the mermaids, I briefly went back to the castle to see my other women. Due to the lightning bolt in the sky, I knew we couldn’t wait any longer before we started filling the tunnels. At least Iris would have had an idea what was happening because I’d told them about the thunderstorm in my first speech. But it was still hard, and I knew she was terrified to go.  
 
    I found Iris in her room with a selection of material spread across the floor around her. She was busy making a dress, but I knew that’s what she did when she was nervous.  
 
    “You’re home.” Iris smiled as she looked up from her new dress.  
 
    She delicately sewed a small blue flower into the material, and it looked like she could have done it with her eyes closed.  
 
    My floral elf was so talented.  
 
    “I’m home,” I replied as I took a seat beside her. “How did the training go after I left?” 
 
    “It was good.” Iris nodded. “Dahlia was extremely patient with me, and I started to get the hang of things after a while. She’s still out there helping others, but I knew I had to come back and get ready to go…” 
 
    Iris paused for a second, and she stared down at her dress while she took a few even breaths.  
 
    “Is that why you’re making the dress?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes…” She looked up at me with deep sadness in her eyes. “I wanted to have something new to wear. I also made some for the others, too. I thought they’d like to have a new dress for the… occasion.” 
 
    “You’re incredibly kind.” I wrapped my arm around her back as I gave her a kiss on the forehead. “And how are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m scared,” Iris said honestly. “But I’m more scared that something could happen to you while I’m in the tunnel. What if I go in there and that’s the last time I see you? Or the last time I see Ashe, Dahlia, the twins… What if I don’t have time to say goodbye to Naia, Sveila, and Thiron? I care for so many people, and it scares me that I might not see any of them again. Even someone like Sparkles or Madame Nyra.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I replied. “It’ll take much more than some fucking Holy King to get through me. And Madame Nyra is a tough bitch. The Holy King would have to be fucking stupid to even think about messing with her.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Iris sighed. “I know what it’s like to be so alone in this world, and I can’t have that happen again. Which is why I’m also wondering whether going into the tunnels is a good idea. What if I’ve made the wrong decision by agreeing to go in there? Or what if I regret it once the war is over because I could have been out here with you?” 
 
    “Then answer me this,” I said as I stroked her side soothingly. “How difficult did you find the training today?” 
 
    “Oh, very,” she admitted with a shaky laugh. “It was the first time I’ve ever done anything like that, to that extent, so it was very intimidating.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “And that was just against Dahlia, who wouldn’t even think about hurting you. The war is going to be nothing like that. You could find yourself surrounded by demons or angels, and they’ll all have the same idea in mind. I’ve lost count how many wars and battles I’ve taken part in, but it’s not the same with you. So staying in the tunnel is the smartest move for you to make, but also the safest.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Iris whispered. “I also wouldn’t want to put you through that pressure of constantly looking out for me. Or if you all survive, but I don’t… I think I’m just scared, so I’m overthinking every little scenario, and I can’t quite work out what’s best.” 
 
    “I get that.” I smiled sadly. “But going into the tunnel is what’s best. You also have the other people around you, and they’ll need your warmth and love to help them through it. That’s your power, so I want you to use that.” 
 
    Iris was quiet for a moment, and she continued to sew little flowers into the dress, almost like a coping mechanism.  
 
    “How long do you think the war will last for?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s hard to know.” I shrugged. “If the Holy King and the Dark King arrive at the same time, then it might be a matter of hours. But if they arrive at separate times, then it could be longer than that. Maybe even days. I’m hoping you won’t need to be in the tunnel for too long, but I also don’t want you to leave until it’s completely over, so I can’t give you an exact amount of time.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Iris gave me the strongest smile she could muster. “I’ll make sure I have everything I need, and then I can try and keep myself busy.” 
 
    “Maybe you could teach some of the children how to sew?” I suggested. “You could take some spare material with you and help distract them with that?” 
 
    “Oh, I love that idea,” Iris said with a more positive attitude. “And if Garrik and Elora are with me, then they can help to distract them, too.” 
 
    “You won’t be alone down there, and everyone will do what they can to keep the mood as positive as possible,” I replied.  
 
    I pulled my floral elf into my arms and held her there for several more minutes. We’d soon have to leave for Newhall for me to make my final speech, but neither of us wanted to pull away from each other. 
 
    However, when Iris announced that she had to put the finishing touches to her dress, I knew our sweet moment had come to an end. 
 
    The next thirty minutes were spent informing the humans and undesirables in Oakenpass about the speech, and then they all began to head toward Newhall while my women, Thiron, and I waited for Iris in the castle. 
 
    The floral elf had finished her dress, and she’d filled two sacks with the items she might need in the tunnel. She had some spare material and sewing utensils like I’d suggested, and she also had enough food and water to last her for a few days. We hoped that was going to be enough, but we’d find a way around it if it was going to be any longer than that. 
 
    Iris had her dagger pendant around her neck, and Lux and Lixiss gave her one of their books to read. Apparently it was an erotic book, so it wasn’t something Iris would typically read, but at least it would help to take her mind off the war.  
 
    Maybe she’d even get a few spicy ideas from it to try out once we were victorious. 
 
    I glanced up at the lightning bolt as we left the castle, and I watched it for a few seconds as I tried to work out whether it had grown in size or not. It could have been my mind playing tricks on me, but it seemed to have stretched out slightly, and it seemed brighter than before.  
 
    I hoped that wasn’t the case, and Dahlia even said that it didn’t look different to her. However, she did say that it was definitely a sign of the Heavenly Glade opening, and she imagined we had a little less than twenty-four hours before anything happened, so at least my timing was correct. 
 
    There was somewhat of a somber atmosphere in the air as we walked to Newhall. Although everyone still felt the adrenaline rush from the fight training, we all knew what was about to happen.  
 
    We even passed a family of dwarves along the way, and the woman was sobbing as she held onto her husband’s arm. They had two small children walking beside them, and even though they didn’t look old enough to really know what was going on, the children still appeared to be upset, probably because their mother was crying.  
 
    I imagined that mood was going to stay with most people until the two kings were dead, but that was exactly why I had to do what I could to save everyone. They all relied on me to put an end to all of this, but the dwarf, as well as many other women across Selythia, relied on me to save their husbands. 
 
    This wasn’t just about me anymore.  
 
    Then all of a sudden, just as we reached the entrance to Newhall, a flash of green flew past me, and Pyria landed perfectly on the road in front of us.  
 
    “Fuck,” Ashe gasped as she slapped a hand onto her chest. “You scared the shit out of us.” 
 
    The tree elf combed out her blonde hair with her fingers, and she adjusted the makeshift bow and arrow which hung over one shoulder.  
 
    “Friends of Ashe,” she said in her smooth yet demanding voice. “Pyria heard you are making a speech.” 
 
    “I am.” I nodded.  
 
    Now that she was directly in front of us, I noticed that Pyria was actually much taller than Ashe, and she was almost taller than me, too. Her skinny frame was still covered in yellow-and-brown leaves, and she looked down at my chin as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    The mixed scents of nature floated through the air around us.  
 
    “Pyria needs to know what you have to say,” she replied. “Pyria has noticed the mark in the sky, and we must ask Friends of Ashe to give us your next command.” 
 
    “You’re allowing me to give you orders?” I asked, but Pyria simply rolled her eyes and looked off to the side. “I mean, sure. If you listen to my speech, then you’ll know what we’re going to do next. But did you come alone, or are there others with you?” 
 
    “Pyria is never alone.” She motioned to the trees behind me. “Pyria is always watching, and always listening.” 
 
    I still wasn’t sure if her name was Pyria, or if that was the name of the entire community of tree elves, but I didn’t feel it was right to ask. Instead, I simply went with what I thought.  
 
    “And how many of you are there?” I asked. “And tree beings, for that matter. I’d like to know how many humans and undesirables I have working alongside me.” 
 
    “We are made up of nine hundred and eighty-one,” Pyria replied. “Tree beings have less, with only two hundred and six, but that is not a problem for creatures of such size.” 
 
    Pyria then raised her left arm in the air and clicked her fingers twice. I spotted the looks of confusion on my women’s faces, but Thiron looked like he was trying to hold back his laughter. He certainly wasn’t used to the strange goings-on of other creatures.  
 
    All of a sudden, the ground began to shake. Iris shrieked in fright, and for a second I thought it might have been the Hellscape cracking open. But that feeling quickly vanished when I heard the loud plodding from behind me.  
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what I was looking at when I turned around, because it didn’t look like anything had changed. But then my eyes widened in surprise as a fucking tree began to plod across the open area.  
 
    It was the first time I’d ever seen a tree being before, and for some reason I hadn’t imagined them looking like actual trees. The trunk split into two enormous legs, the roots made it seem like the being had long, wriggly toes, and his arms were long, thick branches.  
 
    The creature towered over me at three meters in height, and it wasn’t until I looked closer that I noticed the face warped into the cracked bark. Two large, circular brown eyes blinked slowly, and from the moss that grew across the bark, it looked like the creature had a long beard which traveled down to his chest. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine anyone would survive if the tree being stepped on them, so I was pleased they weren’t enemies of mine.  
 
    “Oh, shit…” Thiron mumbled as the tree being came even closer.  
 
    “And you said we have two hundred and six of these things?” I asked Pyria. 
 
    “His identity is Yewfang,” Pyria explained without answering my question. “Yewfang is Pyria’s oldest tree being at three hundred years old, and he wishes to offer his assistance to you, Friends of Ashe.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Iris whispered.  
 
    “You do not believe Pyria, Friends of Ashe?” Pyria frowned in Iris’ direction. “Yewfang is right there. There is no way you cannot believe what Pyria tells you.” 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that,” Iris said in defense. “What I meant to say is that Yewfang is… incredible. I never imagined I’d see someone like him. Not that I don’t believe what you told us, because it’s clear for me to see.” 
 
    “Then don’t say it’s unbelievable.” Pyria shrugged and looked back at the tree being. “Yewfang will be hiding along with others. He will protect Pyria, and he will protect Friends of Ashe, too. You will not know Yewfang is there, but you will hear his enemies’ cries when he kills them.” 
 
    “Great…” Sveila mumbled under her breath. “Just as long as he knows who to kill and who to save.” 
 
    “Pyria and Yewfang have been watching the world of Rengfri,” the tree elf replied. “Pyria knows who to kill, and it is the same with Yewfang, also. Pyria will be hiding among the trees as well as Yewfang, so you will not be able to see Pyria.” 
 
    Like with the confusion with her name, I also assumed Pyria meant the entire tree elf army will be hiding among the trees. But sometimes her words were hard to decode, especially when she spoke in third person. 
 
    So I decided to ask her the potentially inappropriate question.  
 
    “And when you say ‘Pyria,’ do you mean all nine hundred and eighty-one of you?” I queried. 
 
    “Pyria is Pyria,” she snapped. “Friends of Ashe, it is not difficult to understand.” 
 
    “Right…” I nodded my head slowly. “I just wanted to know exact numbers, and how many of Pyria will be fighting with us. But I understand that now.” 
 
    I didn’t understand it at all, and from the way that Ashe pursed her lips and furrowed her eyebrows, I assumed she didn’t understand, either. 
 
    “Now, I must start this speech,” I said as a way of ending the strange conversion. “You both are welcome to join us.” 
 
    “Pyria would like to know what’s going on,” the tree elf said as she turned on her toes and walked away.  
 
    “Okay, then,” I snickered. 
 
    Yewfang stayed where he was, but Thiron, my women, and I continued to walk into Newhall to meet the overwhelming crowd who waited for us to arrive. Some of them cheered as I walked past them, but the majority clapped their hands.  
 
    It still felt fucking good that they were all there to see me.  
 
    The Yellow and Red Witches, Faba and Abena, were waiting on the roof of a house like last time, and they already had their colored mists in the air to collect and add volume to my words. 
 
    My generals and Naia stood at the front of the house, so I left Ashe, Sveila, Iris, Dahlia, the twins, and Thiron with them. There were also a herd of little imps standing on people’s shoulders, as well as an army of tinsel fairies floating over the crowd. 
 
    “Thank you for your help delivering the last speech,” I told them with a smile.  
 
    “We were happy to help you, Atticus.” Sparkles winked while the other fairies nodded. “We’ll be ready to deliver this next speech as soon as Faba has it ready.” 
 
    “How long did it take you to reach Caratou?” I asked. “That’s the furthest away island, right?” 
 
    “It is, but it only took my sisters a few hours to fly there.” Sparkles shrugged. “Depending on how long this speech takes, we hope to have it delivered before the morning hours arrive. But don’t worry, Atticus, everyone will have heard the speech. I can promise you that. And we’re not just doing this for pieces, we also want to help you, too. But pieces are important, of course.” 
 
    It was the third hour in the afternoon, so the fairies had a little bit of time, but hopefully everyone around Selythia had noticed the terrifying lightning bolt in the sky. 
 
    “Of course, and thank you.” I smiled before I used my Smoke Flight to take me up to the roof.  
 
    “We’re all ready when you are,” Abena, the Red Witch, said sweetly.  
 
    “You just have to do what you did last time, and we’ll do the rest.” Faba smiled.  
 
    From my spot on the roof I was able to get a better look across the audience. There seemed to be more people than last time, and the blue mist was still settled over their heads to keep them dry.  
 
    Pyria had found a spot on a far off wall, and even though she appeared to be more interested in her bow and arrow, I knew she was going to listen to every word I said. After all, I couldn’t imagine she’d go out of her way to take part in a speech she wasn’t interested in. 
 
    I even spotted Hamlin and the knights gathered together on the grassy area where the church used to be. They were still waiting for the other knights to come back from their trip around Selythia, but at least they’d get here before the war started.  
 
    That’s what I hoped, anyway.  
 
    “Thank you for coming here again,” I said into the red-and-yellow mist. “I know things have taken a sudden turn since my last speech, but that’s why I wanted to bring everyone together to make this announcement. The time has come for us all to prepare for the final war. Whether that means heading into the tunnels or taking your positions, we must start doing that now. The training sessions and preparations have all led up to this, and now it’s time to show our enemies what we’re made of!” 
 
    The entire audience cheered and clapped, and I even noticed a human smiling at the goblin who stood beside him.  
 
    “The tunnels are safe and covered by veils,” I continued. “Madame Nyra has been able to send her veils to other islands, so everywhere is safe. I want those of you who choose to stay in the tunnels to head there now. It may still be twenty-four hours before anything happens, but I don’t want to take any chances. I know it’ll be hard to leave your homes and loved ones, but remember that we’re doing this for the right reasons. Make sure you have enough food, water, and clothing to last you for several days, just in case, and remember that the sooner the war starts, the sooner it’ll be over.” 
 
    I took a short pause as I waited for my words to settle. 
 
    “Now, when it comes to the tunnels, my generals know where they are,” I reminded everyone. “We have a list of numbers, so we know who chose to hide in there, but if you’ve changed your mind, and you’d rather take refuge than take part in the war, then just let my generals know. They’ll take you to where you need to go, and where you’ll be safe.” 
 
    I glanced down at Iris, and my floral elf gave me a timid smile and a little wave. 
 
    A moment of reflection seemed to hit me as I looked across the enormous crowd, and it was crazy to think that all of this had come about simply because a demon had gone rogue. 
 
    None of this would have happened if I’d just returned to the Hellscape after I’d completed my quest in Rengfri. But I’d decided to flee that hellish life, and not a day had passed where I regretted that decision in the slightest.  
 
    “If we can defeat the Holy King and the Dark King, the kingdom will be free of pain and terror,” I said with a bit of force. “We’re doing this so we can have a better, safer life. I am the Demon King of Selythia, but as soon as the war is over, the Heavenly Glade and the Hellscape will be mine, too. They will be watched over by my Demon and Heavenly Queens, and the world will be a brighter place again.” 
 
    The audience cheered again, so I waited until they’d finished their celebrations before I ended my speech.  
 
    “Before we leave and get ourselves into position, I just want to say one more thing,” I paused to let out a sigh. “Like I said last time, there is a chance that we might not win this war. I might not make it, and you might not make it, either. However, I’m going to do whatever I can to lose as few fighters as possible. I am willing to die for this cause, and I’m willing to sacrifice my own life if it means that yours will be happier than before.” 
 
    A heavy silence fell across the audience, but I had to be honest with everyone. I didn’t want them to go into this war thinking that no one was going to get hurt, and that they weren’t going to lose friends and loved ones.  
 
    It’s just what happened when we took part in a war as large as this, and it was the cruel nature of the world. 
 
    But I was telling the truth.  
 
    If sacrificing myself meant that they could live, and my women and child could live, then that’s what I’d do. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much else I need to say,” I said as I looked out across the crowd. “But I’ll just remind you that you can still continue training until the sky and the ground open up. And when that moment arrives, I want you all to remember why we’re doing this, and who we’re doing this for. You don’t want your children’s children to live in a world where they’re judged for how they look, or whether they’re human or not. Everything that happens now will affect the world going forward, and that’s what’s most important. Remember what you’ve learned, help those who need it, and put all your training to good use. We can do this, and we’re stronger together!” 
 
    My audience clapped and cheered once again, and then they slowly started to pile out of Newhall when they knew my announcement was over. 
 
    I hoped I’d included everything I needed to say, but I knew the residents could come up to me if they had any questions.  
 
    My women threw themselves at me as I dropped back down on the ground. Dahlia, Naia, Sveila, and Iris all had tears in their eyes, and Ashe, Lux, and Lixiss had their arms wrapped around each other as they smiled at me.  
 
    It was a difficult moment for everyone, but I hoped my announcement had made people feel somewhat positive, even when everything was so chaotic and confusing. 
 
    Our tender moment was interrupted when Gunnolf wandered over to me. He was followed by Thomus, Larauk, and Mopnam. 
 
    “That was a good speech,” the alpha said as he shook my hand. “I think that’s what people needed to hear.” 
 
    “I hope so.” I nodded.  
 
    “We’re going to start getting people together and lead them toward the tunnels,” Gunnolf continued as he motioned toward the other generals behind him. “But we just wanted to tell you that we now have the final numbers of minions across the kingdom. Larauk wasn’t entirely sure how many orcs there are across Selythia, but he knows that now.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied. “So how many are there?” 
 
    “You have fifteen thousand, nine hundred and seventy-two werewolves in total,” Gunnolf said. “But that’s just the werewolves I am aware of, so there may be more roaming around the wilds of the islands without us knowing.” 
 
    “And you have just under twenty thousand centaurs,” Thomus told me. “And they’re all just as eager to fight as I am.” 
 
    “Amazing.” I grinned. “Larauk?” 
 
    “One, three, zero, three,” the orc grumbled. “Maybe four.” 
 
    “One thousand, three hundred, and three?” I clarified.  
 
    “Yes.” He nodded his bulbous head. 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “And Mopnam?” 
 
    “Atticus, altogether there are four thousand and twelve gnomes,” the gnome said. “And we all promise to make you some stew to enjoy after the war!” 
 
    “Then I… can’t wait to win,” I laughed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “But you’ll be even more impressed with the witches and elves.” Gunnolf smirked. “The number might be slightly off, but you’re looking at nearly two hundred and fifty thousand elves, and it’s near enough the same amount for the witches, too. Then you’ve got one thousand and twenty-eight gorgons, and I imagine there are tens of thousands of ghosts hovering around these islands.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Ashe spoke up. “Just think about how many people have died but haven’t been accepted into either place. We’re definitely looking at thousands of ghosts.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I snickered. “I never knew it was that much.” 
 
    “Yes.” The werewolf nodded. “And that’s not including the vast amount of humans, half-elves, goblins, fairies… Just think about the number of undesirables you’ve never come across, or creatures we’ve never even heard of. I’m almost certain you’ve got millions of people fighting alongside you. Probably even more than that.” 
 
    “Millions?” Iris gasped. 
 
    “Easily,” Gunnolf said. “Selythia is enormous, and like I said, the numbers we gave are only for the creatures we know of.” 
 
    “Even better.” I smirked. 
 
    The numbers certainly made me feel better, and it allowed me to see just how large Selythia really was. 
 
    However, once that conversation was over, I knew it was time to take Iris toward the tunnel. The floral elf squeezed my hand as we walked to the catacombs, and the silence that hung over us was practically deafening.  
 
    We came across Garrik and Elora on the way, so at least Iris wasn’t going to enter on her own, but it was still hard to know it could potentially be the last time we ever saw her. 
 
    I even silently wondered whether Iris could stay with us for a little bit longer, and maybe she could slip into the tunnels just before the war began. But I knew we were doing the right thing.  
 
    “Have you got everything?” I asked as we neared the catacombs. 
 
    “Yes…” Iris nodded as she wiped some tears off her cheeks.  
 
    “And you have your weapons and orbs?” I checked.  
 
    “They’re safe,” she mumbled. 
 
    The floral elf bundled up the white material of her new dress in her hands to reveal her hidden weapons belt and the few daggers which sat safely in their sheaths. It was completely hidden from sight when her dress was down, and even though I hoped she wouldn’t have to use them, it was a slight relief to know that she had the weapons on her just in case.  
 
    “Oh, Iris,” Ashe mumbled as she brought the elf in for a hug. “You’re the sweetest thing.” 
 
    The two women began to cry as they held each other, and it wasn’t long before the others were crying, too. 
 
    “Stay safe, please,” Sveila said. 
 
    “Only if you do the same,” Iris replied.  
 
    Lux and Lixiss gave Iris a joint hug, followed by Naia, Dahlia, and then Thiron. No one wanted to let go, but we all knew it had to be done.  
 
    It broke my demonic heart to see such sadness on their faces, and my heart broke even more as I brought Iris into my arms. Her entire body shook from the sobs that rippled through her, and it was possibly the hardest, toughest thing I’d ever done in my existence. 
 
    I had to let her go, and I had to watch as Iris slipped past the veil and out of sight.  
 
    Garrik promised me that he’d keep her safe, which I appreciated, and even Elora gave me a hug, which meant a lot seeing as the half-elf often found it hard to even talk to me.  
 
    I held my women in my arms as Iris said her final goodbyes and slipped into the tunnel.  
 
    “I didn’t think it was going to be that sad,” Ashe sobbed into my shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I soothed her. “She’ll be back before we know it.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Naia mumbled. “I already miss her.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Lux’s bottom lip quivered as more tears fell down her cheeks.  
 
    At least I couldn’t hear a single noise coming from inside the tunnel, and I wouldn’t have spotted it if I didn’t know it was there. The catacombs had completely disappeared, and the cobblestone road above now looked like a bridge.  
 
    I also couldn’t smell anything coming from the tunnels, so I hoped the demons and angels would have no idea we had such vulnerable people hiding on the other side of the veil.  
 
    My women, Thiron, and I stood by the catacombs for at least another hour as we watched various people walk inside. They all smiled at me, but the majority of them were crying, too.  
 
    I saw elderly men and women being accompanied by their grandchildren, a goblin who was missing a leg, and a dwarf who was missing an arm. I even noticed the tiny tinsel fairy I’d saved from Nivertara. Her wings had been clipped by the king’s guards so she could no longer fly, and she wandered past the veil with a little bag over her tiny shoulders.  
 
    I couldn’t wait for the veils to be dropped and to free everyone again, but that wouldn’t happen until we won the war.  
 
    But despite how hard it was to watch the people walk inside, and to know that Iris was in there somewhere, I knew we’d chosen the right time for them to seek shelter.  
 
    Because it wasn’t even two hours later when the ground began to tremble like an earthquake was brewing deep down below us.  
 
    My women looked at me anxiously, but we all knew what it meant. 
 
    The Dark King’s army was about to arrive.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    The strangest feelings washed over me as we headed back to Oakenpass.  
 
    Although I was excited for the war to start, and it felt like I’d been waiting eons for this moment, I was also terrified. I had no idea what was going to happen, or what the outcome would be, and that felt almost foreign to me. It was like I couldn’t organize my mind and thoughts, and everything became a jumbled mess.  
 
    Fortunately, I had my women and Thiron beside me to keep me sane, and I felt my veins buzzing rise as I witnessed all the residents around me. 
 
    They looked up to me, the Demon King, to keep them going in the right direction. 
 
    It was my job to keep them safe, and I’d made them a promise to win this war while losing as few minions as possible. 
 
    The earthquake continued to shatter the world around us for hours. We now only had a small window of opportunity for final preparations, and if we weren’t ready when the first king arrived, then there was no way we were going to win.  
 
    “I’m going to fly across the villages to make sure people are in place,” I said to Ashe and Sveila while they rummaged through a trunk of weapons. “I won’t be long, but it’s up to you to make sure everyone here is ready to go.” 
 
    “Of course, Atticus.” Sveila nodded. 
 
    My women had been given their new dresses Iris secretly made for them, and she’d even thought about Lux and Lixiss and how the twins preferred to wear scraps of clothing instead of full dresses. The gifts made them cry even more, and we missed Iris terribly, but we all knew the elf was in the right place.  
 
    “Thiron’s already outside getting the hellhounds prepared,” Ashe replied. “Dahlia, Lux, and Lixiss are upstairs getting their things together, and Naia’s on her way here. We’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I said as I wrapped my arms around their shoulders. “I still think we have a few hours before anything happens, but if that isn’t the case, then you know what to do. Use your judgment, keep yourselves safe, and stay together. I’ll head straight back here, but I need to know that you’ll be able to handle yourselves if I haven’t returned before the war starts.” 
 
    “Like you need to tell us,” Ashe giggled. “I was born for this.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I snickered. “I won’t be long, okay?” 
 
    “Stay safe.” Sveila leaned up to place a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “I will.” I winked.  
 
    I slipped into my smoky form before I left the castle, and then I flew over the grassy hill and further into Oakenpass.  
 
    A few of the residents were running around frantically, but the majority of fighters were in position. There were still a few teams training with their chosen weapons, but I knew that if anyone wasn’t comfortable taking part, then they would have told me that. 
 
    Everyone around me held the same sense of confidence as I did, and it was the combination of confidence and determination that was going to help us win this war.  
 
    Once I’d flown over Oakenpass, I headed for the main road and the other villages around me. A line of people were headed for the tunnels, and everyone had one or two sacks over their shoulders. I even noticed that a group of half-orcs had created a barricade with boulders and wooden slabs which they hid behind. They had a pile of swords on the ground behind them, and every half-orc had the same eager expression on their faces. 
 
    Garrik’s shop had been cleared of weapons, and it was great to see everyone had enough protection around them. And even though it was difficult to kill an immortal with mortal weapons, as long as they could weaken them, and we worked as a team, then it wasn’t impossible.  
 
    I witnessed the same scenes as I flew over the Shadow Quarters and the Grimmway. People had created their own little groups, they had their weapons ready, and they’d created some sort of shelter if they could. 
 
    It was strange that there wasn’t any loud music playing through the Grimmway like there normally was, and the magical lights had been powered off, but there was still that unique and quirky atmosphere which cloaked the small village.  
 
    As well as seeing various groups, I also witnessed people standing and wandering around on their own. The gorgons had split up, probably to cover more ground, and it was the same with the mermaids, too. Naia was going to stay with us in Oakenpass, but the rest of her mermaids were scattered around the cove, the Shadow Quarters, a few roads, and even the village of Ravenshade. 
 
    The werewolves, gnomes, centaurs, and orcs had also split up, and I imagined their groups were spread across the entire island. 
 
    But as my time went on, the arrival of the Dark King’s army became even more prominent. 
 
    Parts of the ground had started to crack open, trees were uprooted, and a few buildings had even been demolished from the earthquake alone. 
 
    However, the destruction of the surface world was quickly brushed to the side when I witnessed a few of the more rare creatures leaving their hiding places. They were undesirables I’d come in contact with before, but they were hardly ever seen wandering around, and then only at night.  
 
    The kobold from The Slums had taken position on the side of a road. His red-scaled body stood out in the darkness like a fire beacon, and the dragon-like creature swung his enormous tail back and forth like he was getting himself mentally prepared. 
 
    It was the same with an army of trolls, too, and despite the fact that they hated me, they’d still listened to my commands. It was like our differences were no longer an issue, and it didn’t seem to matter what had happened in the past. 
 
    A swarm of fairies flew through the air, the banshees were dancing around, and I witnessed a large amount of goblins and sylphs running through alleyways as they located places to stand and fight. 
 
    It was the same with every village I came across, and I couldn’t recall ever seeing Rengfri so alive and full of life. There were people everywhere, and I wished I had the time to fly across the entire kingdom to take in the same picture.  
 
    But the lightning bolt in the sky had started to spread out in size, and I was amazed the ground hadn’t crumbled to dust from the power of the earthquake. 
 
    It was time for me to head home and get into position myself.  
 
    But it was as I was heading back to Oakenpass that I witnessed Sparkles the tinsel fairy narrowly dodge a tree as it crashed to the ground. She looked to be headed in the direction of my village, so I dropped down to the ground and removed my Smoke Flight.  
 
    “Sparkles,” I called out as the fairy zoomed past me.  
 
    “Oh, Atticus!” she replied in shock. “Just the handsome demon I was looking for.” 
 
    “You mean you weren’t on the way to speak to Ashe?” I smirked. “I’m shocked.” 
 
    Sparkles pretended to vomit profusely at the mention of my Infernal Huntress, but then she smiled as she wiped fake puke from her lips and placed her hands on her tiny waist. 
 
    Ashe and Sparkles weren’t exactly friends, and I didn’t think that was ever going to change. 
 
    “No, Flaky was not on my list of people to speak to in my final moments,” the fairy giggled. “I actually wanted to tell you that I managed to reach Scarsding to deliver your speech. I made sure to fly even faster than normal to get it there in time, and my sisters are currently doing the same thing with the rest of the kingdom.” 
 
    “That’s great, thank you.” I smiled. “I’m surprised you managed to do it so quickly.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m brilliant, of course.” Sparkles winked. “But I also wanted you to know that everyone in Scarsding had already taken their positions before I arrived. They knew to look out for the change in the sky, so there were already people in the tunnels, too. I imagine it’ll be the same for the other islands, but I won’t know that until I see my sisters later.” 
 
    “As long as people are getting ready, that’s all that matters,” I told her. “Thank you for doing this for me, Sparkles. I’ll be sure to pay you greatly for your efforts.” 
 
    “You know I didn’t do this for the pieces…” The fairy glanced off the side as a smirk grew across her lips. “Okay, fine, maybe I did. But I also wanted to please you, Atticus, and I want to be drunk for weeks once the war is over, so it wasn’t a hard decision to make.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll all be drunk after this,” I snickered. “But I’d best be off. Look after yourself, okay?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll see you on the battlefield at some point.” Sparkles smiled before she took off into the sky.  
 
    I really hoped that nothing happened to Sparkles, or anyone, for that matter. The tinsel fairy loved to cause mischief, but she always managed to find a way to collect private information, and that’s what made her unique. And I was sure that even Ashe would have been heartbroken if Sparkles was injured or killed, even though my sinful huntress had tried to hurt Sparkles on multiple occasions.  
 
    I lost sight of Sparkles almost seconds after she left, and then my Smoke Flight took over once again, and I carried on flying back to Oakenpass. A couple more trees had fallen around the castle while I was away, but none of them had caused damage, which I was pleased to see.  
 
    I also noticed that my women and Thiron were standing in the courtyard with their chosen weapons around them, and they were all looking up at the sky.  
 
    “Can you smell that?” Thiron asked as the hellhounds started to growl.  
 
    “Fuck, now I can,” Ashe replied. “Mmm, it smells so disgustingly delicious!” 
 
    The overwhelming scent had only just appeared, but it ripped through my smoky form with more power than anything I’d ever experienced. It was like the purest evil and uncontrollable darkness had mixed into one giant ball of fumes, and my mouth began to water at the thought of slaughtering those who owned such a stench. 
 
    The harsh scent of the Hellscape was so thick that I could almost reach out and touch it, and I couldn’t recall ever smelling something so strong and powerful, not even when I’d lived in the Hellscape. 
 
    But that meant the demons were close, even closer than they were before.  
 
    Sveila and Naia let out a shriek as I suddenly appeared in front of them, but they took a calming breath as they continued to study the sky. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good, Atticus,” Dahlia mumbled. “Well, maybe it is good if we want both sides to open.” 
 
    “How long do you think we have?” I asked. “I imagine it’ll be an hour at most until the Hellscape arrives.” 
 
    “I think it might be the same for the Heavenly Glade,” Dahlia sighed. “Do you see the golden streak in the center of the lightning bolt? That’s sort of like the Holy King’s symbol. Whenever he’s about to appear in the Heavenly Glade, the world around us will have streaks of gold in it, so I’m almost certain this is the same thing.” 
 
    “Your eyes must be even more powerful than mine,” Thiron chuckled. “I can’t see any gold streak.” 
 
    “That’s because I know what to look out for.” Dahlia shrugged.  
 
    The mention of powerful eyes made me think of something, and an idea suddenly appeared in my mind.  
 
    “Maybe I can see how far away they are,” I said as I glanced around the courtyard. “If I use my Echolocation, I might be able to see deep into the levels underground, and perhaps that’ll give us a clearer picture.” 
 
    “Especially if the ground is cracked open already,” Ashe replied. “You might be able to slip right through and see where you end up. After all, some of the demons will use the cracks of the ground to travel through.” 
 
    “Really?” Lixiss frowned. “I thought the Hellscape was outside of this world?” 
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “But when it comes to wars of this size, the demons will appear from every possible entrance, whether that’s appearing straight in front of us, or climbing from the earth’s fiery core.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Lux sighed. 
 
    “I think it’s definitely worth a shot.” Sveila nodded.  
 
    “We should probably do everything we can if it’ll come with an advantage,” Naia said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see what happens,” I replied. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a calming breath as I allowed the hell power to take over. A faint blue light appeared beyond my closed eyes, and I ordered myself to follow the light as my mind created a map of the world around me. 
 
    As I came across the first crack in the ground, I lowered my head slightly and fell deep into the pit of broken rock and darkness. I could sense heat around me, and I heard the faint voices from the residents on the surface, but that was it. I couldn’t see any demons making their way onto the surface world, nor could I feel the presence of the Dark King in the air.  
 
    But I focused on the heat some more before I returned to the real world. I remained in that one spot, yet the temperature increased. It was a sign that the Hellscape was rising, and the Dark King’s army was traveling toward me at great speed.  
 
    The ground started to shake around me, and I felt it through my solid form, as well as the mental journey I was on. The pressure of the earthquake was even more powerful than before, and just like the heat, that also seemed to increase as I followed the blue light further into the world’s core.  
 
    I imagined I’d probably traveled down to the upper mantle, yet the crack in the ground went further than that, maybe all the way to the fiery core. 
 
    “Atticus,” Ashe’s faint voice slipped into my mind. “Atticus, quick, you need to see this.” 
 
    I dropped my Echolocation almost instantly, and I opened my eyes to see that everyone was looking into the sky again, yet now my women had fiercely determined looks in their eyes.  
 
    Thunder and lightning boomed and cracked through the sky, but that was accompanied by enormous balls of flames which seemed to explode into the sky like a volcano.  
 
    “Shit,” I said with a smoky breath.  
 
    And that was when I noticed another difference.  
 
    It had stopped raining.  
 
    For the first time in almost three weeks, the clouds had closed up, and I’d almost forgotten what it felt like not to have rain constantly falling all around us. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Lixiss asked as she grabbed onto her sister’s arm.  
 
    “It means the war has started,” I said as calmly as possible. “The sky and the ground are about to crack open.” 
 
    “But it hasn’t been an hour yet,” Lux mumbled. 
 
    “The kings clearly don’t care about that,” Dahlia replied. “They wanted to speed up the process, so now it’s time to face them head-on.” 
 
    “Come on, we can do this,” Thiron said with determination. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The young demon clicked his fingers which brought the hellhounds to his side, and then he gave us a small smile before he ran out of the courtyard with the mutts right behind him. 
 
    I gave my women a hug and a kiss, then I told them I loved them as I ordered my Infernal Blaze to take over. 
 
    Ashe sliced the air with her metal hands, whereas Dahlia twisted her hands together to create two golden ropes.  
 
    Lux and Lixiss whipped their silver chains across the ground, and Naia suddenly brought two daggers from inside her dress which she held against her chest. 
 
    Sveila closed her eyes and composed herself, and then a red mist appeared around her as she began to levitate off the ground. 
 
    They all had their own unique powers and strengths, just like the rest of my army, and I could just imagine what it was going to look like when we all worked together.  
 
    It turned out that I didn’t have that long before that thought became a reality, because the first demon was spotted as soon as I left the courtyard.  
 
    A second, third, and fourth demon appeared a split second later, and then there were too many demons for me to count.  
 
    I couldn’t look anywhere without capturing sight of the hideous, horned beasts. Some of them climbed out of the cracks in the ground like I’d imagined, whereas others simply just materialized without warning.  
 
    I hadn’t spotted any hellhounds yet, but I imagined I’d probably see them at some point. So instead of hanging around and taking in the sights and sounds, I eyed up my first opponent and threw two fireballs straight in his direction. 
 
    The demon shrieked in pain as he smacked at the fire with his clawed hands, and then he hissed and took off running further down the hill.  
 
    The war officially started as soon as I threw those fireballs. The demons were screaming and snarling, my own minions were shouting out in a mix of pain and anger, and the ground and trees continued to shake and fall.  
 
    The fight was brutal from the very start, and although I wanted to stand in one spot and witness the fight going on around me, I also wanted to get it over and done with as quickly as possible. There was no sight of the Dark King just yet, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before he made an appearance.  
 
    So, as another demon approached me, I formed two more fireballs and aimed them directly at the demon’s head. My opponent cried out as the blaze began to burn his face, and I used that slight delay as an opportunity to reach him before he could use his own hell powers on me.  
 
    My entire body was covered in flames, and as I grabbed the demon by the head, I allowed the blaze to transfer from me onto him. The demon continued to shriek, but I simply twisted his head to the side and broke his neck before he could do any sort of damage.  
 
    A third demon practically threw himself onto me as I let go of the second, but I repeated the same moves and snapped his neck within seconds.  
 
    I repeated that routine a countless number of times, and I barely moved from my spot on the grassy hill. There was a pile of at least eleven, maybe twelve demons at my feet, and every time I killed one, another would appear and take its place. 
 
    I hadn’t even thought about the sheer number of hell powers I was going to claim throughout this war, especially if I killed the Dark King. But for some reason I didn’t feel like my energy levels dropped as I claimed more and more hell powers. It could have been because their powers were much weaker than my own, but that certainly wasn’t something I was going to complain about.  
 
    However, I did feel a slight change in my hell powers as I grabbed yet another demon by the horns. My Infernal Blaze boiled his brains, and his leathery skin began to blister, yet I felt this force that seemed to expand beyond the Infernal Blaze.  
 
    It was like my body was trying to make me notice this force, and that only happened when I had a hidden hell power which was trying to break free. Just like when Ashe’s fingers turned into blades, and her body knew what to do at that exact moment. 
 
    So while I forced my Infernal Blaze into the demon’s skull, I focused on the new power with everything I had to try and get it to work.  
 
    All of a sudden, my fiery palms practically erupted. Streams of flames ripped from my hands like fountains, and not only did the demon’s head explode into a bloody, fleshy mess, but another demon behind him was also hit by the wall of fire.  
 
    “Fuck,” I chuckled as the fire fountains returned to my hands.  
 
    At some point I must have killed a demon who also came with another fiery hell power, so the two had combined into one.  
 
    This meant I had to be careful when using it, just in case I hit a member of my army. Either way, it was the perfect time for the additional power to make itself known.  
 
    But the additional power was the last thing on my mind when I noticed a pair of demons were trying to attack an innocent elf at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    The elven man had two magical weapons in his hands, and he sliced them through the air as he attempted to kill the demons. The swords had an orange glow to them, and I knew from previous experience that the orange swords were powerful enough to kill a demon with one slice. 
 
    However, the enemies in front of the elf were strong, and they were able to dodge the man’s swings. Then one of them grabbed the elf by the throat, and they threw him onto his back, which caused him to drop his weapons. 
 
    The elf screamed out for help, and he wriggled and squirmed across the grass to try and break free, but it was no use. The demons weren’t going to let him go until he’d died, and I knew I had to do something before that happened. 
 
    I thought about using the fire fountain thing again, but that would have been risky with the elf lying so close to my targets. So instead, I raced down the hill with the hope that I could get there in time. 
 
    An overwhelming sense of rage filled and fueled my body as I picked up speed, and I was going to stop at nothing to make sure the elf survived. 
 
    Then, as I was running, I thought about the various things I’d do to those demons. I thought about how beautiful it was going to be to watch the demons suffer, and I pictured their mutilated bodies clearly in my mind.  
 
    But suddenly, before I could reach the elf, the demons began to scream and hiss, and they dropped to their knees as they covered their pointed ears. I had no idea what was going on, so I just assumed someone else had caught on to the struggling elf, and they’d aimed their own weapons at the demons.  
 
    However, I quickly realized that wasn’t the case when the demons’ heads exploded, and they crumbled to the ground, almost exactly like the picture I’d imagined.  
 
    Had I caused that to happen? 
 
    Was that yet another hell power making itself known to me? 
 
    Everything I’d pictured seemed to come true, even down to the position of the demons’ legs as they collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    There was also no one else around us who was even looking at the elf on the hill, so I must have been the only one who knew he was struggling to fight off the demons. 
 
    It had to have been me. I must have had some sort of pain manipulation hell power stored deep within my soul.  
 
    “Th-Thank you,” the elf stuttered as he pulled himself off the ground.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I handed him his orange swords.  
 
    “Y-Yes.” He nodded. “They… they both came at once and caught me off guard.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help.” I sent him a slight grin. 
 
    It looked like the man was going to say something else, but our conversation ended when more demons raced toward us. So for the next several minutes, the elf and I almost worked as a team to kill off the enemy. 
 
    Despite what happened with the first demons who attacked him, the elf was a skilled fighter, and at one point I watched him wield both swords effortlessly as he stabbed two demons at the same time. The swords went through the targets’ stomachs and out the other side, and the elf simply kicked the demons to the ground, retrieved his swords from their guts, and then carried on fighting.  
 
    It was pretty damn impressive for a mortal. 
 
    Once I had a small amount of time available, I shifted into my Smoke Flight form and flew around Oakenpass to check on the rest of my army. 
 
    I noticed that some of the humans were working with black fairies, and one man would stab a demon with his sword before the black fairy would take over and finish off the job. They worked as the perfect team to kill the demons as quickly as possible, and it certainly seemed to be working.  
 
    Then I caught sight of Sveila working with her other Red Witch friends. The witches created red mists in their hands, and then they aimed it at the crowd of demons in front of them. Once the mist had the horned motherfuckers locked in place, Sveila slipped out of the lineup, took a magical weapon from her leather belt, and then she continued to slice through the demons’ throats until all seven of them were dead on the ground.  
 
    Just the sight of her killing those assholes was enough to turn me on, but I couldn’t allow those tempting thoughts to distract me from the real job at hand.  
 
    Lux, Lixiss, and Naia had created their own group, and I could have stayed in that spot and watched them all day. The twins wrapped their silver chains around a demon, and then Naia would launch herself onto the demon’s shoulders and slice the fucker with her dagger. 
 
    Although it wasn’t a magical weapon, it still weakened the demon enough to allow Lux and Lixiss to pull on their chains and decapitate the demon in one swift move. 
 
    Mermaids were extremely fit and flexible, and it definitely showed during the fight. 
 
    Dahlia worked alone, but she didn’t need any help.  
 
    The fallen angel had her Angel Dust golden rope in one hand, and she created her Holy Light in the other. Her golden feathery wings kept her safely in the air, and then she proceeded to trap a demon in the rope before she poured her Holy Light onto him. 
 
    The sound of the demon’s pained screams caused me to smile, and I watched in excitement as his body began to blister before it turned into a pile of dust. 
 
    Dahlia barely gave the demon dust a second look before she aimed for another opponent.  
 
    I even managed to witness Ashe, Thiron, and the hellhounds. 
 
    Because the hellhounds could have aimed for my own army, Thiron had to use his trance-like hell power to keep them in line. He stood against a wall with Ashe in front of him, and my Infernal Huntress used a mixture of her hell powers to stop the demons from distracting Thiron. 
 
    The hellhounds took on one demon each, and ten of the horned motherfuckers were mauled by their deathly claws within seconds. Those who were bitten were instantly transported back to Hellscape, but I didn’t give a shit. If they got sent back up here, we’d just keep tearing through them, and if they survived this fight by hiding out down there, I’d make damn sure they were put in their places the moment I finished their shitty king off.  
 
    But then Ashe and Thiron swapped places, and she commanded the mutts while Thiron put his practice to good use. He used his telepathic hell power to weaken a demon, and then he’d slice a magical sword through the air as he cut off the demon’s limbs and head. 
 
    The bloody torso was left on the ground for the hellhounds to enjoy, almost like a treat for their hard work.  
 
    I slipped out of Oakenpass and onto the roads just to see if anyone needed my help, and it was the most incredible sight.  
 
    There was damage and destruction everywhere I looked, but it was mostly aimed toward the demons. That was also when I noticed the hellhounds, and I occasionally spotted one sprinting across the road and through the trees, or they’d stand to attention beside their tamer as they eyed up their next opponent. 
 
    The loud cries of victory echoed through the air every time one of my soldiers killed a demon and his mutt, and that was mixed with anger and pained screams, too. 
 
    Not a single person was standing around doing nothing. Everyone was doing something, and they were all doing their best to end this war as quickly as they could.  
 
    I witnessed a knight slice a demon’s head off, and then a banshee skipped over and mutilated the demon’s corpse some more. There was blood absolutely everywhere, and whenever more congealed demon blood fell to the ground, the smile on my face would widen. 
 
    I briefly spotted a ghost forcing themselves into a demon to make them their host. The demon suddenly came to a halt as the ghost controlled their body, and then he walked over to an abandoned magical weapon and repeatedly stabbed himself in the chest over and over.  
 
    Once the dead demon collapsed to the ground, the ghost left its host and flew away silently.  
 
    It was one of the most incredible things I’d ever seen, and I was so glad Dahlia had the idea to include the ghosts in this fight. 
 
    I stopped using my Smoke Flight to assist a pair of half-orcs, and I used my Draining power to leech the demons’ energy before the half-orcs killed them. 
 
    My sudden appearance caused the demons around me to stop what they were doing and charge toward me, though. 
 
    I wasn’t scared in the slightest. Not only did I have all of my hell powers at hand, but I also had the assistance of thousands of loyal soldiers around me. 
 
    I used my Tempest against one demon, and then I ordered my Geological power to cover my right arm as I killed a second. I smashed my rocky fist into the demon’s head so many times that he was completely unrecognizable, and then I dropped both dead bodies onto the ground before I turned on another opponent.  
 
    Black fairies and tinsel fairies flew over my head as they assisted me in killing off the threat. The black fairies used their chains to lift demons into the sky, and then a massive swarm of tinsel fairies flew up and attacked the struggling demons with the tiniest glowing red daggers I’d ever seen. 
 
    The demons were dead before the black fairies even released them from their chains.  
 
    Once their work was done, the mischievous women gave me a sly wink before they flew off again. 
 
    Unfortunately, the demons weren’t the only ones who died. I witnessed a few of my soldiers lose their lives when they found themselves completely surrounded by demons. There were some minions I came across who were severely injured, so that made them an easy target for the demons. 
 
    Watching those demons kill my minions before I had the chance to stop them made me incredibly glad I’d told Iris to stay in the tunnel. Despite how hard it was to watch her slip through the veil, it was much safer than being out here. 
 
    Still, it appeared as if more demons were dying than mortals, so I hoped it stayed that way throughout the duration of the war. And I made a note to create some sort of burial site for the soldiers who didn’t make it. 
 
    Once I’d worked my way through the crowd of demons around me, I ran further up the road toward a gorgon who had a beautiful collection of petrified demons lined up against a wall. 
 
    “Do you want some help?” I asked. 
 
    “Of courssssse.” Dusotte gave me a smirk as she motioned toward her display. 
 
    I still had my Geological hell power across my right arm, so one by one I worked across the line and smashed the statues into pieces so they stood no chance of ever returning. I put all my anger into the punches, and a wave of adrenaline washed over me as I smashed the petrified demons with a wave of my hand.  
 
    Everything seemed to be going well, apart from the unfortunate deaths, but the war almost seemed too easy. More and more demons constantly appeared out of thin air every time another died, but there didn’t appear to be any sort of real challenge. 
 
    That was, until the road beneath my feet began to crack at the same time as a bolt of lightning practically ripped open the sky.  
 
    My soldiers screamed out in fright as they scrambled away from the opening in the ground, and I used my Smoke Flight to lift into the air before I was sucked down deep into the abyss.  
 
    Thunder roared around me, followed by a bright, burning light which seeped from the opening in the sky. 
 
    As golden sparkles started to fall around me, I knew it was the arrival of the Heavenly Glade. 
 
    Then angels and pegasi of all shapes and sizes poured from the opening. Some of them whipped their ropes through the air, while others allowed their Holy Light to do all of the work.  
 
    The war was suddenly kicked up about ten notches. 
 
    Then everything changed again when I noticed a new arrival standing beside my castle. 
 
    Enormous, curled horns were the only things I could see, but I knew who it was without having to see its face. 
 
    The Dark King had arrived. 
 
    And it was finally my chance to end his miserable existence and take what was rightfully mine.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    I remained in my smoky form as I flew back toward Oakenpass, but I never took my eyes off the Dark King.  
 
    When he first appeared, all I noticed was his large, curled horns which were much thicker and sharper than any other demon around him. But the more he came into view, the more of his hideous body I made out.  
 
    The Dark King was much larger, both in height and width, than any other demon around him. His leathery black skin looked like it was stretched across his muscular arms, legs, and chest, and his red eyes shined like the moon on a clear night. 
 
    He was fucking colossal. 
 
    I had to put everything I had into this fight if I had any chance of winning, and I had to read the situation carefully before I used any of my hell powers. 
 
    But another challenge had arrived along with the Dark King, and it wasn’t the sudden arrival of the Heavenly Glade.  
 
    There were eight women standing around the Dark King, all in their human forms, and I knew them as his “wives.” Those women would do anything to protect their master. I wasn’t sure why the wives were in their human forms, but maybe they wanted to blend in with the crowd, so my own residents wouldn’t see them as demons and instantly kill them. 
 
    Not that it mattered. We’d destroy them anyway. 
 
    Unlike me, the Dark King didn’t pick his wives because of the love he felt toward them, he chose them for their hell powers. He probably didn’t even care for them. If they weren’t strong enough, and if they didn’t have the ability to protect the Dark King with their lives, then he’d dismiss them without any sort of regret. 
 
    The only way for me to get to the Dark King would be if the wives were killed off first, or if they were distracted by something else. And I knew exactly who could help me with that.  
 
    Oakenpass was even more demolished than it was before, and several buildings had crumbled to the ground in the time I was on the road. The demons continued to swarm through the streets and alleyways, and now there was the addition of the angels now, too. 
 
    The mix of both the scents of angelic perfection and uncontrollable darkness was almost enough to suffocate me, but it also seemed to fuel my body with the determination I needed.  
 
    And that same sense of eagerness remained with me as I located Ashe behind a brick wall, out of sight of the Dark King, so I hoped we were able to plan this little attack before he realized what we were up to.  
 
    Ashe was still busy killing off various demons while Thiron was in his trance-like state, but I dropped my Smoke Flight just as a demon launched himself through the air in an attempt to get to Thiron.  
 
    My unexpected arrival caught the demon completely off guard, and I slammed him against the wall with the sheer, unrelenting strength of my Geological hell power before I used my Tempest to finish off the job. 
 
    “Atticus,” Ashe said as she kicked a dead demon to the ground. “How is everything going? I saw the sky open up.” 
 
    “Yes, they’ve arrived, but they’re not the only ones…” I gave her a pointed look.  
 
    Ashe stared at me for a few long seconds as she tried to catch her breath, but then she groaned and rolled her black-and-pink eyes.  
 
    “I knew that fucker was going to turn up soon,” she replied. “Do you need us to assist?” 
 
    My Infernal Huntress knew me all too well.  
 
    “I need you to handle the wives,” I said as yet another pair of demons ran toward us. “If you can distract and kill them, I can get to the Dark King.” 
 
    The demons in our hands began to hiss as we threatened their master, but they were slaughtered before they had the chance to do anything. 
 
    “You’ve got it,” Ashe replied as she sliced her venomous claws through a demon’s face.  
 
    It was amazing to fight alongside my huntress while having a conversation at the same time.  
 
    “If you can get Sveila, Dahlia, Naia, and the twins to assist you, that’ll make it easier,” I suggested. “You could also have Thiron use the hellhounds against the Dark King.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” Ashe smirked.  
 
    While more demons attempted to kill us, I realized that I couldn’t just turn up and hope for the best when it came to killing the Dark King. I also had to be the strongest version of myself, and despite how strange it was going to be, I had to order my own demon form to take over. 
 
    “Take this,” I said to Ashe as I handed over the silver orb. “My clothes will be destroyed when I change, and we can’t lose this orb now.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it safe,” Ashe replied as she tucked it safely into her dress seconds before another demon pounced at her.  
 
    As soon as the demons were defeated, Ashe called the hellhounds to attention, and I closed my eyes and allowed my physical form to change. My skin felt tight and almost leathery, and every muscle in my body ached from being stretched as my height increased slightly. 
 
    “Fuck, Atticus!” Ashe gasped suddenly.  
 
    “What?” I opened my eyes to see the mix of both horror and amusement on her face.  
 
    I automatically reached up and touched the curled horns on my head, but the horns were much thicker and longer than I remembered them being. I also realized that my height hadn’t just increased slightly. 
 
    My height had doubled, and I instantly felt stronger than before. 
 
    “You’re… You’re…” Ashe shook her head in disbelief.  
 
    “Fuck, you look like him!” Thiron whispered.  
 
    I’d unknowingly found myself in this ultimate form of myself, just like the Dark King. It was a sign that I was a true king, and all I needed was a throne to complete the look. 
 
    My black fingers were long and clawed, the world almost felt small given my new size, and I’d forgotten how sharp a demon’s teeth were until I ran my forked tongue across the pointed spikes. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was thoroughly impressed or completely confused.  
 
    But after thinking about it for a second I realized that I fucking loved this new version of myself. It was incredible to see how far I’d come. 
 
    “Okay,” I said once I’d wrapped my head around the strange occurrence. “We can’t wait any longer. You know what you need to do?” 
 
    “Oh, I do.” Ashe smirked. “I can’t stand those ugly bitches.” 
 
    Thiron peered around the brick wall to make sure the coast was clear, and then he motioned with his hand for Ashe and the hellhounds to follow him.  
 
    Fortunately, the hiding place behind the wall had allowed the change to go on without too many disturbances, but the war continued to play out around us. I heard the metallic clang as swords were sliced together, the rumble of the breaking ground, as well as the thunder and lightning that boomed above us. 
 
    I stayed where I was for a couple more seconds as I thought of a plan, but then I took a deep breath as I left my hiding place. 
 
    I could have easily allowed my Smoke Flight to take me to the castle without the Dark King noticing me. But I wanted him to see me storming toward him, and I wanted the Dark King to know that I wasn’t some weakling from the Hellscape.  
 
    I was Atticus, the Demon King of Selythia, and it was going to take much more than a few of his little minions to defeat me.  
 
    The destruction I heard quickly came into view as I stormed through Oakenpass. Not only were my soldiers fighting off the demons, but the angels, pegasi, and even Guardian Angels had entered the war, too.  
 
    Guardian Angels were the Heavenly Glade’s ultimate guards and protectors. They were much larger than regular angels, their wings were white instead of gold, and they had annoyingly bright golden halos around their heads. A few of them had white staves in their hands, whereas others rode on the backs of their pegasi as they shone their Holy Light onto the world around them.  
 
    The pegasi were enormous white horses with white feathery wings. Their tails were silver, and as they swooped through the sky, silver sparkles fell like rain, just like the angels’ gold dust. 
 
    I didn’t have much experience with the pegasi, but I knew they were somewhat like a hellhound, and they wouldn’t allow anyone to harm the angels or their precious Guardian Angels.  
 
    Still, I kept my eye on the unholiest bastard around as I slipped through the alleyways and killed off every angel and demon I came across. I wasn’t sure if the Dark King had noticed me yet, but he remained in one spot at the top of the hill, and he simply stood there with his arms crossed.  
 
    That all changed as I neared the wooden bridge which connected the two halves of Oakenpass together.  
 
    Or, what used to be the bridge.  
 
    It had been completely demolished, but it didn’t take much for me to leap over the space below. 
 
    The Dark King instantly spun his head around as he noticed me, and I could just make out the makings of a smirk on his smug face. His eight wives were smiling, too, but that expression wasn’t going to be on their faces for too much longer. 
 
    As I neared the grassy hill, the Dark King took a few steps toward me, and his wives were quick to follow behind him. My entire body tingled with my hell powers, and I couldn’t wait to unleash those powers upon him. I was also interested to learn more about the hell powers I’d absorbed from the many demons I’d already killed, and I just hoped that one of them was going to be the hell power I needed in order to finally kill this motherfucker.  
 
    I came to a halt at the bottom of the hill, and I stared deep into the Dark King’s red eyes as he came nearer. I assumed the demons around us held back from attacking me because he was there, and this was his challenge to complete, but at least I didn’t have to worry about killing them and him at the same time.  
 
    A wicked peal of laughter filled the air only seconds later, and I turned my head to see my six women and Thiron walking toward me. Lixiss couldn’t keep her sinful little giggles under control, but Naia, Dahlia, and Sveila had a look of pure hatred on their faces. Ashe, Lux, and Thiron had smirks curled across their lips, and I knew it was because they were all just as eager to kill the fuckers in front of us.  
 
    “I see you’ve brought some backup, young Atticus,” the Dark King said in his loud, booming voice. “Perhaps it’s because you’re not fit to do this by yourself?” 
 
    “Is that why you brought your wives with you?” Ashe snorted. 
 
    One of the women behind the Dark King hissed, and she probably would have launched herself at Ashe if her master hadn’t stopped her with his massive hand.  
 
    “Now, now,” he told his wife. “Let’s save our energy.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she muttered. 
 
    “You know what to do,” he said as he looked over at his wives. 
 
    “We do, our lord,” they replied in unison.  
 
    “You see, Atticus?” The Dark Lord smirked. “You need to be in charge here. You’ll never get to where you want to be when even your own wives disobey you. How can you be a leader when young Ashe opens her mouth without being told?” 
 
    “You don’t know a single thing about me.” Ashe stepped forward as her venomous claws ripped through her fingertips.  
 
    “And there she goes again.” The Dark King shook his head slowly. “But it’s no bother… I’m sure she won’t be alive for long anyway. None of you will, for that matter. You should have just stayed in the Hellscape to begin with, you know. Nothing good ever comes from going rogue, and I think you know that now, Atticus.” 
 
    “You won’t hear me complaining,” I sneered in my new demon voice. 
 
    “I’m sure I will when I pick little Ashe to pieces.” He smirked. “But if you’d only just stayed in line and completed your missions like a good little demon, then none of this would have happened. You see, demons like yourself need to be forced back in line. You were created to serve… not to disobey.” 
 
    “Is that what my Lord Captain told you before I murdered him?” I smirked. “That I disobeyed orders and needed to be put back in line? Did he tell you everything about me, and how easy it would be to catch me? Well… he was wrong, and it took no effort at all to kill him.” 
 
    “I admit, I was confused why no one could catch you, yes.” The Dark King nodded with some annoyance. “But that’s because I wasn’t there… And now that I’m here, we can end this petty debate, and I can kill your feeble wives before I kill you, too. Problem solved.” 
 
    The anger that boiled inside of me was like a raging inferno. I knew the Dark King was only doing it to taunt me, but it was still his mission to kill us all, so I had to try and swallow back the anger and act like it hadn’t bothered me in the slightest. 
 
    But it was harder for the others to stay controlled, especially Sveila.  
 
    I caught sight of the red mist from the corner of my eye, and before I could tell the Red Witch to stop, she aimed the deathly mist at one of the wives. 
 
    The blonde bitch shrieked as she was hauled into the air. 
 
    The other seven wives clenched their fists like they were trying to stop themselves from attacking, but before their anger got the better of them, the Dark King raised his hands into the air. 
 
    Thick black fumes began to snake from his palms, and they slithered toward Sveila at a rapid pace.  
 
    “No!” Dahlia cried just as I was about to jump into action.  
 
    The fallen angel’s wings turned into solid blades, and she leaped in front of Sveila and covered herself with her wings the second that the black fumes hit. They repelled off the blades like water hitting a hard surface, but the fumes continued to snake around my angel’s protection. 
 
    Lux and Lixiss jumped into action as they pulled Sveila and Dahlia away, which caused the blonde wife to fall to the ground with a loud crash. 
 
     But the black fumes were still lingering in the air, so I forced two enormous fireballs to appear in my palms, and then I let out an almighty roar as I launched the fireballs at the Dark King. 
 
    The fireballs had tripled in size due to my giant hands, and they smacked the Dark King in the face and chest. As he hissed in pain and tried to bat the flames away, the black fumes were dropped, and my women were able to run to safety. 
 
    All of a sudden, the hellhounds behind me began to growl and snap their jaws, and all it took was for Thiron to click his fingers before the mutts sprinted off in the direction of the wives. Some of the women cried out in fear as the dogs ran toward them, but they refused to leave the Dark King’s side.  
 
    Thiron clicked his fingers once more just as the hellhounds reached the wives, and instead of attacking them, the mutts simply stood there and stared at the women. I imagined Thiron was talking to them silently, and I hoped he would tell them to attack the wives if they even dared to fight back. 
 
    But Thiron continued to click his fingers, and then Ashe started doing the same thing.  
 
    He hadn’t been the one to halt the mutts, and now it seemed like they were no longer listening to his commands.  
 
    “Fuck,” Ashe whispered under her breath. “Right, everyone follow me, then Atticus can deal with the Dark King.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether the Dark King had control over the hellhounds, or maybe one of the wives was a tamer. But either way, Ashe and Thiron had to get them under control, and I still had the bastard Dark King to destroy.  
 
    Ashe and Thiron ran up the hill with the other women behind them, and I noticed how the wives watched them like a hawk. But unless the Dark King had told them to fight, they had to stay where they were.  
 
    I stayed where I was, but I stared directly at the Dark King as he reached down and patted one of the hellhounds on the head. 
 
    He had total control over them, and if Ashe and Thiron didn’t do something quickly, the hellhounds could have turned on us all within seconds. 
 
    Either that, or we could have found ourselves back in the Hellscape without the means to return. 
 
    I had to think of a way of distracting the Dark King, so I decided to go with a combination of two of my hell powers, one of which was still new to me. The only people behind the king were the wives, so even if the hell power went wrong, I still would have killed some of my enemies. 
 
    I started off with my Smoke Flight so I could find a new place to stand, and then I flew over the top of the Dark King’s head and landed just off to the side behind them. 
 
    Then, as the Dark King searched around to try and find me, I dropped my Smoke Flight and ordered my Infernal Blaze to appear. One of the wives noticed my appearance, but before she had the chance to call out, I forced a fountain of hellish fire to pour free from my hands.  
 
    The stream of flames rippled through the air as I aimed it toward the Dark King, and they made impact with his shoulder just before he turned around. The king arched his back and let out a deafening roar as his skin was destroyed, and I used every ounce of energy to hold the fire in place. 
 
    “Mozremeth!” Thiron shouted from the top of the hill. 
 
    The hellhounds’ ears stuck straight up as they heard the master command, and then they all turned their heads as they stared at the Dark King.  
 
    “Mozremeth!” Thiron shouted again.  
 
    The master command made hellhounds turn on their tamers, or whoever was controlling them, so they all began to growl as they slowly lined themselves up in front of the Dark King. 
 
    Thiron didn’t tell the mutts to attack him, because I think everyone knew that this was my battle to win, but the dogs still stood there like my own personal guards. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” the Dark King shouted at his wives. “Stop them!” 
 
    Now that the women had the order to move, they all turned to face Thiron and the others at the top of the hill. But my people were ready for that to happen. Everyone had their weapons raised, and Dahlia and Sveila were floating in the air. 
 
    The Dark King’s wives were fucked. 
 
    And mine were fucking incredible.  
 
    But the wives were the least of my concerns because I’d started to realize the Dark King wasn’t as easy to kill with fire as my other victims in the past. His shoulder was completely charred, but it didn’t seem to weaken him at all. Especially when he raised his hands in the air again and spread them out to create an open space between them. 
 
    All of a sudden, I found myself being lifted into the air. The rivers of fire continued to attack the Dark King, but the more the Dark King moved his hands away from each other, the higher the invisible force lifted me. 
 
    But then the fire fountains were dropped before I could do anything about it, and I was left hanging in mid-air without any way of getting down.  
 
    “Atticus!” Naia cried.  
 
    I didn’t want to know what would happen if the Dark King clapped his hands together. I also tried to change up my hell powers, but nothing seemed to work. I couldn’t even order my Smoke Flight to take over.  
 
    The Dark King had some sort of total control over me. It was like he had ripped my hell powers from me.  
 
    A burning pressure formed deep in my soul, and I started to feel myself slowly shut down as the force made its way throughout my body. 
 
    Then I found myself swinging through the air every time the Dark King stepped from side to side. If he moved, I moved, and I feared that if he clapped his hands together, the pressure in my body would have been enough to kill me.  
 
    My women were busy trying to kill the wives, and we all knew they had to be dealt with first. Which left me essentially stuck in the air, and all I could do was wait to see what happened. 
 
    But then I remembered an additional weapon Ashe had in her dress.  
 
    Not many people had a rare silver orb, but I was thoroughly glad Ashe was one of them. 
 
    My hands felt heavy, like there were weights tied to them, but I pushed past that invisible barrier as I lifted my left hand into the air in an attempt to wave down my Infernal Huntress. She was focused on the wives, but the two of us were so in tune with each other that I hoped she knew what to do. 
 
    “A-Asshhhhe…” I struggled to call out her name. 
 
    It was a harder task to complete when even my throat began to tighten. 
 
    But all Ashe had to do was press her thumb against the indentation on the orb, and then the stone would produce a shield around us. Maybe that shield was all I needed to be dropped from the Dark King’s powerful hold.  
 
    “Garal!” the Dark King shouted. “Garal!” 
 
    I managed to get Ashe’s attention, and she started to panic as she tried to find the orb, but then I was instantly forced to look away. The pressure in my body was so bad that I couldn’t even move my head. I had to stare at the Dark King and no one else. 
 
    “Fuck, Dahlia, stop her!” Ashe ordered seconds later. “I’ll try and save Atticus.” 
 
    I had no idea what was going on, but I had just enough strength to look over to my left where I saw a brunette woman standing a few yards behind the Dark King. She also had her arms out beside her, and every time she moved one arm, I found myself doing the same thing.  
 
    I had a feeling this woman was Garal, and the king clearly needed his wife’s assistance when he noticed me waving down my huntress. 
 
    But what Garal and the Dark King weren’t aware of was the fallen angel who hovered above them. 
 
    Dahlia twisted her hands around in circles as two golden ropes were formed, and then she aimed them at Garal’s outstretched arms. The solid rope coiled itself around her limbs, and then as Dahlia pulled back on the ropes, Garal’s arms went with them. 
 
    But they weren’t the only ones.  
 
    My arms were also forced back, and a searing pain began to spread through my skin as the phantom rope tightened. A choked scream left my lips, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt pain like it. Especially when the golden rope was mixed with the pressure circulating around my body. 
 
    I experienced everything Garal did, and if she died, then I imagined I would die, too. 
 
    “Stop!” Lixiss screamed from somewhere nearby. “Dahlia, stop! You’re hurting Atticus!” 
 
    The skin around my shoulders felt like it was about to snap open, my bones were close to breaking, and for a second I genuinely thought I was going to die.  
 
    Dahlia dropped the ropes instantly, but I was still caught in the Dark King’s power, and now we knew that we couldn’t kill Garal before we’d broken the connection she had with me. 
 
    I wanted to know what was going on, and whether my women had been successful at killing any of the wives yet. But as the pressure reached my head, I lost the ability to move my eyes. 
 
    Then, just as I thought my entire existence was about to end, I spotted a blonde blur leap through the trees in the background. 
 
    There was only one person I knew who lived in the trees.  
 
    Seconds after that, a makeshift arrow pierced itself through the Dark King’s brain and through his right eye. 
 
    The Dark King threw his head back as a smoky roar left his lips, and then he swung his arms off to the side as he broke the connection with me, as well as the connection I had with Garal. 
 
     My arms and legs flailed around as I was forced through the air, and just before I could order my Geological hell power to take over, I smashed into a stone building. 
 
    The entire building crumbled to the ground from the impact, and I laid in the pile of rubble for a few seconds as I tried to gather my bearings. I wasn’t in any sort of crippling pain, but it sure as shit wasn’t the comfiest landing I’d ever had. 
 
    But as I found the energy to stand up, I heard a recognizable voice from the trees around the castle.  
 
    “Who dares to injure Friends of Ashe?” Pyria asked in her demanding tone. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at Pyria’s creative entrance.  
 
    The Dark King roared again, but then he grabbed a hold of the arrow before he pulled it from his head without a hint of hesitation. The king stumbled around slightly, but the arrow wasn’t nearly enough to kill him.  
 
    Pyria had weakened him, though, and if I could take control and unleash my own hell powers, then perhaps that would be enough to end his miserable existence.  
 
    Several more arrows flew through the forest as the tree elves aimed for the king and his wives, and I instantly ordered my Smoke Flight to take control before the Dark King could control me again. 
 
    One of the wives had already died, and the scratch marks across her jugular told me Ashe had been the one to do it. The hellhounds had also raced back toward Thiron, and he stood with his army of mutts in front of him.  
 
    Garal and the other six wives used their various hell powers to block my women’s attacks, and Sveila and the twins had a couple of bloody scratches on their arms, but they seemed to be the only visible injuries. The wives didn’t mess around, and it was clear from Garal’s powers alone that they were much stronger than we first thought.  
 
    The Dark King stood with one hand clutched over his bloody eye, and he turned his head from side to side like he was trying to find me. He had two arrows sticking out of his stomach and one in his leg, but the more blood he lost, the easier it would be for me to kill him. 
 
    He didn’t seem to really care that his wives were in danger, which was one of the major differences between the two of us. He was more concerned about finding me. 
 
    The Dark King didn’t even offer any sort of help when one of his wives was hauled into the air by Sveila’s red mist. Ashe was standing on the ground in front of her, and the wife’s body was limp, so Ashe must have been using her Disorientation power to weaken the demon. 
 
    She wasn’t going to be alive for much longer. 
 
    I was busy thinking of my strongest, most effective hell power to use against the king when a mischievous giggle was heard from somewhere in the trees. 
 
    I would have recognized that laugh anywhere.  
 
    “Hey, Flaky!” Sparkles shouted as she flew through the trees. “Up here!” 
 
    “Take her, she’s yours,” Ashe said as she brushed the air with one hand.  
 
    Sparkles propped herself on the wife’s left shoulder, and then she put two fingers in her mouth and sounded out a sharp whistle. Within seconds, a cloud of tinsel fairies flitted from the trees and positioned themselves around the wife’s arms. 
 
    “Yewfang, dinner’s ready!” Sparkles said with a laugh.  
 
    An entire tree uprooted itself as Yewfang plodded from the forest. The tree being didn’t say a word, and he simply grabbed the wife in his wooden hand and held her several yards in the air.  
 
    The wife screamed and screamed, and she pleaded for the Dark King to do something, but her noises were quickly silenced when Yewfang held the woman in both hands and began to stretch her apart.  
 
    It all seemed to happen in slow motion, but it only took a handful of seconds for the enormous tree being to tear the wife apart. Her stomach was ripped in two, a waterfall of congealed blood fell to the ground, and then Yewfang dropped her bloody carcass before he returned to his spot in the forest. 
 
    The death of the wife seemed to annoy the remaining wives. But now that my women had the fairies, elves, and trees for assistance, it was going to make their jobs a whole lot easier.  
 
    All I had to focus on was killing the Dark King. 
 
    And now that I didn’t have as many wives to worry about, I hoped I could take control of the fight without nearly dying.  
 
    I flew across the grassy hill until I was floating behind the king, and then I dropped to the ground and stopped using my smoky form. Before the Dark King knew what was happening, I ordered my fire fountains to pour from my palms once again.  
 
    But I also tried out the strange mental hell power which I’d used on the two demons at the beginning of the war.  
 
    I knew I had to be angry for the Manipulation hell power to work, but that wasn’t difficult. I’d never felt so much rage against another being in my life, and that emotion only increased the more I stared at his ugly, bleeding face.  
 
    The flames practically poured over the king like water, and he twisted his body and roared as he tried to escape the pain. He even stumbled around to try and walk away, but my hands followed him wherever he went.  
 
    “Would you like some help, Atticus?” Lixiss asked politely as she and Lux appeared beside me.  
 
    “I’ll always appreciate your help.” I winked.  
 
    The black fairy twins unwrapped their silver chains from around their tiny waists, and then they shared a knowing look before their dainty wings lifted them into the air.  
 
    I had a feeling the Dark King had no idea what was happening, especially as I was in the process of burning his head. Then as Lux and Lixiss’ chains coiled themselves around the demon’s arms, the king began to scream and thrash his large body from side to side.  
 
    But my sinful twins had him completely locked in place, which only made it easier for me to burn the fucker.  
 
    His horns began to crack and crumble from the heat, and his skin dropped down to the ground in a gloopy, burnt mess. And once I knew he was severely weakened, I tried out the Manipulation power.  
 
    I pictured a variety of ways for the king to die. I imagined his head exploding, or his body crumbling to dust like his curled horns. I thought of everything, and whatever brought me the most pleasure. 
 
    But what I enjoyed most was the idea of his head erupting like the underwater volcano. I pictured Lux and Lixiss getting caked in his blood and brain matter, which I was sure they’d probably enjoy. I also thought about how his head would look when it was nothing but torn skin, and how his neck bones would glisten in the darkness that surrounded us.  
 
    I thought about all of that, and I held the flames against him at the same time. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the Dark King to stop screaming, and then his knees buckled as he collapsed to the ground. Then once we knew he was too weak to stand, Lux and Lixiss removed their chains, blew me a kiss, and flew away to help the others.  
 
    I focused on nothing but the beautiful image in my head, and I refused to say a word in case it broke my concentration. 
 
    I’d wanted this for so long, and after everything the Dark King had put me through, and put my loved ones through, he deserved nothing but the worst possible death. 
 
    The waterfall of fire was probably bad enough, but I wouldn’t have been satisfied if I’d just boiled his brains. 
 
    I was the ultimate fighter between the two of us, and it took much more than some mental powers to kill me. But after the amount of blood he’d lost, and the constant fire I forced upon him, the Dark King was quickly losing the fight. 
 
    Everything he had was now mine, and soon it was going to be Ashe sitting on the throne of skulls in the Hellscape.  
 
    I wasn’t some weak and servile minion to the Dark King.  
 
    I was the Demon King, and I was simply taking what was mine.  
 
    And that moment came as I forced the Manipulation hell power a little more. 
 
    The Dark King’s skull was the first thing to crack open, and then his brain practically exploded from his head. His burnt and destroyed body slumped to the ground, flaps of skin decorated the grass, and just like in my imagination, his cervical spine glistened in the violet light of my eyes.  
 
    A powerful, heavy silence covered the surface world as the Dark King died, and I think it took a second for that fact to register in my mind. 
 
    The Dark King was gone, never to be seen again, all because of me and my wicked minions.  
 
    But as well as that, I noticed that the surviving demons and hellhounds around us halted the fight entirely.  
 
    One demon was even inches away from killing one of my orcs, but he simply dropped his weapon and stepped back.  
 
    Instead of killing my orc, he aimed for an angel instead.  
 
    The demons no longer worked for the Dark King. 
 
    They worked for the Demon King. 
 
    They were my minions now. 
 
    So the Heavenly Glade and the Holy King were our only enemies left to conquer.  
 
    And as the sky cracked open even more, I knew I was soon going to come in contact with my final challenge.  
 
    One down, one to go.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    It had been just over an hour since the war started, and so far things appeared to be going in the right direction. 
 
    I’d defeated the Dark King and his fucking wives, and now the remaining demons all worked for me. It was their mission to protect me, so it certainly helped to have them on our side.  
 
    The only issue came in the form of the Heavenly Glade.  
 
    I was certain the Holy King was going to arrive at some point soon, especially given the state of the sky. But until that moment came, we still had his own army to defeat. 
 
    The angels, Guardian Angels, and pegasi were slightly harder to kill because they came with the added advantage of being able to fly, but it wasn’t impossible. Especially when we had ghosts on our side, and they seemed even more eager to kill the angels than even the rest of us.  
 
    The ghosts hadn’t been accepted into the Heavenly Glade, so they did everything they could to kill the angels who took their rightful places. 
 
    There were a few times when the ghosts would slip themselves into the angels, make them become their hosts, and then order the angels to fall to the ground and simply stand there and wait for someone to kill them. 
 
    But there were other times when the ghosts ordered the angels to kill each other. I managed to watch two angels aim their golden ropes at each other, and the ghosts didn’t leave until the angels were both strangled to death by their own weapons. 
 
    It was amazing to watch Dahlia in her element, too, and I thoroughly enjoyed pairing up with her. Dahlia used her Angel Dust and Holy Light against our opponents, but I also added in my new hell powers at the same time. 
 
    One thing that amazed me was how energized I felt after killing the Dark King. I thought I would feel weak and lethargic as I absorbed the many different hell powers he’d absorbed over eons, but it was the complete opposite of that. It was the ultimate high, and I felt better than I’d ever felt throughout my entire existence.  
 
    I was the strongest I’d ever been, and that wasn’t just because of my new hell powers.  
 
    One of the new powers I used against an angel was the strange mind control one the Dark King used on me. I had to mentally dig down deep in order to locate the hell power, but as I thought about controlling the angel and keeping her locked in the air, the hell power soon came to the surface.  
 
    Everything was linked to my hands, but I also had to have eye contact with my opponent, even though an angel would look anywhere but into the eyes of a demon if they could help it. 
 
    But once I had them locked in place, they were mine to control.  
 
    As I pulled my hands apart, the angel was lifted higher and higher into the air. The angel began to convulse as I wriggled my fingers, but that also seemed to increase the pressure I remembered feeling in my own body. I waited until the angel couldn’t even move her head before I clapped my hands together. 
 
    The pressure inside the angel, mixed with the force in my hands, caused the angel to explode until she was nothing but blood and bones raining down to the ground. Her feathery wings were destroyed, and I imagined we’d find a lot of loose feathers long after the war had ended.  
 
    I repeated that process several times until I’d killed off ten angels. I occasionally had Dahlia, Sveila, and the twins to help me lock the angels in place, but every time I used the hell power I felt myself getting even stronger. I no longer had to think about what I was doing, and all I had to do was spread my hands apart, and my opponent would instantly start to lift off the ground. 
 
    It was the first time I’d ever connected with a hell power so quickly, and I knew that was due to killing the Dark King and absorbing his strength. But I also hoped that meant I was stronger when it came to facing the Holy King.  
 
    Whenever I killed off an angel and abandoned their remains, I always looked up to the sky to see if I could notice any changes. I was desperate for the Holy King to arrive and for the war to end and to have Iris back in my arms again, but he wasn’t going to arrive until he was ready.  
 
    Another thirty minutes went by, and more and more of Rengfri had been destroyed in that time. The outer walls of the castle were completely knocked down when I slaughtered a pegasus with help from Ashe, Naia, and Thiron. 
 
    Thiron ordered the hellhounds to create a wall around the winged horse, and then once the pegasus was in place, Naia and Ashe used their athletic abilities to jump onto the beast. The mermaid aimed for its wings with her dagger, whereas Ashe slashed the pegasus with her venomous nails and tried to drain it of its strength. Once that was in place, and the pegasus was under control, I lifted the beast into the air with my mind, and then I threw him into the wall of the castle.  
 
    The ground shook from the weight of the animal smashing into the walls, and the impact alone was enough to make all four walls crumble to ruin. With the venom that seeped through the beast’s body, I knew the pegasus wasn’t going to last much longer, but Thiron ordered the hellhounds to take over and finish off the job just in case.  
 
    The mutts completely destroyed the animal within seconds, and soon there was nothing but a bloody skeleton remaining.  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether it was the destruction of the angels in general, or if the pegasus was the final straw, but as soon as we walked away from the corpse, the loudest roll of thunder I’d ever heard vibrated the world around me. 
 
    A bolt of lightning arrived seconds later, and then the crack in the sky widened even more. A white light shone through the opening, and it was so bright that it almost felt like the sun had appeared again. 
 
    Something was happening, and we all knew what it was. 
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” Ashe asked as she glanced up at the sky. 
 
    “I’d bet my life on it,” I replied.  
 
    Sveila, Lux, Lixiss, and Dahlia instantly sprinted over to us as they heard the thunder and saw the lightning, and I noticed a few other minions glancing into the sky, too. 
 
    “It’s the Holy King,” Dahlia said as she reached us. “He’s on his way.” 
 
    “Good.” I smirked. “This is what we’ve all been waiting for.” 
 
    “We’ve defeated the Dark King, so we can do the same with him, too,” Lixiss said with determination.  
 
    Then all of a sudden, nearly one hundred Guardian Angels fell from the opening in the sky. 
 
    I wondered how many angels were going to fall from the Heavenly Glade, or whether the Guardian Angels were the last ones to leave, but I assumed we were about to find out.  
 
    A few tense minutes went by, and apart from killing off two angels, we all remained on the hill as we waited for the final challenge to begin. 
 
    The opening in the sky was essentially a doorway, and now that it was open, he was going to use it.  
 
    More thunder and lightning crashed through the sky, and then a forceful gust of wind whipped through the air. Several trees were uprooted, an entire house was knocked to the ground, and we all had to hold ourselves together to stop us from blowing away.  
 
    I wasn’t too concerned, though. Natural disasters were usually caused when angels and demons clashed. This wind alone was probably powerful enough to destroy whole monoliths without the Holy King having to do anything, but I knew he wouldn’t let it continue for long. 
 
    I was his primary target. He’d want to take me out himself. 
 
    Then all of a sudden, the wind stopped.  
 
    A blanket of silence covered me as everything seemed to come to a standstill. Apart from the anger of the war, and the soldiers who battled against each other, it was almost like everything had ended.  
 
    The wind had calmed down, the thunder and lightning had settled, and even the opening in the sky seemed to have gotten smaller.  
 
    But before I could think about that too much, a golden light instantly lit up the grassy hill, and we had to cover our eyes to stop the light from blinding us. 
 
    Dahlia didn’t have to tell us anything because we all knew what it meant. The light indicated the arrival of the Holy King, and the crack in the sky was closing just as if the Holy King had walked through a door and was closing it behind him. 
 
    Then, as the light faded, a man came into view.  
 
    And he was unlike any man I’d ever seen before.  
 
    The Holy King was at least two or three times taller than I was in my king-like demon form, and I could practically see every muscle that shaped his glistening, golden body. His eyes were the brightest shade of blue I’d ever seen, like the sky on a warm day, and he had curly blond hair that fell to his shoulders. His chest was bare, and he wore a pair of white pants and white sandals on his feet. He didn’t have wings like his other celestials, but there was a silver crown which looked like it was made from feathers perched on his head. 
 
    That was going to be mine when the war ended. 
 
    Still, I narrowed my eyes at the sight. The man wasn’t exactly ugly or repulsive like I’d expected. Instead he was like the embodiment of masculine beauty shining through the darkness of the war. It was honestly fucking stupid to behold his glory after hearing about the asshole for eons. He didn’t even have claws or anything. Just rippling muscles and shit. The scent of angelic perfection was even stronger now than it was before, too, and I already couldn’t wait for the holy bastard to die. 
 
    I was instantly sick of the sight of him.  
 
    But the main thing I noticed about the Holy King was the sinister smile he constantly had on his face.  
 
    I already knew he was a complete psychopath from the stories Dahlia had shared, but the smile helped to emphasize that side of him. 
 
    He was very pretty and very fucking creepy. It was an odd combination for the supposedly holiest fucker in existence. 
 
    “Atticus,” the Holy King said in a sickly-sweet voice. “My, my, my, it’s good to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise, dipshit,” I drawled. 
 
    The hellhounds growled beside me, and Thiron was probably going to get a headache from how hard he worked to keep the mutts in line. 
 
    But I didn’t say anything more.  
 
    I saw no reason to when those two words had already caused the Holy king’s left eye to twitch.  
 
    “I must thank you, Atticus, for all the work you’ve done.” The king clapped his giant hands together as he took a step forward. “I don’t think you realize how long I’ve wanted to kill the Dark King, but you’ve done it for me, and now I just have to kill you! You’ve made my job so much easier, and I’m so thankful for that. You know, I’m surprised that you were strong enough to kill the Dark King. I really didn’t expect that from someone like yourself. Someone reborn solely to serve like an obedient little hellhound…” 
 
    His backhanded compliments fell flat after the shit I’d already accomplished today. So as the Holy King shook the ground on his way over, I busied myself imagining how I was going to kill that bastard.  
 
    I thought about what he would look like if I chopped the top half of his skull and brain off for him, or if I pierced his chest with a sword. I also thought about his knees buckling, his spine snapping in two, and then how the ground would shake when his enormous frame fell flat in front of me. 
 
    But despite how much I concentrated on that beautiful picture, the hell power I’d been hoping to apply didn’t seem to work. 
 
    Not that I was too surprised. Despite the utter dumbness of his appearance, the Holy King was technically ten times stronger than anyone else around me, so it was going to take much more to weaken and finally kill the muscly fucker. 
 
    “Dahlia, my dear, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” The Holy King’s eyes sparkled as he zeroed in on my fallen angel. “I see you’re still just as brainwashed as you were before, and I’d hoped you’d come to your senses. But it’s okay, my dear. I’ll make your death quick, unlike the others.” 
 
    “Falling from the Heavenly Glade was the best thing that ever happened to me,” Dahlia spat through her teeth. 
 
    “I’m sure it was delightfully painful.” He nodded. “Oh, and my apologies, I never introduced myself to the others. How very rude of me. Ashe, Sveila, Lux, Lixiss, and Naia, am I right? I know so much about you six. And we can’t forget about you, Thiron, the newest member of the group. I’ve noticed that you’re silent but lethal. But there’s someone missing… Iris, the elf with the bright aura. Where is the dainty little thing?” 
 
    None of us said a word.  
 
    “I get it…” the Holy King sighed, yet he still had that fucking smile on his face. “She died, didn’t she? I don’t sense her anywhere… Though really, I knew she was too weak for something like this. It’s still a shame. I was so looking forward to killing her in front of you, Atticus. I’m aware that she’s become a favorite pet of yours, but I suppose Lux and Lixiss will have to do for now. Or maybe I’ll go for Ashe first. I love it when they’re feisty.” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back as soon as those words were spoken. He could threaten me, I didn’t care about that, but I drew a line when it came to threatening my women. 
 
    Two massive fireballs formed in my hands without me even thinking, and I didn’t even need to eye up my target before I launched them at the Holy King. 
 
    But a quick swipe of his hands was all it took for the fireballs to be blown off course. Lixiss had to duck to narrowly dodge the flames, and then the fireballs burned right through a nearby clump of trees.  
 
    However, as soon as I’d made my first move, that gave my women the signal to unleash their own strengths. 
 
    Lux and Lixiss went first, and the twins threw their chains toward the king just as Sveila’s red mist formed in her hands. But just like with my fireballs, the king was able to swat the chains away, too. It was like the Holy King came with an invisible barricade, and nothing could break through it.  
 
    I tried to aim more fireballs at him, and Dahlia and Ashe attempted to use their own powers on the celestial king, but nothing seemed to work. He just stood there with that sinister smile on his face and laughed every time we attempted anything. 
 
    But I knew of just the thing to break that barricade, and it seemed as though Ashe had thought of the same idea.  
 
    “Atticus, catch!” she cried as she threw the silver orb toward me. 
 
    The magical stone flew right over the Holy King’s head. I caught the orb in one hand and placed my long, clawed thumb on the indentation. Then the air around us began to shimmer, and an invisible shield was created to cover everyone around me. 
 
    But the Holy King continued to fight us, and he attempted to knock Dahlia completely off balance with a quick swipe of his hands. However, we had our own barricade now, and nothing the Holy King did was strong enough to break the shield. 
 
    The Holy King let out a roar as he realized what was going on, and for a split second there was a look of utter rage on his creepily perfect face. But that expression didn’t last for long, and as he held out his hands, the sinister smile returned. 
 
    All of a sudden, lightning bolts began to crackle from his opened hands. The bolts darted straight up into the sky, but some of them were also aimed at us, too. The shield was enough to stop the lightning from having any effect, but then the Holy King upped his powers even more.  
 
    The psychopath let out a second roar, and as the sound settled into the air, a white mist began to form all around him. More lightning crackled from his hands, but his blue eyes began to glow, and the Holy King looked like a deathly, shining cloud. 
 
    Streams of blue lights beamed from his eyes, and as they mixed with the lightning bolts aimed at us, the shield began to crack. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to keep us completely protected, so I had to think about a Plan B before the righteous bastard killed us all.  
 
    His powers appeared to all be linked to his hands and mind, though, so I figured I had to do something which stopped him from using his hands. My Manipulation power wasn’t strong enough, but there was one power I hoped would work.  
 
    I hadn’t even been able to bend a finger when I was caught in the Dark King’s gaze, let alone twist my wrists. Which made me think that maybe, if my hell power was strong enough, I could hold the Holy King in the air, force that heavy pressure to build inside his body, and then kill him that way. 
 
    “Go and take cover on the side of the hill,” I ordered my women and Thiron. “I’m the Holy King’s main target, so he’ll only be interested in killing me. But when I give you a signal, I want you all to unleash everything you have at him. Do whatever you need to do.” 
 
    My family nodded their heads as they took their places just as the shield shattered. But I was ready for the first step of my plan, so I forced my new mental power to form in my hands.  
 
    The Holy King instantly noticed the lack of a barrier around us, but as soon as I managed to lock eyes with him, I pressed my palms together and then pulled them apart as an animalistic roar slipped through my lips. 
 
    The Holy King snarled as he was lifted into the air, and I dug my heels into the ground as I used all my strength to hold him there. It felt like I was trying to pick up a building with just my hands, and a searing pain worked its way through my muscles as I focused on nothing but the dangling Holy King. 
 
    He tried everything to look away from me, but it was no use. My glare was simply too strong for him to break free. His mist began to drop, as well as the lightning bolts, just like how the Dark King had stripped me of my powers also. 
 
    “Now!” I ordered. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Ashe cried as she sprinted toward the king. “Dahlia, Lux, and Lixiss, hold the bastard in place to help Atticus. Naia and Sveila can help me, and Thiron, weaken the Holy King but also get the puppies in place for when he falls.” 
 
    My muscles were clenched so tight that I thought they were going to snap, but I used everything I had to keep the bastard in the air. I wanted to cause that searing pressure to ripple through his own body, and if I had my women to help me, it could be enough to kill the fucker.  
 
    Lux, Lixiss, and Dahlia coiled their ropes and chains around the king’s arms and legs, and then Sveila created a red mist which floated around him. The Holy King stretched out his mouth like he was trying to let out a scream, but that became harder the more pressure I applied.  
 
    Once we had him contained, Naia and Ashe scaled the man’s giant body until they were sitting on his shoulders. Naia sliced her dagger through the Holy King’s flesh, whereas Ashe used both her blades and venomous nails.  
 
    The Holy King failed to form more lightning bolts in his hands, and even though his eyes were slightly brighter, he couldn’t do anything with them. My strength was enough to overpower him, and that was exactly what I needed. 
 
    “It’s not working!” Naia groaned as she continued to stab the righteous asshole. “His stupid tan skin is too tough.” 
 
    “I’m having the same issues, too,” Ashe replied. “Fuck!” 
 
    “Just… keep… going!” Dahlia said as she struggled to hold the king in her rope. 
 
    It became harder and harder to keep the king in the air, even with us all working together. Thiron struggled to weaken him mentally, Naia and Ashe couldn’t penetrate his skin, and Sveila, Dahlia, and the twins appeared to be using all of their strength like I was. 
 
    I tried everything, and I even tried to use two hell powers at the same time in case that would work. I imagined the beautiful sight of his beaten body on the ground, and I hoped that the combination of both powers was enough to do the job. 
 
    At one point, Naia was able to dig her dagger into the Holy King’s shoulder, and his head slumped forward as Thiron weakened him. It seemed like it was working, and all I had to do was clap my hands together and that would be the end of it.  
 
    But then, just as I thought I had the bastard under control, the Holy King let out a roar as he thrashed his arms around and broke the connection I had with him. 
 
    The Holy King landed firmly on his feet. Then just before Ashe and Naia could jump to safety, the bastard reached over and grabbed Ashe’s arm as he pulled her off his shoulder. My Infernal Huntress punched and kicked the air as she tried to wriggle free, but he was simply too strong. 
 
    Then the Holy King gave me a wicked smile, shrugged, and threw Ashe behind him like she was nothing but trash he was disposing of. I watched in horror as Ashe was hurled through the air, and it looked like she was going to crash into a tree. 
 
    But then a red mist soared through the air and coiled itself around Ashe’s waist seconds before the huntress made impact. 
 
    Sveila had one hand controlling the mist around the Holy King, and she used the other to safely lower Ashe to the ground. I let out the deepest sigh of relief as I noticed that Ashe was okay.  
 
    “Let me at that creepy bastard!” the huntress screamed as she ordered her blades to take over her hands. “I’m going to kill him!”  
 
    Another sudden, furious scream brought me back to a new issue at hand.  
 
    The Holy King had Naia’s arms locked in his hands, and the white of his knuckles protruded through his glistening skin as he tightened his grip around the mermaid. 
 
    But if the Holy King thought that was going to work, then he was sorely mistaken. 
 
    “Better luck next time, fucker.” Naia smirked as she bared her teeth, and then she bent to sink her fangs into his flesh. 
 
    It was just enough to make him loosen his grip, and in that split second, Naia allowed her invisibility to take over. I assumed she wriggled free, because the Holy King roared again and spun around in frustration. Then his mist began to build around him as his stormy lightning cloud reappeared. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what would have happened if we were all caught by the lightning bolts, and I wasn’t going to wait around for that to happen. 
 
    Instead, I placed my thumb back on the orb and ordered a new shield to appear. 
 
    My women, Thiron, and the hellhounds instantly returned to me, and if the shield lasted as long as the last one did, then we had just enough time to think of a plan. We were stronger together, and it was clear that one person wasn’t going to be enough to kill this fucker alone. 
 
    Ashe, Thiron, and Dahlia had their additional powers, the twins and Naia had their chains and daggers, and Sveila had her red mist and various spells. If all of us aimed at the Holy King at the same time, and we used our strongest, most effective weapons, it could be enough to weaken the Holy King. 
 
    He probably thought he’d won the war when he broke the shield, threw Ashe into the air, or when he grabbed Naia by the arms. But the more he roared, the more infuriated he became, and I wanted to use that to my advantage.  
 
    I wanted to dig down deep into the soul of my very being and use the hell power I knew would be the most effective. I didn’t have the time to focus on the torrent of new hell powers swarming through my sinews.  
 
    Instead, I was going to show this holy motherfucker exactly who he’d fucked with.  
 
    I was Atticus, reborn from the Tempest Void, and I’d been waiting eons for this very moment. 
 
    The Holy King might have liked to create little storms and show off his fucking lightning bolts and white mist. 
 
    But I was about to show him what a real storm looked like.  
 
    And what a real king was capable of. 
 
    The Holy King came with his own heavenly powers, so I had to think about that, too. But maybe if I could fill his body with my Infernal Tempest, it would be enough for my women to penetrate his tough skin with their own weapons and spells. 
 
    As long as I was the one to land the final blow, then I didn’t care how we did it.  
 
    “I’m going to give you the orb,” I whispered to Naia. “I won’t be able to use it and my hell powers at the same time.” 
 
    “Okay.” She nodded.  
 
    “I’m going to drop the shield for now, but power it up again if you think we need it,” I explained. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Atticus?” Ashe asked as she ran over to me. “Can I kill that motherfucker now?” 
 
    “Soon.” I smirked. “It’s going to take all of us to kill him. Thiron, you need to keep those dogs under control. Unless I say otherwise, make sure they’re constantly on him. It’ll be even better if they can keep him locked in place.” 
 
    “Of course.” Thiron nodded.  
 
    “I want the rest of you to aim everything you have at that bastard just like last time,” I continued. “Ashe, use every hell power you own, and do whatever you can to weaken him the most. He’ll use his own strength against us, but we can try and prevent that from happening if we work as a team.” 
 
    “Dahlia, you know him better than we do,” I said to my fallen angel. “So I want you to use that advantage. Distract him if you can, or just keep him in one place with your rope. Do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “You’ve got it.” Dahlia nodded. “He won’t get away this time.” 
 
    “We can do this,” Sveila said determinedly. “It’s one against seven, plus the ten hellhounds. It took a few people to weaken the Dark King, but it worked, and it can work again with him.” 
 
    “Sveila’s right.” Lixiss punched her fist into her hand. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Let’s end this war,” Lux added. 
 
    Determination filled my body as I eyed up the Holy King.  
 
    We could do this, we could end this war. 
 
    Things had been difficult, and in the last few hours I’d feared for my own life as well as the lives of my loved ones. We had all been close to death multiple times since the Hellscape and Heavenly Glade opened, and only minutes ago I thought Naia was going to be killed right in front of us.  
 
    But that didn’t mean the Holy King was going to win.  
 
    It was the ultimate fight between good and evil, and it’s what I’d worked so hard for since the second I’d arrived in Rengfri. 
 
    I’d destroyed the Church, and I’d saved Sveila, Dahlia, and the undesirables from the holy bastards, but now I just needed to complete one more task.  
 
    And I wasn’t going to do it alone. 
 
    I was stronger than I’d ever been throughout my entire existence, but it was the same for my women and Thiron, too. We were the perfect team, and without them, there was no way I was going to live to see another day.  
 
    We all knew what to do, and we all knew what had to be done. 
 
    I glanced across the people around me as I raised the silver orb in the air. I didn’t have to say anything, and they knew that as soon as I lifted my thumb off the orb, the Holy King would be free to attack. More of his lightning bolts darted through the air and crashed into the shield, but we still had time to get into position. 
 
    I gave them one more knowing look, and my women nodded as they ran off to get ready. I wasn’t going to drop the shield until everyone was in place, and the few seconds it took for that to happen felt like hours. 
 
    Ashe allowed her Infernal Darkness to take over as she slipped into the shadows, but she was probably up to something, whereas Lux and Lixiss settled themselves on the side of the hill with their chains clutched tightly in their hands.  
 
    Thiron ordered his hellhounds to create a barricade around the giant man as his mist swarmed around him, and the hounds’ rumbling growls sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    The Holy King could have used his white light to throw the hellhounds off to the side, but as long as we had control, then I hoped that wouldn’t happen. 
 
    Sveila and Dahlia lifted themselves into the air behind the Holy King, and they twisted their hands as they produced their magic. A golden rope dangled from Dahlia’s left hand, and Sveila’s red mist slowly began to grow around the giant in front of her. 
 
    Naia stayed behind me where she was safe, but I knew she’d probably join the action at some point.  
 
    Once everyone was in place, I slowly lifted my thumb off the orb and dropped the protection we used to have around us. 
 
    The man glanced around as he took in the various threats who had him cornered on all sides, and his sinister smile only continued to grow.  
 
    But if he thought he had what it took to win, then he had another thing coming.  
 
    I powered up my Infernal Tempest as it crackled through my entire body, and as the Tempest surged under my skin, I let out a roar of my own. 
 
    The entire world lit up around me as I created the ultimate storm, and my own violet lightning bolts crashed against the Holy King’s as our final battle began. 
 
    I’d never felt anything like it. The energy that seeped through my first and strongest hell power seemed to pour new life into me. The ground vibrated beneath my feet as I forced more and more of my hellish Tempest to break free, and it wasn’t long before the Holy King’s bolts exploded into streams of golden dust. 
 
    The Holy King threw more and more bolts toward me, but it was always the same result. My Infernal Tempest was the strongest it had ever been, and it was going to take a lot more than a few holy bolts to harm me. 
 
    Plus, I also had an army behind me, whereas the Holy King stood all alone. 
 
    Lux, Lixiss, Dahlia, and Sveila aimed their weapons and powers at him, and while the silver chains wrapped around his arms, Dahlia’s golden rope coiled itself around his neck. Sveila’s mist covered the Holy King’s entire body, and as she twisted her hands around in circles, the mist began to shrink as it clung to the king’s glistening body. 
 
    The Holy King attempted to roar as Sveila’s mist began to choke him, but the only thing that left his lips was a forced breath. I hadn’t seen her create a choking mist before, so it must have been something the other Red Witches had taught her. 
 
    But I never lost focus, and I made sure to attack every inch of his body with my Tempest. The stormy energy charged through my body, and as I aimed it all directly at the giant bastard on the hill, his body began to jerk from the force. 
 
    At one point, violet streams of light began to pour from my eyes, the hill cracked open from the strength of my hell power, and I knew I’d created the most hellish storm anyone had ever seen. 
 
    And yet, I controlled everything with my hands and eyes, and as I lifted my arms, the energy traveled further up the king’s body. 
 
    Then finally, the violet beams and lightning bolts were directed straight at the Holy King’s head and shoulders, and I couldn’t wait for his skull to pop and his brain to cover the ground around him. 
 
    Lux, Lixiss, and Dahlia strained against the weight of the king, but they held on, and they didn’t drop their focus once, either. 
 
    The Holy King somehow had the ability to walk, and he even produced his white light at times, but it wasn’t enough to do anything major. The light simply shined through Sveila’s red mist, but it didn’t have the same effect like it had before. 
 
    The king’s skin began to crackle and break as I directed the Tempest in certain places, and I felt my own smile widen as a small pile of skin appeared on the ground beneath his feet.  
 
    The hellhounds quickly ate that like a treat for their hard work. 
 
    The mutts stayed in their circle, but one of them would occasionally warn the Holy King not to do anything to piss them off, not unless he wanted to end up in the Hellscape.  
 
    All of a sudden, as Lixiss let out a cry, her chain sliced through the Holy King’s upper arm, and the black fairy fell onto her back as the chain fell to the ground, along with the limb. 
 
    The hellhounds ate that, too.  
 
    The Holy King screamed and roared some more as he stared at his lost arm, but then the same thing happened with Lux. The mixture of my Tempest and their chains had been enough to tear through his limbs, and soon the Holy King was completely armless, which was where he held most of his strength.  
 
    Lux and Lixiss didn’t hang around, though, and once they’d recovered from the shock, they coiled their chains around the Holy King’s muscular legs. The holy motherfucker was slowly getting weaker and weaker, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long before we had what we wanted.  
 
    Only minutes passed before the Holy King crumbled to his knees. The grassy hill trembled from the force, and the giant created a muddy ditch with his weight.  
 
    Then, just as I was about to aim the Tempest at the Holy King’s head, Ashe suddenly appeared beside me. 
 
    “Naia, you and I are going to work together,” she whispered. “Atticus, can you drop your storm just as we reach that son of a bitch?” 
 
    “I sure can.” I nodded.  
 
    “Good.” She winked. “Don’t worry, we won’t kill him, but we want to make it easier for you.” 
 
    “What are we doing?” Naia asked.  
 
    “Just follow me,” Ashe giggled.  
 
    I knew she was up to something. My Infernal Huntress was always full of surprises.  
 
    Ashe took Naia by the hand, and then the two of them ran off in the direction of the Holy King. Just as I promised, I dropped my hell power seconds before my two women leaped onto the celestial king. 
 
    Sveila also dropped her choking mist, but Dahlia and the twins kept the Holy King in place with their rope and chains. 
 
    Ashe and Naia worked as a team as they sliced the weakened king with their blades. His strained roars echoed around the entire village, and I had a feeling my army knew what that sound meant when they heard it.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the Holy King’s body was covered in various cuts, and his cracked skin quickly turned bright gold from the amount of blood he lost.  
 
    Now was my chance.  
 
    He’d lost so much blood, as well as two of his arms, so there wasn’t much he could do to fight back.  
 
    And with that thought in mind, I ordered my Infernal Tempest to power through my fists again as I walked forward. The king’s blue eyes stared directly at me, and I had a feeling he knew exactly what was about to happen. 
 
    But I didn’t waste any time, and I didn’t stop to say anything.  
 
    I’d said everything through my actions alone, and now it was time to end this war and to become the ultimate king of Selythia, the Hellscape, and the Heavenly Glade.  
 
    Perhaps even the entirety of the surface world. 
 
    It was all going to be mine as soon as that motherfucker’s celestial heart stopped beating. 
 
    Ashe and Naia smiled at me as she jumped off the armless giant, but they stood beside Sveila and Dahlia as they watched the fun play out.  
 
    Then, as my own sinister smile curled across my lips, I flipped the silver crown onto the ground, grabbed the righteous bastard by the head, and then I forced my Tempest into his skull. 
 
    I could have easily caused the storm to reappear, but I felt like this death deserved to be more personal.  
 
    The Holy King tried to scream, and he twisted his head from side to side, but I was stronger than him, and I always would be. Nothing he did was going to make me remove my hands, and as he twisted his head, I simply tightened my hold on him.  
 
    A smoky growl rippled through my lips as I increased the intensity of my hell power, and as I felt the Holy King’s head shake between my palms, I knew I was boiling his brain.  
 
    His blue eyes rolled into the back of his head, his body threatened to fall forward, but Dahlia’s golden rope kept him upright.  
 
    We were all working together, and nothing made me happier.  
 
    Then, just as the Holy King’s face began to split open, I clapped my hands together as I squashed his head into a gooey mess. 
 
    My hands were covered in his brain matter, and even the hellhounds were painted in gold blood, but I didn’t care about the mess.  
 
    The Holy King was dead.  
 
    And the second that Thiron allowed the hellhounds to enjoy the bloody feast in front of them, the war instantly ended.  
 
    The surviving angels, Guardian Angels, and pegasi stopped aiming their heavenly powers against us, and my army no longer saw them as targets, either.  
 
    For the first time in eons, the opposing realms were silent.  
 
    And they were mine.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The tunnels were opened about an hour after the war ended, even though there were still piles of dead bodies littering the kingdom. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer to have Iris in my arms again, and I knew the people inside the tunnels were just as eager to leave. It had been about twelve hours since they headed into the catacombs, so I imagined it must have felt like years to them. 
 
    The moment Iris threw herself into my arms was a moment I’d never forget. I clutched onto her like she was my lifesource, and I didn’t pay attention to anything other than the women who surrounded me. 
 
    I’d changed back into my mortal form once we’d killed the Holy King so I wouldn’t freak anyone out when they left the tunnel. Fortunately, my mortal form also came with garments, so I didn’t have to walk around naked, either. 
 
    I’d save that for later.  
 
    I was incredibly pleased to see that nothing had happened to the catacombs, despite how broken and destroyed the world was around it. Iris even said there were a few times where demons and angels were fighting outside the tunnels, but the veil kept them from even noticing the entrances, let alone seeing how many innocents stood beyond them. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Iris asked as she looked us over. “Did anything go wrong?” 
 
    “We’re okay,” I replied. “The kings were tough, and there were points where I thought we weren’t going to win, but we don’t have to worry about that anymore. We don’t have to worry about anything.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re all okay.” Iris wiped her tears from her cheeks as she rested her head on my chest. “I was so scared.” 
 
    “So were we,” Lixiss said honestly as she rubbed Iris’ back. “I certainly don’t want to take part in a war like that ever again.” 
 
    “We won’t have to.” I smiled. “Especially now that I’m in charge.” 
 
    “And soon we will be, too.” Ashe nudged Dahlia with her elbow and gave the angel a wink. “I’ll have so many puppies to care for!” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” Thiron chuckled.  
 
    The lighthearted conversation helped to simmer down the lingering tension we still felt, but I knew it was going to be a while before Iris felt completely reassured. It must have been so hard for her to sit in the tunnel without any idea of what was going on. 
 
    “What about the others?” Iris gasped as she stepped away to look at me. “Thomus, Gunnolf, Madame Nyra, Larauk, Mopnam… Are they all okay? What about the rest of your mermaids, Naia? And Sparkles? Sveila, how’s the baby?” 
 
    “I’m absolutely fine.” Sveila smiled as she stroked her stomach.  
 
    “Don’t get yourself too worked up,” I soothed as I brushed Iris’ face. “I saw Gunnolf and Thomus on our way here. Thomus lost two of his centaurs, but the werewolves are fine, and we hope it’s the same for the others. We haven’t seen Sparkles or the tinsel fairies recently, but they helped us defeat the Dark King, and it would have been… difficult without their help, and without help from Pyria and the tree beings, too.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to tell Iris I had been seconds away from dying, but I decided to keep that information to myself. Iris was already struggling with everything, so I didn’t want to upset her too much. 
 
    I also asked Thomus and Gunnolf to locate the other generals to get answers from them, and over time I’d learn how many people we lost in total throughout the entire kingdom. 
 
    “I plan to meet with my mermaids at the entrance to the Shadow Quarters,” Naia explained. “I saw a couple of them on our way here, but everyone knows to meet me there, so I hope nothing happened to them.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine.” Ashe smiled. “We already know how tough mermaids are.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Naia nodded as a small smile curled across her lips.  
 
    “If anything, we’ll probably have a few patients to care for,” Sveila said. “And I’m sure you’ll be just as eager to help them.” 
 
    “Of course, I will,” Naia replied. “After all, we love nothing more than saving those who protected us.” 
 
    “I think there will be a lot to do, and it’s going to take some time to get Rengfri back to the way it was before,” I told everyone around me. “But with everyone working together, and help from the demons and angels, too, I don’t think it’ll take us too long.” 
 
    “Our demons will do anything to make their queen happy,” Ashe giggled. “Aaah, I love saying that!” 
 
    “It’ll be the same with our angels, too.” Dahlia grinned. “We’ll be the best queens the Hellscape and Heavenly Glade has ever seen.” 
 
    “The only queens they’ve ever seen,” Thiron chuckled. 
 
    “Oooh, Thiron, you could be Ashe’s guardian demon, or whatever they’re called!” Lux bounced on her toes with excitement. “And you’ll have your hellhounds beside you!” 
 
    “He’ll be one of my Lord Admirals, but close enough,” Ashe laughed. 
 
    “It’s going to be weird without you here,” Iris said with a bit more strength in her tone. 
 
    “It’s going to be boring, you mean.” Ashe winked. “But you don’t need to worry about that. We’ll make sure to visit very, very often. There’s no reason not to with a king like Atticus looking after everything.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, there will be free reign for all of you.” I smiled as I held out my arms for my women to tuck themselves into me. “And at least you won’t be heading to your positions just yet.” 
 
    “Atticus is right, there’s so much that needs to be done before then,” Lixiss spoke up. “We need to celebrate winning the war, and then we need to get drunk!” 
 
    “Very, very drunk!” Lux giggled. 
 
    “I think I know of the perfect way to celebrate…” I smirked.  
 
    “Does it involve us locked away together in the castle for many sensual hours?” Sveila asked.  
 
    “It doesn’t necessarily have to be at the castle.” I shrugged. “As long as it’s somewhere with a solid surface or two…” 
 
    “I assume this is when I take the hellhounds back to their shack and assist others in cleaning up?” Thiron asked with a smirk.  
 
    “Yes, that sounds about right,” Ashe giggled.  
 
    We all appeared to be in tune with each other, and nothing was going to stop us from heading straight back to the castle. 
 
    The atmosphere in the air as we headed back to Oakenpass was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. Houses had been demolished, and there were fallen trees everywhere I looked, but that didn’t seem to be an issue for anyone. We all knew we were free from fear and sadness and misjudgment now that the immortal kings had been defeated, and the residents of Selythia could live in a peaceful world once again.  
 
    Several people came over to thank me, and even some of the humans wanted to give me a hug because of everything I’d done for them. It was still strange to receive so much love and appreciation from others, even when they couldn’t look me in the eye, but I knew that would get easier as time went by.  
 
    We even spotted Mopnam, Larauk, and Madame Nyra before we reached Oakenpass. One of the orcs, two of the gnomes, and one of the black fairies had died during the fight, which wasn’t nice to hear, but I had to remember that it could have been so much worse than that. We all could have died, so I wanted to see the positives, even in a negative situation. 
 
    Naia ran on ahead to greet her mermaids as we neared the Shadow Quarters. They were all so pleased to see us, and the mermaids sobbed when they saw that Naia was okay. Fortunately, apart from a couple of injuries, the mermaids were completely fine, and they’d grouped together with other undesirables during the war. 
 
    Sirena offered to take the mermaids back to the cove for now, and then they’d all work as a team to help heal any patients who came their way. 
 
    That then led to a conversation about the underwater volcano and how shocked some of the mermaids were to find out that it hadn’t erupted. I said it was probably a way for the Dark King to scare us, or maybe the shaking of the ground wasn’t strong enough to cause the volcano to blow. But at least that would settle now that the earthquakes had stopped, and soon the water would be safe enough for the mermaids to swim around in.  
 
    Iris was very pleased to spot Sparkles and some other tinsel fairies before we arrived in Oakenpass. They were going to help people clean up the mess, but then they were going to get drunk for the next week, so we probably wouldn’t see them for a while.  
 
    I didn’t see Pyria or any of the tree beings during our journey, but given how skillful they were, I hoped they’d all survived. I also assumed they’d returned home, and I was okay with that. I probably would have died if it wasn’t for Pyria blinding the Dark King with her arrow, so I wasn’t going to be annoyed if they didn’t offer their assistance in the cleanup. They were rogue creatures in their own ways, and I sure as hell could respect that.  
 
    I hadn’t realized just how demolished Oakenpass was until we returned. The majority of buildings had been pulverized, trees had fallen, and there was blood everywhere. There were also many cracks in the ground, including one that ran down the side of the grassy hill, but that wasn’t a huge issue.  
 
    With the help from the witches, and even some of the elves, I knew the buildings could be built again with special spells. The demons and angels had also decided to stay on the surface world for now, so we had more pairs of hands to help us.  
 
    “Atticus, look!” Lixiss said suddenly as we began the walk up to the castle.  
 
    The black fairy swooped down to the ground beside the Holy King’s corpse, and then she flew over to me with something silver in her hands.  
 
    It was the king’s crown, which now belonged to me.  
 
    The silver crown made from metal feathers looked to be in perfect condition. There was a bit of blood on it, but that was easily cleaned, and it didn’t appear to be dented or broken in the slightest. 
 
    “I think you need to put it on, our Demon King.” Sveila winked. 
 
    “You had the horns of a Dark King, but you now have the body of a mortal king and the crown of a Holy King,” Ashe said as she skipped over to stand in front of me. “So you’ll have to wear the crown to complete the look.” 
 
    “It’s mine now anyway.” I smirked. 
 
    “And it’ll look perfect next to the mortal king’s crown,” Iris replied.  
 
    “You’ve completed your collection,” Dahlia said with a grin. 
 
    “Put it on, put it on!” Lux clapped her hands excitedly. 
 
    A gentle chorus of laughter came from my women as I inspected the crown once more, and then I lifted up the object and placed it over my head. The crown was enormous, because the Holy King was so much larger than I was, but as it settled over my hair, the silver began to shrink to match the size of my head. 
 
    “It’s chosen you!” Dahlia gasped. “It’s meant to be yours, otherwise it would have stayed at that size!” 
 
    “Of course, it’s always been Atticus’,” Thiron replied. “He was just waiting for the right time to take it.” 
 
    “And from the size of that corpse… I’m very glad I wasn’t here.” Iris looked at the Holy King’s dismembered body with fear in her sweet eyes. 
 
    “At least his body will be gone soon, and we’ll never have to see it again,” I replied as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “Come on, let’s go home.” 
 
    “And it’s time for me to sort out the hellhounds,” Thiron chuckled. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “I imagine it’ll be a few hours.” Ashe winked. “But at least there’s plenty to keep you busy for now.” 
 
    Apart from the destruction of the outer walls, the castle was still standing, and there didn’t appear to be any damage. It seemed incredibly fortunate to me that this was the case, but I was pleased that our home was still in one piece.  
 
    The furniture inside had toppled over during the earthquake, and a lot of the paintings had fallen to the floor, but that was nothing. Even the large wooden clock was still standing, and I was able to see that it was the eleventh hour. I assumed it meant the eleventh hour at night, which would explain why the sun was still to rise.  
 
    “I’ve never been so happy to be home,” Iris said as she glanced around the castle. 
 
    “Me, too,” Lixiss replied. 
 
    “It’s also strange not to have any guards outside,” Sveila said as she peered through a window. 
 
    “Will we still have some?” Dahlia asked.  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “It could be that the knights might want to stay in Rengfri and guard the castle, but I’ll need to discuss the needs of all the islands with them first.” 
 
    “Every king needs a guard,” Ashe replied. “So even though we don’t have any enemies right now, and the most incredible army in existence, I think it’s still right to have someone watching over things.” 
 
    “I completely agree, but that can be something we discuss as the days go by.” I nodded. “Let’s enjoy the privacy for now and think about guards tomorrow.” 
 
    I had one thing on my mind, and it had nothing to do with the guards. 
 
    I wanted to celebrate with my women, so I just hoped the beds upstairs were still in one piece. 
 
    Sveila and Dahlia took me by the hands as my women led me upstairs. We noticed on our way up that some of the windows had been smashed, but that also wasn’t a big issue for us. 
 
    Before we lost ourselves in the master bedroom, we all decided to bathe and wash the last twenty-four hours off our bodies. Fortunately there was more than one bathing room in the castle, so everyone split up and agreed to meet in the bedroom once they were done. 
 
    Sveila lit the lanterns in each room with a click of her fingers, which came in handy when I stared at myself in the mirror. I thought I would have been covered in more blood, but I wasn’t. And that wasn’t even the most surprising part. 
 
    My chest looked broader and more muscular than before, and I was definitely taller, but it was the addition of the crown that really made me smile. My rugged black hair sat perfectly underneath it, and it felt natural to have a crown on my head again. 
 
    Even if it was a holy crown. The word “holy” would never mean what it once had in this world anyway. I’d make sure of that. 
 
    I also couldn’t believe how alive and awake I looked considering I couldn’t remember when I’d last slept. My violet eyes looked brighter, and I just felt fresher, but that probably had something to do with killing the Dark King and gaining ultimate demonic power. I didn’t feel tired like I usually did after a fight, either, and especially after gaining hell powers. In fact, I felt better than ever, and I assumed that was to be expected after I officially became the Demon King of All Realms. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to wash the blood and mud off my body, and my high body temperature helped me to dry off quickly before I walked into the bedroom. I’d made sure to place the crown back on my head, but that was all I wore. 
 
    It was a good thing I hadn’t decided to find a new outfit to change into, because as soon as I walked into the room, I found Ashe, Sveila, Lux, Lixiss, Naia, Dahlia, and Iris lying on the bed.  
 
    And they were all just as naked as I was.  
 
    It was a good thing the bed was big enough to fit everyone, but I quite liked us being all crammed together. 
 
    Their sinful bodies practically lit up the room, and I stared at their various forms of beauty as I took in the perfection before me. They were all smiling at me with utter adoration, and some were stroking the breasts of the women beside them, whereas the others were playing with their own breasts and patiently waiting for me.  
 
    I still couldn’t quite believe they were all mine.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more spectacular,” Lux whispered as she crawled across the bed to reach me.  
 
    “I have.” I winked.  
 
    “But that crown, those muscles, oh, and that cock…” Lux shook her head as she laughed. “Am I dreaming?” 
 
    “You’re definitely not dreaming,” Ashe said as she came over to sit beside the black fairy. 
 
    The Infernal Huntress placed one hand on Lux’s shoulder, and then she placed her spare hand on her own breast as she pulled at her shimming silver nipple. Ashe loved to taunt me, and she knew exactly what to do to turn me on. 
 
    In fact, they all did, and it took everything I had not to launch myself onto the bed and cage them against the mattress.  
 
    I wanted to pleasure one of them slowly while I watched the others fuck themselves and each other before they swapped over. But that wasn’t going to happen if I allowed the animalistic side of me to break free. 
 
    The real question was who to start with. 
 
    I was going to make my way across the line, that was for sure, but I knew each of my women always wanted to be first. 
 
    To save myself from the torment of having to decide who to pick first, I decided to go with Lux because she was the closest one to me. Her black wings fluttered softly behind her as her gray eyes gazed into mine, and the mouthwatering scent of her arousal slipped past her legs as her hands grazed over her flat stomach. 
 
    The crown on my head already filled me with a sense of power, but that feeling increased greatly as I stared at my seven beautiful women. They all wanted the same thing, and they all wanted me to fuck them as they filled the castle with their moans. 
 
    “You will get onto your back and prepare yourself for me,” I ordered.  
 
    “Of course, master,” Lux giggled as she scrambled across the bed to get back in place.  
 
    “The rest of you will pleasure each other,” I continued. “One by one I will make my way across the bed and fuck you all in turn.” 
 
    “Yesssss!” Naia cried as she kneaded her heavy breasts. 
 
    “That’s all we neeeeed, master,” Lixiss sighed.  
 
    “Get on your back, Ashe,” Dahlia said with a sinful smirk. 
 
    “Like you have to tell me twice!” Ashe bounced on the bed as she went to join Dahlia.  
 
    Sveila decided to pleasure Iris, and Naia and Lixiss quickly became lost in each other. The black fairy settled herself over Naia’s hips, and she massaged the mermaid’s breasts as she slowly rocked her hips.  
 
    My hardened cock began to leak just from the sight of them all together, and I thought I was going to explode simply from the mixed scents of their arousals. 
 
    “Are you going to keep the crown on, master?” Lux asked as her hand sat dangerously close to her dripping pussy. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” I replied as I grabbed her smooth legs in my hands. 
 
    “Gooood,” she cooed. “After all, we want to be fucked by the Demon King now.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly what you’re going to get,” I said with a smoky growl.  
 
    “But I wanted to try something first, if that’s okay with you?” she asked innocently.  
 
    “And what is that?” I frowned. 
 
    “Perhaps I could show you?” Lux shrugged with a grin. 
 
    Before I knew what was happening, Lux jumped up from the bed and placed her hands on my broad shoulders. Then she pushed me back slightly until I was lying across the bed, and she drifted her hands across my chest and down my stomach. 
 
    A groan left my lips as Lux positioned herself between my legs, and then she grabbed the base of my solid cock in her hands as she ran a line up my length with her tongue. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck.” I gritted my teeth as her tongue looped over my swollen head.  
 
    “After everything you’ve done for us,” Lux paused as she slurped the precum off my cock. “It’s only right that I treat you like the ultimate king.” 
 
    A second groan quickly blew from my lips as Lux ran her teeth along my aching length. I had no idea how long I was going to last before she swallowed back my cum, but I no longer cared. I needed to feel that release, and I needed to watch the black fairy drink back every drop.  
 
    “Shit, I can’t wait to be in Lux’s position,” Sveila said from the other side of the bed.  
 
    “Then you might want to be patient,” Naia giggled. “It looks like she’s going to be there for a while.” 
 
    “Good,” I snickered, but that sound was quickly cut off by a deep moan. 
 
    I glanced down at Lux as she increased her speed, and the fairy stared right into my eyes as her head bobbed back and forth. Her hand was wrapped around the end of my cock, and it twisted the shaft slightly every time she took my length down her throat.  
 
    To my right, Dahlia had her head nestled between Ashe’s legs, and it was the same with Naia and Lixiss, too. I couldn’t seem to take my eyes away from the delightful sight, and I could have watched all seven of them for hours. 
 
    All of a sudden, the urge to cum became even stronger, and Lux increased her speed as my panted breaths left my lips. 
 
    I locked my hands in her black hair, and then before I could prepare her, streams of thick, warm cum exploded from my cock as they hit the back of her throat. White specks formed in my eyes, and a violent shiver raced down my back as the final load filled Lux’s mouth. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Lux moaned as she swallowed it back. 
 
    “Aaaahhh,” I sighed as my eyes closed for a brief second. 
 
    “I hope that was okay for you, master?” she asked as she cleaned her lips with one finger.  
 
    “It was more than okay,” I growled. “It was fucking incredible. Now, get on your back.” 
 
    “Of course.” She winked.  
 
    Her drenched pussy seemed to sparkle in the dim light of the room, and Lux automatically spread her lips apart with two fingers as she began to pleasure herself. The combination of moans and the squeaking of the bed echoed all around me, and it was a surprise that my cock didn’t erupt all over again. 
 
    I was as hard as a rock, and I needed to slip myself inside Lux’s sweet pussy before I covered them all in my hot cream. 
 
    Then, with my hands around her hips, I spread Lux’s legs open just wide enough to fit myself in between them, and she automatically locked her legs around my waist as she began to pant. I knew what she needed just by looking into her gray eyes, so I wasn’t going to make her wait.  
 
    “This might hurt,” I whispered as I grabbed my cock in one hand.  
 
    “I don’t care,” she replied. “I just need yooooou.” 
 
    A playful smirk curled across my lips as I lined my cock up with her entrance, and I rubbed the head against her opening as her juices pooled around me.  
 
    “Yessssss,” she hissed. “Fuck meeeee!” 
 
    “And I will,” I growled.  
 
    From the corner of my eye I noticed that Dahlia had moved, and she was now lying on top of Ashe with her hand lost between the demon’s legs. Ashe’s face was scrunched up in pleasure, and I could just tell she was about to scream.  
 
    And then, as the shattered groan left her lips, I looked back at Lux and slammed my cock deep into her trembling body.  
 
    “Shiiiiit!” Lux screamed. 
 
    “D-D-Dahliaaaaa!” Ashe moaned in unison. 
 
    I couldn’t even get a word out because my throat felt so tight. It was almost like it was the first time I’d ever fucked my delicious black fairy, and I’d never felt anything like it.  
 
    I was filled with so much relief and pleasure after the events over the last twenty-four hours, but also everything that had happened since I’d arrived in Rengfri. I was a different man now than I was two days ago, and all of that came to the surface as I fucked my winged lover.  
 
    It was the first time I’d ever fucked them as the official Demon King of All Realms, but I also had the strength from killing both the Dark King and the Holy King, too. And it also helped that I had the silver crown on my head to show who I was, and the recent promotion I’d been given. 
 
    Every time I forced myself to thrust again and again, Lux would squeeze her wet walls around me, which only added to the pleasure. It was utterly sinful how tight and wet she was, and I couldn’t wait to unload my seed into her. 
 
    The iron bed bounced back and forth against the wall as I upped my speed and rocked my hips harder and harder. Lux’s breasts bounced with the motion, and she kept her hands over her chest as she massaged the sleek mounds.  
 
    “Aaah, Atticuuuuuus!” Lux cried. “Fuck yesssss!” 
 
    “You feel so fucking good,” I grunted as I grabbed a hold of her tiny hips. 
 
    My hips rocked even harder than before, and I thought the bed frame was going to snap from the number of times it slammed into the stone wall. 
 
    Iris’ delicate groans blew from her lips, Lixiss sounded like she was about to cum due to the sound of her panted breaths, and Dahlia and Ashe were caught in the most heated kiss. I could just about make out their tongues as they slipped and slid against each other, and I desperately wanted to join them. 
 
     “Yeeeeessssss,” Lux hissed as she bounced her hips against mine. “Masteeeeer, pleeeeease! I’m so… so close!” 
 
    Her wings fluttered against the bed cover, and Lux rolled her head from side to side as she tried to fight back the pleasure. Her tiny pussy strained around my length, and my cock wept with delight as I neared my orgasm. 
 
     Both of the black fairies were seconds away from their climaxes, and it was the same with the others, too, which caused me to no longer have the ability to hold back. 
 
    I was desperate to feel Lux break and cover me in her juices, but I also wanted to fill her with my seed as the others beside us reached their own orgasms.  
 
    “Cum for me,” I growled as my eyes winced closed. 
 
    The twin let out violent shriek as her body twisted and jolted on the bed, and a smoky groan rippled from my chest as I slammed into Lux once more as my cock exploded.  
 
    Streams of thick, demon seed filled her tight tunnel, and I felt both Lux and I shake with pleasure as our orgasms shattered through us. Her addictive juices soaked my cock as I pumped my cum into her womb, and her breasts heaved up and down as she tried to control her breathing. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fucccccck,” Lux broke her moan with a cough.  
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I tried to control my breathing. 
 
    My heart felt like it was going to explode, and I noticed a tiny dribble of sweat roll between Lux’s breasts, and it was probably one of the best sights I’d ever seen. 
 
    “I really hope I get to carry your child, too, my Demon King,” Lux whispered as I fell onto the bed and caged her in my arms. 
 
    “So do I,” I replied. “I want nothing more than to see all seven of you swell as you carry my children.” 
 
    “Sveilaaaaaa!” Iris’ cry shattered the heated air around us, and Lux and I looked over to see Iris on the brink of her orgasm.  
 
    “Give it to me,” Sveila ordered with her mouth pressed against Iris’ pink entrance.  
 
    My cock began to harden all over again as I watched the floral elf break, and there was no better sound than that of Sveila slurping up Iris’ juices with her tongue. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Lux moaned into my ear. “I love watching them all together.” 
 
    Seconds after Iris’ orgasm, Ashe came once again, and then Lixiss filled the room with her screams as Naia pleasured the black fairy to within an inch of her life. All three of them laid on the bed in a sweaty pile, and some of them didn’t even have the energy to open their eyes, let alone move off the bed.  
 
    “Now it’s my turn.” Naia grinned as she stroked back Lixiss’ black hair. 
 
    “But it’s also Atticus’ turn to pick who he wants next,” Lux giggled as she sat up on her knees. 
 
    My six women stared at me with eager eyes, and Ashe subtly pointed at her chest as she gave me a wink. 
 
    I could have chosen Ashe, and I was going to make my way across all of them, but Sveila was next in line, so it made things easier to pick her. But Ashe laid beside the Red Witch, so she was incredibly pleased to realize that she’d be next. 
 
    “It’s time to see what you’re made of, Iris,” Lux snickered as she joined her new partner.  
 
    “I’ve learned a thing or two recently.” Iris shrugged as a blush spread across her cheeks.  
 
    “Oooh, lucky me,” Lux giggled.  
 
    Sveila was eager to join me, and I was just as desperate. Her arms looped around my neck, and as her plentiful breasts brushed against my chest, I locked my fingers into her amber hair and slammed my lips against hers. 
 
    “You’re all I’ve thought about since the Holy King died,” Sveila whispered as she pulled back slightly. “I want you to fill me, master. I want you to fuck me so hard that the entire village can hear me.” 
 
    “I think I can do more than that.” I winked. “I imagine the entire island could hear you.” 
 
    I took her face gently in my hands and left heated kisses across her jaw and up toward her plump lips, but then I attacked Sveila’s mouth with my own, and within seconds, her tongue begged and played with my lips. 
 
    We became lost in each other for several minutes, and the more the Red Witch dominated me, the harder my cock became. I felt the heat which radiated from Sveila’s drenched pussy, and every time I brushed my fingers against her opening, Sveila’s soft breath would blow through my lips. 
 
    Neither of us said a word, and our lips barely parted as I positioned Sveila onto her back and settled myself between her legs. Our arousals grew even more intense as the women to the right of us found themselves lost in each other, too, and we used their cries as a harmony as I lined my swollen cock up with Sveila’s entrance. 
 
    The two of us cried out in unison as I penetrated the Red Witch, but I didn’t stop my movement until my cock was as deep as I could burrow inside of her. The heat was overwhelming, but the way her pussy squeezed me was what really tested my limits, and her constant quivers as I went deeper inside of her only made my hunger increase. 
 
    “Aaaaaatticusssss!” Sveila shrieked as she rocked her hips back and forth against mine.  
 
    “Gahaaaaa!” I groaned as she tightened herself around me.  
 
    A countless number of minutes slipped past as I fucked my sinful Red Witch over and over. At one point Sveila placed her hand over her flat stomach, and it still blew my mind that my child was growing in there. All of the women around me may potentially find themselves in the same position, and I wanted nothing more than to protect, love, and provide for my family for the rest of my existence. 
 
    Sveila’s face scrunched up in pleasure, and she arched her back as she reached her orgasm, and I had to grab a tighter hold of her hips as her juices gushed over my heated length. 
 
    Only seconds after that, my cock practically exploded, and I filled my purple-haired lover with my seed as my roar echoed through the entire castle. 
 
    Lux, Dahlia, and Naia all seemed to cum at exactly the same time, and I was certain some of the residents in Oakenpass probably heard the cries of passion. 
 
    We all gave ourselves a couple of minutes to regain our energy and to lower our heart rates, but then the fun continued. I worked my way across the bed and claimed every woman I came across, and surprisingly the bed stayed standing throughout it all.  
 
    My crown remained firmly stuck to my head, even when Ashe pushed me onto my back and slammed herself down onto my cock. They all ordered me to fill their wombs with my seed, and even Iris took control and dominated me like the sinful little floral elf that she was slowly becoming. 
 
    But as soon as I’d claimed them all, I returned to Lux and began the celebrations all over again. 
 
    There was no better sound than when my women called me their Demon King, but for once the term felt real. I was the Demon King, regardless of whether I’d been officially crowned or not. But that sense of power continued to build deep in my soul as the night ticked by.  
 
    I had more energy than I’d ever had in my entire life, despite how hard my heart pounded as I emptied myself inside my women. My body was filled with various hell powers, probably far too many to count. But instead of leaving me feeling drained, I felt better than ever, and I made sure to show my lovers that as I claimed their delicious bodies. 
 
    The eight of us laid in bed for an unknown amount of time as the bliss and euphoria filled our bodies. 
 
    It must have been the second or third hour in the morning, but despite the time, I could still hear the residents outside working together to clean up the island. I imagined it was the same throughout the rest of the kingdom, and I was going to assist them all as soon as my women allowed me to leave the bed. 
 
    It was still crazy to me that we’d gone through so much in the last day or two. 
 
    Or even in the last several months. 
 
    When I first arrived in Rengfri and found myself on this strange island with humans and undesirables at odds with one another, I never thought anything like this would happen. I remembered feeling confused over something so simple as bread and cooked meats, but now I had all the sustenance and resources my family could ever need. I had hundreds of thousands of pieces in the basement of the castle I’d claimed for my own, I had islands of loyal subjects, I had any kind of magic I could want available at the snap of my fingers. 
 
    I’d destroyed the Church and its holy followers. I’d taken down The Blessed, the incubi, and hundreds of angels and demons, including both the Dark King and Holy King. 
 
    And now I was free to live out my days with my sinfully beautiful women, one of whom was carrying my first child. But there was a chance that perhaps the others were pregnant, too.  
 
    So much had happened since I first removed the golden shackle from my arm and disobeyed my Lord Captain’s orders. 
 
    I could have easily died during my first few days in Rengfri, especially when Ashe was ordered to kill me. But instead we became the most amazing team, and we started to build the incredible family and army that I now had. 
 
    And now my life and legacy would live on through the many thousands of followers who’d gladly lay down their lives to serve and defend me… 
 
    A rogue demon from the Hellscape. 
 
    The Demon King of All Worlds.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    It had been ten years since the ultimate war against the Hellscape and the Heavenly Glade, and so much had happened during that time that I almost couldn’t believe what had changed. 
 
    It took almost a full year to get the kingdom back in order, but the residents helped where they could. I made a countless number of trips to each individual island to check on the process, and I made sure to check each village, large and small, too. The residents were grateful that I’d taken the time to visit them, but that seemed like something a king of my stature should do. 
 
    The Port of Rengfri looked slightly different these days. There were many more bridges and open cracks in the ground due to the war, but there was still the same spirit in the air. Undesirables and humans now lived and worked together, they were friends and neighbors, and that was all I’d wanted to achieve from the beginning. 
 
    Peace. 
 
    I had been officially crowned as the Demon King of All Realms and the Ruler of the Surface World six months after the war ended. Word of my fight spread like hellfire across the seas in all directions, and it wasn’t long before kings of even the most distant lands were kneeling to my reign. 
 
    Which I hadn’t expected, but I could understand the inclination. 
 
    Hell, I ruled the fucking immortal realms. No one wanted to risk a war with me, and everyone hoped to please me and stay in my good graces. 
 
    So we held the ultimate crowning ceremony. 
 
    It took place in Nivertara where the mortal king used to live, since his old palace was now mine. It was where important meetings were held already, and it was where the majority of my representatives and generals met to discuss my orders. 
 
    The day of my crowning was incredible, but it also felt slightly surreal. I was still getting used to my new title at that point, so to see thousands of people lining the narrow streets of Nivertara, and tens of thousands of foreign ships bobbing on the seas around us, hearing their cheers as I made my way toward the palace, was a moment I’d never forget. 
 
    The entire day had been planned out perfectly by my generals, so I just had to sit with my women in my gilded carriage and be taken up the winding road that led to the palace. Thiron had been put on guard duty with his hellhounds that day, and he stood outside the main entrance of the palace just to make sure no one who wasn’t invited tried to get in. We didn’t have any enemies, but the generals didn’t want to risk anything, so they made sure to protect the palace as much as they could.  
 
    Thiron had improved in strength greatly since the end of the war, and we’d spent time with him to help him process the hell powers he’d gained during the fight. It was mainly Ashe who helped him, only because I was too busy with other tasks, but I helped him where I could.  
 
    He now lived in the Hellscape with my Demon Queen, and the two of them were the perfect team. He also made the trip with Ashe whenever she came to Rengfri to visit us, and it was always nice to see the young demon. He really was a member of our family now, as he had been since the day I met him and damn near murdered his ass. 
 
    Dahlia also took her rightful place in the Heavenly Glade once the crowning had been made official, and she was the most incredible Heavenly Queen the realm could have hoped for. Her first order of business was to make sure the ghosts of Selythia were given their rightful places in the Heavenly Glade, and I knew the spirits were incredibly grateful that Dahlia had stuck to her promise. 
 
    They were some of my most dedicated angels now. 
 
    And when other kings began bowing to my reign, Dahlia made sure to see that the millions of ghosts left wandering the world found their way to their afterlives as well. 
 
    She truly loved her job, but she mainly loved the freedom she had. The Holy King and Guardian Angels always gave their minions orders before, usually dangerous and misguided orders, so Dahlia had always felt stuck in the Heavenly Glade before she decided to fall from grace. But now she was free to go wherever, and do whatever, she pleased. 
 
    Dahlia also had a personal pegasus now that she loved to ride around on, and she often spent days traveling across the realm on the back of her holy, winged steed. 
 
    Just like Ashe and Thiron, Dahlia also made the trip to the Port of Rengfri very frequently. We made sure to have a banquet in the castle whenever they all arrived, and I made my generals take care of my tasks on those particular days so I could enjoy having my whole family together entirely. 
 
    I still lived in the castle in Oakenpass, despite the fact that I had multiple estates spread out across Selythia and the world beyond. The Port of Rengfri was my true home, and it always would be, so I saw no reason to move from the castle where I’d truly built my life up to what if had become. 
 
    I lived there with Sveila, Iris, Lux, and Lixiss, but six months after the war, and once Rengfri was getting back in order, Naia came to live with us, too. 
 
    At some point during the final battle, probably when the earthquake shattered the ground, a crack was formed down the side of the grassy hill which led to the castle. At first I’d asked the witches whether they could perform a spell to fix it, but I quickly changed my mind when I noticed that the crack led directly to the sea, and the water had started to slowly trickle in. 
 
    With the help of several undesirables, the break was then dug deeper until we had a wide, open inlet right beside the castle, which was perfect for Naia to live in. It had always been our dream to have her live with us, and it was incredibly hard to watch her head back to the cove every time, but that wasn’t an issue for us anymore. 
 
    Naia didn’t even need to think about her answer when I asked if she wanted to live beside my castle. She instantly gave a leading role to Sirena, her right-hand woman. Naia was still in charge of the school of mermaids, and she constantly swam down to check on the cove, but she felt safe leaving Sirena in charge of the daily duties. 
 
    The mermaids and Sveila had done an incredible job with the injured residents after the war. A few of the witches and elves were able to perform spells to heal the deeper, more serious wounds, but my little, finned nurses cared for the other patients until they were back to full health. 
 
    I’d been relieved to hear that the total number of deaths after the war wasn’t as damaging as I’d first feared. A couple thousand people across the entire kingdom had lost their lives, but it could have been much worse than that, considering I had millions of soldiers to begin with. I also made sure to create a burial site on each island so loved ones could go and visit them, but their souls now lived with either Ashe or Dahlia in their new realms, where I was certain both the demons and angels were thriving healthily. 
 
    I’d also ended up passing management of my various businesses to others once I officially became the ruler of the surface world. The orbs, the tavern, and the thunderclap businesses were still technically mine, and I collected several sacks of pieces from each business once a month. But I needed someone who could take control since I no longer had the time. 
 
    The tabaxi decided to step down from the orb business a couple of years ago, and now it was owned by the half-elves, Donred and Lilsys. They moved to the Grimmway with their two children, Gabrina and Haveis, and they lived a life they’d always wanted for their family. They loved and cared for the imps, and that was most important to me. 
 
    But the orbs were still selling incredibly well, the tavern was constantly full of drunkards who prided themselves on frequenting the tavern of their king, and the orcs were also producing barrels upon barrels of thunderclap every week that was now being shipped to even the most distant lands. The werewolves’ amethyst business was also doing just as well, and Gunnolf was always pleased to tell me how many thousands of crates they’d sold whenever I had a meeting with my generals. 
 
    No werewolves in history had ever been so rich as they now were, but damn it if they didn’t still wear the raggediest clothes imaginable. 
 
    I also made sure to keep in constant contact with Madame Nyra, but she was just as busy as I was. Not only did she have her black fairy “darlings” to care for, but she was also still in charge of the Shadow Quarters. The cunning, feisty old fairy loved nothing more than to show others who was in charge, too, since she’d officially surpassed all others who’d come before her in the role. She oozed power and confidence, so she was often seen flying from one place to another whenever she had a job to complete, and she made sure to wear her most lavish silks and laces wherever she went.  
 
    But the biggest change that had occurred over the last ten years was the arrival of my children.  
 
    Plural. 
 
    Eight months after the war, Sveila gave birth to our daughter. 
 
    It was the craziest day in a long time for me, and it was also one of the scariest days I’d ever experienced. I had no idea what was going on when Sveila woke up screaming in the middle of the night, and while Iris and Lux were assisting Sveila, Lixiss flew to the inlet to inform Naia.  
 
    Fortunately, Ashe and Dahlia always had someone watching over us, so it didn’t take them long to find out, either.  
 
    It was horrific to see Sveila in so much pain, and knowing that I couldn’t do much about it shattered my demonic heart. I had no idea how to be a father, or what it meant to have a child, so I had those fears running through my mind, too. 
 
    Being partially human really was a mindfuck sometimes. 
 
    The birthing process had gone on for several hours, and the sun was shining by the time our daughter was born. But as soon as Sveila and I held our daughter in our arms, the original fears and constant questions seemed to vanish. It felt natural to have the baby with us, and it was like she had been missing from the family this entire time.  
 
    I’d tried to do the gentlemanly thing and told Sveila to think of a name for the child, but apparently she’d secretly had a name picked out the entire time. The Red Witch wanted to pass down her mother’s name, which I realized was a healing process since her mother had been brutally taken from her by the Church. 
 
    Acacia was now ten years old, and she was exactly like her mother.  
 
    She had long purple hair and amber eyes just like Sveila, she loved helping people and creating various medicines, and she was constantly practicing new spells. Acacia wasn’t born with any hell powers, however she was already a powerful witch, so we assumed she’d taken that strength from me. 
 
    A couple of months after Acacia was born, Dahlia and Naia found out they were pregnant, too. We were all still getting used to having Acacia in the family, but I loved my first child more than I could put into words, so I never complained at the thought of having more.  
 
    Dahlia gave birth to our son, Conah, and three months after that, Naia gave birth to our daughter, Tulia. 
 
    Conah had the curliest hair I’d ever seen, and it was still uncontrollable nine years on. But his hair was brown instead of gold, and his eyes were bright violet, too. He was clearly a mix of both Dahlia and I, and a year after his birth, he began to grow the smallest pair of golden wings. 
 
    I had to admit, it was pretty fucking cute, too. 
 
    Even if I kind of wished he’d sprout some little horns to balance things out. 
 
    It also turned out that teaching a child how to fly was even harder than teaching them to walk, which I hadn’t been prepared for. 
 
    Especially when he threw a tantrum and took advantage of the golden wings to jet around my castle knocking half the diamonds off my chandeliers. 
 
    Tulia, like Acacia, looked exactly like her mermaid mother. Her hair was a beautiful shade of orange, and her eyes were as blue as the sky on a bright day. It was the first time Naia had ever encountered a baby mermaid, so neither of us were sure whether she needed to be taught how to swim. 
 
    But we took Tulia to the water nearly every day to see what would happen, and as with Conah, it wasn’t until a year after she was born that Tulia suddenly grew a shimmering green tail. We never let go of her in the water until that day, but as soon as the tail appeared, Tulia instinctively knew what to do. 
 
    My little orange-haired daughter constantly lived in the inlet now, but she also had a mischievous side, just like Naia. So I often heard residents muttering about the little mermaid who splashed them as they went about their day, or lured their kids into the water to play chase with. 
 
    I did make sure to check, and no, she never tried to kill any of the boys. 
 
    Yet, at least. 
 
    So far, we weren’t sure if Conah or Tulia were born with any magical powers, but we were confident that Conah would have some, given that both Dahlia and I came with our own holy and hellish powers. But like with the wings, we had a feeling it would take some time for things like that to make themselves known. 
 
    Lux and Lixiss were the next to get pregnant, and they both found out on the very same day only two months after Tulia was born. We always assumed the twins would do everything together, but we didn’t think they’d give birth to two girls at the exact same time, too. 
 
    Maga and Mythia were born only minutes apart, and they were often mistaken for twins. They were the smallest babies, and they still looked like they should be younger than their eight years of age. 
 
    Both Maga and Mythia had long black hair, their eyes were a misty purple in color, and just like their mothers, they knew exactly how to get what they wanted. Iris said they had me wrapped around their little fingers, but I wasn’t quite sure if that was a bad thing or not, and they were by far the most mischievous out of all of my children, so I was a big fan. 
 
    The girls loved to hide, and I often didn’t know where Maga and Mythia were until I heard their sweet giggles. They constantly took advantage of their tiny black wings, too, and they’d hide in the highest parts of the castle as they thought of their next plan.  
 
    But just like Lux and Lixiss, their daughters were fiercely protective, and that sometimes got them into trouble. It was a good thing I had a group of knights guarding the castle, because I needed them just for Maga and Mythia alone.  
 
    A year after that, Iris gave birth to our son, Astro, and everyone was just as shocked as I was when he was born. 
 
    Astro had pointed elf ears like Iris, but his green eyes shone like mine, and he was born with two little demon horns, too. 
 
    I may have sprinted a victory lap around the whole damn castle that day. 
 
    The horns used to be two tiny little stumps that sat over the top of his light orange hair, but they grew as each year passed. We were also very confident that Astro would have some sort of hell power, but that probably wasn’t going to arrive until he was a bit older.  
 
    At first, when we noticed the demon horns and shiny eyes, Iris was concerned he was going to be a difficult child to raise. She thought he was going to be exactly like a demon, and perhaps that meant hellish tantrums, too, but she was pleasantly surprised to be proven wrong. 
 
    I was mostly just confused.  
 
    Astro couldn’t have been more well behaved. He loved to read, he was creative like Iris, and he never caused any trouble. Whenever we went out in the carriage with the children, Astro would quietly look out the window and watch the world go by. Whereas we often had to keep the other children on our laps to stop them from jumping or flying out the windows while the carriage was moving. 
 
    But we loved our trips in the carriage, especially when we traveled through other lands. My women were treated like the queens they were, and my children loved to be treated like princes and princesses.  
 
    My women and I all agreed that we had it lucky with Astro, though, and perhaps it didn’t matter if a child held more demon traits or not. It clearly didn’t mean they were going to be difficult children to raise. 
 
    That was… until Ashe gave birth to our son, Orkin, and nothing had been the same since then.  
 
    Orkin was pretty much born with an evil smirk on his lips, and it was clear from the start that he was much more like his mother than me. He was born in his demon form with pink eyes like Ashe, but he had a human form, too, that he liked to switch into on a whim. When he did, his hair was as black as mine, his skin was icy pale, and he knew exactly how to get what he wanted with the most unnervingly charming smile I’d ever seen on a child’s face. 
 
    He was a bit of a trickster, to be honest. 
 
    Orkin was the youngest of my seven children, and at only six years, he already had a hell power, and he loved nothing more than to use it. 
 
    My demon son had the ability to turn an object into whatever he wanted just by touching it. That would have been useful during a war, especially if that meant turning our enemy into something small and easy to kill. But Orkin used the hell power for other purposes. 
 
    He particularly liked to change his meals if he didn’t like the vegetables on his plate, or he would turn a rock into a dagger. Because he quickly realized that he loved weapons just as much as Ashe did.  
 
    Orkin also once changed Acacia into a bird, but fortunately Sveila knew of a spell to change her daughter back again before I lit the entire castle on fire in my fury. That caused Ashe to whisk Orkin to the Hellscape for a while, where Thiron was going to watch over him, but it wasn’t exactly a punishment fit for changing his oldest sister into a bird. Because Orkin also liked the hellhounds, and he spent the next few days riding around on the mutts instead. 
 
    He wasn’t exactly a bad kid, though. Despite changing Acacia into a bird and nearly making my immortal heart give out, he was incredibly loving when he wanted to be. Orkin just needed to be watched more than the others, and Ashe often sent him to live in the castle with us because she needed a break. 
 
    One of the questions we had when Ashe realized that she was pregnant was why it had taken over four years to have a child. It didn’t bother us, and we were just grateful to have one, but we were curious.  
 
    The half-elf, Elora, had a theory that perhaps because Ashe and I were both demons, it was harder for us to have a child together. Demons weren’t supposed to have the ability to reproduce, and we didn’t think it was at all possible, so it could have been that those factors played a role in how quickly we were able to have a child.  
 
    My women often asked if I’d like to have more children, and I knew they secretly wanted to get pregnant again and again, so we were constantly working on it these days.  
 
    I never realized just how much I’d wanted my children until the day they were born, and now I couldn’t imagine my life without them. 
 
    But it meant the castle was constantly filled with noise and laughter, and although I used to prefer living in a more peaceful and broody setting, it now felt strange if everything was too quiet. 
 
    Suspicious, even. 
 
    “Daddy!” A little voice broke me from my thoughts as it echoed through the door to my office. “Daddy!” 
 
    The door opened only seconds later, and Tulia skipped into the room as I tidied the sheets of parchment on my desk. Her orange hair had been styled into two separate plaits, and her shimmering green dress delicately covered her shoulders and stopped at her knees.  
 
    “Hello.” I smiled at my half-mermaid daughter. 
 
    “They’re almost going to be here!” Tulia spun around in a circle before she threw herself onto my lap. “Mommy said they’ll be here soon!” 
 
    I briefly glanced over my shoulder to peer out the window, and the setting sun allowed me to see that Tulia was right. Ashe, Thiron, Dahlia, and the kids always arrived just as the sun set, and then they’d stay with us for the next twenty-four hours or so.  
 
    “You’re right, they will be here soon,” I said as I placed a kiss on Tulia’s forehead. “Are you excited?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” She bounced on my lap. “As long as Orkin doesn’t turn me into a chair again. He got into big trouble when he did that.” 
 
    “That’s because Orkin needs to learn when to use his hell power, and he can’t go around turning you all into different objects and animals,” I replied. “Daddy might lose his damn mind if he keeps it up, in fact.” 
 
    “Awwww, but it’s okay, Auntie Sveila can always turn us back again, Daddy!” Tulia smiled. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered and forced myself to smile back. “That’s true.” 
 
    “But I’m excited to see Conah, too!” the little mermaid gushed. “And Auntie Ashe, Auntie Dahlia, and Uncle Thiron! Do you think he’ll bring a puppy with him? Ohhhh, I hope he does!” 
 
    My children had a strange fascination with the hellhounds, but I had to admit, the mutts weren’t as bad as I first thought. They were now trained to protect us more than any other creatures in existence, so there was no longer the fear that they’d attack anyone they came across in my home. 
 
    “He might bring one of the dogs.” I nodded. “But if he doesn’t, then we can tell him to bring one next time, okay, sweetie?” 
 
    “Okay,” Tulia replied as she wriggled off my lap. “Mommy said I had to make sure my face was clean before they arrived, and she already got grumpy with me today, so I don’t want to make her grumpy again.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I frowned. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault!” The young mermaid’s eyes widened. “I was playing a game with Maga and Mythia, and they told me to splash them with my tail when I was in the stream. But then they flew away, and I splashed the knights instead… and they maybe kind of sort of slipped into the stream and could barely climb back out again. I laughed very hard at how much they struggled, so then Mommy said not to splash mortals in metal outfits, and not to be so obvious about enjoying their suffering, but it was Maga and Mythia’s fault!” 
 
    I nodded as I made a mental note to keep an eye on her more mermaid-like tendencies. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure the knights knew you didn’t mean it,” I said as I stroked her soft hair. “But that’s why you have to be careful when you’re playing, because you don’t know if they’ll like it or not.” 
 
    “I said sorry…” Tulia replied in a soft voice. “And I said I wouldn’t do it again…” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I winked. “We know you didn’t mean it. However, you should go and clean your face before Mommy finds you in here.” 
 
    “Okay.” Tulia cupped one hand over her mouth to catch her giggle. “It’ll be our secret that I came in here.” 
 
    “Our secret.” I smiled as my daughter ran from the room.  
 
    Naia once said that I needed to discipline the children more, especially if they did something they weren’t supposed to do, or seemed like they wanted to put my subjects at risk. My women also told their children not to come into my office if I was busy, but they still did it anyway. 
 
    I just found it harder to stick to the rules they’d laid out. I probably should have told Tulia that it was wrong to potentially risk drowning the knights, even if she’d aimed for Maga and Mythia in the first place. But it seemed as though she’d learned her lesson, so I didn’t see the point in repeating Naia’s words to our daughter. 
 
    Not until she really, purposefully started trying to lure people to watery graves. 
 
    After Tulia had closed the door behind her, I finished clearing away the parchment from my desk before I left the office. I hadn’t realized the time before she came in, so I wanted to be ready when everyone arrived.  
 
    The succulent scent of various dishes floated through the castle as I made my way downstairs, and I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until that moment. There were a lot of different diets in our family to think about, but Sveila, Iris, and the twins were busy in the kitchen organizing the family banquet.  
 
    Naia and Tulia mainly ate fish, so that always had to be included, but Ashe, Thiron, and Orkin had more of an interesting diet, too. Because they spent most of their time in the Hellscape in demon forms these days, they preferred for their meat to be rare and bloody, and boiled hell eels was my demon son’s favorite meal. Ashe always made sure to bring some whenever they came to visit, but only she was allowed to cook them because Orkin didn’t like it when the eels were too chewy.  
 
    The rest of us still ate a selection of vegetables, meats, bread, and of course applesauce, and the little imp, Gyor, still purchased and delivered them. I’d told Gyor that we no longer needed his assistance, and he didn’t have to complete those tasks if he didn’t want to, but he liked working for us. He was quite a distinguished imp because of it, too, so I made sure to give him his own gilded carriage to carry out his duties in. 
 
    As I reached the kitchen I spotted my women preparing the food, but I also noticed Acacia and Astro were sitting at a table with books open in front of them. Iris had offered to be the children’s teacher, and she taught them everything they needed to know. Orkin and Conah had their own teachers in their realms, but they joined in on the lessons whenever they were here.  
 
    Acacia and Astro were Iris’ best students, though. They were always willing to learn, but Maga, Mythia, and Tulia were mainly interested in the creative lessons. Iris taught them all how to sew and make different outfits for themselves, so my children only wore the best clothes.  
 
    Iris still had her two dress shops, one in Oakenpass and the original one in the Grimmway, and she constantly had orders to make more dresses. However, she’d hired people to manage the shops because she didn’t have as much time, which meant that she could spend all of her time in the castle with all of us.  
 
    She still wore the gold dagger pendant either around her neck or her wrist, and she still wasn’t overly comfortable handling larger weapons. Fortunately, Iris had never needed to learn how to handle a sword, so she was still slightly cautious around them.  
 
    “This smells amazing,” I said as I wrapped my arms around Sveila’s waist.  
 
    “Only the best for you, master.” She winked.  
 
    “The fish is perfectly descaled, just how Naia likes it,” Lux giggled. 
 
    “And the rabbit was only killed this morning, so it couldn’t be more fresh,” Iris sighed. “Ashe has a really strange diet these days.” 
 
    “We left the rabbit outside,” Lixiss snickered. “We didn’t want to make that mistake again.” 
 
    “I can still smell it now!” Acacia groaned from the other end of the kitchen. “The dead bunny smells so bad!” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you don’t have to eat it.” Sveila smirked.  
 
    “What are you learning?” I asked my daughter as I walked over to see them.  
 
    “I’m learning about the history of Mommy’s family,” Acacia said sweetly. “I’m reading about the first Red Witches, but also the trials and tribulations they had to go through before they were accepted as members of society.” 
 
    “That’s an important thing for you to learn,” I replied as I placed a kiss on her forehead. “And what about you, Astro?” 
 
    “I’m reading about the difference between cotton and linen.” He looked up from his book and smiled. “Mommy would like me to make a pair of pants, but I have to choose which material they’re made from.” 
 
    “And what do you think you’re going to use?” I asked. 
 
    “I think…” Astro pondered for a second. “I think linen, but cotton is softer and more comfortable to wear.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll make the right choice.” I smiled.  
 
    “Plus, you can make two pairs if you want, Astro,” Iris spoke up. “But let’s start with one for now.” 
 
    “Okay!” Astro smiled before he returned to his book.  
 
    But then the ground suddenly vibrated like a light earthquake, and before any of us could say a word, two little voices announced the arrival of our first guests.  
 
    “They’re here!” Maga cried excitedly.  
 
    “Mommy, Daddy, they’re here!” Mythia added.  
 
    The two tiny black fairies flew into the kitchen, swooped through the room, and then flew back toward the main door. They had the door open before I could even leave the kitchen, and their sweet laughter echoed from outside as they waited for Ashe, Thiron, and Orkin to land on the grassy hill.  
 
    Another thing I’d noticed since I’d become the Demon King of both the Hellscape and the Heavenly Glade, was that the scent of evil was no longer as strong and mouthwatering. There was still a big difference, and I noticed the scent of uncontrollable evil and angelic perfection straight away, but it didn’t seem to have the same effect anymore.  
 
    It was probably because they were now my own realms, so I was much more used to being among the varying scents without feeling the primal need to hunt for anything. 
 
    But before the new scent could settle, a tiny little boy with black hair let out a cry as he charged toward me. He much preferred to be in his human form, so he rarely ever arrived in his demon form. 
 
    “Daddyyyyy!” Orkin yelled as he launched himself into my arms. 
 
    I hooked Orkin onto my hip and held him close as he brought a wooden dart from his pocket.  
 
    “Look what I found, isn’t it cool?” Orkin smiled at his weapon. “Mommy doesn’t know I have it, and she doesn’t know I stole it from her trunk…” 
 
    “It’s very cool.” I smiled at my son. “But what do you think she’s going to say when she sees that you have it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Orkin shrugged. “I bet she won’t be mad, though.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll be mad?” Ashe sighed as she appeared in front of us. “Orkin, what did I tell you before we left?” 
 
    My Infernal Huntress looked as stunning as ever, but I couldn’t help but smile as I saw the unimpressed look on her face. Her silver-blue hair was styled around her head to make it look like a crown, and instead of a golden shackle around her arm, Ashe now had a pendant which she touched whenever she wanted to travel from one realm to another. 
 
    “You said to check my pockets to make sure I didn’t have anything in them…” Orkin said in a bored tone after a moment of silence. 
 
    “So how did the dart get in there?” Ashe placed her hands on her hips as she gave our son a stern look.  
 
    “I put it in there after you checked.” Orkin shrugged. “I didn’t have anything in there when you first looked, so I wasn’t breaking the rules…” 
 
    I had to hold back my laughter. Ashe wouldn’t have been happy with me if it looked like I was siding with Orkin, but I was honestly impressed with how well he tiptoed through technicalities when it came to rules.  
 
    “I told you not to bring any weapons with you, especially after what you did yesterday,” Ashe replied. “Now, you’re going to give that to Uncle Thiron, and you won’t get it back until we leave.” 
 
    “Urggggh!” Orkin threw back his head as he groaned.  
 
    “It’s either that, or I snap it in half, and you never get it back.” Ashe shrugged. “It’s your choice.” 
 
    Orkin hissed between his teeth. “Fine!” 
 
    I placed my son back on the ground, and then the little demon plodded over to Thiron, who already had Maga and Mythia in his arms.  
 
    “I love our son, I really do,” Ashe snickered as she placed her head on my chest. “But I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too.” I kissed her crown as I held her close. “But what did he do yesterday?” 
 
    “Fuck, Atticus, I was this close to sending him to you,” she sighed. “I was looking all fucking day for one of my Lord Admirals, and no one had seen him. That was until I noticed a tiny hellmouse constantly scurrying around my feet and the little bastard wouldn’t leave me alone…” 
 
    “Oh, shit…” I snorted. 
 
    “Orkin had turned him into a fucking hellmouse!” Ashe groaned. “I was close to throwing the little creature into a pot of stew, too!” 
 
    “Were you able to turn him back?” I asked.  
 
    “No, so Thiron currently has the mouse in his pocket,” Ashe muttered and crossed her arms. “We’re hoping Sveila can turn the Lord Admiral back without any issues.” 
 
    I didn’t want to laugh, because I didn’t want Orkin to think he could constantly do things like that, but it was fucking hilarious.  
 
    “You know, you can always send him here if you need a break,” I told her through a grin. “Iris always has room for one more student in her classes, and maybe Orkin’s punishment could be to sit in class all day.” 
 
    “I fear what he’d do if that happened,” Ashe snorted. “But at least Sveila would be around if anything did happen.” 
 
    “Think about it.” I smiled. 
 
    I continued to hold Ashe against me as the others left the castle to greet everyone. The children threw themselves at Thiron and Ashe, but Tulia was slightly disappointed when she realized he hadn’t brought a hellhound with him, so he promised to bring one next time.  
 
    We stayed in the courtyard for several more minutes after that, but then we were all stunned into silence when a golden light appeared on the grassy hill. 
 
    “Everyone’s here now!” Maga shouted.  
 
    “Auntie Dahlia and Conah!” Mythia cried as the two of them swooped toward the light.  
 
    Fortunately, the golden light wasn’t dangerous like it used to be, we just would have ended up in the Heavenly Glade if we touched it. But arriving in that realm wasn’t as disastrous as it once was.  
 
    Dahlia landed perfectly on the stone ground in front of us, and our curly-haired son fluttered his golden wings as he came to a practiced halt beside her. Maga and Mythia were the first to give their auntie and half-brother a hug, and then Ashe moved to the side as Dahlia threw her arms around me.  
 
    “It feels like it’s been months since we were last here,” Dahlia said as she leaned up to give me a kiss. “But it’s only been a week.” 
 
    “It feels like that for me, too,” I replied. “You all need to come here more often.” 
 
    “We’ll certainly do that when we’re not so busy.” She smiled. “Conah and I have been so excited to come down here.” 
 
    “We have, we have!” Conah said as he flew up to give me a hug. “Can we stay for longer this time? I don’t want to go back.” 
 
    “You can stay here for as long as you want.” I smiled at my angelic son. 
 
    “Yayyy!” he cheered as he flew off to play with his half-siblings and Thiron. 
 
    Iris, Sveila, Naia, and the twins came over to greet Dahlia and Ashe, and we all held each other in a tight hug as we were reunited once again. 
 
    It still felt strange when everyone was in different realms, and the time between visits did feel like they went on for months, but there was no better feeling than when everyone returned to the castle. 
 
    The children would play and get into all sorts of trouble, but once they’d finally fallen asleep, my women and I would settle in the great hall and drink our weight in thunderclap and other tonics. It almost felt like the rest of the world didn’t exist during the twenty-four hours that we were all together, and it felt amazing. 
 
    It felt like the life I was meant to be living. 
 
    In fact, in the last ten years, I hadn’t had a single dream which involved Sophie and Adam, the man I was before. I thought I would have been sad that I didn’t have those memories anymore, but I quickly realized that I no longer needed those dreams, because I knew what had happened, and I knew how I came to be Atticus in the first place.  
 
    But part of me wished I could go back in time and speak to Sophie and Adam one more time. I wanted to thank them, because if it wasn’t for the love they shared, I wouldn’t have found myself in Rengfri. 
 
    If it wasn’t for Adam’s determination to do right by Sophie, Atticus wouldn’t have been reborn, and none of this would have happened. 
 
    I wouldn’t have met Ashe, Sveila, Lux, Lixiss, Iris, Naia, Dahlia, and Thiron, and I wouldn’t have seven children running and flying around my castle. 
 
    So even though Adam’s life had ended so suddenly, Atticus’ had only just begun. 
 
    And it sure was a hell of a life being the one and only Demon King. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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