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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Four chairs surrounded a wooden table in a dimly lit cavern room. A single candle resting on the table provided just enough illumination to reveal three black-robed men sitting together. 
 
    “Where is he?” one of the black robes muttered, rubbing his fingers together. “It’s been too long. We should leave.” 
 
    “Quiet,” the one sitting in the middle barked. “You know we can’t leave without the package. The commander will have our heads if we escape without it.” 
 
    “At least we’ll only be dead,” the first black robe argued. He turned his head to check the entrance again. “I heard that the scarlet hunter was in the area.” 
 
    “Her reputation is overblown nonsense,” the third black robe chuckled. “I can’t believe a hardened criminal like you would fear a woman.” 
 
    “You would too if you had heard the stories,” the first man mumbled, not bothering to protect his honor. “They say her very gaze can rip your soul from your body. Her blades are like fire that burn you as you die.” 
 
    “Enough,” the middle black robe silenced. “Those are mere rumors! Her sighting is but whispers. Even if she were here, she wouldn’t be looking for us. There are three other teams operating in this area.” 
 
    “Better them than us,” the third man grunted. The three waited in silence for a few more minutes. As the flame from the candle began to slowly wane, the middle man shook his head. 
 
    “We’ve waited the candlesmark,” he said, grimacing. “If he isn’t here yet, something happened. Prepare the teleportation array.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the other two men said. As they got up, however, the sound of running footsteps greeted their ears. They tensed at the sound, drawing strange daggers from their robes, two blue and a yellow one for the leader. They stood in preparation for attack as the source of the footsteps appeared. 
 
    A fourth black-garbed man appeared, wheezing heavily at the exertion of running. The other three didn’t lower their weapons at the sight of one of their own. 
 
    “What’s wrong, and where’s the package?” the leader narrowed his eyes suspiciously. 
 
    The new man shook his head and coughed. 
 
    “I have it, but we need, to move,” he said in short breaths. “The others, they’re all dead. Barely, made it out.” 
 
    “Impossible! Those teams had warlocks with them,” the third black robe gasped. 
 
    “It’s a, new squad,” the runner hissed. “They knew where the bases were. Likely this one too.” 
 
    “Hurry up with that array!” the leader barked quickly. “It’s time to go!” 
 
    “Good idea, sir,” the new man sighed in relief. He took a step forward and froze as the leader pointed his yellow dagger at him. 
 
    “You, take off your hood and throw the package over,” the leader ordered. 
 
    “Are you planning on leaving me?” the runner asked in shock. 
 
    “If the base locations were known, then there was a traitor,” the leader of the black robes reasoned, “and all I have is your word. Show me the package.” 
 
    “Uh, right here,” the runner fumbled in his cloak for a moment before removing a small box from an inner pocket. 
 
    “Open it and show me from there,” the leader ordered, raising the dagger threateningly. 
 
    “Please sir, don’t attack,” the runner begged. “Look, I’m opening it now.” 
 
    The leader watched as the runner slowly opened the box, revealing a small, white stone. The leader relaxed slightly but kept up his guard. 
 
    “How’s the portal coming, lads?” he inquired. 
 
    “Just about ready, boss,” the nervous man reported. “Just needs a few more seconds.” 
 
    The leader nodded then turned to look back at the runner. 
 
    “Take off your hood now,” he ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the runner said, obeying. “Ah, but hold this for a moment please.” 
 
    In a single fluid motion, the runner threw the box into the air. The white stone left the container, attracting the eyes of the black-robed men. The stone glowed and exploded in a flash of light that illuminated the room like a small sun. The black-robed men screamed in pain, their eyes reeling from the shock of looking into so strong a light. 
 
    The runner threw off his black robe, revealing himself to not even be a he. In a flash, the woman crossed the room and stuck a steel dagger deep into the hearts of the two men working on the portal. They died gurgling out blood, unable to realize the events that led to their death. 
 
    The leader, having closed one eye by instinct, whirled around and threw his yellow dagger. The dagger turned into a bolt of lightning that pierced through the girl’s armor and threw her back against the wall. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that, you wench,” the leader growled, pulling out a healing potion for his eye. He took a quick swig and grimaced at the taste. Putting away the potion, the man withdrew two more lightning daggers and walked toward the fallen figure. 
 
    The woman’s figure disappeared suddenly, and the man reacted just in time to block the swing of a glowing red longsword from behind him. He narrowed his eyes at the flames leaking from the blade. 
 
    “You must be the flaming adventurer Fiora,” he said, frowning. “I’ve heard of you. You’ve been quite a thorn in our organization’s side for years, but then you disappeared. Why return now?” 
 
    The woman said nothing, instead jumping back and pulling a dagger out of her belt. She pointed both the longsword and dagger at the hooded figure. 
 
    The man snorted. “No matter. I’ll just make your disappearance real. Your illusions and fire won’t save you!” 
 
    “Who says I need to be saved? Your daggers aren’t that interesting,” the woman chuckled. “Tell me, where does that portal lead to? Your commander’s base? Perhaps even his information hub?” 
 
    The leader paused, thinking of something. His eyes widened. 
 
    “No!” he cried out, but it was too late. The portal, having been finished, activated behind him. The woman grinned, and the dagger in her hand changed into a glowing red crystal. She wound her arm back and threw it at the portal. 
 
    The man threw himself at the crystal, desperate to catch it. Dropping the yellow daggers, he caught the crystal just before it entered the portal. He sighed in relief as he watched the temporary portal begin to close. 
 
    “Nice catch,” the woman’s voice whispered into his ears. With a kick, she sent the leader screaming through the portal, the crystal already starting to shine brighter. Scratching her chin, the lady warrior reached into her bag and pulled out another crystal, throwing it into the collapsing portal. Just before it dissipated, the sound of a massive explosion entered her ears and then vanished. 
 
    Triumphant, the lady turned her back, stopping only to retrieve the dropped daggers, and exited the room, walking back outside into the night air. She was greeted by the sight of a large group of soldiers led by a dashing young man in white and gold armor. The commander, as the man appeared to be, sighed. 
 
    “Did you at least leave anything for us to do?” he asked the warrior. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, but check your sources if any nearby manors or caves blew up. You’ll find more than enough evidence and can make all the arrests you want.” 
 
    “The mission was to interrogate, not destroy,” the commander reprimanded. 
 
    The lady scoffed. “You wanted to find their base of operations? Just follow the noise and smoke.” 
 
    The commander shook his head. “I’m sorry, but as commander of this operation, I, Sir Rolf, must place you under arrest for going against your commander’s orders. Please come quietly, Adventurer Milly.” 
 
    Milly rolled her eyes and raised her hands, allowing a soldier to shackle her. She acted like she didn’t even feel the cuffs around her wrists. 
 
    “Fine, but make sure the guards remember to bring me some food this time. I’d hate to have to break out again to find something to nibble on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Milly fiddled with her fingers, spinning a twig between them like a dancer around the forest trees. She finally made it to her pinky when the twig flew off and broke against the wall. Sighing in annoyance, she once again examined the room in which she was being kept. 
 
    As expected, the room was made completely out of stone, a material very hard to dig through or break through by explosions. There were no windows, just a single stone door at the left corner. In the center of the room stood a wooden table and two chairs on either side, with the young lady in one of them, still cuffed. She rolled her eyes at the obvious reasons why she was being kept here. 
 
    “Hey, I know you can hear me!” She raised her voice to the ceiling. “Look, I’ve been good and patient for two hours now, sitting here in your steel cuffs and not breaking anything. Can I get some food now?” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    Milly groaned and dropped her head onto her arms. She was starting to feel bored, now that she had run out of twigs. This was the first time she had had to wait so long for someone to come in and talk to her. 
 
    Leaning back up, she began to drum on the table, counting in beat to one of the new popular bard songs. She hummed the beat to the movement of her fingers. She started with her right hand but frowned and switched hands to keep feeling the beat. 
 
    As she reached the chorus for the second time, her stomach growled. Twitching, Milly leaned back and looked down to pat her belly. 
 
    “Alright, I guess that means it’s time to go,” she muttered, shrugging to herself. 
 
    She cracked her neck, rolling to the left and right. With a quick prayer, a red light engulfed her shackles and unlocked them. The metal cuffs clattered onto the wood table, leaving Milly free to rub away the soreness in her wrist. 
 
    Standing up out of the chair, the young lady turned around and walked to the back wall. She knocked the stones randomly with her fists, listening to the sound of the knocking until she found the spot she was looking for. With a grin, Milly kneeled onto the floor and prayed. 
 
    “Beloved Temtra, Goddess of Desire, hear my prayer of devotion,” Milly whispered. “I am your humble servant, and I call upon your power to free me from this prison. Grant me the fun ability of creating large explosions with my fists so that I may cause a mighty ruckus that you and I can have a good laugh at.” 
 
    In her mind, Milly heard the faint tinkle of a giggle. Upon her folded hands, a red heatless fire sprung into being, surrounding her fingers and palm. Milly stood up and, using her right hand, made a fist experimentally. The formless red turned darker and concentrated on her knuckles. With a huge grin, Milly swung her arm back and forth in preparation, making large unnecessary motions as if she were exercising. 
 
    Pausing for just a moment, she turned her head slightly to eye the door. It remained shut. She audibly sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, see I’m not actually bluffing, guys,” she called out. “Come on now, this’ll be coming out of your salaries. Maybe even your bonuses.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “She’s bluffing, there’s no way she’d do that here.” 
 
    In a different part of the building, a cocky-looking officer was watching a magical image showing the interrogation room where Milly was being kept. In front of him, two guards were twitching nervously at the sight of the red flame. The stone room was small, consisting of a large table with three crystal balls arranged in a triangle that each displayed part of the image. The two soldiers sat in front of the table, and the officer stood behind the soldiers. 
 
    “Uh, Captain Hawkins,” the soldier on the left spoke up nervously, “sir, I don’t think she’s bluffing.” 
 
    Captain Hawkins rolled his eyes and used his left hand to push his hair back. 
 
    “Listen, soldier, this isn’t my first interrogation,” he reprimanded. “In situations like these, the accused are always looking for ways to take back control of the situation. They feel trapped, as if the walls are closing in on them, and they need to feel in control somehow. A good interrogator must not so easily give into their demands, otherwise they’ll become cocky and arrogant.” 
 
    “But sir,” the soldier on the right argued, “this isn’t your typical prisoner! That’s the Red Lady!” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I read her file.” Hawkins waved his hand. “A chosen of Temtra, one of those despicable chaos gods. Just because she can call upon her goddess doesn’t mean she’s immune to the law. Her records since she became active two years ago show her to be brash, impulsive, argumentative, rude, insubordinate, and vulgar. A typical mercenary attitude no doubt caused by that goddess of hers. Pity, she’d be quite the lady if she were more obedient.” 
 
    “Guys, I’m really going to do it!” Milly called out again from the image. 
 
    “You see?” the captain crowed triumphantly. “She’s just trying to get our attention. I’ll admit, the trick with the handcuffs was interesting, but I’m still in control here. Those walls are five-foot-thick stone with blessings inscribed in the center. There’s no ways she could get out on her own.” 
 
    “Um, sir,” the left soldier spoke up again, watching the young woman shrugging and backing up. 
 
    “It’s all about keeping them off their edge,” Hawkins continued, as if to himself. “One must deny them the comforts they so desire so that you become their provider, opening your image up to their gratitude. Next up is the actual interrogation, where one’s intimidation and persuasion skills are most needed to—” 
 
    With a bang, a large explosion shook the building, toppling Hawkins off his figurative high horse as he landed on his back with a groan. He quickly recovered, getting to his feet in a single leap. 
 
    “What was that, what happened?” he barked. “Why is the image off?” 
 
    The two soldiers, who had been slammed into the table in front of them, coughed and got back into their seats. They chanted together, pouring their mana into the crystal balls. 
 
    “Sir, it appears a large area of effect spell disrupted the magic,” the soldier on the left reported. 
 
    “Well hurry up and bring it back!” Hawkins bellowed. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the soldiers answered. Within a few moments, the image stabilized and returned. 
 
    The previously bare room was now covered in dust, with a large hole centered around the middle of the former wall. Massive pieces of stone were scattered in the distance. 
 
    Captain Hawkins’ eye twitched as he surveyed the damage. 
 
    “It appears I was denied critical, need-to-know, information,” he growled. The soldiers shivered as the captain’s sword gave off a blue light. 
 
    “Captain Hawkins,” a voice suddenly echoed in the room, “I’ve received word that there was an explosion at your post.” 
 
    The captain tensed up and saluted. “Sir Rolf, that report is correct! The prisoner appears to have created a large explosion and escaped the interrogation room. I will set out at once with men in pursuit, sir!” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Captain, you did receive my order to feed her promptly, correct?” Rolf’s voice came dryly. 
 
    Hawkins began to sweat. “Sir, I was told that it was good advice and… not… actually an order, sir.” 
 
    “Huh.” Rolf sighed. “No need for you to bother chasing after her. I know where she’s going. You stay there and begin fixing the interrogation room. The cost is coming out of your bonus.” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” Hawkins sagged visibly. 
 
    The two soldiers held in their snickers but not well enough, as Hawkins turned his glare onto them. 
 
    “What are you two waiting for?” he barked. “Go collected the stones and bring them back to the wall! We paid good money for them and need to reuse as many as we can! Oh, my poor bonus.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Milly whistled away as she skipped down the road toward the town in front of her. As she passed folks by, they turned to greet her merrily and with much joy. 
 
    “Milly, welcome home!” a guard bowed to her 
 
    “Milly’s back, Milly’s back!” a few children cheered and waved. Milly smiled and waved back at them. 
 
    “Hey, Milly!” an old mercenary called. “You finished your mission, right? Come on over tonight, and I’ll buy a drink to celebrate!” 
 
    “Milly, welcome back!” a stall owner called out. “Here, come try my new wares! They’re fresh from the northern caravan!” 
 
    “Milly!” 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    “She’s back!” 
 
    Milly waved at everyone as she made her way to the largest building in the middle of the small town. This was the town hall, a building holding the leaders of Nehatra, the Adventurer’s Guild, and the gathering hall tavern. It was the center of everything, and Milly’s off-mission home. She pushed open the wooden doors and cried out, “I’m back!” 
 
    A man stood behind the counter, older, with less hair, but the same Fred as he had been two years ago. The aging adventurer could not keep the smile off his face as he watched his precious daughter race across the room and into his arms. 
 
    “Welcome back, Milly,” he said, hugging her. Milly closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling of warmth and comfort that only comes from family. 
 
    In the two years since their escape, the people of Nehatra had recovered and banded together. Thanks to the actions of Father Jonas and the two countries, The Elvin Forest of Glenwood and Valorek, the survivors had arrived safely at the border of the two countries. They were given refugee status and aid, saving many lives. 
 
    “Did you do good?” Fred asked, releasing Milly. 
 
    Milly smiled sheepishly and scratched the back of her head. “Well, I did...” 
 
    She jumped at the sound of the doors being flung open. A squad of soldiers marched in, bearing the symbol of Valorek. They paired off and formed and a path between them, leading to Milly and Fred. Fred, used to this situation, rolled his eyes at Milly. 
 
    “Again, girl? Ah, this isn’t my problem anymore, is it?” he remembered. Fred chuckled and called out, “Sir Rolf, the usual?” 
 
    “Make it a double. I think it’s going to be one of those days,” Rolf answered, walking inside. The tavern girls all cooed in awe as the handsome and dashing young man strolled confidently into the room, his armor glistening in the light of the afternoon sun. 
 
    Milly just rolled her eyes and dropped down into a chair. She gestured next to her and said, “Hey Rolf. Here, grab a seat.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Rolf pulled his seat out from under the table and sat in it. 
 
    “Before we begin, I need that drink,” he said evenly. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll wait.” Milly smirked. Fred finished pouring the cool ale and sat it upon the table in from of Rolf. Shooting the older man a grateful smile, Rolf downed the drink in a single gulp, slamming the mug down. 
 
    “Alright, let’s begin.” Rolf frowned. “Operative Milly, you’ve once again broken protocol, disobeyed orders, escaped from prison, and destroyed royal property. How do you plead?” 
 
    “Guilty as usual,” Milly said, rubbing her lower back in disinterest. “What’s the sentence?” 
 
    “Can you at least try to act innocent?” Rolf groaned in exasperation. “Isn’t the normal response to plead innocent first?” 
 
    “You tell me, soldier boy.” Milly winked. “I live by my desire, unlike you who chose the life of an officer.” 
 
    The first year had been hard for the Nehatrans. Even though they had survived, most had lost everything in the escape. The few who had something had been forced to part with their things for much lower prices. For while the two countries did give them help, they did not stop the actions of discrimination against the stateless people. Princess Hilda did her best to lead as pressure began to mount over the months to join a country, doing what she could to stop slavers and armies from taking away the few remaining soldiers they had. Every surviving general was offered a post in Valorek, and every magic user was headhunted by Glenwood. 
 
    In response to the growing dissatisfaction, the decision was made at Princess Hilda’s council to allow a few talented men and women to join the other countries to lessen the pressure and to create allies within the other courts. Among the young talents, none shone as brightly as Rolf, who quickly rose through the ranks to become a leading commander in the Valorek army. He would have become the youngest general in their history, had it not been for his refusal to swear loyalty to the country. 
 
    Milly too had been one of the young talents, accepting chosen training at the main church of Yore in Glenwood. She had done well there until it came to light that she was attempting to rebuild the church of Temtra. Upon refusing to dismiss Temtra as her goddess, she was promptly expelled and banished back to the refugee town, where she spent the next few months protecting the citizens and driving every slaver out of the region. She was ruthless against anyone seeking to harm the people, even going so far as to injure a rather crooked ambassador who tried to pull Princess Shiva into unwanted marriage alliance. 
 
    That particular incident landed her in the royal jail, where she promptly escaped and proceeded to rob the ambassador’s house blind. She then smuggled the gold to the Nehatrans and turned herself back in with evidence showing the ambassador had been colluding with foreign spies. As a result of the subsequent investigation, the gold was never recovered. 
 
    It was Rolf that pulled her out of jail, arguing with his superiors and even the king that her talents could be better used in the field against the Empire’s spies. Even though the conquering giant had split in two and fell into civil war, owing to revelations of corruption magic in their highest order, both sides still engaged in warfare against their neighbors. The Royal Empire, headed by the Emperor himself, ruled the northern part of the former country while The Faithful Empire, ruled by the council of priests, ruled the south. Both sides fought each other and the other southern countries. Valorek, the top-most human country in the south, was no exception, and plenty of enemy spies had entered the region. 
 
    Due to Milly’s various displays of her talents, the highest members of the royal army agreed to employ her as an agent under the watch of Rolf and the Spymaster. It had been a year since then, and Milly had succeeded in unearthing more spies than any other agent. Unfortunately, most never lived long enough to be interrogated, and she had a bad habit of escaping punishment with brute force. 
 
    “Milly, we aren’t kids anymore.” Rolf shook his head. “It’s time to grow up a little and follow orders. Even if you complete the missions, you’re not fostering any friends or bolstering anyone’s confidence in you.” 
 
    “I have no desire to stay in this country, Rolf, or obey their rules,” Milly said pointedly, “I want to return to Nehatra and—” 
 
    “And start your own church there, I know.” Rolf nodded. “Believe me, you’ve repeated your dream plenty of times to me. Have you even considered how hard that’s going to be without friends in the upper echelon?” 
 
    Milly raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about? I have plenty of friends here. I’m on a first name basis with every member of the Nehatran royal family.” 
 
    Rolf rubbed his forehead. “Milly, it’s going to take a lot more than them to help you with your dream.” 
 
    “That’s the first I’ve heard of that,” Milly said, leaning forward onto her arm and drawing attention to her sizable bosom. “Since when can’t a royal allow a church into their country?” 
 
    “Since this.” Rolf pulled a piece of parchment out and slid it over to Milly. 
 
    Milly picked it up gingerly and examined it. “What’s this, more orders?” 
 
    “It’s a royal decree from the Valorek government,” Rolf sighed. “I got this from Princess Hilda earlier. It says that if the princess intends to allow for a church dedicated to a chaotic god in her country, Valorek will cease providing military aid.” 
 
    “What!” Milly’s eyes shot to the document and began reading quickly. 
 
    “Your latest ‘mission’ resulted in a noble’s manor exploding,” Rolf explained. “Not only did you kill the enemy, you also ended up killing a number of innocent people who worked there. You didn’t think before you acted, and now everyone thinks that if you start a church, everyone will behave just like you. They don’t want a cult of pyromaniacs running around the place.” 
 
    “I killed innocents?” Milly said, looking startled. “Hold up, I saw the other side of that portal; it was in the mountains. Contrary to what you may be thinking, my goddess heavily frowns on collateral damage—no don’t give me that look, let me finish—in the form of innocent bystanders. One of my abilities is to sense if any civilian is in the blast radius of my attacks. There was no one innocent on the other side of that portal.” 
 
    “I believe you, but I doubt anyone else will.” Rolf frowned. “Without friends and backers, no one will believe your words and will accuse you of lying. That noble who died, he was a big supporter of the king. While you as a chosen can’t be persecuted by royalty, you can be tried by the clergy. A tribunal has been convened, and a holy father is coming.” 
 
    “I’m going to court! Why didn’t you start with that?” Milly cried out in panic. 
 
    “I wanted to ease you into it.” 
 
    “I’m not feeling at ease!” 
 
    “Well, it’s happening, and your earlier escape will not reflect well on you,” Rolf said pointily. “In any case, I hope you can see now that the cards are stacked against you. Princess Hilda has to consider her people before you, so she won’t be able to help you. I’ll do my best, but my superiors are setting up another mission for me to get me out of the way. You’re going to go into this tribunal with no friends, no allies, and no back-up. If you run, they’ll send the temple knights after you and denounce you as a heretic. That’s how bad you’re in the hole right now, Milly.” 
 
    Milly rubbed her head and groaned. 
 
    “So, I just need to prove my innocence before this tribunal then. I can do that, no problem. When is it?” 
 
    “Tonight, at the royal palace. I’m here to escort you there right now in fact.” 
 
    “You know, Rolf, you’ve gotten a lot worse at saying the important things first.” Milly rubbed her face. “Can I at least grab a bite to eat first?” 
 
    “A full carriage meal is waiting for you in the prisoner carriage, the one especially made for you.” 
 
    “Joy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I would like lodge a complaint!” Milly protested as Rolf locked the carriage door. “I thought you said this was a carriage?” 
 
    Rolf took a good look at the iron-barred cage on two wheels, complete with anti-magic glyphs and blessed symbols. “What are you talking about, Milly? This is your carriage. Look, there are lines you scratched onto the floor to mark how many times you’ve been inside it.” 
 
    Milly looked down and did indeed find a series of marks she remembered scratching. 
 
    “Alright, fine. I made those markings,” she acknowledged, “but I seem to recall not being in an open cage.” 
 
    “We had to disguise it as a carriage every other time we caught you,” Rolf explained, hopping onto his horse. “My superiors didn’t want it well known that their top agent was a perpetual arrestee. Since you’re heading off to a public tribunal, however, you get the normal cage experience.” 
 
    “Good job, Rolf.” Milly clapped. “Look, you placed one of heroes of Nehatra in a cage for everyone to see. Think of the children!” 
 
    Rolf rolled his eyes. “I am thinking of the children. Maybe they’ll think twice before committing any crimes by seeing you in here.” 
 
    “Smart move, golden boy, except those kids you’re worrying about seem to be waving farewell to me,” Milly pointed out sarcastically. “Even the parents are smiling.” 
 
    Rolf felt his stress level rise as he watched the citizens gather on either side of the road to wave Milly off. 
 
    “Hey, this isn’t a parade! This is a prisoner transport!” he barked at them. “Move away from the prisoner. She’s very dangerous!” 
 
    “Bye bye, Milly!” a little girl cried out. “I want to be like you when I grow up!” 
 
    Rolf groaned, ignoring the snickering of his soldiers. Many of his men were native Nehatrans, and the few who weren’t looked up to their commander. They all seemed to be enjoying themselves at the expense of their leader. Rolf glared at them till they returned to being stoic. 
 
    “High priestess Milly!” a voice called out. Milly turned her head toward the voice, watching as a young lady in a red robe hurried toward her. Holding up the church of Temtra’s emblem to the soldiers, the woman walked alongside the cage. 
 
    “High priestess Milly, before you leave again, there is some church business to discuss,” the lady said. 
 
    “Of course, sister Gran.” Milly nodded sagely. “Talk away. You have until we reach the edge of town.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am. Firstly, the construction of the church and temple were stopped, but we did manage to negotiate the construction of a small shrine at the edge of town in the slums. We need your blessing to consecrate it.” 
 
    “You have it,” Milly agreed. Reaching into her bodice, she removed a shard of bone and handed it through the bars to Gran. “This is a piece of bone touched by the goddess. Place it at the center of the altar and pray.” 
 
    “Blessings on you, high priestess.” Gran took the piece of bone carefully, looking at it in awe. She stored it quickly before continuing. “Secondly, your requested supplies have been delivered to your room. Shall we store them until your return?” 
 
    “Yes, place them in the second hiding spot,” Milly ordered. 
 
    “By your wishes. And lastly, we have a few young boys interested in becoming friars.” 
 
    Milly rolled her eyes. “Tell those brats that if their impression of the Church of Temtra is a den of seduction and pleasure, they can take a hike. If any stay, use the testing room to see if they are truly interested. Reward those who pass with seduction and pleasure.” 
 
    “Do you really mean that, milady?” Gran’s eyes looked faintly hopeful. 
 
    “No!” Milly reached her right hand through the bars, somehow ignoring the pain the restraining magic field was causing, and whacked Gran on the head. “We aren’t a holy whorehouse! Properly teach those with the ardent desire so they can find what they want above all else. No random seduction until they finish their studies.” 
 
    “It shall be done, high priestess.” Gran bowed, with a slight gleam of anticipation. 
 
    Rolf waited until the sister had disappeared before addressing Milly. “You know,” he said, “while I can’t stop you or tell you how to run your church, surely you can’t be both chosen and high priestess for Temtra?” 
 
    “It’s a stopgap until someone proves themselves worthy.” Milly shrugged. “Technically speaking, high priestess is a temporary name, marking one’s rank between priestess and mother. Once I find a suitable replacement, I will gladly pass on all these administrative duties. Chosen are created to fight, not write.” 
 
    Rolf chuckled before leaving Milly to head the convoy. Milly turned her attention back to the people waving goodbye to her. They continued to wave until Milly had disappeared into the distance. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The trip from the Nehatran refugee town to the capital of Valorek took three days on foot. Milly spent most of that time bored out of her mind in her cage, forced to hum and pray the time away. She occasionally tried to make friends with the soldiers, but they avoided her once Rolf turned his head to glare at them. 
 
    The group ate twice a day: a large meal in the morning as they broke camp and a smaller meal an hour before making camp. Milly was given food through the cage, much to her annoyance. She did, however, easily persuade Rolf to allow her to use the bathroom outside the cage. Rolf had brought a few female soldiers for the occasion, though he still let Milly persuade him. He regretted it afterwards, because he had forgotten how explicit and blunt she could be. 
 
    On the third day, Milly could finally see the high walls of the capital. Valorek’s capital city stood on the west side of the country, next to the great woods and mountains that separated the country from the orc lands. It was the southernmost point of the merchants’ road, which wrapped up through both the gnome country of High Hills and the elven country of Glenwood to the northern human countries. Due to this, the city was a hotbed for merchants of every type from every corner of the southern lands. The city had even erected a second layer of walls to enclose the trading district and protect it from marauders and orcish plundering. 
 
    Milly had been to the capital city many times, through various means, but she couldn’t help marveling over its elegance and wealth every time she passed through the gates. 
 
    One day, she said to herself, my country will have cities as fine as this one. I’ll help make it the jewel of the south, with the church of Temtra at the heart of it all. 
 
    When that dream came true, she would be granted everything she had ever wanted. 
 
    Her imagination was interrupted by the jostling of the cage as the ‘carriage’ came to a halt at the gate. 
 
    “Hey, I thought prisoner transport gets priority,” she said to Rolf. 
 
    Rolf frowned. “Normally it would, but...” 
 
    Milly followed Rolf’s gaze to a different squadron of soldiers walking past Rolf to enter the gate. 
 
    “Hey!” she called out to the gate guards. “Public tribunal person of interest here! Hello, need to be sent in for judging to commence. Why are you letting the help through first?” 
 
    “It appears that the stories are true,” came an oily voice with an audible smirk from Milly’s right. “You are a rude one, aren’t you? No matter, I suppose. Might as well have as much fun as you can while you’re still alive.” 
 
    Milly turned her gaze to stare at what was likely one of the largest—by belly—commanders she had ever seen. His horse was double the size of a standard warhorse to support him and the heavy armor he was wearing. His shield glistened with the symbol of Valorek, a raven holding a sword and chalice, and his spear rested in his hand, leaning up against his shoulder. The man, a commander of some sort, stowed his spear onto the side of his warhorse as he combed his hair back, examining Milly. 
 
    “Well well, you are quite the looker, also as rumored. If you share my bed, I’ll gladly put in a good word for you at the tribunal.” 
 
    The Nehatran soldiers, Rolf included, bristled at the insult, but Milly merely smiled. 
 
    “Bite me, fat ass!” she laughed. 
 
    The commander glared at her, at which she promptly gave a rude hand gesture. 
 
    “I must say, commander Rolf, it appears that your prisoner has not suffered the penalties for disrespect,” the fat man said, turning his attention to Rolf. 
 
    The young man shrugged. “Believe me, Commander Torrel, I would punish her if I could. The general understands I’ve done as best I could just to get her here without any injuries.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you did your best in capturing her,” Torrel said dryly. “You Nehatrans and your bonds. Peh! You’re only good for listening to your betters, and don’t you forget it.” 
 
    Milly waited until the other commander had followed his squadron and left before addressing Rolf. “Alright, who’s the heavy jerk on the heavy horse?” 
 
    “That would be Commander Torrel.” Rolf shook his head. “Contrary to his appearance, he is one of the best, if not the best, heavy cavalry commanders in the Valorek army. The man has survived more battles and assassination attempts than I care to count. He’s also incredibly loyal to his country, to the point that everyone else is trash beneath his feet.” 
 
    “He seems to have a bone to pick with you, or stab you maybe,” Milly observed. “What did you do to get on his bad side?” 
 
    “I refused to swear loyalty to Valorek, remember?” Rolf sighed. “Since then, I’ve made more rivals and few friends in the armed forces. The reason we’re waiting for all the ‘more important’ soldiers to pass first is another symptom of that.” 
 
    “Oh,” Milly said simply. She thought about it for a few moments. “I’m sorry you’re facing all this,” she finally said. 
 
    Rolf waved her off. “I chose loyalty to my people and worked to this position to better help them. My noble self has no regrets, and they can do nothing more than harass me so long as I continue to be valuable. I’m proud to be a Nehatran.” 
 
    Milly said nothing more, instead turning reflective as the group began to move again. She watched in silence as the carriage rolled under the large gate and into the town. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The ride through town to the castle was more interesting than Milly remembered. People along the street stopped what they were doing to stare, gawk, frown, or boo at her as the cage rolled on past. Milly spent the time making funny faces at the people, which for some reason scared the mothers into running away with their children. 
 
    When the group arrived, a band of temple knights met them at the roundabout right before the castle stairs. 
 
    “Commander Rolf,” the leader greeted, “I am the temple knight in charge of watching the prisoner during the tribunal. May we have your prisoner?” 
 
    “I, Commander Rolf, agree and acknowledge this exchange of prisoner responsibility,” Rolf responded in a loud voice. He handed the key to the cage over to the temple knight, who bowed. 
 
    “Prisoner Milly, will you cooperate, or will we be required to handle you roughly?” the temple knight asked coldly. 
 
    Milly raised an eyebrow. “Please address me by my title, sir knight: Chosen High Priestess Milly.” 
 
    “Your church is unrecognized and—” 
 
    “Sir,” Milly interrupted, “I would choose your next words very carefully. My church is under the goddess Temtra, a long-confirmed and acknowledged goddess of the chaotic pantheon. I will be awarded the respect my position in her church deserves under the articles of the southern religious coalition, or there will be heaven to pay for your crimes. Do, you, understand?” 
 
    As she shouted the last bit of her reprimand, the air shook as Milly invoked the religious authority granted to her by Temtra. The knights and soldiers alike knelt reflexively, cold sweat forming on their brows as they felt the shiver of divine will in the air around them. 
 
    “Chosen High Priestess Milly,” a calm voice came down from the top of the stairs, “I apologize for the careless actions of these temple knights, but I must ask that you do not involve the soldiers and other citizens around you, if you would be so kind.” 
 
    Milly’s eyes, which had unknowingly begun to glow red, calmed down as she heard the voice. She retracted her power, allowing the men and women around her to get up. She smiled brightly up at the source of the voice. 
 
    “Father Horace!” she called joyfully. 
 
    Horace smiled gently at the young lady as he made his way down the stairs toward the group. He turned his attention to the knights and frowned at them. 
 
    “You and your men should know better than to treat a member of the clergy so rudely,” he scolded. “Even if her beliefs contradict your own, you must always remember to be courteous. Not to mention that, as a high priestess, she is not a suspect but a person of interest until such time she is proven guilty. The cage is...” Horace’s face turned amused. “It is merely due to her personal history of constant escape. Now, you and your men go into seclusion and pray for the next three days, half rations. Learn from this and grow from it.” 
 
    “Yes, father, at your will,” the temple knights bowed and left. 
 
    “The key, if you please,” Father Horace held out his palm to the departing knight. The temple knight handed the key over to him and bowed before joining his men in departure. 
 
    Rolf turned to face Milly as the Father walked over to the cage. “I forget sometimes how strong you really are,” he said in admiration. “I’m very grateful you didn’t use your daggers on them.” 
 
    “Try not to forget, then,” she said with a wink, “that your best friend is a top player in this game of politics and strength. And don’t worry sir, I wouldn’t waste my power on weaklings like them. But Father Horace, I had no idea you would be coming. How’s Priest Henry and Father Jonas?” 
 
    Horace smiled and opened the cage. “Priest Henry is working hard at one of the towns bordering the Empire, and Father Jonas is deep in his studies and prayers in preparation for the test to become a holy father. I’m here as your representative for the tribunal. They judged you’d be more cooperative if you had a familiar face during this ordeal.” 
 
    “They judged correctly.” She grinned, taking Horace’s hand as he held her out of the cage. “So, how is this going to go?” 
 
    “If it was just by the evidence gathered, you’d have been killed by those temple knights just then,” Horace said evenly. At the shock on Milly’s face, Horace chuckled and waved his hand. “Yes, it is that bad. Thankfully, the holy father in charge of your trial is a big believer in fairness, and he has gone out of his way to throw the fake evidence away. There is still enough to convict you, however, so your testimony will be the deciding factor.” 
 
    “Why does it sound like everything is done before I even arrived?” Milly asked, a little confused. 
 
    “That’s what happens when a member of the church of law gets involved.” Horace chuckled. “Now come, I will lead you to tribunal chamber to bear testimony. Given the size of the issue, you get to present your case in the king’s throne room.” 
 
    “Great, I get to scratch that one off the tavern list.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Contrary to what Milly had said, she had been inside the throne room before. It had been for her first unofficial trial regarding beating up the corrupt ambassador, and she was just as impressed by it now as she had been then. 
 
    Unlike Nehatra, which was made up by various city-states, Valorek was run by a traditional monarchy and had the funds needed to construct a proper palace. Rather than polished wood, the walls were made of magically cut stone from the nearby mountains and covered in fine artistic tapestries, each of which told a different heroic tale of heroes past. The throne room was the first room of the castle, running a way down the center with various doors branching off to different parts. Normally, the large ornate wooden door was kept shut in favor of smaller doors on either side to keep the weather from blowing in. Only during special occasions that involved the royalty would it be opened, whereupon the royal mages would cast a spell to block out the conditions of the outdoors. 
 
    Today was just such an occasion, and Milly fought the urge to gulp as Father Horace led her up the stairs to the doorway. A small squadron of guards stood on either side, doing their best not to examine the girl that had been summoned in such a way. They had seen what she had done to the rude temple knights so kept their mouths shut lest they attract her attention. 
 
    “Did they really have to open the big door for little old me?” Milly grumbled. 
 
    “It is their tradition regarding the presence of royalty,” Father Horace said. “Though I suppose it has the added effect of burdening the minds of criminals.” 
 
    “But I’m not a criminal,” Milly argued softly as they approached the barrier. “At least, I’m not guilty of this crime.” 
 
    “We shall see what they think,” Horace murmured, and the two of them crossed the magical barrier. 
 
    The moment they entered, the sound of people talking filled their ears. All down the hall, rows of seats were filled with all manner of aristocracy from around Valorek. Segregated by rank, the men and women were in deep discussion on a wide range of topics from farming yield to the war. Milly was rather surprised by the vast number of nobles present. 
 
    “Many brought their families,” Father Horace explained as he pulled Milly to the leftmost aisle. “A formal tribunal hasn’t been called in so long that many have come merely to satisfy their curiosity. They will take their family to see the city while here as well. Of course, your reputation has also brought many. I’m sure a few enemies of yours called as many friends as they could to help pollute your standing among the nobility.” 
 
    “It’s not like it’s high to begin with,” Milly snorted. As she followed Horace to the front, she examined the noble ladies with interest. Many were wearing fine ornaments in their hair, ranging from subtle to yule tree. While Milly wasn’t herself a fan of the yearly fashion trends, she did take a few mental notes for the girls in the Nehatran refugee town. Maybe she’d pick up a few cheaper ones to take back. 
 
     “We’re here,” Horace whispered when they reached the front. Before the highest nobility, a simple table with two chairs had been centrally placed, separating the throne from the gallery. The throne was polished black stone overlay with gold on the headrest and arms. The cushioning was dressed in black, likewise with golden buttons. Milly cast her eyes for the place where the father would sit. 
 
    “Up there.” Father Horace pointed. Milly looked up to the balcony overlooking the throne room. Typically only used by the royalty for speeches, today the guardrail had been lowered somehow, and there stood a simple table and chair. 
 
    “They’ve pulled out all the good china for this event,” she observed. While to anyone else the table and chair might look ordinary, Milly’s eyes could see the aura of faith surrounding it. The furniture must have been used by someone very important in the past to have gained such an aura. 
 
    As she and Father Horace took their seats, the voices behind them turned to muted whispers. Milly could feel the countless eyes fixed on her back, the pressure of a hundred voices attempting to break into her concentration. Worse still, she could hear a few comments disgracing not only her, but also her fellow Nehatrans. She gripped the table and started to turn around. 
 
    Father Jonas caught her hand quickly, in a way unseen by the people behind them. 
 
    “I do not advise making a scene at your own tribunal,” he cautioned. 
 
    “Apologies, Father, but this matter regards the core values of my religion,” Milly disagreed. 
 
    Horace sighed, but removed his hand. 
 
    Milly turned her body to face the nobles staring at her. A few of the men shot her lecherous looks, while some of the women frowned in disgust and jealousy. Milly set her eyes on one of the louder ladies, who had just compared Princess Hilda to a female swine. 
 
    “Quiet,” Milly growled, and a wave of red energy surged out of her. The nobles shut their mouths, feeling an air of intimidation as if they were looking at a dangerous beast. The noble lady Milly was looking directly at had it worst, directly fainting from the divine energy focused her way. Waiting a few more seconds, Milly snorted and turned forward, releasing her power. 
 
    A second passed, and the throne room was filled with the sounds of angry outcries and calls of condemnation. Milly rolled her eyes while Father Horace sighed. 
 
    “Milly, you must learn to not poke the nobility,” Horace pleaded. “Your methods tend to break the peace, not enforce it.” 
 
    “What you mean is that I need a bigger, more intimidating stick to poke them with,” Milly corrected, “or perhaps a better background with connections. I think it’s an accomplishment that I didn’t hurt any of them” 
 
    “I would never say such a thing,” Horace renounced, but a ghost of a smile played on his lips. 
 
    “All rise for the king!” a herald bellowed from the back, his loud voice echoing over the clamoring nobles. The bickering ceased, and everyone stood up. Milly and Horace did, too, turning their heads to look behind them. 
 
    Entering through the large doorway, the king of Valorek entered. He was an older man, his brown hair lined with a hint of grey below his golden crown. His robes were a resplendent black spectacled with hints of gold and lined with golden fur. The crown upon his brow was circular with five pints, a precious jewel set below each one. Behind the king came the prince and the king’s personal guard. The prince was dressed similarly to his father, albeit with a ceremonial sword at the hip. The guards were all dressed in their specially made black armor and raven-beaked helm. 
 
    As the king passed by each row, the nobility bowed to him respectfully. This continued down all the way to the very front, whereupon reaching the last row, everyone leaned back up. Milly privately noted that the lowest nobility had to bow the longest, perhaps as a reminder of their position? 
 
    As Milly’s table was in the way, the king stopped when he reached it. 
 
    Per custom, Milly and Father Horace each made their church’s sign of respect. Horace touched the tips of his finger together in a triangle and moved them in front of his mouth, symbolizing the wind of Duren. Milly cupped her palms and placed her right palm over the other, head slightly bowed, to show the desire of Temtra. 
 
    The king gave them both a short bow in turn, denoting his acknowledgement of their rank within the clergy. He then turned to the right and walked around the table to reach his throne. The prince walked to the left of the table, and the royal guard separated into two groups. The king walked to his throne and turned around, staring at the people. The guards scattered into equal ranks on either side of the throne and stood attentively. The prince stood to the right of the king. 
 
    “Be seated,” the king said, and everyone sat down. The king examined the crowd, his eyes momentarily falling on Milly. Milly gave the king a cheeky grin. 
 
    The king’s jaw tightened for a moment. He once had to deal with Milly’s tongue during her first trial. Unfortunately, when she revealed her position within the clergy, the king had found himself unable to judge her. He ordered her imprisoned until word came from the church on what to do with her, but this was followed promptly by her escape, theft, and reimprisonment while holding all the evidence against the corrupt ambassador. While the king had been privately pleased by Milly’s actions over the years, her having taken down several of his political rivals, her many escapades had played poorly on her reputation among his men and embarrassed him. 
 
    With mixed feelings, the king closed his eyes and inwardly sighed. Nodding to the prince, the king sat down onto his majestic throne. 
 
    The prince now took a step forward. 
 
    “On behalf of this kingdom, I am most honored to announce the presence of his most holy excellence, Holy Father Ferdinand of the Church of Kira, Goddess of Law. He presides over this tribunal, and his word is law for all matters relating to the case.” 
 
    With the prince’s introduction, a man dressed in a simple brown robe walked out onto the balcony. The only thing distinguishing him from a simple monk was the necklace around his neck: a simple brown string upon which rested the symbol of book and hammer. He smiled gently at the crowd of nobility and took his seat above the throne room. 
 
    “Thank you, Prince John,” he said with a calm and even voice. The Holy Father cast his eyes down on Milly. She shuddered as she felt the man’s faith as an almost solid weight. 
 
    “This tribunal has been called due to the tragic deaths of Duke Norton and his entire family and staff,” Ferdinand continued. “As the accused is a member of our clergy, I have been summoned here to properly judge her and her possible sins.” 
 
    “Now,” he continued, pulling a scroll from his robes, “the accused, one Milly of the Church of Temtra, has been charged with an extensive list of crimes.” 
 
    He punctuated this by flinging open the scroll and letting it unravel over the edge of the table and rail. It continued down to rest just above the throne. The room was filled with exclamations over the lengthy list. 
 
    “To her credit, most of these crimes are false charges,” Ferdinand said, a faint annoyance flitting into his voice. “At this paltry attempt to add insult to crime, I have taken the liberty of making a list of those who believed they could fool my sense of law and justice.” 
 
    In a flash, the entire length of scroll burst into flame and disappeared. The Holy Father removed a second scroll and tossed it down to the prince, who deftly caught it. 
 
    “They will be taken care of, your excellency,” the prince promised. 
 
    He really is strict, Milly thought to herself. 
 
    Ferdinand nodded, pulling a third scroll out and unwinding it. Unlike the previous one, this scroll was much shorter. 
 
    “High Priestess Milly,” Ferdinand called out, his voice grave, “you have been accused of wanton thievery, the massacring of innocents, the subversion of the country of Valorek by means of treason, and murder. How do you plead?” 
 
    “Holy Father,” Milly answered respectfully, “I wish to hear the specifics of my crimes.” 
 
    “As is your right,” Ferdinand nodded. “For wanton thievery, you have robbed the houses of sixteen barons, eight earls, three viscounts, and a count. For the massacre of innocents, the deaths of the family and staff of Duke Norton. For the subversion via treason, various acts of insubordination, negligence, and disrespect. Finally, the murder of Duke Norton. Do you understand the specifics of the crimes set against you as they have been repeated to you?” 
 
    “I do, your grace.” 
 
    “And do you wish for a representative to speak for you?” 
 
    “Yes. I call Father Horace of the Church of Duren as my speaker.” 
 
    “The court sees this and acknowledges Father Horace as your speaker.” Ferdinand nodded. “Who shall speak for the kingdom?” 
 
    “I shall, your honor.” Prince John bowed. 
 
    “Then let this tribunal begin.” Ferdinand’s necklace glowed and turned into a hammer. The Holy Father banged the hammer onto the table, and the air was filled with a holy presence. Before everyone’s eyes, the simple robe transformed into a splendid black and white gown, the two colors each taking up half the outfit. Ferdinand’s head was covered by a helm that hid his face, and the table’s image wavered and changed from brown to cold black and white stone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “As the charges have been laid out, they will now be examined individually,” Holy Father Ferdinand announced. “First, the crime of wanton thievery. How do you plead?” 
 
    Father Horace inclined his head to look at Milly. The young lady beckoned for him to bend down to listen. 
 
    “While I’ve certainly stolen before, I only took from corrupt nobles,” she whispered. “The only true number is the one count. He was using his soldiers disguised as bandits to pillage relief supplies heading to the refugee camp. I’ve robbed a few lower-ranking nobles, but I did so in a manner that left behind no evidence.” 
 
    Horace nodded and stood up straight. 
 
    “Innocent, your grace!” he called out. The hall was filled with muted angry murmurs. 
 
    “Silence,” Ferdinand called out. He waited until the whispering had vanished before continuing. “The defendant has claimed innocence for this crime. Prince, present the evidence for this crime.” 
 
    “By your command, your grace,” Prince John bowed. Gesturing with his hand, he said, “I call upon Count Veck to give his testimony.” 
 
    “That’s the creep,” Milly muttered to Horace. 
 
    The count was a lanky man in a splendid rider’s coat with a magic monocle over his right eye and a sagging hat on his head. He walked around the table and stood at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the throne. He bowed to king and to the Holy Father before turning to face the crowd. 
 
    “I am Count Veck, and it was this wretched girl who robbed my manor of every valuable!” he cried out, pointing his finger at Milly. With an exaggerated wiping of fake tears, he continued his tirade. 
 
    “As many of you know, I was entrusted by the king to deliver the refugee supplies ever so graciously provided by our country at no cost to the Nehatran refugee camp. The poor souls had nary a left shoe to match their right, and I was determined to right this injustice within the world!” 
 
    Milly’s eyes twitched as she was forced to listen to some of the nobles cheering for the count. She closed her eyes and counted to ten, forcing her anger down. 
 
    “Oh, I did my best, I do declare!” Veck sighed. “But alas, horrid brigands set upon the supply routes and defeated my guards! They took the supplies and slaughtered my men! However, those refugees accused me of the thefts, as if I were some kind of monster! With my honor at stake, I tasked my most loyal men to track down these would-be thieves and restore my name. Little did I know that the supplies had already been secretly delivered to the refugees, as the leader was none other than their wretched—I mean misguided priestess!” 
 
    The noble ladies gasped at the revelation. 
 
    “It was a trap. Yes, a cunning and insidious trap! For while my men were out searching for the supplies, the priestess snuck into my manor and made off with everything she could get her hands on. My jewels, the taxes collected from my holding, why even the delicate and rare underthings for my wife were taken away! Oh, the humanity!” 
 
    Another round of scandalized gasps. 
 
    “And are you sure that the person who did all this is the person sitting there,” Prince John asked calmly, indicating Milly. 
 
    “I am indeed.” Veck nodded, shooting Milly a malevolent look. “For it was her who accused me of the crime in the first place. After being swindled out of my fortune, I took it upon myself to contact the other noble families around Nehatra, and I found to my horror that they too had been robbed. Together, we created a petition to the crown to find justice, but we were told the lady could not be judged by us. We are grateful for the opportunity to finally submit our grievances and achieve the justice we so dearly desire!” 
 
    Milly couldn’t decide if the man was worth disemboweling or not, or would it be just as satisfying crushing his skull with her heel? While thinking over the decision, she had Father Horace bend down again to listen to her. 
 
    “Your testimony has been heard,” Holy Father Ferdinand confirmed from up above. “What say you for the accused?” 
 
     Father Horace took a step forward, placing himself between the count and the crowd. 
 
    “Count Veck, according to your testimony, the soldiers you assigned to guard the supplies were all killed by the thieves, is that correct?” he asked gently. 
 
    “Indeed,” Veck wept dramatically. “Those poor souls, doing their duty so as to take care of their family finances. Oh, how those poor, lonely widows must be feeling.” 
 
    “Interesting that you say this, when those guards were all hired from the Nehatran refugee camp,” the Father said with a smile. 
 
    Veck froze momentarily before smiling. “That is correct, Father. I took pity on those poor souls and paid them an honest wage to deliver their own supplies.” 
 
    “Yet you accuse this young lady, who values loyalty to her people above all else, to have used bandits to murder all those Nehatran men in cold blood for supplies she ended up giving to the people later on.” 
 
    Veck continued smiling, though his left hand began to fidget with his lower buttons. “One could only imagine the horrors residing in the mind of one who considers their people to be mere tools for a greater purpose.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Father Horace said, turning thoughtful, “and yet, for one who was robbed so thoroughly as yourself, you appear to have quite an impeccable ensemble. Tell me, are those real wyvern leather boots on your feet I spy? They tend to have a price equal to that of a small village’s yearly tax revenue, correct?” 
 
    Veck shifted his feet awkwardly as the gazes of countless nobles examined his footwear. 
 
    “Well, I had to look my best to stand here in front of so many important people.” Veck chuckled. “My wife’s family was quite generous when I requested a loan from them.” 
 
    “Ah yes, I’m glad you mentioned that.” Horace continued to smile. “For, is it not true that you were racking up quite the debt from horse racing a year ago? I heard it was quite the scandal for a few days. Thank goodness the crown gave you a tax break after you reported the theft, otherwise you would have been in quite a bit of trouble.” 
 
    “That, that’s just gossip!” Veck cried out, finally losing his nerve. “How dare you wound my honor with gossip and folk whispers! You—” 
 
    “Count, hold your tongue!” the prince roared. “That is a Father of Duren you are addressing! Do you wish to insult the clergy here?” 
 
    The count couldn’t help but falter at this, the revelation at who was watching him suddenly overcoming his panic. 
 
    “I meant no disrespect, honored Father,” he hastily corrected himself. “A noble’s honor is his source of pride and name, and those unfounded rumors had a nasty effect on my businesses at the time.” 
 
    “I take no offense, Count,” Horace chuckled. “After all who would hold a liar’s word to any form of relevance?” 
 
    The direct call shocked the throne room as nobles began whispering again. Even the king furrowed his eyebrows and leaned forward to listen better. 
 
    “Father Horace,” Ferdinand called down, “I hope you have evidence to claim such title on a landed noble.” 
 
    “I do,” Horace confirmed, Veck’s face paling slightly at the affirmation. “Count Veck hired Nehatran workers to move the supplies so that he could have them killed without prompting an investigation by the country. He used his men, disguised as bandits, to seize the supplies with the intent to resell them to cover the cost of his loans and gambling debts. His plans were thwarted by the accused, who killed the disguised soldiers and delivered them to the refugees. When his home was robbed of valuables by someone else, the count leaped at the opportunity and hid the holding’s taxes while claiming they had also been taken, using those funds to pay off his debts. As word spread of the accused and her... handling of nobles, he made a deal with the nobles loyal to him to use the event to pursue additional wealth. He is a fraud, a thief, and a noble of false honor!” 
 
    “Order in the court!” Ferdinand was once again forced to raise his voice as the throne room was cast into a chaotic storm of raised voices. The Holy Father banged his hammer onto the table, sending waves of holy energy out to quiet the room. 
 
    “Lies, it’s all lies!” Veck bellowed, pointing his finger at Milly. “The wench is using the most gracious Father to slander my good name!” 
 
    “High priestess, actually,” Horace corrected. 
 
    “Good Father,” the king now spoke up, his eyes narrowed. “The proclamation you have just made disturbs me greatly, for if true, it spells a horrid event of this kingdom. However, where is your proof?” 
 
    Horace pointed at the count. 
 
    “Good sirs and madams, take a close look at his monocle! At first glance, it is a mere magical instrument to improve sight. However, its true purpose is to hide the falsehood of this man, no, this beast in man’s flesh! That monocle is made of melted Nehatran gold!” 
 
    Veck’s hand shot to his face, a look of shock undisguised. Ferdinand leaned forward to examine the count. The king and prince gave the noble a frown. 
 
    “When the Nehatrans, myself included, escaped from the horrid Empire invasion, we brought along a few sacks of gold taken from our native dungeon. That particular dungeon was capable of producing rare, one-hundred-percent gold coins, a feat almost unique among dungeons. To commemorate our escape, every surviving Nehatran was given a single piece of that gold, upon which they dropped a single drop of blood to tie it to themselves. Even if the gold were taken away and melted, the magic that bonded blood to gold would always remain. It was a secret among the Nehatrans, but now it is time to unveil it! Behold, my own coin!” 
 
    Father Horace drew a shining golden coin from his robe, lifting it high into the air. 
 
    “I call upon the magic placed upon this Nehatran coin: reveal to us your brethren!” 
 
    The coin released a soft light, which expanded into the entire courtroom. As the closest person to the Father, Veck screamed as his monocle lit up and smoked. He flung the hot metal from his face, screeching from the burn. The light traveled further still, causing a few other nobles to roar in pain as they too cast away various symbols of finery from their bodies. 
 
    “Arrest those murderers and thieves!” The king bellowed, reacting quickly. The royal guard acted quickly, running to every noble in pain and forcing them to their knees. The nobles cried out for mercy, a few claiming innocence to the situation. 
 
    “I bought this from a friend, a friend!” one viscount wept as his arm singed from the gold bangle he had been wearing. “I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know!” 
 
    “Take them away, and do not treat their burns!” the king ordered. “Let them keep those symbols of thievery until they are properly trialed. Throw Count Veck into the dungeon for execution on the grounds of thievery, tax evasion, murder, and lying in front of the Holy Father of Law.” 
 
    The Holy Father said nothing as the accused nobles were removed from the room. Just as the king could not judge the members of the clergy without permission, so too did he not have the right to judge landed nobles without the king’s consent. 
 
    The king of Valorek turned his gaze toward Milly and Father Horace. 
 
    “On behalf of myself and this kingdom, I must offer my most sincere apologies for what has been done.” The king rose from his chair and bowed low to the two, a shocking sign of utmost respect not befitting that of a king. “You have my word that my men will scour the kingdom in search of any other pieces of stolen Nehatran gold. Anyone in the possession of them will be punished.” 
 
    “Have them take the pieces of gold here,” Milly finally spoke up. “The chant will work so long as the use is holding a piece of the gold, in any form. Though, I would advise you finish before the nobles within these halls have a chance to return home and remove any newly acquired gold from their homes.” 
 
    The king’s mouth twitched, as it did not escape his gaze that a few nobles were squirming in their seats. 
 
    “My men will begin now,” he agreed, and the dropped gold pieces were retrieved by raven-helmed figures who vanished. 
 
    “The first crime of the accused has been proven false. The accused stands innocent of this instance of wanton thievery,” Ferdinand announced from high above. 
 
    Milly raised an eyebrow but could not retort, as she was indeed guilty of many counts of wanton thievery. Technically speaking, she supposed, it would be better described as casual thievery with a hint of gleeful revenge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “The second charge shall be put aside for now,” Holy Father Ferdinand announced. “As it relates to the fourth charge. We shall move on to the third charge: subversion against the country of Valorek via treasonous behavior. How does the accused plead?” 
 
    Milly stood up and whispered into Father Horace’s ear. The Father raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    Milly smiled and winked. 
 
    Horace nodded, turning back to face the Holy Father. 
 
    “My client wishes to dispute the charge, your grace,” he said. “She claims the charge does not apply to her and is thus null and void.” 
 
    A great whisper took the hall, with nobles leaning over to talk with one another. Even the king leaned forward, his eyes clearly concentrating on the young girl before him. 
 
    “Ridiculous!” Prince John responded, holding his arm out to quiet the crowd. “She has served this country under oath, yet at every turn, she has shown disrespect to her superiors, disobeyed direct orders, escaped punishment, and at times attacked members of the aristocracy. Clear treasonous behavior!” 
 
    “The court recognizes the civil dispute,” Ferdinand said, leaning back into his chair. “I will allow the accused to make her case against this charge, but I must warn the accused that once this decision is made, the country of Valorek is free to substitute its own punishments for the clergy’s. Do you understand this as it has been said to you?” 
 
    “I do, your grace.” Milly stood up and bowed. 
 
    “Then the case shall proceed. The prince shall make the case first, representing the country of Valorek.” 
 
    Father Horace retook his seat, while Milly moved around to take his place in front of the table. Prince John gave Milly a piercing glare, at which she responded by sticking her tongue out. 
 
    Slightly flustered, the prince faced the crowd of nobles and coughed into his fist to clear his throat. “One year ago, High Priestess Milly was brought into this very throne room as a prisoner,” he revealed. “At the time, her identity as a member of the clergy was not known. She was arrested on the charge of assaulting the ambassador sent by the king to the Nehatran refugees. The man had been injured, but not critically. Upon her arrival, she revealed her position and placed our king in a predicament. He could not place her on trial without permission from the church alliance, so he placed her in prison while awaiting a reply. To everyone’s shock, however, Milly broke out of the prison and snuck into the ambassador’s home, where not only did she steal every bit of gold, she also seized evidence proving the man was a traitor working with foreign spies. She then turned herself in with the evidence on her person and the gold nowhere to be found.” 
 
    The prince shook his head before continuing. “Needless to say, the ambassador was arrested and executed, given the pile of written evidence against him. That left the issue of what to do with Milly, for while she flaunted our laws, she did uncover a deeply placed foreign operative. The solution, then, was proposed by Commander Rolf. Milly was inducted into Valorek’s armed forces as an operative, an agent of our will. Since that day, she has been a part of numerous secret assignments that have safeguarded our great nation. While the exact details cannot be disclosed publicly, Milly has both the highest kill count and mission success rate in history.” 
 
    Milly crossed her arms and stared curiously at the prince. The nobles muttered as well. Everyone was surprised, for the story the prince painted was not one of negativity or treasonous behavior. In fact, it sounded almost as if he was admiring the high priestess. 
 
    “Do not misunderstand me,” Prince John clarified. “The charges laid against the accused do not change her history of service. She is a valuable operative, well known by many and viewed positively by her people. Even with these laurels, however, it does not change the history of her interactions with her superiors. On seventeen separate occasions, Agent Milly has ignored orders in favor of handling the mission her way, which resulted in the destruction of various enemy bases without gaining additional information. Twenty-two times, Agent Milly has shown outright disrespect to her superiors, ranging from backtalking and insults to outright assault and battery. She is shameless, irresponsible, arrogant, and rude. To make matters worse, her position within the clergy dissuaded her superiors from punishing her, resulting in the motivation of fellow agents to show the same attitudes. Military forces cannot operate properly if the men do not obey the orders of their superiors or, gods forbid, do not have faith and trust in the orders they follow. Milly has thrown the agents in chaos and must be made an example of.” 
 
    With a bowing flourish, the prince ended his speech. He turned now to face Milly, his expression as even and emotionless as when they first met. 
 
    Cocking her hips, Milly gave the prince a smile before turning herself to address the nobles. 
 
    “I thank the prince for his grand introduction!” Milly announced. “He has brought much respect upon his family name by telling the truth without bias. However, I still dispute the charge placed upon me, for it implies something I never gave: an oath to serve this country!” 
 
    Gasps arose from the crowd. Even the royal guards looked unnerved, shifting their grip on their weapons. The prince’s hand twitched toward his sword as well, though he stopped himself at the last moment. 
 
    What Milly said was paramount to a threat. Oaths were taken very seriously by everyone on Palos, for they were made with divine or demonic figures to bind one’s word to a specific duty. Anyone who made an oath of loyalty to a country, for instance, could never betray that country without inviting the wrath of whoever they swore an oath to. Depending on the severity of the oath, punishments could range from bodily disfigurement to death. The power of an oath was not to be taken lightly, even for the person benefiting from the oath. There was legend of a past king who had every member of his kingdom swear an oath of loyalty to him, only to be killed by a heavenly ice spear. The gods and goddesses did not appreciate so much free will tied up by magical promises made in their name. Demons, on the other hand, did their best to create oath breakers so that they could seize souls to be tortured. 
 
    To declare oneself oath-free typically implied some great betrayal about to begin, hence the nervousness of the guards. Milly observed the fear and waved her hand. 
 
    “No, I’m not working to bring this country down,” she clarified. “Have no fear, for while Valorek shelters my people, I will work to ensure you prosper.” 
 
    Many sighed in relief at her words, but the prince kept his eyes locked on Milly. 
 
    “Why do you say you have taken no oath? Did you not swear to serve Valorek upon your induction as an agent?” he asked. 
 
    “From your question, it seems that oaths are not properly recorded word for word, are they?” Milly folded her fingers across her mouth as she smiled. “Yes, that fat corporal tried to make me swear a long and tedious oath to serve him and his country, but I wasn’t very amused by his attitude towards me. So, I made an oath to assist Valorek so long as the Nehatran people were sheltered here. Naturally, that fat prick wasn’t happy, but a little charm magic changed his mind. As such, I have no honor-bound obligation to be polite, charming, or submissive to members of this country save the king. If you wish to corroborate my story, track down the other female agents and have them reveal what the bastard did to them under oath before I came along.” 
 
    The king waved his hand at an aide, who bowed and quickly exited the room. 
 
    “In that case, can it be said that you could be persuaded to work properly for this country?” Prince John asked suddenly. 
 
    “John?” the king asked curiously. The prince turned and exchanged a silent conversation with the king. The king made a strange face. 
 
    “My prince?” Milly raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What I mean to say,” the prince turned back around, giving her a deep look, “is that could you be persuaded to swear a real oath, or perhaps become a royal retainer. I was not wrong in evaluating your strength and innovation. You are a valuable agent and the best this country has ever seen. If you did this, then I would plead with my father to reduce the charges laid against you.” 
 
    While a few of the lesser nobles grumbled at the prince’s apparent flaunting of power, the older, wiser nobles were staring at Milly with twinkling eyes. They knew her strength, her beauty, and knew now she was oath free. The stronger nobles were quickly thinking of ways to rescue her and bring her into their fold, perhaps even marrying their son to her. A pawn like her was not easily found. 
 
    “I am loyal only to my country, Nehatra,” Milly said, folding her arms. 
 
    “I would not be asking you to stop being a Nehatran,” Prince John clarified. “Think of what you could do for your people in a high public position of office like royal retainer. You could easily send them the supplies they need, as well as work on the military aid to retake your country. You’d be by my side, exposed to every inch of power this country has to offer.” 
 
    “Your side, hmm?” Milly grinned mischievously. 
 
    “Do you accept?” the prince asked, not falling for her goad. 
 
    “Even if I did, I doubt the people would be on your side for pardoning a criminal accused of murdering a Duke. Once I am proven innocent, I wouldn’t be opposed to a more... private conversation.” Milly gave him a wink. 
 
    Only then did the prince’s face redden slightly, his lips parting slightly at the seductive look she gave him. 
 
    “As the accused has clarified her position amongst our armed forces, I cannot find her in fault of any oath,” the prince hastily said, stepping back. “As such, we wish to drop the charge of treason, for it has no merit.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ferdinand nodded, finally returning to the conversation. “The accused has been declared innocent of her crime of treason.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “The next charge relates to the second charge, as both occurred together at the same time,” Ferdinand said solemnly. “For the accused, this crime is the most heinous and cruel. Accused Milly, you are charged with the murder of Count Norton and his entire household of family, servants, guards, and visitors. Thus, the two charges are the mass slaughter of innocents and the murder of a duke, the highest position of aristocracy under the king. How do you plead?” 
 
    “Innocent, your honor!” Father Horace declared, standing up to take the stage again while Milly sat down. 
 
    “The prince may present the evidence,” the holy father ordered. 
 
    Prince John bowed. He turned and beckoned to an aide who was standing against the wall in wait. The servant hurried over with a scroll, giving it to the prince, who unrolled it to read aloud. 
 
    “Five nights ago,” he orated, “the accused was working as an agent for the country of Valorek. Her mission was to infiltrate and report any Empire spy bases hidden at the northern border. We had received word from our allies in Glenwood that the hidden bases were connected to the main base of the enemy but were constantly on the move. Agent Milly succeeded in locating three bases and exterminating every spy. However, at the fourth base, one of the spies opened a portal to escape back to the main base. 
 
    “The following is written testimony taken from the accused herself: 
 
    I tricked them into believing I was a member of their group and that a famous adventurer group was on their way. Panicking, they opened a teleportation gate to their base. I killed two before the leader realized I was a fake, and then I stuffed a blessed explosion in his shirt before pushing him into the gate. For good measure, I threw an additional explosive in after him. 
 
    “The words to her commander following this act,” Prince John concluded, “was that the main enemy base would be ‘smoking’ and that was their clue. At the same time, the manor of Count Norton exploded outside the capital city.” 
 
    “By this,” Ferdinand said thoughtfully, “would that not mean that House Norton was the location of the main enemy base?” 
 
    “My grace,” the king spoke up at once, “Count Norton was a dear friend of mine who fought with me during the war of succession. He was completely loyal to me, and I would never believe that he would willingly betray this country for anything.” 
 
    “Feelings can change,” Ferdinand said coldly. “Where is the evidence of wrongdoing?” 
 
    “Your grace,” the prince spoke up again, “the investigators scouring the crime scene determined the residue of spatial magic and explosions of a divine magical nature. However, the underpart of the house was clear of any signs of enemy spies or any other form of subterfuge.” 
 
    “The crime is that when the accused pushed the enemy spy through the portal with her explosions, she actually did not check to see that the portal had properly connected and thus ended up killing innocents. If she had curbed her violent nature and saved the spy to be interrogated, this tragedy would not have occurred.” 
 
    “I see. This is a valid crime.” The Holy Father nodded. He turned to look at Milly and Horace. “And what say the accused to this?” 
 
    “Milly is innocent, your honor!” Father Horace repeated. “Her patron goddess abhors the slaughter of innocents to her follower’s desires and has granted Milly the ability to check for those that qualify as innocents before she unleashes her clerical powers. She used this ability then, and not only determined the lack of innocents, but that the portal connected with a cavern in a mountain, not under a home.” 
 
    “Can any of this be verified by another?” Prince John pressed. “Or is this only according to her word?” 
 
    “Father Horace, please allow me to take the stand again,” Milly requested. Horace bowed his head and retook his seat. 
 
    Milly stood once again, locking eyes with the hidden face of the Holy Father. 
 
    “My powers as a Chosen grant me this ability, I do swear this by the goddess I serve!” she declared loudly. 
 
    “Tell me,” Ferdinand said after a moment’s consideration, “is that ability user-specific? For instance, if you were to have your mind clouded by a spell of confusion that changed your perception of friend and foe, would the spell’s targets change as well?” 
 
    Milly bit her lip. “I don’t know, your grace.” 
 
    “What is the range limit of this spell? Have you confirmed that it works properly through a teleportation tunnel?” 
 
    “The range of this ability extends to the size of the explosion and the area I intend to have it. I... have never used it through a portal before.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    It was only two words, said in a passing tone, but it sent shivers down Milly’s back. She hadn’t been too worried before this moment. The other two charges had been nothing, fakes that only served to strengthen her amusement over this tribunal. Now, though, she was beginning to feel the pressure. 
 
    How naïve had she been, thinking that her explanation would serve as her salvation. She hadn’t stopped to think of the variables surrounding her powers. Just because she said she could do something didn’t mean anything if she couldn’t show it. And she had never tested the limitations of her abilities before beyond knowing how to use them. Rolf was right; she had no friends here in this courtroom who would be willing to take her word. She had no backing to support her words. 
 
    What would happen to her if she was found guilty? What would happen to the Nehatrans? Worse, what would happen to all the progress she had made reestablishing Temtra’s church? Milly could see it now; without her support, the wolves would slowly creep their way back into the refugee camp, slowly taking until there was nothing left. The clergy would denounce the church, burning it to the ground and banishing or arresting its parishioners. For her, the fate would be the same. She’d be declared a lunatic at best, a heretic at worse, and would never be able to live in peace. 
 
    She couldn’t afford to be stopped here, not when her plan was coming together. The church was on its way, and the plan to retake the country was in sight. She needed to fulfill her end of the bargain to Temtra, for him, the boy who she saw every time she closed her eyes. The boy who lurked behind every laugh she heard, whose voice still whispered in her ear when the wind blew by. Her most precious thing, the pearl white skeleton hidden in a special place where she could do everything she wanted with it. How many times had she pretended it was him? How many times had she used him, spoken with him, slept with him? If she were gone, the bones might be found. They’d be buried! Hidden from her! No one was allowed to take him from her! 
 
    While these thoughts raced through her mind, Milly unconsciously released a red aura from her fists. It was small, but the power it radiated was instantly seen by the people near her. Ferdinand leaned forward to stare at her, his hammer giving off a low light. 
 
    “Milly, calm down,” Horace whispered behind her. “You can’t afford to get agitated right now. You can’t let your fears dominate you until the end!” 
 
    Horace’s words were like a bolt of lightning through Milly’s head, and she released the power she had been gathering. The prince and royal guards visibly relaxed, taking their hands off their weapons. Ferdinand lowered his hammer to the table. 
 
    “Accused Milly,” he announced from the balcony, “you have presented no evidence to assert your claims of innocence. However, it must also be said that neither you nor your representatives had time to gather anything to your defense. While the goddess you follow is one of chaos, she is still on the side of good in the end, and I believe your statement that she would not tolerate the mass slaughter of innocents. Furthermore, your record has shown that while you frequently use violence as a means to an end, you have always limited collateral damage to properties and persons related to your target. As such, I am willing to give you a chance to prove your innocence.” 
 
    “Thank you, your grace,” Milly said with complete sincerity. 
 
    “Four days,” Ferdinand said, banging his hammer on the table. “I will grant you a stay of sentencing for four days, upon which this tribunal will reconvene to hear your findings. If the evidence is lacking or unsatisfactory, you will be declared guilty. Your punishment will be banishment from this country, along with your clergy. The church of Temtra shall be stricken from the church alliance, and you will all become heretics. If you fail to show up in four days, the results shall be as if you were guilty. Have you understood my words as I have said them?” 
 
    “I have heard you, your grace.” Milly bowed. “I shall be back in four days’ time to prove my innocence.” 
 
    “This tribunal has been postponed. Reconvene in four days time!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Having pronounced his sentence, Holy Father Ferdinand released his power and resumed his original simple appearance. He stood up, bowed politely, and returned to the room from whence he entered. The prince walked up to where his father the king sat and exchanged a quick, quiet conversation with him. 
 
    The King of Valorek dismissed his son and, having said his fill, left with his royal guards. Behind Milly and Father Horace, the nobles noisily exited the room with the speed of a tortoise. Words and observations flew like birds and were equally annoying to Milly’s ear. 
 
    “Can’t they wait till I’m out of eyeshot before insulting me,” Milly grumbled as she listened to another group of noble ladies dismiss her appearance. 
 
    “You hear what you want to hear,” Horace lectured with his ever-present smile. “I, for one, am listening to a few complimenting your good looks and determined demeanor. Should you survive this ordeal, there will be no shortage of courtship letters coming your way.” 
 
    “I don’t need them,” Milly said bluntly, clicking her tongue in annoyance. “I have no desire to marry at this time, nor do I have any interest establishing a connection to this country.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” the prince’s voice came suddenly from behind them, “because I am still interested in bringing you into our forces.” 
 
    Father Horace cocked his head curiously at the prince, who was now wearing a relaxed, friendly smile. 
 
    “You two know each other?” Horace asked. 
 
    “We’ve met,” Milly said simply. 
 
    “A little more than that,” Prince John elaborated with a chuckle. “The high priestess and I share quite the relationship.” 
 
    “By that he means he proposed to me on our first meeting, and I politely denied him.” 
 
    “Wait, you consider punching me to the ground to be polite?” John asked incredulously. 
 
    “You can still have offspring, can’t you?” Milly said innocently. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Shall we try together?” 
 
    Rubbing his head, Father Horace coughed awkwardly before the conversation could continue. “Milly, I’m sorry to say, but I will be unable to accompany you during your four-day investigation. My presence would help your opponents shape an argument that I helped you fabricate evidence, so I must stay with the Holy Father.” 
 
    “I understand.” Milly nodded. “Thank you for representing me in this case, Horace. I shall repay this favor.” 
 
    Horace waved her off. “Think nothing of it. I served as one of your teachers, and we are both survivors of the Nehatran Massacre. There is no need to keep score between us. I’ll take my leave now.” 
 
    The two bowed to each other, and Father Horace disappeared into the crowd of exiting nobles. 
 
    “You are still as two-faced as before,” Milly said, not looking at the prince. “If you really want me as your wife, why did you persecute me so well?” 
 
    “My dear, you know I have to keep to my duties,” Prince John said in distress. “As much as I admire you, I still have to answer to the nobility and my father. If I were to show you favor, my political opponents would move to worsen your situation.” 
 
    “Being accused of murdering a duke; how can your opponents come up with anything worse for me?” Milly scolded. “Besides, isn’t talking to me in front of everyone right now not showing your favor towards my person?” 
 
    “They merely think I’m trying to persuade you to serve in our army.” John chuckled. “I already displayed my intentions toward you during your second charge. Which, in fact, is one of the reasons why I am here. Can I persuade you to join Valorek officially?” 
 
    “Get lost!” Milly threw a playful punch towards John, who quickly dodged. 
 
    “Good, keep up this fake dislike towards me.” The prince winked. 
 
    Milly rolled her eyes and dropped her arm. “What, are you going to add assault on royalty to your list of charges?” 
 
    “If I believed it would persuade you to take an oath of loyalty, then I would,” the prince said seriously. “Milly, you seriously underestimate your value in the eyes of my father and those other nobles. Not only are you incredibly powerful, you are young and still full of potential. To be able to become high priestess before the age of eighteen is something many cannot compare to. Adding on to your image is your womanly beauty and the powers of Temtra: a combination that even lovestruck me at first sight. To take you as a mistress or soldier is the dream of every eligible man in this room.” 
 
    “They can only dream, then,” Milly laughed. “I will never betray my country, nor will I ever submit to a man!” 
 
    “You and the other Nehatrans: stubborn, all of you,” John groaned. “It’s such a shame that such a talented crop of young geniuses refuses to join our country. My father is even willing to reduce the severity of charges and punishment if you were to join us.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Prince John sighed and shook his head. “Well, I can tell my father that I tried. Let me warn you, though, that he may personally come to recruit you at a later date. Unlike me, he will not fall for your charms and will take offence for any of your typical rudeness.” 
 
    “I know to speak respectfully to those who deserve it.” Milly smiled cheekily. 
 
    “Wait, then what am I? 
 
    “A spoiled two-faced brat with plenty of training but little real-world experience.” 
 
    “You...” the prince groaned and shook his finger at her. “Really, you are the only person besides my parents who dares speaks to me like this. Anyone else would be thrown in prison.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Milly teased. “You just have to tell the Holy Father that I was detained during the four days I was supposed to find evidence to prove my innocence.” 
 
    “Forget it. I can’t win against you.” Prince John chuckled. “More serious, however, is your trial ahead. You must know, the court has assigned a person to impartially keep an eye on you while you collect your evidence.” 
 
    “By court, you mean the holy father?” Milly clarified. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he announce this before ending the court?” Milly inquired curiously. 
 
    “It is likely because he felt annoyed by the request,” John said, rubbing the back of his neck with an awkward expression. “Members of the high nobility pushed the king into requesting this to keep your search, well, honest. 
 
    “Now before you get angry,” he continued holding his hands up pacifyingly, “this watcher will not be anyone from the nobility. The holy father would not permit any of the recommendations due to their relationships. Instead, a priestess has been summoned.” 
 
    Milly frowned, crossing her arms under her bountiful chest. “What denomination is she of?” 
 
    “I do not know,” the prince confessed, “but she is one of the Holy Father’s most trusted students, from my understanding. She should be here in the courtroom somewhere.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “She,” a black-cloaked figure agreed, appearing out of nowhere to Milly’s left. The sudden realization that someone had been near the two of them caused Milly and John to jump in surprise. 
 
    “You scared me!” The prince grimaced. “Ugh, no matter. Are you the priestess sent by the holy father?” 
 
    “Yes,” the black robed figure said. Milly took a moment to examine her new babysitter. Standing slightly taller than the prince, the women was covered head to toe in a black robe that deceptively hid her figure while she faced forward but fully emphasized it from her side. Her head was covered in a deep cowl that hid her face and hair. A black belt encircled her waist, holding three black bags of various designs on her right, left, and back. The outfit’s black was strange, as instead of standing out in the brightly lit room, it instead seemed to blend in, as if the light was working to hide the material in a veil of mispresented shadow. 
 
    “Can I have your name at least, beauty?” the prince asked with an interested look. 
 
    “No,” the priestess answered. 
 
    “Uh...” Prince John faltered. “Well, is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “Leave.” 
 
    “Right. Well then, good luck, Milly,” the prince said, bowing respectfully. Milly glanced at her nails with disinterest, causing the prince to sigh and leave. 
 
    “Now that he’s gone, what is your name?” Milly asked, turning to the priestess. 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    “That’s hardly original or true is it? How do I address you?” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    “From here on out you are Daisy.” 
 
    “Rejected.” 
 
    “Belle.” 
 
    “Rejected.” 
 
    “Nightshade.” 
 
    The priestess at last moved her head, seeming to consider it. “Good name,” she finally said. 
 
    “It really isn’t, though,” Milly lectured. “As a person, especially a priestess, you need a proper name to be addressed with respect by your parishioners. Night or Nightshade sound more like a codename for an agent. I can’t imagine any mother being known as Mother Night. Too grandiose for anyone of the neutral clergy.” 
 
    “You… realized?” Nightshade cocked her head. 
 
    “Well, you certainly are not from a church of chaos,” Milly said dryly. “We don’t tend to be the quiet type. That leaves... Eatrus of Death or Ingress of Darkness. Most would assume you’d be a follower of Ingress, given all the black, hiding in plain sight, and such. I’m rather familiar with the feeling of death you’re unconsciously giving off, though. No one likes to look at death straight on, so their mind tricks them to not see you.” 
 
    “Correct.” Nightshade nodded. “Name, codename.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Milly agreed. “I had one too, as an agent. I think it was Agent Red, not that I paid any attention to it. Seriously, though, what a boring name to be called by. I take it back. I don’t like calling you Nightshade. It’s too long. How about Muera?” 
 
    “Better.” The priestess nodded excitedly. “Exotic, Kobold language, death by sleep.” 
 
    “It’s official, then. You are Muera. By the way, what is your job again?” 
 
    “Watch, report, listen.” 
 
    “Any chance you can help me with evidence?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Joy. Let’s be off then. I want to visit the site of the explosion.” 
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    Duke Norton’s manor sat—rather, had once sat—within the capital city in a district of other high noble residences. The entire space was enclosed by a stone wall to prevent casual observers from entering without permission. The only way to enter the community was to either sneak over the wall, a feat impossible during the day, or entering through one of two gates. One gate led to the market, the other to the main road perpendicular to the grounds of the castle. 
 
    Milly and Muera learned this from a particularly jumpy baron who seemed quite eager to distance himself from the two. Leaving the throne room hall, they came across this gate and the guard who watched it. They were not met well. 
 
    “Only nobles or those with written permission may enter through this gate,” the head guard said resolutely. 
 
    “For the last time,” Milly said with some measure of exasperation, “I was given express permission to gather my own evidence from your king, your prince, and even a holy father. Are you not aware of events in your own city?” 
 
    “Why should we let you in?” another guard spoke tersely. “You’ll kill another one, won’t ya? Well, not on our watch, you don’t! Go drink your sorrows away for the time you have left. Maybe find a good bar wretch to warm ya bed.” 
 
    “Hey Johnny, she ain’t so bad looking. Why don’t ya fill her last days with some fun!” 
 
    “Forget that! She’s one of them Desire girls. Who know what kinda kinky things she’s into. It’s like sticking your pecker through a wall without knowing what’s on the other side.” 
 
    “Something I’m sure you know quite well!” 
 
    With crude and crass laughter, the guards continued to insult and look down upon the High Priestess as if she were nothing. In the nearby line of nobles, ladies twittered impatiently, and men grumbled as they were forced to wait for verification before entering the district. 
 
    Milly listen patiently to each insult, marking each man in her mind. 
 
    “Muera,” she asked simply, “if I were to—say, I don’t know use a bit of strength here—would that reflect poorly in your report?” 
 
    “Normally, yes. Here, appropriate,” Muera answered. Evidently, the quiet woman in black found the guards as distasteful as Milly did. 
 
    “What are you on about?” the head guard asked suspiciously. 
 
    Milly smiled. Her lips curved upward, exposing her perfectly white teeth in contrast with her ruby lips that were not too thin and not too thick. Like a forest fire, the smile lit up her face from the bottom up, highlighting her slightly tan skin and small skin blemishes that only added to her beauty. Her nose twitched subtly, drawing the guard’s gazes to her soft, brown eyes outlined perfectly by her eyebrows. The little bit of makeup under her eyes only contributed to the tender looks of incomparable sweetness. With a smooth, elegant hand, Milly undid the band holding her hair in a ponytail. In gentle waves, her silky brown hair fell around her, outlining her face with an air of youth and temptation. 
 
    With audible gulps, the guards stood transfixed. 
 
    “I’d be so ever grateful if you could let me pass,” Milly said, her voice as gentle as the breeze. 
 
    “Aye, ma’am, whatever you say!” The guards quickly cleared a path for her, even shunting the line of nobles over. Not a word of complaint was heard, however, for both men and women were transfixed. A few of the male nobles drooled in lust, an unbecoming look for one of their stature. 
 
    “Thank you,” Milly said. 
 
    “You honor us!” the guards declared. 
 
    “Now,” Milly’s smile took on a darker note, “for those of you who sought to insult a high priestess and the honor of your king, accept your punishment. You shall be a slave to your deepest, darkest desire for a half hour. Go.” 
 
    Milly blinked, and her spell of desire was broken. A hush fell over the crowd. 
 
    “Woman!” a guard suddenly screamed. His eyes red with madness, he rushed at a noble’s daughter with malintent. The noble girl screamed in fear, while her father roared in anger as the guard was set upon by the man’s personal guards. 
 
    “Johnny, I’ve always loved you! Take me!” 
 
    “No, Michael, I cannot, for I love your sister! I will go to her now and propose marriage!” 
 
    “In that case, die with me!” 
 
    “I need a drink!” 
 
    “Bathroom, I need a bathroom!” 
 
    The gate was filled with chaos as guards began following through on Milly’s command. Some pulled out their swords to threaten nobles for their gold or family members, others made oaths of love to their desired, a few ran to the bathroom as they had been holding it in for too long. The head guard, who hadn’t joined in the abuse, tried to regain control of the situation using his remaining men. 
 
    “Overkill, perhaps?” Muera asked. 
 
    “Overkill would be telling them to follow their desires for the entire day.” Milly waved her hand dismissively. “A mere thirty minutes is only enough time to land them in prison instead of the gallows. Besides, this is a service to the country.” 
 
    “Service?” 
 
    “Yes,” Milly said, pointing to the guards attempting to assault the nobles. “You see, those guards there are the kind to get bribed by thieves and assassins, or maybe join a conspiracy. Their poor moral standing has been made quite apparent, and I doubt they’ll ever be employed by a reputable business again, let alone the kingdom. A few of those professing their love will find their love returned in kind and will happily marry when they’d otherwise wallow in sorrow. Desire is not innately good or bad; it depends on the individual and the strength of that desire.” 
 
    “Seen. Will inform,” Muera nodded her head. 
 
    The two walked through the gate unhindered as the chaos continued behind them. 
 
    Duke Norton’s former home was not hard to find. As a duke, Norton had possessed one of the largest estates in the residential district, serving as his home when in the capital for business. It was now a large crater that dominated the view of everyone entering the district. Ruined stone, bent iron, and rubble were strewed across the landscape. The roads had been cleared, but the collateral damage inflicted on neighboring estates was still quite visible. Milly and Muera stood under the ruined gate, examining the carnage. 
 
    “Size-wise, it certainly looks like two of my explosions occurred here,” Milly grimaced. 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for that to be admission of guilt,” Milly quickly clarified. 
 
    Muera said nothing. 
 
    Rolling her eyes and sighing at her companion’s sudden silence, Milly entered the blackened ground. Moving toward the center, she climbed over toppled walls and silent floors until she reached the edge of a crater that appeared to be the source of the catastrophe. She whistled in amazement as she looked over the edge. 
 
    “It looks like he had two levels underground,” she observed. “Very odd for a temporary estate. What do you think, Muera? Muera?” 
 
    Milly turned in surprise to see the black-covered girl still standing under the gate. 
 
    “Hey, are you coming?” Milly called. 
 
    Muera shook her head. The young woman motioned with her hands for Milly to go on without her. 
 
    Shrugging, Milly leaped into the crater and let gravity carry her down. Wind whistling through her hair, the young woman cast a red glow with her feet, which she used to kick the air before landing. The red magic created a repulsive field, lifting Milly up against the force of gravity just for a moment, enough time to reduce her speed to nothing right before landing on her feet. 
 
    Dusting her pants off, as the landing had kicked up some dust, Milly summoned a red flame to illuminate the bottom floor. She could easily tell that this had been the center of the explosion. The stone at the center of the room was so burned it crumbled into dust at the slightest touch. Above her, the remaining floor stones and wood were all pointed upwards, remnants of the force that had torn the place asunder. 
 
    Milly bent down and examined the burned stone. She’d never encountered this level of heat before. Even her explosion magic couldn’t burn stone in this manner. Perhaps if she used five together, but that was more clerical magic then she could wield. The burned stone smelled odd, too. The closest thing Milly could relate it to were the ashes her master had once shown her from an ancient volcano. It had been part of delivery assignment for a wealthy man who collected odd things. 
 
    As she examined the ground, her finger came across an odd groove that had been covered by the dust. Curious, Milly shifted the black soot away, revealing the stone underneath. Recognizing the carvings, she summoned a small breeze to clear the ground around her. The magic revealed a large magic circle carved into the cobblestone. Within the circle, the stone had melted together, forming a single solid with a clockwise swirl as if the melted rock had been stirred by a stone. 
 
    “Summoning circle,” she muttered. “Dimension magic, yes, but not a teleportation spell. What were they summoning, though? A volcano? Maybe a fire spirit?” 
 
    The investigators must have found this circle before the falling dust covered it up again. Had it still been hot when they arrived? Given the level of heat that would have been present, Milly couldn’t imagine any of the investigators stayed for too long to write down the exact conditions of the circle post-explosion. 
 
    Remembering one of her lessons from Fiora, Milly moved her flame to examine the walls. Human-shaped shadows were all around her in this circular room, ghastly remains of people before the flames incinerated them. Fiora had once told her that the strongest explosion magic in Palos was capable of leaving dust shadows behind, the magic literally burning shadow into existence while the shadow’s source disappeared. It was a magic that did not differentiate friend from foe, and it would certainly explain the level of devastation to the manor and grounds. 
 
    “I can’t imagine anyone of magus- or saint-level taking the time to do this,” Milly reasoned. “So, did it come from the portal? Why would anyone summon something so destructive under their home?” 
 
    Summoning wasn’t her specialty, but Milly had learned a bit from her many confrontations with the Empire. Besides demons, one could summon all types of otherworldly beings, including servants of the gods, demon god servants, horrors from other dimensions, and spirits from ages past. The deciding question was: did the fire come from the thing when it was summoned, or was it an attack from the summoned thing? 
 
    Milly didn’t have the knowledge or tools to determine anything else. However, she did have a priestess of death with her. 
 
    A quick jump took her out of the hole, her red clerical magic assisting her. When she landed, she walked back to the gate where her watcher stood. 
 
    “I need your help,” Milly said. 
 
    Muera shook her head. “Watch, not help.” 
 
    “I can’t get any farther with my powers. I need your abilities to commune with the dead,” Milly explained. 
 
    Muera shook her head again, though more frantically this time. 
 
    Milly raised an eyebrow. “Are you scared of the dead?” 
 
    Muera said nothing, but Milly had the distinct feeling that the priestess was blushing under her hood. 
 
    “Fine. What can I do to get you to help me?” Milly asked, folding her arms under her sizable bosom. 
 
    Muera tilted her head. 
 
    “Can I owe you a favor?” Milly rolled her eyes and asked. 
 
    Muera folded her hands in prayer. “Yes,” she said, bowing her head. 
 
    With Milly next to her, Muera took hesitant steps onto the blackened earth. The priestess held onto to Milly’s shirt, pressing her body as close as possible to the brown-haired young lady. 
 
    “I can’t believe a priestess of Eatrus is scared of spirits,” Milly chuckled. “You are quite the interesting one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Embarrassment,” Muera whispered. “Given to father.” 
 
    “Your behavior embarrassed your order, and they transferred you to the holy father to learn how to overcome your fears?” Milly clarified with uncanny insight. 
 
    Muera nodded, mute with embarrassment. 
 
    “Ha ha! Don’t feel bad!” Milly pulled the priestess into a hug. “I used to be scared of undead, but then I killed my first one and overcame my fear.” 
 
    “Kill dead?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think killing spirits would help you, even if it were possible,” Milly admitted. “My point is that overcoming your fears is easier than you might expect. You just need a big enough push.” 
 
    Muera, being so close to Milly, did not see the drop. She did, however, feel it when the two young ladies stepped off the edge into the abyss. 
 
    Filled with horror, Muera locked her arms and leg around Milly, turning into a backpack. 
 
    Milly just chuckled, kicking the air again before landing smoothly onto the ground. Muera refused to let go, forcing Milly to quickly balance herself from the sudden increase of weight on her back. She waved her arms and stumbled backwards before regaining her stance. 
 
    “Alright, alright, we’re here! Let go!” Milly cried out. 
 
    Muera slowly, reluctantly released her grip on the High Priestess. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Milly cracked her back. 
 
    “Ow, alright,” she grunted. “Muera, are there any spirits here?” 
 
    The black-robed young woman looked around. “Yes, no?” she said, tilting her head. 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re saying?” Milly said, confused. 
 
    Muera raised her hand and pointed at one of the shadows on the wall. “There, but, not all.” 
 
    “You mean the souls of the dead were burned onto the walls with the shadows?” Milly frowned. 
 
    “Yes. Burned.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Milly hissed. “Normal magic wouldn’t even touch a soul. Fire that burns stone and spirit? That’s trouble. Muera, can you see what they were doing here? Or maybe what their final moments were like?” 
 
    Muera folded her hands in prayer and knelt. Quiet whispers echoed through the underground room, filling the space with cold air and mist. The shadows along the wall seemed to shimmer, floating entities taking shape as they flickered in and out of existence. Milly eyed the spirits but could feel no threat from them. 
 
    “Pain,” Muera murmured. “So much pain. Fear, pain, fire... knife?” 
 
    “A knife? Muera, are you saying these people were killed by something other than an explosion?” Milly asked hurriedly, an idea forming in her mind. 
 
    “One,” Muera pointed her finger at the shadow closest to them. “He... bit his tongue.” 
 
    Milly moved quickly to the flickering soul. It was a man, at least that she could tell. The spirit was so badly burned, Milly could only see the faintest indicators of gender: the faint bit of facial hair, the relative size, the thick hands. On the man’s right hand, a ring was visible, holding the symbol of Valorek. 
 
    “Muera, I think this is the count!” Milly gasped in shock. “Can you concentrate your magic solely on his soul?” 
 
    “Yes.” Muera nodded, returning to her prayer. The mist flowed together to where Milly was standing, providing a better outline of the spirit. 
 
    “It hurts,” Milly heard the spirit cry out. “My family, my family!” 
 
    “Duke Norton, can you hear me?” Milly asked. 
 
    “I... I can,” the spirit said. 
 
    “I am a priestess of Temtra,” Milly revealed, pulling a hidden necklace out of her shirt. It glowed with divine authority. “If you have last desires in the form of regret, my power can allow you the ability to reveal them to me and others.” 
 
    “I... my family, where is my family?” the ghost wailed. 
 
    “Concentrate, Duke!” Milly ordered. “Remember your oath! You must protect Valorek!” 
 
    “Protect? Yes, I took an oath!” the ghost remembered, and its form took on the appearance of a full man, with most of his body burned. The little flesh left on his face, eyeball included, focused on Milly with unparalleled concentration. 
 
    “I was murdered, as was my family,” the ghost of Duke Norton announced. 
 
    “Do you know who killed you?” 
 
    “No, only that they wore black clothes that hid their identities from me. They broke into the house and captured my family and me along with most of the servants who were still awake. They brought us down here, to this place I had never seen, and bound us with rope my strength could not break. They then summoned something. I don’t know what. It was meant to kill my family and me in a way that even our souls would not remember if summoned, but I bit out my own tongue before the fire reached me, to ensure I would remember my cause of death.” 
 
    “So the killers summoned a fire-wielding being from the portal?” Milly confirmed. 
 
    “Not at first,” Duke Norton revealed. “They changed the ritual before they began. Something about a change in plans and scapegoat. The change allowed me the time to bleed out.” 
 
    “My explosion attack. They must have heard about it,” Milly muttered. “But if that were true, then your killers had something to do with the Empire spy I turned into a suicide bomber.” 
 
    “Duke,” Milly said, turning her attention back to the spirit, “will you submit yourself to become evidence? As long as you wish to tell the king how you and your family truly died, I can store you in my amulet of Temtra.” 
 
    “I submit myself to you on the condition that you help lay my family to rest,” the duke pleaded. “Our souls cannot leave this place while they are damaged.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Milly nodded. 
 
    With a sigh, the spirit of the Duke was sucked into Milly’s amulet, which she stored back in her shirt. 
 
    “Muera, are you okay?” Milly asked, turning her head to check on her observer. 
 
    “Tired,” Muera murmured, releasing her clasped hands. 
 
    “It is getting late, isn’t it?” Milly observed, looking up through the hole at the darkening sky. “As thanks for helping me to acquire this crucial evidence, how about I buy you dinner and pay for your room.” 
 
    Muera tilted her head. “Why?” 
 
    “I just told you. As thanks?” 
 
    “Duty,” Muera explained. 
 
    “I know as a priestess of Eatrus it’s your duty to commune the unquiet dead, but you overcame your fears to help me here and spent a good bit of your power. It’s the least I can do to thank you,” Milly said. 
 
    “Alright,” Muera agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Milly and Muera left the burned grounds and walked down the street to the merchant district gate. As the day was settling into night, the line to exit the noble district was almost non-existent. As the two passed under the gate, the guards quickly backed away and gave them space. The pallor of their faces turned deathly white at the sight of the pair, one brown-haired and the other covered in black. 
 
    “You are free to pass Miss Milly,” the head guard on duty bowed in respect. 
 
    “Thank you,” Milly said magnanimously. 
 
    “Scared,” Muera observed after they had left the guards behind. 
 
    “If you can’t get a man to respect you, settle with having him fear you,” Milly said calmly. “It’s a lesson I had to learn... a while ago.” 
 
    Muera turned her head slightly, her unseen eyes staring seemingly through Milly in a way that made the high priestess shiver. 
 
    “What is it?” Milly asked carefully. 
 
    Muera shook her head. “Destination?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh. We’re going to the Adventurers’ Guild,” Milly explained. “I haven’t been there for quite some time, since the refugee camp doesn’t have an official branch. I need to update my card. Hitting a higher rank should help my investigation. Also, I get a discount on rooms if I stay there.” 
 
    Muera said nothing, but Milly could feel the girl’s unspoken question. The desire to speak was one Milly could read as well as any other. 
 
    “Contrary to how others may think of me, I am someone who takes responsibility for my actions,” Milly explained with a wry grin. “Being a vigilante is the last resort, so to speak. For all their bluster over my actions against the nobility, most of those complaints are easily diffused by the guild because I took on tasks and quests that led me to those cruel and evil people. Having a multi-national organization backing you up makes for a solid argument in court, another reason why the guards don’t enjoy arresting me.” 
 
    “Wise,” Muera nodded. 
 
    “More practical than anything. You see, my old mist—I mean master—was the guild master for a branch of the adventurer’s guild in Nehatra. She taught me about magic and brought others to teach me about my clerical abilities. It was actually by her recommendation that I joined the school in Glenwood.” 
 
    “Where now?” the young lady in black asked curiously. 
 
    Milly pursed her lips and sighed. “It was partly my fault, I think, but she disappeared shortly after my expulsion. No one knows what happened, but one day she was gone. My fellow apprentice, her daughter, left to find her... about a year ago, is it now? She seemed to think that it had something to do with her past, maybe Fiora’s father or grandparents. Fiora was a B-ranked adventurer, close to A, and her leaving was one of the reasons for the corrupt businesses closing in on the refugee camp.” 
 
    “Talk, a lot,” Muera noted. “Why? Observer, not friend.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t had anyone I could talk to since… well, it’s been a while,” Milly chuckled. Her smile didn’t seem to reach her eyes, though. “Anyway, I don’t think you’re the type to blather away others’ secrets if it doesn’t have to do with your job. You hide it well, but I think you’re about my age. So... do you want to be friends?” 
 
    “Judge first,” Muera shook her head decisively. “Need future.” 
 
    “Right, have to be proven innocent first to have a future. Well here’s the first step.” The two young ladies stopped in front of a large tavern brimming with people coming and going from the entrance. The sign “Adventurers’ Guild” stood out over the doorway. 
 
    “Stick close to me,” Milly advised as she led the way in. “City adventurers aren’t always known for their warm welcome to outsiders.” 
 
    The two women followed the throng of adventurers entering the guild, whereupon walking inside they were greeted by the sight of a large room covered in tables and chairs with waiters and waitresses scurrying around holding plates of food and rounds of drinks. The far wall was covered by a large board blanketed in request papers, which were being removed by adventurers and brought to a receptionist’s teller station to be confirmed. While chaotic, a certain type of order was at play as well, creating an efficient system. 
 
    “The room service is over here,” Milly said, pointing to a separate group of teller stations on the opposite wall. 
 
    Feeling silent stares on their bodies, the two women walked together to an empty station. A young man waited dressed nicely in brown pants and a dark yellow shirt. 
 
    “Welcome to the Adventurers’ Guild. How may I help you?” the man greeted them. 
 
    “I wish to request a room for the night,” Milly declared, pulling a card from a hidden pocket in her pants. 
 
    The teller accepted the card and examined it. He pulled a magic item out, which resembled a stick, and muttered a spell. An eerie blue light shot out of the strange stick, illuminating the card in a light that seemed to pierce it. 
 
    “Thank you for your business, adventurer... Milly.” The young man smiled, handing back the card. “I see you are a mid-C-rank adventurer, which entitles you to a 15% discount on rooms here. Will you be seeking one or two rooms today?” 
 
    “One, please. In addition, I’ll be needing the room for three nights,” Milly said, handing a few Valorek silvers over in exchange. 
 
    “I understand.” The young man bowed respectfully. “Do wish to pay for food and bath time?” 
 
    Milly raised a finger, turning her face to sniff her arm. 
 
    “Two meals and two bath passes for three days,” Milly requested. 
 
    “Alright. Here is your change, and this is your room key.” He handed over a small handful of copper coins and a golden key. “Meals are served at sunrise and sunset. Your bath passes will allow you to enter whenever you desire. Thank you for staying at the guild, and may you both have a pleasant rest.” 
 
    Milly accepted the items and stowed them away in hidden pockets. “Follow me, Muera. It’s time for a meal.” 
 
    Muera followed Milly obediently to a free table and sat across from her. 
 
    “Here’s a menu,” Milly said, offering the procured item to her overseer. “I advise one of the steak meals. The cows grown in Valorek come close in taste to those of my home country. Care for some booze?” 
 
    “Under age.” Muera shook her head. 
 
    “No one cares here.” Milly waved her hands dismissively. “If you’re old enough to face down threats and dangers, then you’re old enough to drink. Come on, I’ll buy you a honeydew mead to get you started.” 
 
    Muera shook her head again. 
 
    “More for me, then,” Milly chuckled. She flagged down a waitress. “Hey you, two rounds of water and one honeydew mead, please!” 
 
    “Coming right up!” the waitress replied with a smile before hurrying away. 
 
    “So, Muera.” Milly said, turning to look at her black-clad friend, “what was your impression of the blast site?” 
 
    “Burned.” 
 
    “I agree.” The high priestess frowned. “That level of destruction is more definitely uncommon, but certainly enough to wipe out any trace of evidence. If the duke hadn’t sacrificed himself the way he did, you and I wouldn’t have found anything concrete to prove my case.” 
 
    “Strong spirit, both in life and death,” Muera agreed. 
 
    “That’s the most words out of your mouth yet,” Milly teased. “But you’re right; the duke’s selfless act of suicide has saved you and me a lot of trouble in proving my innocence. The next step is to find the assassins who killed him and attempted to use me as a scapegoat.” 
 
    “How?” Muera wondered. 
 
    “We need to determine the original plan. From what the duke said, there was another scapegoat before they switched to me. That means there’s another target in this city. Given the duke’s sudden death, I’m sure whoever the original scapegoat is, they’re going to toughen their own security. The assassins will want to take care of him or her quickly and in a way that doesn’t arouse suspicion.” She paused, thinking. “Muera, are you aware of any events in town someone of status would be interested in?” 
 
    “Your execution.” 
 
    Milly’s eyebrow twitched. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No. New here to city,” the priestess said. 
 
    “Your drinks, ma’ams.” The waitress returned timely, holding the three drinks on a plate. “Are you ready to place your order?” 
 
    Milly gave Muera a questioning look. 
 
    “Steak,” Muera ordered. 
 
    “For me as well,” Milly echoed. “Ah, miss, before you go, are there any interesting events going on this week?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a trail going on now,” the waitress remembered. “It involves the death of a duke and is supposedly quite the scandal! The assassin is none other than a girl. She must be terribly strong and despicable to pull off such a daring act.” 
 
    “Right,” Milly coughed, “quite despicable. Anything else?” 
 
    “Hmm.” The waitress tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Well, there is an auction going on at the Raven House. It’s taking advantage of all the nobles being here with many rare things being sold. It starts tomorrow, I believe.” 
 
    “Sounds fun. Thank you.” Milly smiled gratefully. The waitress nodded politely and disappeared to fill their order. 
 
    “An auction, huh?” Milly tapped the table. “What a wonderful opportunity to rob a target and blame on thieves. Looks like we’re going shopping tomorrow for clothes.” 
 
    “Don’t need,” Muera said quickly. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re going to an auction in your priestess outfit.” Milly frowned. “You’re liable to get molested by nobles in that skintight outfit. Let’s put on a black dress at least. You can keep the hood on.” 
 
    “... Fine.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Milly laughed happily. “Now, try this mead. I promise you it’s delicious.” 
 
    The two continued to argue until the steaks arrived, where Milly was finally able to convince Muera to take a single sip of the honey mead. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think you were this much of a lightweight!” Milly complained as she carried Muera up the stairs to their room. 
 
    Muera burped quietly. The girl had her left arm draped over Milly’s shoulder, her legs dragging limply over the wooden steps. 
 
    “Goddess,” Milly grumbled. “Hey, you’d better be grateful I didn’t leave you for those horny bastards downstairs. Hey, you listening to me?” 
 
    Muera snored. 
 
    “Ugh, you win.” Milly gave up. Finally reaching their room, Milly pulled the key out and unlocked the door. The room was small, holding a single bed, a desk and chair, a lavatory, and a window. Dragging the drunk priestess in, Milly lay her down on the bed and maneuvered her under the covers. Muera snuggled in and lightly snored. 
 
    “Enjoy your night, because I’m dressing you like a doll tomorrow,” Milly sniggered evilly. When she finished laughing, Milly’s countenance turned deadly serious as her eyes narrowed. “Now, how do I deal with the pests?” 
 
    Walking briskly over to the window, the high priestess opened the drapes and examined the outside view. A lesser magic had been cast on it, keeping only the wind from entering the room. It was cheaper than glass but did nothing to keep the outside temperature from coming in. Thankfully, the drapes were similarly enchanted to prevent discomfort. 
 
    Milly reached her arm out of the window, rubbing her fingers in the wind. With a chuckle, the high priestess pulled a knife out of her pants and scratched sigils into the inner walls of the window frame. With a whispered prayer, the sigils glowed red. 
 
    Her work done, Milly turned around and sat down at the desk. Turning her head slightly to verify the priestess was still sound asleep, she reached into her bodice and pulled out a charm bag. Cooing quietly, she rubbed the bag against her cheek with an intense, loving expression. 
 
    Her ritual was interrupted by a thump at the window, followed by a shriek of pain and a slow cry, ended by the sound of something hitting the ground. 
 
    Milly got back up and peaked outside the window. The would-be thief that she had noticed downstairs was lying prone on the ground, his face covered by whatever he had attempted to throw into the room. 
 
    “Idiot,” Milly scoffed, leaning back in and closing the drapes. 
 
    She returned to the desk and resumed her rubbing of the charm bag. When she finally couldn’t take it anymore, she opened it and took a deep breath. A pale white bone twinkled in her eye’s reflection. 
 
    From the bed, Muera’s hood turned silently to watch Milly. A golden eye examined the girl closely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The Raven House was Valorek’s largest auction house, run by the country’s merchant guild. Due to the capital’s unique position of being the southern end of the merchant’s road that connected the southern countries to the northern countries, there were always merchants coming and going. They brought with them the rare and marvelous inventions from the north, magical creations created by man and dwarf. As such, the Raven House never went without an event at least once a week to showcase the new northern products alongside the staples of the south: rare magics, mined minerals, and tasty produce and meat. 
 
    After spending much of the morning shopping for an appropriate outfit, Milly and Muera finally arrived at the auction. Milly had forgone her standard pants, shirt, and robe in favor of a flattering red dress that complimented her slightly tanned skin and freckles while using magic to flatten her hair into waves down her back. Muera, after much prodding and pushing, was wearing a black dress with tiny sparkles like stars over her normal attire. Her hood still covered her face, but she looked no less magnificent. 
 
    Milly grinned as she felt the stares of men and women alike fall on her. Their desire, in the forms of admiration, lust, jealousy, and greed, flowed through her into her hidden necklace, offering the emotions up to her goddess. 
 
    “Do you feel it, Muera? All of their desires upon us?” Milly licked her lips as her body felt the pleasure of transferring the desires to her goddess. “I so rarely get to dress up properly. Ah, how I missed this.” 
 
    “Pervert,” Muera snorted, her arms folded across her chest. Muera’s posture displayed her typical confidence, likely because she was wearing her normal outfit underneath the dress. 
 
    “Please do not mistake me,” Milly corrected smoothly. “This isn’t exhibition; this is strategy.” 
 
    “How?” Muera asked. 
 
    Milly winked as they approached the doorway. “Men, and I mean males, are both the smartest and most foolish creatures to walk the continent. A smart woman knows how to wrap others around their fingers with a mere tilt of the head, a sweet smile, and a light touch. As long as they focus on my looks, they won’t be focusing on my words.” 
 
    “Not empowering,” Muera noted. 
 
    “Is it not empowering to steal secrets from lips?” Milly questioned. “Is it not empowering when men fall to their feet to please me? I am not the type to rely on just my looks to get places. People are born with talents and are obligated to use them. Others develop talents through hard work, and it would be a shame to stop relying on them. I happen to be blessed with looks and worked hard to keep them. I have a goal I need to achieve, and I will use everything I have to reach it.” 
 
    “And others?” Muera questioned. 
 
    Milly said nothing, only smiled. 
 
    “Do you have an invitation, or will you be needing to buy a pass?” The man at the door asked professionally. 
 
    “I am here on the prince’s authority,” Milly said. 
 
    “Do you have something from him?” the man asked. 
 
    A wind carried her scent into the doorway. She tilted her head ever so slightly, a twinkle playing in her eye. She raised her hand effortlessly to the man’s shoulder and caressed it for just a moment. 
 
    “He’s waiting for me,” she whispered. “Please, don’t keep him, waiting...” 
 
    The man’s eye twitched, his nose flared, and the red grew slowly up from his neck. “I… I can’t do that ma’am. I need...” 
 
    “I know what you need,” she whispered in his ear, somehow having closed the distance before he noticed. “He’ll be pleased that you let me in. And, I’ll be ever so, grateful.” 
 
    The man blinked, and she was gone. He wasn’t quite sure she had been there to begin with. 
 
    Milly chuckled deviously as she led Muera up the stairs to the noble booths. She swung the room key she’d swiped around her finger. 
 
    “Thief,” Muera said evenly. 
 
    “Not if I have gold to spend,” Milly giggled. “If I help drive up the price on items, they won’t mind too much. And Prince John, who is most certainly here, would let me enter in a heartbeat. Besides”—Milly’s face turned solemn—“I need to ask him about potential targets. Duke Norton was in the king’s camp of support, so it would make sense the scapegoat would be, too. I don’t know the politics of Valorek well enough to make my own assumptions.” 
 
    “Find?” Muera questioned. 
 
    “Easy. We just find the noble booth with the royal guards.” 
 
    They didn’t have to look far; the first room had two royal raven guards standing outside. The two soldiers glared silently at the approaching women. 
 
    “Peace, gentlemen.” Milly held up her hands innocently. “I only need to speak with the prince regarding a rather urgent matter. Please tell him I have proof concerning the duke’s murder.” 
 
    The two guards exchanged a quick glance. The soldier on the left entered the room, leaving the soldier on the right to watch Milly and Muera. Milly decided to control her teasing urges in favor of keeping with the atmosphere. 
 
    “You both may enter,” the soldier on the left said when he returned a moment later. The two girls nodded politely and entered the room. 
 
    The noble booth room was simple. A set of table and chairs stood on the left, and a row of comfortable chairs sat just before the balcony overlooking the auction hall. The prince, surrounded by more royal guards, waited for Milly at the table. 
 
    “My dear, it is a pleasure to see you again so soon,” Prince John smiled happily. He stood up and politely moved the two chairs for the ladies to sit. “So,” he began, taking his seat again, “what’s so urgent you used my name to sneak in here without an invitation?” 
 
    “So, you already knew?” Milly snorted. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate the raven house,” John cautioned. “Your little act out there may have fooled everyone who had their eyes on you, but the spell was broken as soon as you vanished. I’ve already sent my orders to the higher-ups here, but you will need to return the noble booth key you ‘picked up.’” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Milly handed the key over to a waiting guard, who exited the room with it. 
 
    “The point was to attract attention, not hide from it,” Milly said. “John, I found what I needed.” 
 
    The prince looked surprised. “It’s only been a day,” he remarked. 
 
    “The holy father’s wisdom played a big role,” Milly explained, nodding to Muera. “It helps when the powers of death and desire work together so well. I was able to summon the Duke...” 
 
    Milly took her time explaining her experience at the former manor. Prince John kept quiet for the most part, his face only turning sad at the revelation of the Duke’s sacrifice. 
 
    “Norton was always a strong man, so it is fitting he remains so in death,” John sighed. “However, his act has saved both you and the future of this kingdom.” 
 
    “I would like to think that, for his sake,” Milly agreed. “I do wonder why such a noble Duke needed two hidden floors beneath his home, though. That does seem a bit suspicious.” 
 
    “Not really,” the prince said dismissively. “Most of the manors here in the capital are built on top of old homes. The investigators told me there was no evidence to suggest any staircase to connect the Duke’s home to the source of the explosion, meaning it must have been there before the manor was built.” 
 
    “Interesting. Is that common around here?” Milly asked curiously. 
 
    “Often enough.” the prince shrugged. “Valorek is an old country, and this capital has quite a history of its own. It’s why we pay adventurers to clear out the sewers every so often; you never know what might be down there. Anyhow, tell me, how does this evidence relate why you are here?” 
 
    “I need to locate the original scapegoat and stop whatever plan is set against him or her,” Milly quickly explained. “Whoever the first fall guy is, the plotters will still want them dead as part of their master plan. Given the opportunity this auction affords, I thought it would be a good place to find him or her.” 
 
    “Disguised banditry, I see,” the prince mused. “After all, that’s something you are used to seeing being used on the political field. I’m sorry to spoil your plan, however, but I do not think that will be the plan this time.” 
 
    “Why?” Muera asked. 
 
    Prince John gave the priestess a quick one-over, unused to hearing her voice. “Given the volatile situation in the capital presently, there is a great number of additional troops patrolling in and out of the city walls. Your trial gave the nobility an excuse to all gather in the capital with their families, as you saw before. Each family has their own personal squad of soldiers guarding them. In addition, all manner of secret dealings and back-room meetings are occurring right now, making the city a potential spell waiting to go wrong. No one would be so foolish as to commit such an obvious murder right now.” 
 
    Something about what the prince said tickled Milly’s inner alarm, but she couldn’t pinpoint what it was. 
 
    “Still,” the prince admitted as he continued, “it isn’t a bad idea to come here to look for possible targets. A number of nobles in my father’s camp are here to bid, many of them rich and wise. Stay for a time with me and watch the auction, and maybe it will give you the clue you need.” 
 
    “And,” he added with a wink, “if you see anything that tickles your fancy, I’ll do my best to get it for you.” 
 
    “Very well,” Milly agreed after a moment’s thought. “After all, it would be a shame to waste the opportunity to wear such a fine dress as this.” 
 
    “Quite.” The prince stared for a moment before realizing he was being rude. Clearing his throat as Milly giggled at him, Prince John stood up and held out his arm. Milly allowed him to take her hand and guide her to the seats overlooking the auction, Muera following close behind. The prince sat in the middle seat, with Milly on his left and Muera on his right. 
 
    “It appears we missed the opening ceremony,” John sighed regretfully as the first item, an enchanted wine jar was sold. “No matter. The best items are always shown at the end. 
 
    While Milly was no stranger to an auction, it was her first time at one where only such fine and rare items were being sold. Her eyebrows twitched every time the price grew, noting with a hint of melancholy that no one in the Nehatran refugee camp would be able to afford even the cheapest item. It made her feel her own poverty more strongly, and she began to decline the prince’s offers when items that suited her appeared. 
 
    “Come now, miss Milly,” Prince John prompted as a set of armor designed for women was sold, “there must be something that draws your eye. My honor as a prince is on the line.” 
 
    My honor as a prince. These words flashed through Milly’s mind, sending goosebumps up her arms. Those words, those familiar words, oh how she missed them! The image of the young boy played through her head again, his prideful nature flaring up as she teased him. 
 
    Milly’s fists slowly flexed as she calmed herself down. Her hand reached up to her shirt, patting the hidden charm within her cleavage. 
 
    “For our next item, we have something truly special!” the auctioneer announced. Playing on the audience’s anticipation, he waved his hand as two beautiful ladies dressed in matching gowns brought forth something hidden under a blanket. 
 
    “I present to you... the newest magical invention from the north! The Soul Detector!” 
 
    With a single tug, the cover was removed to reveal a stunningly silver-colored crown. Its appearance was simple, an ornate strand of metal tied together at the front into a magic circle. It rested on a red pillow that emphasized its color in the magical torch light. 
 
    “This, ladies and gentlemen, is no ordinary magical tool!” the auctioneer continued. “It’s made of the rare mineral mythril, also known as enchanted silver! The creator of this magnificent piece is the famed inventor Augustus Fount himself, and he only made five—yes, 5, ladies and gentlemen! 
 
    “Now what does it do, you may be asking yourselves? This marvelous combination of magic and technomancy can locate souls! So long as you have something a soul spent precious time with, you’ll be able to track the soul’s owner wherever he is within ten days’ travel! I can’t say enough over how rare and valuable this item is! The auction begins at 1000 gold pieces!” 
 
    Milly’s eyes locked on the crown. “I want it,” she couldn’t help but mutter. However, she didn’t have a thousand gold, let alone the numbers being called out. 
 
    “1100!” 
 
    “1200!” 
 
    “1500!” 
 
    “2000!” Prince John shouted, raising a flag he had pulled from his jacket. He gave Milly a wink. 
 
    “My prince, you can’t!” Milly said, suddenly worried. “Please don’t spend that much gold on me. I’ll never be able to pay you back!” 
 
    “I already told you, this is a matter of my honor and word,” the prince said, dignified. “If you feel guilty, then perhaps I could convince you to warm my bed as my wife...” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Milly shot him down. 
 
    “Ugh, alright.” John stiffened at the quick rejection. “How about this, then? When this trial ends, you work for me as head of the agents I’m putting together. I’ll only ask you to swear an oath to serve me faithfully for the period of one year, and only when acting under my orders. I won’t force you on missions or to leave the refugee camp.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Milly answered. Working for the prince wouldn’t be so bad. He was far more capable than her previous superiors who hadn’t even shown up to the trial. 
 
    Prince John won the crown at 2500 gold pieces, a staggering sum that could feed a large village for 5 years. He had it brought to his room, where he gave it to Milly with a smile. Milly thanked the prince properly before turning her attention to her new toy. 
 
    “Special,” Muera commented to her left, observing the crown from under her hood. “Can feel, death magic.” 
 
    Milly grinned, suddenly standing up to surprise of everyone in the room. 
 
    “Your highness, I apologize, but I must take my leave now,” she bowed respectfully. “Muera, let’s go!” 
 
    Not giving the prince any time to speak, the two girls disappeared into the corridor and down the stairs to the entrance. 
 
    “Why, run?” Muera asked in confusion as she chased after Milly. 
 
    “This crown, it can track souls,” Milly said gleefully. “On its own, it needs an item of great emotional importance to the target to track them, but what if we added the power of desire and death to it?” 
 
    Muera said nothing, but her shock was audible. 
 
    “Come on, we need to reach the Duke’s home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “This dress is getting in the way,” Milly muttered angrily as she felt the material press into her waist. With a quick prayer as she crossed her fingers, the dress vanished and was instantly replaced by Milly’s standard outfit of leather armor and comfortable cloth. 
 
    “Handy,” Muera remarked, somehow also free of her restrictive clothing. 
 
    “Not as interesting as your thing,” Milly shot back. She had seen out of the corner of her eye how Muera’s dress had sunk into the priestess’ form-fitting outfit. There had been no mana expenditure, but it was gone. 
 
    Th priestess in black didn’t explain, and Milly didn’t bother pushing the question. 
 
    The two women barged through the gate into the noble district. No one impeded their way, the guards going out of their way to look in every other direction when they hurried by. With the speed of a horse, Milly and Muera rushed back to Duke Norton’s former home. 
 
    Muera hesitated only for a moment before stepping onto the burned ground again. Milly, impatient at the priestess’ slow speed, pulled her along to the hole. Once again, she carried Muera down into the hole as they plummeted down the two floors to the summoning circle remains. Skillfully removing the frozen Muera from her body, Milly darted her head around for the tell-tale signs of magic. 
 
    “Here!” Milly said, pointed at the one section of wall freed of soul shadows. She marched the still stiff priestess of death over to the fractured stone and began to knock her fist against them. Her fist, covered in a thin layer of clerical magic, sank into the earth-made bricks, searching for the residue she knew would be there. 
 
    “What?” Muera asked. 
 
    “This wall,” Milly explained as she knocked. “It’s the only one free of shadows in an arc-ish shape. This must be where the assassins had their portal; which means there must be leftover magic in the stone. If we’re really lucky, then they may have used an anchor within the stone...” 
 
    Finally, in the upper part of the wall, she found what she was looking for. “An anchor!” Milly cried out triumphantly. 
 
    “Lucky,” Muera said. 
 
    “Not yet,” Milly corrected. “Now I need to get it. The anchor will be charmed against theft, so I need to retrieve it without damaging the stone. I’m going to need some divine help for this.” 
 
    She got her knees and crossed her hands. “Oh Goddess of Desire, hear my plea and my prayer,” Milly chanted. “By the grace of your mood, bless my hand so that I may pull that which is hidden in the dark. Bless me so that I can use this to prove my innocence and continue the glory of your church.” 
 
    The chuckle in her mind told Milly that her wish had been granted. Her hand, tan from the long days working under the sun, was engulfed in a transparent red flame. Milly held it up in front of her face, turning her hand back and forth as she admired the magic of her goddess. She stood up and cracked her knuckles. In a supernatural act, the high priestess plunged her hand into the wall, her arm seemingly melting into the stone. 
 
    Milly grunted and frowned as she struggled to grasp her quarry. With a strained growl, she raised her left foot and pressed it against the wall, using it as a fulcrum to assist her fishing effort. Muera stood nearby, watching in interest as the high priestess of desire wrestled with a stone wall. 
 
    With a loud pop, Milly’s arm broke free of the stone, and she tumbled onto her backside, her fist enclosed around something that struggled to break free. The young lady threw her free hand around her fist, struggling to use her strength to contain the object she held. 
 
    Muera moved to help Milly, but she shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have it,” she said reassuringly. “Just need to wear down this anti-intruder spell and...” 
 
    Milly’s fist stopped jerking around, and the high priestess quickly whipped out the crown and stuffed the magic circle of the crown onto it. The leftover dimensional magic, concealed in a stone that served as the portal’s anchor, was seamlessly absorbed into the crown, which lit up in response. Its task done, the stone turned limp and stopped struggling. 
 
    “Success.” Milly smiled. “And an unexpected gain. This stone can be used for gateways. I could get quite a bit of gold if I placed this in the Raven House. Still, this crown is the key to the case.” She held up the softly glowing mythril crown with a gleeful face. 
 
    “Muera,” Milly said suddenly, “I need your help for this step. The crown is designed to track souls by objects of emotional significance. The portal maker may have used his magic to power the stone, but it isn’t enough of a connection by itself. Your magic, though, is focused around souls, right? If I empower you with my clerical magic, can you increase the magical connection to the soul?” 
 
    “Maybe?” Muera didn’t seem sure as she tilted her head and crossed her arms. “Clerical power... unknown interactions.” 
 
    Clerics didn’t often combine powers, as their magic came directly from the god or goddess and contained a trace of their will. For instance, a cleric of the God of Water would be ill-advised to combine magic with the Goddess of Fire. The two of them had a poor relationship, and the two spells would attempt to fight each other. This often led to the death of the magic source, i.e., the clerics. 
 
    “To my knowledge, I don’t believe Temtra and Eatrus have poor compatibility,” Milly said thoughtfully. “Rather, I doubt my goddess has too many negative relationships with the other members of the pantheon. I think she’s even had a few child gods with some of them...” 
 
    “Yes. Lesser Kill gods,” Muera pointed out. 
 
    Milly winced. “Right, desire for death: suicide, murder, and massacre. Thankfully those churches aren’t recognized by the clergy alliance of the south. Otherwise, those gods would be able to cause a lot more trouble. Still, it does prove my point: desire and death can go hand in hand. There shouldn’t be any side-effects that are too destructive.” 
 
    “Gamble, my life,” Muera stated coolly. “This is... not the same as before.” 
 
    Milly raised her eyebrow in surprise. “You can speak full sentences?” 
 
    “Eatrus teaches words are... gold,” Muera said. “As the dead... wish above all else to... speak with the living, we too... must follow them.” 
 
    “Not the most convenient rule to follow, but what do I know about other religions?” Milly said with a shrug. “It would be hypocritical to denounce it.” 
 
    “Quite,” Muera agreed. “Now… about my help.” 
 
    Milly waited, but Muera said nothing more. 
 
    “What, do you want me to ask for it again?” Milly questioned. 
 
    “Tell me what I want,” Muera surprisingly commanded. 
 
    “Huh?” Milly asked in confusion. 
 
    “Tell me… what do I… want?” Muera repeated, more slowly. 
 
    “That’s easy, you want…” Milly paused, a frown growing on her face. She couldn’t see it. For once in her career as a follower of Temtra, she could not feel the light of desire coming off from the woman in front of her. It was as if she were a void of emotion, an empty blackness that seemed to draw her in. It was the most unsettling thing Milly had ever seen. 
 
    “What are you?” she couldn’t help but ask in shock and surprise. 
 
    From within the hood, two golden eyes appeared. They glistened in the limited light, staring deep into Milly’s soul. The irises seemed to flicker between human and... something else; something, foreign. 
 
    “You can’t read me, so you are scared.” Muera giggled, her pleasant voice sending a small chill up Milly’s back. “You aren’t the only one who can read others, high priestess.” 
 
    “Heh, hey,” Milly said nervously, her hands inching toward her belt. “What happened to words are golden? You’re starting to make me uncomfortable, Muera.” 
 
    “Don’t bluff. You don’t have your daggers.” 
 
    This statement echoed through the underground room. Milly’s face fell open as she was finally rendered speechless. 
 
    One of her secrets, the thing that no one was supposed to know. An image flashed through her head: her master, Mary, taking the daggers to study them. Her subsequent disappearance. Milly had been forced to rely on other, lesser mediums for Temtra’s power. She had struggled, hard, to hide her loss. Her right hand, the one she used to hold Temtra’s magic, had lost all feeling some time ago. She had to relearn using it just by visual cues. 
 
    No one was supposed to know besides Fiora and Mary. 
 
    Muera’s eyes twinkled expectantly. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Milly locked eyes with the woman in front of her. 
 
    “Your assignment to watch me, was the holy father the one who ordered it?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Muera shrugged carelessly. 
 
    Seeing no answer coming, Milly sighed. “What do you want, Muera?” she relented. 
 
    Muera’s eyes glowed triumphantly. “I want a favor,” she said. 
 
    “What kind of favor? I won’t do anything illegal,” Milly refuted. 
 
    Muera shook her head. “No, nothing bad. A future favor. A fun favor. A connection between you and me. Please?” 
 
    “You’re not leaving me much choice,” Milly muttered. “But fine. So long as this favor does no harm to me or those I care for, I shall owe you a favor.” 
 
    The two extended their hands and shook. Surprisingly, Milly felt something surge onto her hand. Releasing her grip, she discovered a tiny black skull marked in the middle of her hand. 
 
    “Promises with death are always kept,” Muera said mysteriously. “Now, let us begin.” 
 
    Milly handed the glowing crown over to her. Muera’s eyes disappeared back into the blackness of her hood as she bent over to examine the artifact. With quiet whispers, she knelt onto the ground and cupped the crown before her face. The whispers began to echo, rise slowly in volume, as the mist returned to surround the priestess. 
 
    “Now, Milly,” Muera’s voice echoed in her head, “merge with me.” 
 
    Milly, chanting a prayer to her own goddess, stood in front of Muera and placed both palms on the other’s shoulders. She chanted her own prayer, calling the power of desire down from the heavens to help her. 
 
    “Tread carefully,” were the words that echoed silently in Milly’s head now, a faint warning from her goddess. Milly could do nothing to follow it, however, much as she wished she could leave now. The chanting and whispers mixed together in the faint light, the mist blocking the sun’s rays from above. Soon, the only light source in the whiteness was a red glow coming off of Milly’s standing form. It radiated outward, mixing with the mist and changing it. The two girls were like statues in an ocean of blood. 
 
    And just as quickly as it came, the chanting and the mist stopped, and vanished. 
 
    The crown glowed red, the light pointing upwards. Their prey had been located. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Is this, enough?” Muera asked, wearily. 
 
    “I think so,” Milly said after a moment’s thought. The two stood together in silence, watching the manors burning in front of them. Nobles were running back and forth, screaming. They waited as a group of armed guards surrounded them, if a bit hesitantly. 
 
    “Excuse me, but do you mind coming with us?” the lead guard asked carefully. Milly recognized him as the head gate guard from the previous day. “We’re supposed to arrest you, but if you don’t want to go…” 
 
    “I’m coming, don’t worry,” Milly said with a chuckle. The guards all sighed in relief as Milly offered her wrists for shackles. The high priestess, once again arrested, gave Muera a wink. 
 
    “See you at the trial.” 
 
    Muera watched the escort disappear and sighed. She was going to have to write one hell of a report  . 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “This court will now resume the case of the country of Valorek vs. Milly. Be seated.” 
 
    The voice of the holy father once again echoed through the courtroom. As before, the nobles were sitting in rows split down the middle and arranged greatest to lowest rank before the throne. Prince James and his father the king faced them in regal attire, surrounded by royal guards. Milly and Father Horace sat at their table placed right in front of the nobles and faced the king and Holy Father in the balcony above. 
 
    Holy Father Ferdinand cleared his throat and banged his hammer on the desk. 
 
    “Now, it has been four days since I allowed you, the accused, Milly, to find and discover evidence to prove your word. What say you here to defend your honor?” 
 
    “Your grace,” Milly announced confidently, “to prove my word, I discovered a witness to the crime and eliminated the true assassins!” 
 
    The courtroom was instantly filled with angry shouts and yelling. Many of the nobles were spewing profanities at Milly, ranging from inconvenient to hear to outright scandalous. 
 
    “Silence!” Frederick roared, using his magic to intimidate the noisy nobles into obedience. Once they were silent, the holy father leaned forward and examined Milly through his headgear. 
 
    “Milly, if I am to understand your actions over the past few days, you: broke into a noble’s residence without authorization, started a firefight with enemy mages that resulted in a large fire breaking out in the noble district, caused insurmountable property damage with your explosions and magic, robbed some of the burning houses, and deposited twenty heads on pikes outside the home of one... Commander Torrel of the Royal army.” 
 
    “Yes, your honor, I did indeed storm the enemy’s stronghold, defeat the evil assassins by myself, eliminate the explosives placed around the city before they were set to go off, save precious supplies, and bring the heads of traitors to the highest-ranking commander in the city,” Milly agreed wholeheartedly. 
 
     Even his grace, the holy father, was rendered a bit speechless at this shameless presentation of her actions. 
 
    “The king wishes to hear from the witness you have found,” Prince James spoke up, breaking the awkward pause. 
 
    Milly nodded and removed her necklace from her shirt. 
 
    “I call forth your spirit to fulfil your desire for vengeance and loyalty,” Milly chanted loudly. “Come forth, Duke Norton of Valorek!” 
 
    Swiftly, the misty form of the burned duke’s spirit exited the symbol of Temtra and became corporeal before the throne. Shrieks and gasps arose from the nobility at the sight of the ghost in all his burned glory. The king shot to his feet in utter amazement and shock. 
 
    “My king,” Duke Norton’s spirit said gravely, “my family and I were murdered by foul assassins who wished this poor girl to take the fall. This I swear to you by the oath I took.” 
 
    “How do we know that is the real spirit of the Duke!” a noble called out from the crowd. 
 
    “An observer sent by me has verified the identity of this spirit and the veracity of its story,” Frederick announced from the balcony. “This is, without a doubt, the spirit of the departed Duke Norton.” 
 
    The king walked forward to the duke, who kneeled to his sovereign. 
 
    “Arise, old friend,” the king refuted softly, faint tears in his eyes. “You served valiantly in life and should not need to bow anymore.” 
 
    “Your highness, it was my privilege watching you grow from boy to king,” Duke Norton said with a smile. “My only regrets are that I was unable to die for you on the battlefield and that my family had to suffer with me.” 
 
    “Please, old friend, tell us what happened that night,” the king requested. 
 
    Duke Norton nodded and stood up to face the crowd of nobles. 
 
    “On the night I was murdered,” he roared, “my family and I were seized from our beds by foul magic users of the enemy! We were dragged down into hidden places below my house and strung up like cattle to be slaughtered. Their plan: to kill us and frame the generals of this nation to cause civil unrest. However, before they could commence with their plan, this girl’s attack on their spy destroyed their headquarters and eliminated the fabricated evidence. While they switched their scapegoat to her and summoned a great demon of fire, I took my own life by biting my tongue and bled out before the flames reached me, allowing my soul to remember my true cause of death!” 
 
    “You are aware,” the holy father spoke from above, “that the gods do not look kindly on suicide. It is unlikely your soul will ever ascend to the three heavens, never to join your ancestors.” 
 
    “Aye, I do,” Duke Norton said, his voice hollow, “but my duty to this kingdom has always come before my wellbeing. Even if I am thrown to the nine hells or forced to walk this world as a shade, I am proud of what I have done.” 
 
    “Your grace,” Milly interjected, “is there anything you can do to help this noble man? He deserves more than this pitiful fate, and the souls of his family still remain in the burned wreckage of his home.” 
 
    Frederick nodded sagely. “I am a follower of law, and while this man has indeed violated celestial decree, he did so as a sacrifice for his fellow man and country. Turan, the God of Duty, would most certainly welcome you into his home. As for your family, I shall have priests specializing in the healing of the soul to free them to their eternal rest.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Duke Norton whispered softly. His desires fulfilled, there was nothing left to hold him to the plane of existence. But, instead of being dragged down or becoming a ghostly monster, a ray of light pierced through the ceiling and enveloped the soul. Duke Norton closed his eyes, comforted, and vanished into the light. 
 
    “He has joined his forefathers,” Frederick said. “May he find rest.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the king agreed. “Milly, just for this alone, I must offer you my most sincere gratitude.” 
 
    “It was my duty, sir.” Milly smiled gently. “Think nothing of it.” 
 
    The king returned to his throne. 
 
    “The witness has proven you innocent of the attack on the Norton household,” Frederick announced. “However, I must insist that you explain the string of violent behavior you committed on the third day that once again landed you in jail, where you remained until the beginning of this trial.” 
 
    “Do wish for my personal account, or will the account of my watcher suffice?” Milly asked, a bit cheekily. 
 
    “I have read your observer’s report on your actions, but it is important to hear it, as they say, from the horse’s mouth,” the holy father replied. It appeared the man had a sense of humor after all, much to Milly’s chagrin. 
 
    Ignoring the muted laughter behind her, Milly stood up and walked around the table to properly face the king and judge. 
 
    “On the second day, I accompanied the prince of Valorek to the Raven House auction hall,” Milly began. “It was there that the key to proving my innocence without a doubt was unveiled. A magical crown created in the north by the famous inventor Fount, with the ability to lock onto souls so long as an object of emotional importance was available. Unfortunately, the crown’s power is actually quite limited on its own, as it cannot differentiate souls if an object has value to more than one person. However, I was able to use my goddess’ given power of desire to amplify the magic in the crown. Upon returning to the site of the murder, I discovered a dimensional anchor stone lodged in part of the wall and retrieved it, using the original caster’s magic as the connection for the crown to track.” 
 
    Milly took out the stone and held it up for everyone to see. “The stone is currently drained of magic, but it can be used again. I submit this as evidence to my word, with the hope of having it returned to me.” 
 
    Frederick waved his hand, and a guard collected the stone, careful to only touch it with a cloth. 
 
    “Once the evidence is verified, it shall be returned. Please continue.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace. I followed the crown’s direction and found myself at a different noble’s house. After a little investigating, I learned the house belonged to an earl of ill-repute. I sneaked into the home and discovered a hidden basement where the true assassins had their base. To my horror, they had a plan in motion to blow up the entire capital city, with every noble here and their family as the targets!” 
 
    The courtroom was filled with shock at the revelation. 
 
    “I couldn’t allow this unspeakably heinous act to occur, so I at once set upon the enemy with reckless abandon, my thoughts only to protect the precious lives in this city. I underestimated them, however, and a few turned out to be powerful mages and demon-summoning warlocks. Our battle ended up moving beyond that basement, and a few unfortunate houses were destroyed. 
 
    "Eventually, I was able to defeat them through the use of my faith in Temtra and help from the loyal guards of this city. I had to move quickly, however, as the magical explosives were already in place. Running low on time, I had no choice but to pre-detonate each before their summoning trap summoned more fire demons to explode. Afterwards, I took the heads of each of the traitors, nobles included, and properly delivered them to the highest-ranking commander I knew in the city, Commander Torrel. After all, my deliverance to this court was delayed by him and his troop cutting in front, so he must have some high authority.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Milly could see a few of the nobles in the military. A few faces paled, while even more turned red from either anger or embarrassment. After all, Milly had been summoned by both the king and the tribunal, so for a commander to delay her entrance into the city... Torrel would not be having a good time after this. 
 
    “This tribunal has found the accused innocent of all crimes,” the Holy Father announced. “However, she must pay for all the damages she caused.” 
 
    “I agree, your grace!” Milly smiled widely. “I will donate my life’s savings.” She promptly raised her adventurer bag and emptied it onto the floor. All of the robbed valuables she’d taken from the burning buildings soon covered space between her and the stairs leading to the throne. 
 
    “If I’d left them, they would have become worthless,” Milly said innocently as the crowd of a thousand stares looked at her. “Better to spend it on a worthwhile endeavor.” 
 
    The nobles she had robbed ground their teeth but could do nothing. For while it appeared to most that the fires and property damage were random, anyone with a faint understanding of politics would realize that only nobles working against the king’s interest had their property destroyed. It was their gold and valuables that had been “saved” and given to the king, and he had no reason to refuse such an impressive sum of gold. It was almost as if these corrupt nobles had donated their private horde to the king, an act that surely drove up their blood pressure. 
 
    “Your debt is cleared,” the king said quickly as he picked up on her intentions. “Milly, I thank you for this service to Valorek. You’ve eliminated the foul tumor of conspiracy festering in this capital, avenged Duke Norton, and saved everyone here from a horrifying demise. I will grant you any wish within my power as king.” 
 
    “Your grace, all I ask is that you give my fellow Nehatrans a chance to use their skills properly,” Milly said. “My good friend Rolf, for instance, is unable to use his vast strength and wise mind properly at his position in the military. If he and the others were allowed to advance, then the strength of your nation would only grow.” 
 
    The king tapped his fingers against his throne. 
 
    “They must swear an oath to never raise their swords against Valorek, but I will not make them swear loyalty,” he finally relented. 
 
    “Then this court is finished!” Frederick announced. “Milly shall go free, and the children of Valorek will be given their chance to prove their worth. This decision is made under the eyes of the goddess of law. Praise Kira!” 
 
    “Praise Kira!” 
 
    Milly sighed as the trial ended. It was finally over. Father Horace patted her on the back, and Milly prepared herself as a small flock of nobles approached her to offer congratulations. She knew they were just trying to scout her, but she decided the occasion did call for a small slice of decorum on her part. 
 
    However, no matter where she looked, she was unable to find a hint of the black-covered priestess she’d gotten to know so well over the last few days. She’d vanished, quick as a knife in the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you,” Rolf said ruefully. “You saved the entire kingdom of Valorek, indebted the king and every member of the nobility by saving their lives, made off with a fortune in gold and valuables, and in the end, you donate all the gold to the repair effort and only ask that our fellow Nehatrans, including me, have a chance to rise up in the ranks. Milly, you are one interesting girl.” 
 
    “Woman,” Milly corrected, putting the mug of beer down. “I’m no longer a girl, Rolf, same as you aren’t a boy.” 
 
    “Touché,” Rolf conceded, taking a quick sip from his own mug. “But seriously, was that really the right decision to make? That amount of gold would have made you for life, and you could have forced Valorek to stop moving so slowly in the retaking of Nehatra.” 
 
    “Think about it, Rolf,” Milly said with a gleam in her eye. “If I had really kept the gold, the nobles I stole from would have let their hate fester and used the greed of others against me. Having given up that gold—in the service of the kingdom, mind you—they can do nothing but suffer the loss. Since they were working against the king in the first place, I wouldn’t be surprised if they find themselves replaced soon enough. 
 
    “And about the favor,” Milly continued, “it wouldn’t do to force an entire kingdom to act on the wish of a single woman, no matter how indebted they are to her. Besides the blatant sexism that exists in this country, the soldiers wouldn’t have high morale over such an abrupt decision. 
 
    “On the other hand, as you and the others work your way up the ranks and earn the admiration of your men, you’ll be able to wield such influence as to convince everyone in Valorek that the retaking of Nehatra is in their best interest. Everyone loves heroes, after all.” 
 
    “I think you’re wrong,” Rolf chuckled with a smile. “Here among the Nehatrans, the legend of the heroine is becoming more popular. That’ll teach me to take you away in an open cage in the future.” 
 
    “What, you expect me to end up in jail again?” Milly snorted. 
 
    “With your attitude…” Rolf grumbled. He turned his head towards the bar and called, “Fred, another round if you would!” 
 
    Milly’s father nodded and took to filling up another pair of mugs. The tavern at the center of the camp was as peaceful as ever, with adventurers coming from and going to quests. Milly’s popularity in the capital had prompted a few merchant companies to open relations with the Nehatran government, and Princess Hilda had happily welcomed the influx of adventurers and quests. 
 
    “Quit your griping,” Milly said. “It all turned out well in the end, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Rolf relented. “Your little revenge on Torrel was a nice touch. Last I heard, he was demoted for interfering with the king’s business. Heh, I can’t wait to see him again. He’ll have to salute me.” 
 
    “Bringing the arrogant low is one of my favorite hobbies,” Milly giggled. “So, how long is your vacation?” 
 
    “Just a few days,” Rolf said. “I was going to visit father, maybe do some accounting with him for old time’s sake. After that, my squad is being sent south to deal with Empire skirmishes. It’ll be a good opportunity to prove my worth.” 
 
    “I wish you luck, then. Cheers!” Milly said. The two clanked their mugs together and took a sip. 
 
    “How about you?” Rolf asked, wiping his lips. “What’s your next big plan?” 
 
    “I’m going to be sticking around here for a while,” Milly admitted. “My church needs to grow, and all these new adventurers could be promising recruits. Gran has already visited me twice, crying, because of the increased load of paperwork. As high priestess, it’s something I’ll have to suffer through.” 
 
    “Well, good luck,” Rolf laughed. “I’m sure the heroine of Valorek will be able to survive this. Careful, though, I’m sure many of those promising recruits are admirers in disguise. Remember, I’m first in line to pursue you when you decide you’re available.” 
 
    “And when do you think that’ll be?” Milly teased. 
 
    “Never, quite the shame,” Rolf sighed despondently. “Do you still think of him?” 
 
    “Every day,” Milly said. Finishing her drink, she stood up. “I’ll be seeing you, Rolf. Take care.” 
 
    “You too,” Rolf waved. He continued to sit after she left, sipping his beer thoughtfully. 
 
    Milly walked through the streets of the camp. All around her, children played and adults went by on their day-to-day business, everyone wearing a smile on their faces. Milly noted, with an inner smile, that the hair ornaments she had bought with some of the gold she’d forgotten to give away had become popular to wear. She kept that smile all the way to her church. Due to her popularity, the church of Temtra had received enough donations to allow for the building of a larger building, with three small rooms added to the worshiping hall. 
 
    Gran met her eagerly at the door. 
 
    “High priestess, a few merchants have sent proposals regarding blessed trinkets,” she reported. “In addition, the first worship ceremony for the new followers is in a few hours. Will you be leading it?” 
 
    “I will,” Milly promised. “Have the proposals been placed on my desk?” 
 
    Gran nodded. “They have, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll be working on reducing the pile until the ceremony. Please see to it I’m not disturbed if it isn’t important.” 
 
    “Yes, high priestess.” Gran bowed and turned to leave. 
 
    “One moment,” Milly said suddenly. Gran paused and turned back around. “Gran, you were once a sister learning at the church alliance’s school, were you not?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I graduated top of my class before I was expelled for proposing deeper studies into the chaotic gods,” Gran said. 
 
    “Tell me, what do you know of the followers of Eatrus?” 
 
    Gran tapped her chin in thought. “They are a rather secluded bunch, concentrating mostly on putting the unquiet dead to rest. They specialize in soul healing magic, separated into spells of healing and spells of buffing, and in wielding the power of the dead. As they can persuade the souls of the dead to re-inhabit their bodies to fight temporarily, they are not considered necromancers, who force souls into undeath forever.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about their personalities?” Milly pressed. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” Gran shook her head. “As I said, they are a secluded group, even in the alliance. Oh, but there is a legend that the strongest followers of Eatrus can summon the god into their body to allow for stronger spells. Does that help, high priestess?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, Gran.” Milly smiled gently. “I will see you at the ceremony.” 
 
    Milly entered her office and sat at her desk, a mildly high stack of papers waiting for her. Reaching into her drawer, she pressed a hidden button that opened a trapdoor to her left. She stood back up and, walked over, and jumped down into the darkness. The fall was short, and Milly landed safely without using her magic. Above her, the trap door closed. 
 
    “Light,” she whispered, and the room was illuminated by magic torches. Ahead of her was an altar, covered in a single set of white bones. Milly walked to it and caressed it gently. 
 
    “I’m one step closer, Rowen,” she whispered with a mad grin. “I even found something to help me find you.” 
 
    Reaching into her adventurer bag, she pulled out the silver crown. Placing it on the skeleton’s sternum, she kneeled down and chanted a prayer to Temtra. A red haze arose from the bones and entered the crown, morphing it under the power of desire into a new form. 
 
    The crown had changed. Now, it was a ring set with a ruby gem that held a magic circle hidden within it. Milly picked it up and slid it onto her right index finger, a perfect fit. 
 
    “The ring’s magic has been changed to only search for the soul of the one you desire,” Temtra’s voice whispered in Milly’s ear. “This is your reward for spreading my name and restoring my strength. But be warned: it only has a range of a ten-day ride by horse.” 
 
    “That’s enough for now,” Milly said faintly, the smile warping into a mix of satisfaction and glee. “It’s only the start, after all. Once this ring’s power covers the continent, and your power is fully restored, I will have him again. He’ll be mine forever.” 
 
    The room was filled with gleefully insane giggles. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A black hall devoid of light. A woman clothed in black devoid of emotion. A black altar devoid of life. Nothing moved in this great hall. It was only when another figure entered the room that the kneeling woman moved to stand. 
 
    “What were your impressions of her?” 
 
    “Young, confident, bold, unwavering, loyal, and with just enough obsession,” she said. 
 
    “I see. Those are good qualities.” 
 
    “So, do you think she’s the one?” she asked. 
 
    “She’s useful, for now. It depends on how far she’ll go. Naturally, you’ll be assigned to watch her.” 
 
    “I was revealed,” she reminded. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. She won’t care as long as you keep your distance and don’t interfere. Just watch, for now. It’s important that we know her movements.” 
 
    “I obey.” 
 
    “Did you correctly determine her age?” 
 
    “She is just under eighteen years of age,” she reported. 
 
    “Then time is running out. He hasn’t decided yet, but he likes her scent. It’s much like his. The obsession, of death.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Hey guys, Falcon here. I really hope you’ve enjoyed this first short story of mine. I know some if not many of you didn’t enjoy the way I wrote Chronicles with the different POV’s and the dungeon character’s rather lackluster character development. Honestly, the story started out rather childish, and then once my little cousins started reading the darn thing I had to remove the gore I wanted. In retrospect though, I became to wrapped up in growing the world outside the dungeon instead of the main characters. I think I’ll go back in the coming years and write a darker, more adult version of the story that’s split into two parallel books for the dungeon and adventurers. Doc deserves a better intro, and you readers deserve a story you don’t want to put down. 
 
    It's this issue that prompted me to split the world at the end of book 4. Doc and co. will go on to my new series Dungeon Wars, of which I’ve written the first 9 chapters. I’m pleased to say both Doc and Claire are going through some intense character development; Doc’s lost humanity and Claire regaining her true self through the loss of the mind control spell. I’m aiming to get it out April/May. 
 
    Why am I writing these short stories? Because I like the characters I made too much to throw them away. I honestly had just as much fun writing this as book 4, which I consider my best work to date. Milly’s a really screwed up character, but she’s just so much fun too. Fiora and Jare will also have their stories, and if you jump in my patreon you can watch me write them chapter by chapter. The short stories connect the world of Chronicles to my next series in this world, The Reluctant Healer, which takes place 15-17 years after book 4. I’ll be writing them between major releases, so look forward to it. 
 
    I really hope you liked it as much as I did. Leave a review so I can see how you feel. Cya. 
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