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Prologue

The child, sitting on her father’s knee, bounced up and down. “Daddy, tell me the story again.”
The man smiled down at her; a weary smile that shifted his scarred face into a semblance of joy. It caused his thick beard to brush the child’s face, and she giggled, squirming as it tickled her skin.
“Once upon a time, there were two gods; one male, and one female. The male named himself Orion. The female named herself Genesis. They sprang into being before the concept of time or space existed. Knowing an eternity of nothingness together, they resolved to create their own entertainment. Thus was born the universe. For a time, they lived in happiness. One day, Genesis created something new. A world, full of life; which she gave as a gift of love to Orion. Rather than receiving it as intended, Orion became obsessed with his new gift. He created men, giving them intelligence that they might know him. He created women that the new species might procreate, and thus humanity spread upon the world. The more time passed, the more distant he became from Genesis, until eventually they stopped speaking altogether. For her part, Genesis drifted in the aether, broken-hearted at the loss of her love. Eventually her broken heart turned to jealousy, and she made her own world, with her own species. We call them demons. Where Orion had made men for intellectual pursuits, Genesis made demons for war. When she was ready, portals opened up in points all over the world, disgorging her race of demons into our world. You see she hoped that by destroying the object of his fascination, she might free him from his obsession. To this day, the demons continue to invade our world, and still we fight; for if we lose, humanity will cease to exist.”
The child leaned into her father, and sighed. “Why do you always want to hear our story?” He asked her bemusedly.
“It’s just so romantic, don’t you think? It’s like a grand love story, even if she’s doing it wrong.” The child mumbled into his chest. The old man frowned down at her, but before he could respond she began to snore softly. Petting her head gently, he lifted her small body, and tucked her into bed. “You’re a strange girl, Beneficence Church.” He knelt over her, and kissed her forehead. With a sigh, he stood, turned out the light, and closed the door behind him. He moved to the living room of the safe house, slumped into a chair, and pulled a piece of correspondence from his pocket.
Dear, Judas Church.
I hope this letter finds you well. As you know, the war goes poorly, and the garrison at Eritra has fallen. I am afraid we must recall you from your leave early. We will be expecting you at the cathedral in Rosen within the week. Accommodations will be provided for you and your daughter for the duration of your stay. Please do not be late, the need is urgent.
Sincerely, Reverend Blanco Carmine




Chapter 1

Beneficence Church, now in her low twenties, removed her sword from where it hovered; inches from the neck of the man in front of her. Before he could react, her foot snapped up into his face, delivering the knockout blow with frightening grace. As his body toppled, her mane of dark red hair settled around her head like a bloody halo.
“Did anyone else want to try copping a feel?” She asked calmly, glaring at the gang of men who had accosted her while she waited outside her favorite bar. Rather than respond, they grabbed their friend, and fled in shame. It was far too common of an occurrence for her to work up true wrath anymore, but neither would she allow herself to show weakness. In her experience, those who acted like a victim became one.
She cursed as she dusted off her clothes. Her ‘night on the town’ dress was spotted with blood now, and blood was impossible to get out of the expensive material. This dress was the only luxury item she had ever bought on her meagre salary, and the thought that it might be ruined was depressing. She cursed her appearance at the same time she attempted to fix it. The dress hugged her figure, attempting to soften her muscular frame with strategically located pads of a foamy material. It was low cut, and tight, again attempting to magnify the effect of her meagre assets. Her perfect makeup was now a mess of sweat, and dust, and she cursed as she washed it off into the dirt next to the tavern; using a hand-mirror, and a canteen of water. She stared into green eyes, and a pale, beatific face marred by a thin scar on one cheek. Most of the makeup she rinsed away had been directed towards minimizing the effect of the scar, and she cursed the man who had given it to her as she snapped the mirror closed.
In some ways she didn’t actually mind the scar; it did as much to warn away the savvy predators as any amount of weapons or armor, and was a testament to what she had survived. Unfortunately it did nothing to ward against the fools with more balls than sense, as evidenced by the now-departed band of dunces. It wasn’t that she wanted no male attention, only that she didn’t want the wrong male attention.
“Hey, Benny!” Charlie, her current quasi-boyfriend ran up to greet her, appearing from around the corner of the bar. “Sorry I’m late, the highway was clogged, and-”
“I don’t want to hear it Charlie; this is the third time this month that you’ve been late. Do you know what happens to women who stand around alone outside of bars?”
Charlie snorted. “They beat up dumbasses? I saw the band of idiots slinking away as I passed.”
“Damn it Charlie, why do you have to be such a dick? Thanks to you being late, I have blood all over my new dress.” Her voice rose in indignation as she spoke, ending somewhere around exasperation.
Charlie smiled rakishly. “The notorious Beneficence Church bought a new dress just for me? Does that mean I’ve graduated from pre-boyfriend status?”
“If you’re ever on time maybe you’ll find out.” She said, exaggeratedly turning up her nose at him.
Smiling, he presented his arm. She wove her own arm into his; still turning her nose up haughtily at him, and they entered the bar locked together. The night flew by in a haze of drinking, dancing, and flirting. As Charlie knew from experience, Benny dropped her haughty facade once they made it into the bar. They had known each other for years, and he knew exactly what made her tick. Both were acolytes in the Crimson Order; low-ranked soldiers in the Inquisition’s special forces. Charlie was proud of his status. Despite being low in the overall hierarchy, membership in the Crimson Order was only for the top one percent of soldiers. The red stripes of the order meant you were a deadly fighter trained in all manner of weapons, and blessed with a special power by Orion. Sparks of flame danced around Charlie’s hand as he felt for his pack of cigarettes, but then he remembered that he had quit smoking. The sparks flowed dejectedly back into his arm.
“You know you’re not supposed to show your powers when you’re not on active duty. There might be spies about.” Benny said, flicking his arm in her own unique manner of reproach. Charlie wondered where she had picked up the habit as he stuck his tongue out at her childishly, rubbing his arm.
“I can’t help it. I see you in that dress, and it just gets me… hot.” He emphasized his point by poking her arm. As he drew his finger away, it burst into flame, and he waved it in front of her face. She snorted, rolled her eyes, and flicked his forehead playfully. It was much lighter than the previous flick, and didn’t sting this time. Charlie decided this was a sign of victory. Winking, he grabbed her hand, kissing it. She allowed the sign of affection with a soft smile.
“You read up on tomorrows mission?” He asked, a more serious tone entering his voice.
She nodded, and drew a sigil on a bar napkin with a beer-soaked finger to make them inaudible to others. Her own gift revolved around the generation of symbols which created magical effects. The effects were generally less powerful than someone with a more focused gift, but being able to produce nearly anything she wanted if she had time and resources to write the sigils made her gift far more versatile. “It looks simple enough. Get into enemy territory, blow up a bridge, get out.
Charlie nodded. “The higher-ups are hoping it’ll redirect the local demons into a fortified position. With luck they’ll be able to massacre them with artillery before the demons get close.”
Benny snorted. “I’m surprised they told you that. With most of us, you just get told where to go, and don’t ask questions.”
“Well you know my father. He got drunk, and blabbed about it. You’d think a general would know better.  I swear that man is gonna get us killed one of these days.” Charlie said ruefully.
Benny shook her head in derision. “Sorry Charlie, I have nothing good to say, so as my own father says, I’ll say nothing on that front.”
He smiled wanly at her. “Good to know someone around here has standards.”
She winked at him. “You saying you don’t?”
He grinned rakishly at her. “Only for you.”
“What are you kids talking about over here?” A voice interrupted their flirting.
“Go away Gregor.” She said, without turning toward him.
“And why should I Benny? Are you too wrapped up in your new conquest now to give me the time of day?”
She did turn to look at him this time. She raked her eyes over him dismissively. He had short-cropped brown hair above a masculine face, and muscular frame. He also towered over a foot and a half taller than Charlie’s standing height. Red stripes on his shoulder announced that he too was part of the order. It was whispered that he had only been allowed in due to his family name. Vellir was the surname of a famous hero of the crimson order who had stood alone against a horde of demon, and come out victorious; dying of his wounds days later.
“Well after the multiple times you failed in bed I decided I deserved better.” She said, punctuating her statement with a casual ‘go away’ wave of her hand.
Charlie turned away to bite back laughter as Gregor’s face went purple with rage. In truth, she hadn’t left him for his bedroom performance, but because of his periodic rages; something that was incompatible with her own nature. He simply couldn’t stand to be nettled, even flirtatiously.
Gregor cracked his knuckles. “I know better than to hit you, but Charlie here isn’t so lucky.”
Before he could approach Charlie, Benny stood, and interposed herself between the two.
“You’ll do nothing of the sort Gregor. You want to know why I really broke up with you? Because you’re a child whose prick is so small you overcompensate whenever I prick you with words. You simply haven’t built up the tolerance a more well-endowed man develops by default. Here let me show you.”
Without warning, she drove her knee into Gregor’s crotch. A high-pitched groaning sound escaped his lips, but his order training kept him on his feet despite the noticeable quiver of his legs.
“See? Felt pretty small to me. Come on Charlie, let’s go before we catch stupid. I hear it’s contagious.”
Benny began walking toward the door, moving past Gregor without looking back. Charlie moved past him in the next instant, giving him a sympathetic pat on the back. This seemed to wake Gregor from his pain-induced torpor. With a shout of pure rage, he swung at Charlie, who ducked under the blow; whirling away like a dancer to stand by Beneficence.
“Are we doing this for real then Gregor? Come on, show me what you’ve got.” She said condescendingly.
Gregor channeled his gift, and a crusting of rock built up around his body like armor. Only tiny seams around his joints remained free of this earthen shell, leaving no space on his body that might be considered a target for hand-to-hand combat. Benny pursed her lips, and turned to Charlie.
“Leave this to me.” She said, and he shrugged, backing away.
Benny stepped forward, pulling a lipstick tube from a pocket.
“See Gregor? Even Orion, in his infinite wisdom, decided that your number one weakness was a thin skin.”
Gregor roared, charging like a mad bull, and she expertly pirouetted around him as he came into range, drawing a quick line on his back with her lipstick tube as he passed.
“No wonder you sucked so bad in bed, your stones are in the wrong place.” She called, tauntingly.
Gregor whirled around, and stalked toward her, eyes glowing orange as if lit with magma. When he entered striking range, he swung a fist, faster than his rocky build should permit. Benny was faster still, and she ducked under his arm, twisting around his back with feline grace. She added another line of lipstick, and then danced way just in time to avoid a kick that missed her by inches. With her proximity, there was no time for another taunt. Instead, she dodged blow after blow. After Gregor’s fist smashed a chair, she saw her chance. Grabbing a still-straight metal chair leg, she rammed it into one of the joints in Gregor’s armor. While the metal didn’t hurt him, it did lock his joint, preventing it from moving. The second of immobility while he removed the metal protuberance allowed her to whirl around him, finishing the glyph of nullification with a last curl of lipstick on his back.
A cracking sound filled the air as the rock armor sloughed from Gregor’s frame, and he looked down at the pile of stones that comprised his former armor; shock overriding his former rage. Before he could recover, Benny swept his legs; knocking him into unconsciousness with a fist to the back of the head when he toppled.
“Come on Charlie. Let’s find a different bar. I refuse to let our evening be ruined by… that.” She said, waving her hand dismissively at Gregor’s unconscious body.
Charlie smiled at her, and extended his arm. “We can’t have the Princess of Pain go unsatisfied.” He said, closing the door behind them.




Chapter 2

“Of all the foolish, irresponsible, unprofessional, and just plain stupid things I have ever seen in my career!” Father Landon Ellis, captain of the crimson order shouted at the assembled soldiers. Every member of Benny’s squad was present; but her, Charlie, and Gregor stood in front of the group on display for the rest. Gregor sported a black eye from where his face had impacted a rock when she delivered the coup de grace.
“I should discharge the lot of you after you publicly outed yourselves. You know that using powers in public is expressly forbidden. All three of you are security risks now, and if we didn’t need your powersets for the upcoming mission, you would be out on your asses. Does this seem like a game to you acolyte Church?
She had been staring through him, mind already on the day’s upcoming mission. When her name was called out, her gaze snapped back to his face. After a moment of searching her mind for what he had just said, she called out “No, sir!”
He snorted contemptuously. “Please explain to me what was going through your mind when you publicly displayed your powers.”
“Well sir, after acolyte Vellir decided to engage his power, it became impossible to stop him through conventional hand to hand, but lethal force was not authorized so I could not use my sword. Therefore in order to disable him, and prevent further damage as he chased me around the city like a rabid, lovesick puppy, I determined the benefits outweighed the risk. Also, since my own power is largely indistinguishable from more traditional magical forms, and acolyte Kirin never used his, it’s my assessment that acolyte Gregor is the only one who truly put himself on display.”
“I didn’t ask for your assessment acolyte. That said, you are correct. Though you may not use mana, to a layperson your power does look like traditional magic. We have also determined through our own investigation that acolyte Kirin did not use his power, and is thus involved only by proximity. That leads us to one conclusion. Acolyte Vellir, for exposure of your power, and assault of a fellow member with lethal intent, you are hereby dishonorably dismissed from the Crimson Order. Turn in all of your order-assigned weapons, and report to the front desk for debriefing.”
Debriefing in this case meant having his power removed, and any classified information burned from his mind. Gregor grunted and turned, rage exuding from him palpably as he stalked off.
“As for the rest of you, now that you’ve lost your best mule, you get to split his carry weight amongst yourselves. Figure it out. You have two hours. Dismissed.”
There was a groan from the assembled soldiers as they dispersed, and several shot glares at Benny. She sighed.
“It’s not like I was the one who turned it into a full fight. Gregor should have just let it go.” Benny muttered to Charlie.
Charlie glanced at her from the side of his eye. “You shouldn’t have nettled him like you did. You know what he’s like. Did you expect him to suddenly break down and apologize?”
Benny turned away from the rebuke as if struck. “No, I expected him to take it; maybe throw some insults back. I didn’t expect him to armor up in the middle of the bar and try to kill me.”
Charlie shrugged, his expression distant. “Love makes us do strange things.” He muttered.
She glanced at him sharply, but he didn’t elaborate. Elbowing him, Benny forced him to look at her. “Why, you saying you love me?”
He flashed her a roguish grin. “This is a question?”
She shrugged. “It’s nice to hear it said.”
He stopped her, and turned her to face him; a hand on each of her shoulders. His face bore a look of utter seriousness. “Beneficence Church, I love… your ass.” He smacked the bulge in question, and took off running. With a curse she chased him, and finally caught him when they reached the barracks. He stood just outside the door, waiting for her, and she came to a stop in front of him. Extending her hand, she flicked his forehead hard.
“Coward. I know what you wanted to say.” She told him, a look of warning in her eyes.
Charlie threw up his hands. “Guilty as charged. You caught me.”
Benny’s entire demeanor changed to one of uncertainty. “You can say it if you want. I don’t mind.” She said, looking away as if not wanting to see his reaction.
“But you won’t say it back?” He asked, his rakish mask failing to contain a burst of emotion that crossed his face like a quick wave.
“I haven’t decided yet. Maybe hearing it will help me make up my mind.” She replied, still looking away.
Charlie reached out, and lightly guided her face so that she was looking at him. Her eyes glistened with the precursor to tears. He kissed her for several seconds before pulling back. “I love you Benny, I have since the moment I met you.” She nodded and looked down again, seemingly unable to meet his gaze. “I… love you too Charlie. You’ve been good to me.”
“See, wasn’t so hard.” Charlie told her, running his hands through her hair.
“Come on, we have to get ready for the mission.” She muttered, simultaneously hiding from his gaze, and bumping her head up into his hand.
He snorted and shrugged. “Have it your way.”
They walked in companionable silence, arm in arm until they reached the dorms a minute later. “Want to come in?” She asked, stopping by her room.
“Sure. Need help with your things?”
“Something like that.”
The moment he stepped through the door, she closed it with a kick, and threw him down on the bed. “I’m a lot better with this than I am with the emotional crap.” she said, stripping herself determinedly. Mentally she reaffirmed that she had taken her herbal birth control supplement.
Charlie smiled. “Me too.”
Benny winked at him as she turned off her bedroom light.




Chapter 3

Charlie and Benny stood in a line with the ten other members of their squad; Father Ellis pacing in front of them. All signs of their bedroom exertions had been erased by time and a shower. Across the room from the group stood the portal. Some forms of magic were available to anyone with enough mana to use them. Portals were one such magic, reverse-engineered from the demon portals that connected to their world. Portals were either of the permanent or temporary variety depending whether they were powered by environmental magic, or a mages personal mana. An entire division of the military was devoted solely to sneaking portal operators behind enemy lines to facilitate troop movements and surprise attacks. It was one of these temporary portals that they faced now.
“Everyone packed and ready?” The Father asked. “Now’s the time to speak up; this will be a multi-day deployment with no return trips.”
While technically it was possible to bring the portal mage with them to ferry them back and forth from the base, this was frowned upon if you didn't have a good reason. Few individuals had the mana reserves necessary to maintain a portal for long durations; fewer still were willing to join the military, making those who did valuable assets. Military command frowned on commanders who acted irresponsibly with the lives of portal mages.
“I think Benny forgot her condoms.” A woman’s voice called out to the assembled soldiers. Her name was Jewel Rizen, and she vehemently despised Benny. After an awkward one night stand a year prior involving Benny and a man who hadn’t revealed he was in a relationship with Jewel, Jewel came to the natural conclusion that Benny was a slut who needed to be harassed as often as possible.
“Can I borrow yours? Oh right, you aren’t getting any so you don’t have any either.” Benny called back.
Father Ellis’s eyes narrowed. “That’s enough of that, both of you. Since there are no other concerns, once more into the breach.”
With that, he strode calmly through the portal. The squad followed behind him single file. They emerged into a dense forest with the portal letting out inside a small wooden structure like a miniature palisade nestled in an especially dense grove. Benny evaluated the site dismissively; having seen a thousand others just like it, before moving forward with the squad. Inside the structure a small group of twenty soldiers went about their day.
Benny lined up with the others silently in a double column while Father Ellis spoke to the Commander of the tiny fort. With a wordless hand signal from Ellis, the squad left the compound, and began marching at a brisk pace into the woods. They marched for a day and a half, stopping only to eat, sleep, and relieve themselves. Conversation consisted only of hand signals in order to avoid alerting any potential enemy scouts. When they reached their target on the morning of day three, Benny was almost relieved to see the contingent of Demon guards standing by the bridge.
The guards in question consisted of primarily the standard demon soldiers. With the same average height as a human, they had red skin, small pointed horns, barbed tails that could act like spear-points in a fight, and retractable talons on their hands. Their hair was mostly a uniform black color, though some boasted a dark red hair similar to Benny’s own. Benny had always found that similarity to be a disturbing coincidence. The demons were armed entirely with spears, a common sight in any low-tech army where metal was more expensive than lives.
Benny’s own people had once fought with guns and bombs, but when the demons had first arrived, it soon became apparent that their skin was nearly impervious to any weapon of the time; magical reinforcement causing bullets to simply bounce from them, and explosions to flow around them. It was after the initial period of panic that Orion had begun communicating with his priests, revealing a blessing that would allow weapons to pierce demonic flesh. Unfortunately, weapons needed to be blessed individually, the ritual involved took several hours, and the nature of guns meant that individual bullets needed to be blessed rather than the guns themselves. This all added up to it being nearly impossible to mass-produce traditional ranged weapons capable of harming demons. The only saving grace came from magical weapons that channeled the mana of their users into effects such as lightning blasts, but those were naturally limited by the mana pool of the soldiers, making them inefficient at best.
Benny examined the deployment of the demonic troops. Around a hundred in total dispersed on both sides of the bridge with a makeshift wall to make assault more difficult. More than should be expected for a random bridge in supposedly safe territory, but not an unreasonable number if they considered it a high value resource. Ellis spoke to the rest of the squad in hand-signals.
“Mendez, Vallir, artillery support. Church, kill the wall. Everyone else, frontline combat.”
He glanced at them, and each soldier nodded affirmative.
Charlie replied, “priority targets?”
Ellis chewed on his lip for a moment before replying. “Vallir support Church. Mendez support frontline.”
Both men nodded, and Benny pulled out a specially made notebook she carried with her on missions. Inside were the kind of stickers one might use to put their name on a present, but these were made of a special paper designed to enhance any magical effects placed on it. While such paper was normally meant for use in magical tomes, she had found it amplified the effects of her sigils several-fold. Benny drew a sigil of destruction on one of the stickers with a pen, but didn’t activate it. She gave a thumbs-up to Ellis, who nodded. He began counting down with the fingers of his right hand.
“Five”
“Four”
“Three”
“Two”
“One”
At zero, the squad sprang into action. Benny circled around the battlefield to come in from the flanks while Charlie lobbed fireballs at any Demons who stood in her path. While she patiently fished for her opening, Benny drew a sigil for “speed” on a sticker, and stuck it to her own forehead. The world seemed to slow to a crawl as she moved, including her own body. She strode ponderously toward a demon, sword out, and slashed her sword clean through its neck. The demon barely even had time to lift it’s spear a few inches. The decapitated body fell in slow motion as she twirled toward the next.
In the distance she could see Jewel, seemingly moving at incredible speed even through the effect of Benny’s sigil. Jewel’s gift was speed, and though Benny would never admit it, she was sometimes jealous of the straightforward, murderous nature of her gift. Closing with the next target, Benny shut the momentary pang of jealousy from her mind. The effects of the sigil had begun to wear off now, and this demon’s spear moved noticeably faster than the first. Benny, dexterous even when moving at a normal time dilation, batted the spear aside with her sword, comboing the motion with a quick thrust into the demon’s heart. It shrieked in a horrible tone, voice distorted by her altered perceptions, before collapsing. Benny stuck a finger to her forehead, and reactivated the sigil before it wore off completely. The sigil would be less effective with every activation; anything which affected her directly generally was, but the demonic forces were mostly arrayed around the entrance to the barricade, leaving the bulk of the wall undefended.
Encountering a final demon on her path, Benny grabbed his spear, thrusted at her with poorly trained enthusiasm from the air with one hand, while the other stuck her sword through his head. Casually, she threw the spear like a javelin into the ranks of the primary defenders, and was grimly satisfied when she heard a scream from that direction. Using her remaining speed boost to dodge a smattering of bow fire, Benny reached the wall, planted her destruction sticker on it, reactivated her speed sigil for good measure, and began sprinting for all she was worth. A moment later the wall imploded with a loud thwump, accompanied by the cries of unlucky defenders who had been too close to the detonation. Benny stopped running, reset her guard, and turned back to the fight.
What came next was a slaughter as over a hundred demons were cut down by the squad of soldiers. With the walls breached, the demons lacked any form of defensive advantage, and the squad hammered into them mercilessly. Within an hour, the fight was over, and Benny leaned against the rubble; humming lightly to herself as she used a stone to re-sharpen her blade. What they always forgot to mention in the stories about heroes, and villains was that swords grew dull rather quickly with use. By the sixth kill, your enemies bones had likely reduced the edge to little better than a butterknife, and the sword became as much bludgeon as cutting weapon.
Charlie’s head popped up from beyond the rubble. “Alright Benny, we’ve secured the area. You’re up.”
Benny sighed. Technically, they had ample access to explosives, and didn’t have to rely on her powers. Unfortunately, Father Ellis was a pragmatist who didn’t believe in wasting resources if they weren’t needed. He still brought the explosive clay of course; as a contingency, but as long as she was alive, she would always be the team’s goto for demolitions.
“Fine, I’m coming.”
Putting her whetstone away, she stood, and surveyed the bridge. Taking measurements with her mind, she nodded and pulled a stick of chalk from her bag. Within two minutes she had drawn a massive destruction rune along the bridge. She then extended the end of the destruction rune into another rune, similar to writing cursive. This next rune was a time rune, allowing her to set a timer on the effect. A minute later, she was still working on this rune, when a cry rang out from one of the squad members posted to the perimeter. Jewel appeared next to Benny and Charlie; who had stood silent vigil over her, a moment later. Her tone was pure professionalism, lacking the normal derision she used on Benny.
“There’s a force coming from the south. Looks like they’ve got elites and vindicators. Roman says over a hundred total. We need to move.” Vindicators were large demons gifted with a kind of anti-magic field, and were usually deployed to counter special forces teams such as their own, or magical defenses. By themselves they weren’t necessarily a problem, but backed up by an army of over a hundred, there was no way a single squad of skilled, but powerless soldiers would win.
Benny looked up, anxious. “As far as we know this is the only bridge for fifty miles, and the river is too strong to cross. We came from the south, how are we going to get back to the portal?”
Jewel winced, and sighed. “Father Ellis says… he says we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
Benny sighed, and shook her head; both at the situation, and the bad pun. Sometimes the good Father couldn’t help himself, and Benny found herself wondering what kind of person he would be without the years of military discipline, and responsibility.
“Do we blow the bridge now, or wait until we can get back?”
“We blow it as soon as everyone is ready to march North.”
Benny nodded, and resumed drawing the sigil. The rest of the squad assembled silently at the northern edge of the bridge while she worked, and the moment she was done she activated the sigil without waiting for permission. She nodded at Ellis, and told him via hand-signals, “one minute timer.”
Ellis nodded, and they began to jog the moment she had fallen into formation. A minute later as they entered the treeline, there was a booming sound strong enough to shake the ground like a miniature earthquake. Benny didn’t look back.




Chapter 4

The next day was a tense, silent affair. To Benny, the sun seemed to hang in the air; an unblinking eye in the heavens that barely inched forward as it watched their plight. By the time it set, forcing the squad of soldiers to halt; Benny was locked in a silent war with her own mind to stave off anxiety-induced delusions. Though it might have been easier to simply allow herself to go numb, giving herself to the silent drudgery of setting camp, Benny was too much of a professional to allow herself that luxury. If she did, she could get not only herself, but her squad killed by failing to be alert at the wrong moment.
Father Ellis finally spoke in a hissing whisper, the sunset gloom now too dark for hand-signals. “Alright, three teams of four on guard tonight. You know the drill.”
Father Ellis was a strong believer in the value of maintaining routine while in the field. Where some commanders would rotate watch shifts to make things fair, his credo was “You’re a soldier. Life doesn’t care what’s fair, only what works.” Benny couldn’t really argue this point given that she was still alive. Still, she knew that having second shift meant she had drawn the short straw when it came to proper sleep.
Charlie appeared in front of her, and tapped her on the shoulder. She looked up from the tent she had been staking into his face. He winked at her. “Wanna share a tent tonight?” He whispered into her ear, leaning forward to pose his question.
She grimaced. “I already don’t get any sleep in the middle of the night, now you don’t want me to get any at the beginning? Besides, knowing us, we’d draw every scout in a mile with the noise.”
He grinned back at her. “Think of me as a sleep aid.”
She snorted, a slight smile betraying her flirtatious denial. “Thanks but no thanks. The last thing I need is to give Jewel more ammo in her ‘Bennie’s a slut’ campaign.”
He winked at her again. “Your loss.”
She shrugged. “Trust me, I’m aware.”
His grin broadened as he turned to enter his own tent, already assembled. “There is something you can help me with though. There’s even nailing involved.” She said, causing him to turn back toward her with a quizzical expression. She held out her hammer. “Want to help me with these tent posts?”
“Well played.” He said, grabbing the hammer, and chuckling.
……………
It was during Benny’s watch shift that everything went wrong. It started when a sound like the cracking of a branch sounded through the clearing, from the direction of one of the other guard posts. Benny squinted towards the sound, attempting to activate her vision sigil. It wouldn’t activate. This told her all she needed to know, and she tossed a rock into the string of cans that acted as the alarm.
Acting like the special forces that they were, the entire squad was immediately awake and alert. Though she knew this, Benny couldn’t see it. She merely trusted in her team as she slipped into the shadows to observe the enemy. The guard posts had been arranged in a square formation, and the first thing she saw as she moved in the direction of the cracking sound was that one of the guards was down. In the gloom, she couldn’t see their face, but she knew from the positioning that it was likely Acolyte Fernandez. She hadn’t interacted with him much, but she still felt saddened by his loss as she sought out the threat that had downed him. Nothing visibly jumped out at her, so she stooped over to examine the body at her feet.
This motion was all that saved her from three stones thrown from slings which converged where her head had been a moment earlier. Hearing the stones whistle inches over her caused her to instinctually launch into a roll, landing behind a large bush that obscured her position. She fought the urge to curse as the uneven ground bit into her shoulder, but the maneuver was worthwhile in the end, another stone impacting the ground where she had been standing.
Hoping the bush had been sufficient to break line of sight, she rolled again to get behind a large tree without making herself too visible of a target. When several stones crashed into the bush several seconds after she had done so, it confirmed for her both that she had now broken line of sight, and which direction the slingers were coming from. She spared a moment to wonder “why slings, and not arrows?” But didn’t have the luxury to spend significant time on this thought. Having determined where the attacks were coming from, she decided that to attempt retreat would be suicide. Instead, she circled around their field of fire, using trees and bushes to cover her image as she crept toward them. The slingers had ceased firing, but the lack of movement indicated they were still in their original positions, perhaps believing she had been downed while behind the bush.
When she finally reached the first slinger, she slid her sword through his head from behind, grabbing the body with her off-hand to ease it down to the ground. The next was harder to locate, dark reddish brown skin, the color of old dried blood, blending with a tree in the gloom of night. She dispatched this the same way she had the first, but hadn’t been aware of a stone held in his palm; presumably keeping it ready to be fired. When she killed him, he released the stone, and it clattered against a tree root. She immediately ducked down, and crept around the tree, hoping the remaining soldiers would think it had simply been a failure of their brethrens stealth, rather than an enemy combatant.
Coming around to the other side of the tree, she found herself face to face with another demonic slinger. The sword she slammed into his throat was too late as his cry cut off mid-note. Several more voices rang out in the night, stealth apparently being dropped now that they knew for certain that they had been discovered. For her part, Benny slunk back the way she had come to emerge on the opposite side of the tree. That was her intention anyway. When she had reached the halfway point, small winged bodies dropped on her from above, two and a half feet tall, wielding small clubs that in the hands of a human-sized creature would be called a blackjack. The crack of wings unfurling saved her, causing her to look upward.
Despite the fact that she had never seen one wield a club before, she knew what these were. Imps. The only demons capable of full flight, they were small, and quick; difficult to hit, but fully capable of dealing damage with a dagger against an unarmored opponent. She was less certain about their ability to deal actual wounds with their small clubs, but decided not to find out. Her blade struck out, quick as a flash, bisecting one of the imps as it fell toward her. Another quick cut which killed a second imp was all she had time for before the group reached her. As she swung at the nimble creatures, missing most of her strikes now that they were in proper flight rather than uncontrolled dive; four more descended on her from above, outside of the group. She was so focused on the flock that was currently harassing her that in the dark of night, she didn’t see this quartet of imps, or the net they carried until it had been dropped on her.
That was when she understood the slings, and clubs. They weren’t seeking to kill her or her squad, only capture them, stunning them with blunt weapons. Of course somewhere in the woods, several adjudicators stood; extending their anti-magic fields to make sure she wouldn’t be able to escape or fight back to the fullest extent of her abilities. Determined, she fought harder, trying to cut through the net. Given time, her sword would have been sharp enough to slice through the thick rope, but the imps, seeing her predicament, were determined not to allow her that time. Hard blows rained down on her body, making progress difficult. One attempted to bludgeon her head, but a lucky thrust skewered him. The others avoided her head after that, focusing on the rest of her body. A blow to her arm hit a nerve, and almost caused her to drop her sword. Afterward she found it difficult to maintain the grip pressure necessary for the cutting motion. Before she had made it halfway through the net, her knees buckled, and vision swam, causing her to painfully fall on her face in the dirt. The imps used this opportunity to swing at her head, and blackness bit at the edges of her vision.
Suddenly Charlie came into view; roaring a battle cry, he dissected several imps before the group disengaged. He knelt over her as soon as it seemed clear they had retreated fully. “Oh god, Benny.” He muttered. She saw the imps above him, and tried to warn him, but all that came out of her mouth was a groaning sound. Something felt as if it wasn’t working right in her brain, but her mind was too addled to determine what it was. Too late, Charlie looked up, and was caught in a net of his own. As the imps returned to repeat their brutal capture process on Charlie, he began sawing through Benny’s net. “You need to escape. You need to… you need to get out of here. Run, Benny.” His strong grip completed the work she had started before he succumbed to the blows. Despite her bruised body, and addled mind; she stumbled to her feet, and began running as fast as she could.
The imps made the executive decision that there were only enough of them to handle one prisoner at a time, and redoubled their efforts on Charlie, who was unable to cut himself free before succumbing to the pain. Meanwhile, Benny ran, at times forgetting why she was even running, and though she felt as though she were going at superhuman speed; in reality it was something more akin to a loping stumble. Eventually, she tripped on a tree branch. This blow to the head proved to be too much for her already concussed brain, and she slipped into a warm, welcoming darkness.




Chapter 5

The first thing Benny noticed upon waking up, was that she was in a metal cage. Still feeling somewhat muddled, whether from sleep, or her concussion, she sat up; looking around blearily. She was inside a stone room. In other cages throughout the rest of the room, lay the majority of her squad; including the members of the camp guard shift who were apparently not dead after all. Noticeably missing were Jewel, Father Ellis, and two others whose names she was too befuddled to pinpoint right this second. She was the only one awake, until she began calling out to them.
“Charlie.” She cried quietly, somewhere between a groan, and a hiss. He didn’t stir.
“Charlie.” She tried again. He jerked in his sleep.
“Charlie you motherfucker, get the fuck up.” This got his attention. He jerked awake, banging his head against the bars of his cage in his haste to arise before recognizing the situation.
“Morning Benny.” *Thunk* “Ugh, what’s… oh.” He said, sleep-addled mind beginning to process the situation.
“I thought I saved you.” He muttered dejectedly. “I thought I…”
“It’s ok. I don’t blame you.” She muttered back at him. “We need to focus on what we can do now. Help me get the others awake.”
Soon the entire squad had been roused, and all had confirmed that they were stripped of any useful tools including belts, and laces. They also confirmed that the cages were made of a strong steel with no rusted blemishes to indicate weakness, their powers didn’t work, and they had no way to pick the locks. Charlie seemed as though he was giving into despair when their captors finally arrived.
The first into the room was a set of ten demon soldiers, wielding short swords that were suitable for the kind of indoors fighting they might experience in the prison. Next, was a Vindicator, massive, and muscular. Seven feet tall, and wielding a mace, Benny wondered briefly if he was in command of this prison guard group. That thought lasted until another demon walked through the door, of a race she had never seen or heard of. A few inches shorter than the Vindicator, his horns were mere nubs of bone that extended a few inches from his skull. His skin was a dark pink as if someone had combined the color of a white human’s skin with that of the demons, and ended up with the color of a gaudy dress. His eyes belied these traits, red and slitted the way most demonic races were. He wore his long dark hair in a braid that extended partway down his back, and Benny’s military training immediately classified that as a weakness she could exploit.
“Greetings, my name is Azel. I have come here to offer you a choice. I will allow your group to live, so long as one of you is willing to reveal useful military intelligence. The level of luxury I allow will naturally be proportionate to my satisfaction with the information, but the mere act of speaking will ensure survival so long as you provide something of worth.”
An uproar broke out among the prisoners who were clamoring their refusal. After allowing this to continue for a moment, Azel sighed, and snapped his fingers. A magically created booming sound blasted through the room, leaving the prisoners stunned, eardrums ringing. The demons also looked discomfited, but they carried themselves stoically as they watched the prisoners recover. Once their ears had recovered somewhat, Azel spoke.
“If you force me to do that again, I will have one of you executed at random. Trust me, that was just as painful for me as it was for you. Now, let us continue.”
He drew the sword from his belt, and held it to the throat of one of the prisoners through the bars. Benny couldn’t properly tell who was being threatened from where she sat, her cage being housed in the corner of the room behind a screen of demons.
“Would anyone care to barter for this man’s life? No?” He moved the sword away from the prisoners throat, only to begin carving lines into the flesh of his arms and legs. After a few minutes, punctuated by several screams, Azel put the sword back to the man’s throat. “It is not too late to save this man before he bleeds out. If someone were to speak now, we could easily do so.”
The room was utterly silent. “No? Pity.” Azel thrust his sword through the man’s throat, and out the other end, severing the brain stem due to the angle. He died instantly without even a scream. Azel motioned to the Vindicator demon, who drew a pouch from his belt.
“To keep this fair, I have assigned each of you a number. I will draw at random from this pouch to determine who goes next.”
Something that felt like an hour passed as two others were tortured to death before he drew Benny’s lot. She did her best to sit up straight, looking defiantly into his eyes as he slowly walked toward her. Finally reaching her, Azel put his sword to her throat. A shout preempted him before he could say anything.
“Wait!” Charlie’s voice cried out.
Benny turned to glare daggers at him. “Don’t you dare!” She yelled at Charlie, Azel glancing between the two dispassionately.
“If you keep her safe, I’ll talk.” Charlie said, ignoring her.
“God damn it Charlie, don’t! I’m not worth it! You’re going to get people killed!”
He looked at her with a broken expression. “I’ve loved you for years. I’d burn the world to keep you safe.” He said hollowly.
Tears streamed from Charlie's eyes as Azel withdrew his sword from her throat. “Indeed, and what do you have to offer me for her safety?” Azel asked him.
“I’m the son of a general. I can share things I’ve seen or overheard around him. He… wasn’t very cautious with his secrets around me.”
“Indeed?” Azel asked, looking intrigued. “And after you have told me all you know, would you be willing to return to your lands to continue feeding me information? Perhaps in exchange for special treatment of your friend?”
Charlie looked pained for a moment, but nodded. “I would.”
Benny wasn’t sure whether to feel betrayed or flattered as the two began negotiating her special circumstances. The rest of the surviving team members seemed to be watching Charlie with some of the same horror Benny herself felt. For his part he studiously avoided looking into anyone’s eyes. Finally, Azel released Charlie from his cage. Benny held out a momentary hope that it had all been a ruse so that he might get a chance to kill this demon lord, but her hopes were dashed when Charlie merely filed out alongside one of the demon guardsmen.
“Now, a promise is a promise.” Azel said, nodding at one of the guardsmen, who unlocked Benny’s cage.
Benny surged forward, and grabbed the sword from his belt. Stabbing it into his gut, she grabbed the key ring from his belt, and retreated into the cage, thinking to use the cage opening as a chokepoint to avoid getting swarmed. None of the demons moved, except Azel, who calmly put his sword to the throat of one of the prisoners. This time she could see who it was. Acolyte Mendez looked into her eyes determinedly. Benny looked around her. As good as she was, she couldn’t handle eight soldiers, a Vindicator, and Azel in these cramped conditions with no powers. Seeing only one way out, she put the sword to her own throat.
“Let them go, or I kill myself, and your deal with Charlie is over.”
Azel shrugged. “While I would prefer to keep my word, if I am forced to I can make him think you are still alive easily enough. The rules of honor do not apply if you break our deal.”
Benny sneered. “Honor? From a Demon?”
Azel cocked his head, and shrugged again. “Believe what you will, I don’t care so long as you abide by the terms of the deal I made with your boyfriend. Trust me, I could tell this was not easy for him either. Do not let his sacrifice be in vain.”
Benny flinched, and lowered the weapon; a line of blood still clinging to her neck where the gore from her kill had transferred off the blade. A moment later she sighed, and dropped the blade, letting it clatter to the floor.
“Fine, just… fine.” She mumbled, rubbing at her eyes as if trying to buff out the shame of defeat. “I’ll behave. For his sake.” Azel nodded, and held out his arm.
“Hold onto me as we leave the dungeon. It will mark you as mine, and prevent my minions from mistaking you for a stray human escaped from the cells.”
She raised an eyebrow at him, not moving. “Mark me as yours? What does that mean?”
He waved his hand at her in a mixture of irritation and dismissiveness. “I meant that politically. It will give you a modicum of status which will protect you from the others. Fear not, I promised that no harm would come to you and I stand by my word. None here would accost you if they thought you were my consort, and I certainly do not wish to do so.”
Benny snorted in irritation, but swallowed her pride. His warning about the danger she might be in was something Benny took seriously. Stone Faced, she took his arm as Azel led her through his fortress.
The structure, as far as she could tell, was massive. Endless corridors looped through and around each other with a maze-like quality. The lack of any windows meant that there was no way to use external markers as a frame of reference either. Within ten minutes, Benny was hopelessly lost despite having an innately good sense of direction. It was strange to her, because she hadn’t seen any structures like this on the recent maps of the area.
“Are we underground?” She asked him tersely, uncertain where the boundaries of conversation lay for her situation.
Azel glanced at her, and observed her for a moment as if deciding whether to answer her. Eventually, he gave into the glare she returned his way. “Demons on the whole are a subterranean species. We prefer to live in underground colonies akin to interconnected fortresses. What humanity has yet to realize is that we conquered and colonized the depths of your world long before you ever noticed our presence. The territories we have taken from you are merely the areas we felt comfortable emerging from, and barely even a fraction of the actual demonic presence on your world.”
Benny was shocked by this revelation, but then every demon ever captured died in captivity before anyone could interrogate them. It was one of the great mysteries of demonkind, and eventually, the army had stopped trying to take prisoners altogether.
“I thought you arrived through portals from another world?” Benny asked, genuinely curious now.
Azel nodded. “Initially, we did, but the arrival landed us in a cavern; under the crust of your world. We are suited to the pressure and temperature one might experience there. In fact, it is our preferred habitat. As we expanded through that space, this world drew in more and more colonists from the homeworld. Combined with the rather prolific rate at which demons breed, we soon outgrew even that space. Population limits were enacted by the primary government, but in the past century or so, the demons you know, a religious sect, split off from the primary population. I would estimate we represent about one percent of the total demonic population. My forebears, the initiators of this venture, used the same portal magic that brought us to this world to jump from their underground strongholds to points on the surface. To answer your question more directly, when your race first encountered us, they investigated the land beyond the portals. They found our underground strongholds, filled with magma flows, and a ceiling that was beyond the range of their vision. Naturally, they assumed they were on another world.”
Benny had stopped walking, and was staring at him, openmouthed. Azel laughed at her expression in a tone that was not quite mocking. “Don’t look so put out. If we win we have no intention of committing genocide. We will simply integrate your race into ours. The political landscape will likely change, but the day to day lives of the average human will not be much different. Our main goal regardless of your fate is to spread out into the stars, but as it is difficult to find suitable worlds without significant surface installations we have risen to the surface like foam that boils over from a pot.”
“I’m… why are you telling me all this?” Benny asked, mind still reeling from the shock of having her preconceptions shattered.
“While I don’t intend to give you military secrets, I have long felt that some form of discourse with your people would be beneficial to both sides. Unfortunately, your church has denied any overtures our people make towards peace. I fear they think us untrustworthy, or mad. To be quite honest though, our people have taken all the land we need. Though there are some among my faction who strive for power, and domination; I would rather be able to strike an accord. I fear that my people forget our holy calling to step out into the stars.”
“What about Genesis? My people’s scriptures tell us that your invasion was ordered by the Goddess Genesis, who was jealous of Orion’s obsession with this world. That she wanted to win back his attention by destroying his creations.
Azel shrugged. “We do indeed worship the Goddess Genesis, but there is no mention of Orion in our teachings. Among the pantheon, Genesis is the goddess of explorers, and pioneers. To worship her is to worship the creation of new life, a new family, and the founding of a new home. It is our holy duty, passed down through the generations, to journey to new worlds; seeding them with life so that the rest of our race might flourish in our place. To be honest your god does not fit into our religious doctrine at all.”
“I know he exists though. I’ve felt his power, and his presence.” Benny said, stubbornly clinging to her worldview. She released Azel’s arm so that she could turn and face him fully.
“Indeed. When was this?”
“When I was inducted into the order. When Orion lent me his power.”
Azel seemed to ponder her for a moment as if searching for something. Finally he nodded, seemingly locating what he sought.
“When they inducted you into your order, did they draw this shape on your forehead, in blood perhaps?” Azel asked, making a cross with his fingers.
Benny nodded. “They did. It was part of a holy ritual that opened my inner eyes so I might see his glory.” Benny said, speaking robotically as if reciting a passage from a book.
Azel laughed uproariously. When he noticed her glaring at him, the laughter subsided into a wheezing breath. “You don’t… let me explain. What you felt was not your god. Among demons, we use that same ritual to steal the power of our slain enemies. Or perhaps steal is the wrong word. Copy? Something along those lines. Regardless, what you felt was not your god, but the soul of the slain demon. It was him marking your soul, whether with his own power, or at least a potential he possessed.”
“I don’t believe you. I know what I felt! Stop lying to me!” Benny shouted, brain shutting down as a last defense against the madness of his words.
Azel shook his head in disappointment, then spoke with a patient tone as if to a child. “I believe I have a way to prove my words. If you are willing. I will not force anything upon you as it would break the oath I made to Charlie.”
Benny wanted to scream at him; to shove a blade down his throat, and then stomp on the hilt. Something in his eyes stopped that train of thought. As if the ghost of a mournful expression were trying to creep into his face, prevented from emerging only by an effort of will. Her wits returned, reminding her that she was this man’s prisoner. Even if she wanted to, she had no power here.
“Fine, as long as it doesn’t injure me.” She said, looking away from his eyes.
Azel nodded dispassionately. “I appreciate and honor the trust you give me. Now, hold your head still for a moment.”
Benny heard the sound of a blade leaving it’s sheath, but when she glanced toward the sound, she found Azel cutting into his own palm. The wound closed almost instantly, presumably by some magical effect; but a pool of blood remained on his palm. Azel resheathed the knife, dipped a finger from his now-empty hand into the small blood pool, and extended it; drawing a cross on her forehead with his blood. The mark completed, he pressed a finger to the point where the two lines joined. His face took on a look of concentration, and Benny watched as sparks of magic flowed down his hand, and into the blood mark on her forehead.
Suddenly, the world fell away. Her consciousness only had room for HIM. HE took up the entirety of her being, and though she could not grasp onto his thoughts or memories, his feelings consumed her. She felt the amusement he had felt when she described her holy vision. His sadness at seeing her so unreasoning in her convictions. The strength of his own faith in his goddess. Later, the only feeling she could compare it to was the presence she had thought to be Orion. Though that had felt more like a judgemental, angry god; and less like a bemused but disapproving parent. Eventually she found herself able to filter through what she sensed of him, in a way that she thought of as “zooming out.” What started as a scattering of random feelings became more a sense of his entirety. Of who he was. He felt conflicted to her. He was ruthless, and determined, yet empathetic, and full of conviction. Intellectual, and curious. He felt as if he entertained two selves in a single body, one cold and calculating, the other full of love and light. Determined to do good in the world.
After what felt like an eternity, the sensation faded until there was only a small corner of her being that felt subtly different. The last time, she had attributed this feeling to being marked by a god. Now, she was more worried that her soul had just been violated in some way; though she knew from her memories of his feelings that this was likely not his intention.
“That was… What happened?” She asked, suddenly groggy.
“As I said before, This ritual allows you to gain the powers of another. What you felt was not a god, it was me. My essence if you will. Naturally it is much more potent when taken from fresh, living blood than the stale blood you likely received upon induction into your religious order.”
She shook her head, attempting to drive the sleep from her brain, and stood from where she had fallen into a kneeling position without realizing. “Unless you gleaned something wholly unexpected from me, you should hopefully have some measure of my own ability now. Use it well.”
She nodded, resolving to explore it; whatever it was, later. “I’m your prisoner. Why are you giving me power?”
He frowned slightly. “I understand it may seem strange, but despite our noble aspirations, and my promise of protection, a  demon fortress in a war zone is not a safe place for a human woman such as yourself. It will give me peace of mind if you have the power to protect yourself.” His face became thoughtful for a moment. “As long as you remember I still hold your people as my prisoners of course. I do not mean to damage the rapport we seem to have established, only to remind both of us that you are not here as my student. I admit it can be easy for me to forget. Before I was called to this I was a teacher, and it seems the instinct is still there.”
Benny nodded, and looked away. His comment had indeed jolted her out of the conversation. Combined with the emotional upheaval she knew she would have to work through once she had time to process the wound to her belief system; she decided it was in everyone’s best interest to avoid getting any closer to him, or asking about his life.
“Just… take me to my room please. If you don’t mind.” She mumbled, suddenly so tired that she could barely stay on her feet. He nodded, and linked his arm into hers again. When she began stumbling with every step, he scooped her up into his arms. Despite her exhaustion, this was too much for her. She thrashed weakly against him. He frowned at her thoughtfully for a moment before a soft glow emanated from his hand. The moment she saw it, she succumbed to unconsciousness, and fell into a pool of nightmares.




Chapter 6

Benny woke in the most luxuriously soft bed she had ever experienced. This acted as a pleasant counterpoint to the scream of terror that woke her. It took her a second to realize that the scream had been her own. A demon rushed into the bedroom as if shot by a cannon, but stopped as soon as he saw nothing amiss. For her part, Benny instinctively sat up; reaching surreptitiously for the dagger she kept beneath one of her pillows, but a moment later she woke enough to recognize where she was.
“I’m fine, don’t worry about me.” She mumbled groggily at the demon; who bowed, and walked back through the door, closing it gently. Groaning, she fell back into the bed. She wasn’t sure exactly how long she had been unconscious, but she felt as if she hadn’t actually slept at all. Looking down, she found she was fully clothed exactly as she had been before, having apparently been dumped into bed fully dressed; though minus her shoes which sat in the corner of the room. Mumbling a thanks to orion for small favors, she took the opportunity to poke at the spot of wrongness in her soul that represented her new power. Instantly, menus appeared in front of her as if a computer had been implanted into her brain.
Welcome to the Demon Enhancement Virtual Interface Link, also known as D.E.V.I.L
By absorbing the power of a willing, living creature you have been recognized as a Demon Lord. Should any question this designation, simply activate the Devil system, and the mark of supremacy will be made visible.
To earn new avenues of power, absorb the blood of those with innate strength; whether born to them or taken from others.
To earn points toward enhancements, absorb the blood of your enemies.
Current point count: 0
Current functions include:
-Physical Enhancement
-Mental Enhancement
-Magic Enhancement
-Sigils Level 1
-Manipulation Level 1
Curious, she opened up the sigils ability, and produced a dropdown list with a variety of options for upgrading sigil strength, duration, and other more arcane options. Suddenly, Benny wondered if Azel realized just how much power he had truly given her. Hesitantly, nervous about the implications, she opened up the menu for “Manipulation” and discovered it was something akin to mind control. She recoiled slightly at the thought, but decided she needed to explore all of her options.
Current point count: 0
Current functions include:
-Physical Enhancement
-Mental Enhancement
-Magic Enhancement
-Sigils Level 1
+Manipulation Level 1
-Mind Fog 1: cloud an individual's mind, making them unable to focus, and more susceptible to mental influence.
-Suggestion 1: The first step on the path to true control. You may speak an idea, and have that idea lodge in the individual’s mind. How they act on it is entirely up to them, and susceptible to the time limit of mental effects.
-Seduction 1: Make yourself more alluring to another individual, even if they would not normally “swing your way.” Be warned that if you overuse this power, the victim may lose all self-control.
-Mental Resistance 1: Become less susceptible to anything which might cloud one’s mind, be it drugs or magical effects. With enough points in this, you might never get drunk again.
-Duration 1: Extends the duration of your manipulation powers. Actual amount is determined on a case by case basis, but is percent based. Might also combo with other powers such as select sigil effects.
-Magnitude 1: Manipulation powers become stronger by 3%. Might combo with other powers such as select sigil effects. Be warned, you may cause undesirable results if you are imprudent with the amount of force you manifest.
-Next Level: To access further powers, or evolve pre-existing powers to a higher form, one must increase the base level of Manipulation. This will also increase the base magnitude and duration of all powers, as well as their level cap. Current cap for powers  is 3. Increase level to increase this cap.
Benny frowned at her new power, but couldn’t deny that it was useful. Part of her was almost giddy with the possibilities. Before she could explore the menus further, a knock came at the door. She closed the menu, and called “come in.”
Azel strode into the room, and stopped in the center, eyeing her critically. “Ah good, Reven told me you were awake. Have you eaten yet?”
Benny blinked in surprise. “No, I haven’t had the chance. Though now that you mention it, I am a bit hungry.”
Azel nodded. “Next time you need only ask your door guard, and he will send for a meal. On this occasion though, I will escort you to the dining hall so that I might give you a tour in the process.”
“Sounds good.” Benny said, deciding knowledge was always useful. Wordlessly Azel nodded, and offered his arm. Benny took it begrudgingly. It still bothered her, but not as much as it had the previous day. The truth was, Azel was a font of information, and she wanted to know more about Demon culture. They chatted idly as they walked, and she did her best to create a mental map of the compound in the process. The layout was maze-like  passages placed almost haphazardly, sprouting from each other with little rhyme or reason. Finally, she stopped Azel.
“How do you find your way around?”
Azel chuckled lightly. “I’m assuming you have unlocked the Devil system?” Benny nodded an affirmative. “Go into it now, and open the mental enhancement tree. You should see that you have level one of the mapping skill. Open it, and it will record anywhere you go as long as the map was active. Just be aware that it will only record while it is active, and it has a limited amount of memory which increases quadratically with upgrade level. Level one should be more than sufficient for the halls of my stronghold though.”
Benny did as he instructed, and a blank space inside a gold filigree border appeared at the edge of her vision. She found that if she focused on it, it expanded to fill her vision. Yet at the same time she also saw everything her eyes normally saw as if she was simultaneously seeing through two sets of eyes. Though she could do it, it was difficult for her to split her attention like this.
“I recommend that if you intend to use it often, you should increase your mental processing power through the Devil menu.”
Benny raised her eyes at him, and Azel held up his hands placatingly. “Not to say that you’re unintelligent, only that it is difficult to parse the map and your vision at the same time. It can be useful though if you can reach the point of operating normally while the map is up simultaneously.”
Benny nodded, but remained silent. For his part Azel scratched the back of his head awkwardly, and Benny decided it was an endearingly human-seeming mannerism. She realized she was staring and coughed. Wordlessly, Azel resumed their walk. Soon the pair had arrived in the dining hall, and sat down at a table removed from the rest.
“Most Demons must enter the line there.” He pointed to a line of Demons which stood in front of a set of counters similar to any human cafeteria. “But being a lord has its privileges. I have made you a lord, so you may eat at this table whenever you wish.” Azel waved over another demon who had been standing nearby. The Demon took their order, and scurried to retrieve their food from the counters. Benny noted that the Demon’s who stood in line moved out of the way without any complaint.
A moment later, Benny looked back to Azel. “Why did you make me a lord anyway? While I can understand the excuse that it makes me better able to defend myself, it seems like far more than was necessary to hold up your end of the deal you made with Charlie. You could have just stuck me in a room under guard, and I’d be safe.”
Azel sighed. “The truth is, I’ve been looking to find someone that might act as an arbiter between our two peoples. This individual can’t be a Demon, your church would never believe anything which left their mouth. I can’t send a demon disguised as a human either. The church would quickly determine they were a Demon. It would have to be a human, one the church trusted, in order to have any hope that they might listen. By making you a Demon lord, I’ve given you enough status to act in that capacity from our end.”
“But why me?” Benny asked.
“Because while I have respect for you, the attempt costs me nothing if it should fail. One human prisoner versus the chance at peace.”
Benny nodded. She didn’t trust his intentions, but playing along seemed like the best idea for the moment. “Alright, where do we start then?”
Azel sighed. “You may not like this, but we will have to start by taking the town of Cyram. It will cripple the distribution of supplies in the region, forcing your army to stop their campaigns and reorganize their supply lines. We can hopefully use this lull in hostilities to conduct diplomacy. Worst case scenario, the human army lays siege to the town after we capture it, and we use that as a chance to parlay with the siege commander. If needed we can use portals to evacuate.”
Benny nodded. Based on her rudimentary knowledge of the region, it was a solid plan, even if she didn’t like it.
“You know I can’t just stand by while you do this.” She said, feeling compelled to offer at least some form of resistance to the idea of attacking a human town.
Azel shrugged. “I have your squad as hostages. Is it worth trading their lives to make a show of defiance? You must realize this attack will happen with or without you.”
Benny sighed, but looked away in defeat. After a moment her gaze returned to him.
“What will you do with the civilians after we take the town? I’ve seen what it’s like when Demon armies decide to use scorched earth tactics, and really won’t stand by if you try that.”
Azel bit his lip uncomfortably. “My faction is not as united as you might think. Individual lords largely govern their armies with impunity. Some may choose that tact, but I am not one of them. So long as they do not fight us, the civilians will be unharmed.”
Benny nodded. Though she still felt uncomfortable knowing she was about to take part in the deaths of hundreds if not thousands of soldiers, there was nothing she could do to stop it. She tried to put that fact out of her mind as she assessed the situation analytically.
“How do we get there? As a rule of thumb, taking a town with a wall and a decent garrison from the outside takes three times the number of troops in the garrison, and you don’t seem like you’re planning for a siege. You can’t just take portals into the town though, there are going to be spells preventing unauthorized portals.”
Azel smiled cruelly. “Actually that’s the easy part. You see we’re already underneath Cyram. This entire complex is built half a mile beneath the town. We’ve established quite a few tunnels to the surface, and whenever I give the signal we could finish the final ten feet or so, and pour soldiers into the streets. There will indeed be no need for siege warfare, though we will establish portals once we are on the surface to expedite our movements. Your spells only block portals from outside the radius after all. They do nothing to prevent portals that come from within.”
Benny stared at him, realizing for the first time that humanity was woefully outmatched. That no stronghold was ever truly safe. She felt a moment of despair, then hardened her heart. She had been given the opportunity to be the arbiter of peace, and though diplomacy may not be her forte she would take advantage of this chance the best she could. Benny did her best to quell the cognitive dissonance; focusing on her role as peacemaker even as she consigned an entire garrison to death.




Chapter 7

Two days later, the attack commenced. During the intervening time, Benny fell into a routine of exploring the compound, and trying to learn more about the Demons. After her tour, Azel gave her permission to explore as she wished, though accompanied by a pair of guards. They made poor conversationalists, though she quickly discovered this was because they didn’t have a firm grasp on English. It seemed that all demons learned the basics of human speech and writing so they might “know their enemy;” but, most didn’t bother learning the finer points. Still, she was glad to have someone to talk to, and explain the finer points of Demon-living to her as she explored the compound. Their names were Noraz, and Lorbin. Mid-ranked demons who were almost fanatical in their devotion to Azel.
When the day came, Benny was immediately caught up in a whirlwind of activity. The moment she finished breakfast, the demons escorted her to a large hall filled with tables and chairs. Azel sat at one of the tables, peering down at a map covered in small figurines.
“Ah, Beneficence, welcome to the war room.” Azel said casually, not looking up from the map.
Benny felt something was off for a moment before realizing that this was the first time he had referred to her by name. “Actually, I’d prefer you called me Benny. Everyone does.” She said, feeling strangely self-conscious about being called by her proper first name.
“Indeed?” Azel asked, glancing up at her. “Very well… Benny.” He said her name as if chewing on a strange food he wasn’t quite sure about, but resumed poring over the map a moment later. “Do you have any thoughts about the distribution of my forces?” He asked, pointing at a black figurine. There were two sets on the map. One set was black, one was red. She assumed black represented demons.
“I may have agreed not to try to stop you, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to help you.”
Azel shrugged. “Perhaps suggestions to minimize human casualties then.”
Benny thought about this, and decided to take it at face value. “If you have a group cornered, yell the word parlay and you might be able to talk them into surrendering.”
“Indeed? I shall certainly instruct my troops to do just that.”
Without any further discussion, he returned to his examination of the map. An hour later, trumpets sounded signalling the attack. Though Benny didn’t approve of the battle, part of her yearned to be on the field. It surprised her just how much she missed the thrill of battle after only a few days as a prisoner.
Within an hour, messengers began filtering in, and each time one arrived, a piece was removed from the map. Some were simply returned to a box that seemed designed to hold them. Others were placed on a napkin with the word “prison” scrawled on it in nearly illegible handwriting. Given the fact that it was written in English, Benny wondered whether it was primarily labeled for her benefit. The pieces removed were mostly red, but some black pieces fell as well. Benny was gratified to see that her people had put up a fight.
Four hours later, the last red piece fell, and Azel stood. Extending his arm to Benny, he gave her a small smile. “Shall we my lady?”
Benny shook her head. “I think we’ve convinced them by now that we’re together. We don’t need to go arm in arm every time.”
Azel frowned, but lowered his arm. “Very well, I shall respect your boundaries. That being said, if we do not maintain the appearance, at least to some extent, the soldiers will assume I have moved on.”
Benny shrugged. “Give me back my sword then, and any demon that tries to mess with me will regret it.”
Azel’s frown deepened. “I will think on it.”
Without further conversation, he began walking, making a beckoning motion when she didn’t immediately follow. Begrudgingly, she did, staying several feet behind him. Soon, they emerged into the light, and Benny was blinded by the harsh glare of the midday sun. Once she got her bearings, she found they were standing in the village square, surrounded by a platoon of demons. In a large building next to where they emerged that looked like it had been the town hall, Benny could see the prisoners; bound and gagged. Surprisingly, they numbered over a hundred by her reckoning, though she didn’t have the opportunity to do a proper count. It was rare for demons to take prisoners in the first place, so Benny was surprised that so many had chosen to surrender.
“And what would you recommend I do with them, now that I have them?” Azel asked Benny, gesturing at the prisoners. “If you are to be the peacemaker, I would hear your words about the best way to accomplish your goal.”
“Let them go.” Benny said immediately.
“Indeed? When they would make useful bargaining chips for a negotiation?” He countered smoothly.
“The church has had no formal talks with you that I’m aware of. As far as they know, you’re here to commit genocide, or maybe enslave humanity. If you show them you’re capable of benevolence, that you’re not just here to wreck everything in sight, maybe they’ll be more willing to come to the table.”
Azel scratched his chin, as if lost in thought, and then nodded. “A sound strategy.”
He waved to the platoon leader, and began a low conversation that she couldn’t hear. Even with her limited knowledge of the demons, she could tell that the platoon leader looked unhappy. Despite this, when Azel finished talking, the platoon leader gave a demon salute, right hand reaching to clasp his own left shoulder.
Azel returned to Benny’s side. “It is done. The prisoners will be released with a message that we wish to speak with the church leaders.”
Benny nodded at him, surprised at how relieved she actually was. “Thank you.” She said simply, not wanting to show vulnerability to him.
He nodded back to her, and stalked off to give a speech to the assembled soldiers. Her guards reformed around her as she waited.
“You tryin make peace?” Noraz asked.
Benny nodded. “Hopefully.”
“I think it not work. Most demon want war. Azel maybe stop, but others not stop.”
Benny shrugged. “If all that happens is Azel stops, that’ll be better for my people than nothing. Maybe it’ll help them focus more resources on the other lords.”
Noraz poked Lorbin, who rarely spoke if he didn’t need to. “What you think?”
Lorbin glared at Noraz, but replied “I think Azel want be Demon King. I think he let others fight humans, then attack when they weak. Surface territory not matter to us, so he abandon surface territory if it mean more power underground.”
Everything clicked into place for Benny in that moment. It made far more sense to her than Azel’s stated desire for peace. Even so, from what she could see, helping Azel form a truce with the church was still preferable to the slow genocide humanity had been facing for the last century. Benny decided to support him as best she could. While she wasn’t sure what he would do as a king, he at least seemed open to the idea of peace.
“Why doesn’t he just stop now? Why doesn’t he just pull back to the underground, and wait for his opening?”
Noraz was the one who answered. “If he just sit in cave, other lords say he not doing job, and they all attack him together. If he doing something, but they just not agree, they probably not attack him. Least not all at once.”
Benny nodded, and filed the information away for future reference. The silence stretched for several minutes until she decided to explore the town. A quick glance at Azel showed he was still preoccupied with organizing his soldiers. Benny sent Noraz to collect a town map, and with that they left the town square.
“You want see church? It only other big building on map.” Noraz said, scanning the map.
“Sure why not?” Benny replied distractedly.
They made their way in silence, Benny making plans for the future. When the attack came, she reacted before her conscious mind was even aware that there was a threat. A pike extended from a window above, and missed as she dodged to the side. More soldiers boiled from the building, ten in all. Five with pikes, five with swords. Noraz and Lorbin moved to stand in front of Benny, who was still weaponless, and cursing.
“Stop! The city has already been taken!” She called, hoping to avoid fighting fellow soldiers.
“Shut up traitor!” One of them called in reply. “Even if it means death, we won’t surrender!”
Refusing to listen to her continuing attempts at diplomacy, the squad of soldiers charged.
Looking for something to use as a weapon, Benny spotted a puddle of mud in the yard of the building she stood in front of. Doing her best not to second-guess her decision, she dipped her finger into the mud, and began drawing. A few seconds later, she finished a speed sigil on her forehead, and activated it. Turning, she saw Noraz and Lorbin making a good accounting of themselves. In slow motion they batted away pikes while soldiers with swords moved to flank them. Sprinting, she charged the group of soldiers with swords.
Before the first soldier could react, she disabled him with a palm strike to his throat. Looting the sword from his hands before he could collapse in agony, his body just now reacting to the pain in this slow motion space, she kicked him into his neighbor. The first man flailed at his throat, almost completely unaware of his surroundings through the pain. As a result, the second man fell in a tangle with the first as she turned to the third. Already, time was beginning to move at a more normal speed, and she made a mental note that mud was likely not a good conduit for her sigils. The third man’s blade was swinging toward her, and she batted it aside with her own looted blade. Before he could recover, she drove the pommel of her sword into his head, hoping for a disabling blow rather than a lethal one. She was grateful when he fell to the ground, unconscious. By now the second man had untangled himself, and was beginning to rise behind her. In front of her, the fourth and fifth soldiers began circling her warily. Time had nearly returned to flowing at normal speed, and seeing only one path to take, she turned on the man she had downed earlier.
With a roundhouse kick to the head, she prevented him from standing, knocking him out cold like his compatriots. Meanwhile, the other two soldiers took this as an opportunity, charging her while her back was to them. As the fourth soldier reached her, she ducked low, simultaneously moving under the slash of his sword, and hooking her leg behind his. Losing his footing, the man fell badly, the momentum from the full speed sprint having sufficient force to break his arm with a crunching sound when he impacted the ground. The sharp cry of pain was enough to satisfy her that he wouldn’t be a threat for at least a few minutes.
The fifth man was all that remained of the swordsmen. He had stopped his charge when Benny felled his compatriot, and was now edging toward her cautiously.
“Look, stop, we don’t have to do this.” Benny growled at him. “I don’t want this fight. I’m trying to help the people here!”
“Help?” He growled back at her. “By siding with the demons? We watched how you walked. You’re not a prisoner. Those demons were guarding you like you were some kind of commander! No, I won’t listen to anything that comes out of your mouth demon whore!”
Somehow despite having heard the same insult a number of times, mostly from Jewel, this time it actually stung. With a war cry, the man launched himself at her, executing a series of very precise cuts that Benny recognized from her own training. Whoever this man was, he was an excellent swordsman; a cut above those she had already felled. Ducking, and weaving between his blows, it was almost all she could do to simply hold her ground. Trying furiously to come up with some kind of plan, she remembered her new powers. “Maybe I could use that here?” She thought to herself.
Before she could second-guess the idea, she activated Mind Fog. He stumbled, his swing overbalancing him as his mind failed to produce the correct sequence of movements to combine into the next form. Moving into the momentary gap, Benny thrust her sword into his chest, piercing the heart as she had been trained to in a thousand drills over the years. Their eyes locked, and his fear-filled eyes widened as their gazes latched onto one another. A moment later his widened eyes slackened into the empty stare of death, and she realized what she had done.
Kicking him off her blade, she shouted in outrage. “Why did you make me kill you!” She yelled at his corpse. It was her first time killing a human, and tears streamed down her face as she kicked his corpse several times in frustration. Lost in fury, she dipped her hand into his blood, and redrew the speed sigil on her forehead. Blood had always made a good medium for her powers, and from the perspective of the other remaining fighters, both demon and human, it seemed as if she simply tore through the pikemen in a whirlwind of motion.
The execution of the pikemen took less than ten seconds; and from the perspective of the demons, her body seemed to vibrate slightly as she knelt, panting, over the final corpse. The effects of the speed rune took a full minute to wear off, and in that time, her bodyguards were terrified by the shimmering, vibrating blood goddess before them. Her hair, as it often did, had absorbed the blood of battle. Benny was unaware that it was actually emitting a soft red glow as her Demon Lord power absorbed the blood to fuel her progression. Combined with the slight vibration caused by the speed sigil, and the fact that her hair was already blood red to begin with, she had the appearance of a deity with hair made of blood.
Benny knew none of this. Though she was paralyzed by the emotional trauma of killing her first human; it was only later, she realized she had been so lost in her frenzy that she had chosen killing blows when she could easily have subdued the men nonlethally.




Chapter 8

Noraz and Lorbin, not counting a few shallow gashes, proved to be largely unharmed in the aftermath of the battle. Benny was grateful for this, once she had returned to her senses enough to notice. The pikeman who had stuck his pike down at her from the window had not emerged to participate in the fight, and she counted this as a threat still on the loose. A thorough search of the building turned up nothing, confirming that he had fled.
When she finally had a moment to slow down, after a patrolling squad of soldiers had been alerted to what had happened, Benny noticed a flashing icon in the corner of her vision. The moment she focused on it, words popped into being, seeming to hover in front of her.
Blood Points gained: 320
Blood points will henceforth be abbreviated as BP. This setting may be changed at will. There is no time limit on expenditure of BP.
Benny wasn’t sure how she felt about this, knowing that it had come at the cost of human lives. It seemed to her as if she had betrayed them, even though they had been the ones to attack her. After a moment’s hesitation, she decided to honor their deaths by making use of her newfound points. Ordering her guards to stand watch, she found a chair in the dining room of the house they had been searching. Scrolling through her devil menu, she decided to make her manipulation power more effective in the hope that next time she could prevent a fight from happening in the first place.
+Manipulation Level 1
-Mind Fog 1: cloud an individual's mind, making them unable to focus, and more susceptible to mental influence.
Upgrade Cost: 500
-Suggestion 1: The first step on the path to true control. You may speak an idea, and have that idea lodge in the individual’s mind. How they act on this is entirely up to them, and susceptible to the time limit of mental effects.
Upgrade Cost: 300
-Seduction 1: Make yourself more alluring to another individual, even if they would not normally “swing your way.” Be warned that if you overuse this power, the victim may lose all self-control.
Upgrade Cost: 300
-Mental Resistance 1: Become less susceptible to anything which might cloud one’s mind, be it drugs or magical effects. With enough points in this, you might never get drunk again.
Upgrade Cost: 400
-Duration 1: Extends the duration of your manipulation powers. Actual amount is determined on a case by case basis, but is percent based. Might also combo with other powers such as select sigil effects.
Upgrade Cost: 400
-Magnitude 1: Manipulation powers become stronger by 3%. Might combo with other powers such as select sigil effects. Be warned, you may cause undesirable results if you are imprudent with the amount of force you manifest.
Upgrade Cost: 400
-Next Level: To access further powers, or evolve pre-existing powers to a higher form, one must increase the base level of Manipulation. This will also increase the base magnitude and duration of all powers, as well as their level cap. Current cap for powers  is 3. Increase level to increase this cap.
Upgrade Cost: 1000
With only two choices available given her point budget, it was immediately clear what she should choose. While she could understand the value of seduction as a power, she wasn’t particularly interested in it. The thought of acting as a magical seductress disturbed her on a fundamental level. That only left Suggestion, which was perfectly suited to talking down the next group of soldiers they might encounter. Feeling slightly uncomfortable at the nature of her new power, she mentally accepted the change.
Suggestion has leveled up to level 2. As a result, it has gained new traits.
-Suggestion 2: A step on the path to true mind control. You may speak an idea, and have that idea lodge in the individual’s mind. They will now also feel a mild compulsion to act on the idea. How they act on this is entirely up to them, and susceptible to the time limit of mental effects. Be warned that the character of the person in question may result in an undesirable outcome.
Benny shrugged at the disclaimer. She could only guess at who was even writing the prompts, but they sounded somewhat paranoid to her. Having no one around to test it on; except Noraz and Lorbin who were bound to obey her orders regardless, she closed out her menu.
“Let’s go find someone to deal with the bodies.” Benny told her demon guards.
With a nod they followed her out of the building.




Chapter 9

A week passed as Benny settled into life in Azel’s newly conquered town. From signs along the roads, she had gleaned that the town’s name was Sattler. She didn’t remember seeing the name before, making it difficult for her to determine exactly where Sattler was located, but there was nothing to be done about that. Azel had decided to hedge his bets by not allowing her to see any maps larger than the local area.
Aside from occasionally giving her small jobs to do around the town tending to the human citizens that remained behind it’s walls, she was largely left to her own devices; free to roam the town as she saw fit. For their part, the residents of the town seemed uncertain whether to treat her as a traitor, or a human representative. Benny guessed that which direction they chose depended largely on whether they were more angry or afraid. Though she wasn’t sure why, Noraz and Lorbin followed her like puppies following their mother now; where before they had treated her more like a VIP they were tasked with. They had also taken to calling her “Bloody Mistress” and refused to explain why.
All Benny could do with this new dynamic was shrug and carry on with her explorations. It was on the eighth day that her new routine was interrupted.
“Do you feel that?” Benny asked Noraz.
“Like someone watching?” He asked, and she nodded. The two guards shifted their stance as they walked, gripping their weapons a little tighter.
“It’s probably just someone from the town looking out their window. Don’t react unless someone actually attacks us.” She told them.
He nodded, relaxing his grip. “Yes, Blood Mistress.” She glanced at Lorbin, and he nodded silently, relaxing his grip as well.
It was in that moment that the unknown person struck. Jumping down from a balcony, his foot impacted Noraz’s head with a sickening crunch. Noraz remained unmoving as Lorbin drew his sword, but was too late as the assailant directed a sword thrust into the demon’s abdomen. Lorbin cried out, and curled into a ball, clutching at his wound. The unknown figure attempted to deliver the coup de grace to Lorbin, but met Benny’s own sword; finally reclaimed from Azel after the incident with the squad of soldiers had proven her need for a weapon.
“What do you want?” She growled at him, kicking his gut to force him back. The man grunted at the impact of the kick, but gave no ground. He was dressed all in black, and wearing a headwrap that covered his face.
“I’m here to rescue you Benny. You and the rest of your team.” His voice seemed familiar, but she couldn’t attach it to a face.
“Who are you?”
He sighed, and lowered his sword. Hesitantly, he unbound the black mask, revealing a face covered in grey stubble, and massive scars. Cold grey eyes looked out at her from under silver eyebrows, and a close-cropped military haircut.
“Dad?” She said, sword drooping to until it clicked on the ground.
“Dad, what are you doing here?”
“I told you, I came here to rescue you.” Judas Church said. His voice was gruff, and snarly, as if the only exercise it got was to growl at his foes. She realized it hadn’t sounded that way the last time she had seen him. Once upon a time his voice had been a pleasant baritone. She wondered what had happened until she saw the scar on his neck. It was clear that at some point someone had succeeded in cutting his throat.
“I can’t leave. They have the rest of my squad hostage, and if I run away, they’ll be executed.”
“I don’t care about that. You’re my daughter, and I need to save you. Whether you want me to or not.” He rasped at her, face expressionless. Though she no longer really knew him, Benny could tell by his face that he was serious.
“I haven’t seen you in over a decade, and now you just show up making demands? I know you weren’t there, but I didn’t grow up to be a coward. I’m not going to just abandon my team.”
“I understand, but you’re my daughter. I won’t leave you here to be ravaged by demons.”
Benny’s world exploded into shades of red. “You seemed fine leaving me to be ravaged by humans so how is this any different?” She screamed at him.
“What… what do you mean by that?” He asked, surprise and guilt breaking through the impassive mask he had shown up till this point.
“What do you think happens to a teenage girl left to wander a city that spends half it’s time under siege? You abandoned me in the middle of a warzone with no one to look after me. I only escaped the situation you put me into when I forged your signature to get into a military boarding school.”
“You were a responsible child. You were always so mature for your age. More mature than I ever have been. I sent you my wages, and my superiors assured me they would look after you.” He replied defensively.
“I don’t know who made that promise, but I never saw any sign of them. I was fourteen, and alone on the streets. Every month a gang hunted me down, and took the money you sent me; or if I managed to hide it, they took their ‘tax’ out of my body. Sometimes they took both. So fuck off dad, if I wanted your help I would have asked for it years ago. You certainly don’t get to come riding in on your white horse as if you get to make decisions for me from your moral high ground.”
“I… I didn’t know. I checked in with my superiors, and they sent me status reports on you. As far as I knew you were living a happy life in a church school until you joined the military and began serving honorably.”
“All you had to do was come visit, and you would have known immediately that wasn’t true. Instead I haven’t seen you for ten years. You’re just as responsible as whoever was lying to you because you didn’t care enough to check.”
“I… I… You’re right. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I can do to make up for my mistakes, but please. Come home. I need to rescue you.”
Benny’s eyes widened slightly as understanding dawned. “I’m your mission aren’t I? Someone assigned you to rescue me, and that’s the only reason you’re here.” Her sword slowly rose from the ground, into a defensive stance.
“What will you do if I say no?” She asked, already knowing the answer.
Judas sighed in resignation. “I’ll… have to take you by force.”
Benny nodded. “You can certainly try.”
Judases sword rose until he was standing in a stance Benny recognized as a standard sword form. “Very well. If you insist.”
Judas launched into a complicated series of blows, so fast that Benny was barely able to keep up. She cursed the fact that she hadn’t had the opportunity to draw a speed sigil. She was a skilled swordswoman, but Judas, driven by decades of experience, was a superb swordsman. A small gash appeared on her arm when Judas switched sword forms mid-combo, catching her off guard. A minute passed in which she didn’t even have the chance to strike back. All she could do was desperately parry. Finally, Judas disengaged, panting.
“You… are definitely… my daughter.” He said, huffing. From her own experience with skilled warriors, she knew that he wasn’t truly out of breath. Instead, he was consciously stockpiling oxygen for the next pass. Benny did the same.
Catching him off guard, Benny launched the first strike. His sword barely managed to deflect the blow, and she used his off-balance block to kick at his leg. He shifted enough to save his kneecap, but the blow still landed, impacting his shin with heavy force.
Judas backed up a step, and Benny registered that he seemed to be limping. Before she could take advantage of this, he stepped back into the fight with a powerful swing. Benny honestly couldn’t tell whether he was trying to rescue her or kill her as she angled her sword to redirect the attack so that it swung wide.
She countered with her elbow, and he dodged backwards, a hasty step saving him from losing teeth. With a heavy swing, she maintained the offensive, doing her best to keep him off-balance. He snarled as he batted away her third blow in the sequence, and propelled himself into her space with a hard step. His fist rocketed into her temple, leaving her seeing stars. She stumbled back, barely conscious. Not giving her a moment's respite, he batted her sword out of her hand, and it clinked several times as it flew down the alley.
Benny collapsed to the pavement, as Judas bent over her. “Just come home, Benny. We can fix everything, just come home.”
“No, don’t.”Benny said weakly, still seeing stars. “Leave me alone dad.”
“Never again.” He muttered, binding her hands behind her back. Suddenly he stiffened, and Benny looked up to see what happened. She shifted her gaze just in time to see Noraz withdraw his blade from Judas’s back. Blearily her gaze shifted, seeing a blood trail where Noraz had dragged himself stealthily behind Judas.
With a last sigh, Judas collapsed, toppling into Benny’s lap as he died. Hesitantly, Benny brought her hand to rest on her father’s head, before shoving him off her a moment later, and standing up. Even as she stood, his body began to dissolve into nothingness. Taking stock of her surroundings, she hurried to Lorbin’s side.
“Your dad… he dead?” Lorbin asked weakly.
She snorted. “No, he’ll be back. His power will resurrect him at the nearest church.”
“What about one in this town? We need warn Azel?” He asked.
She shook her head. “Only the ones controlled by humans. No one knows why it works that way, it just does.”
She looked down to evaluate the wound. While she didn’t know much about demon physiology, a giant gaping sword wound in his abdomen certainly seemed likely to be lethal. Silently, she began taking strips of cloth from his shirt, and pressing them into the wound. Noraz, slowly standing, wobbled over to them on unsteady legs.
“Go get help.” She told him firmly. He nodded blearily, and moved as fast as he could down the alley; his feet slowly regaining their surety as he moved.
“We protect the Blood Mistress. I am happy.” Lorbin said, smiling wanly at her as she stuffed more cloth into his wound.
She smacked him lightly on the head. “You stay awake. If you fall asleep now, you might die.”
He smiled slightly, but didn’t slip into unconsciousness. “If that is your command my lady.”
Before she could respond, a squad of demons entered the alley, trailed by Noraz; who looked somewhat less dazed than he had before. Benny could now see him clearly for the first time, and realized that the crunch she had heard when Judas drove him into the pavement must have been his nose. She grimaced at the bruised, and broken mess it had become, but said nothing. The Demon soldiers took over caring for Lorbin as Benny scooted back to lean against the nearby building. She curled up into herself as she stared at her father’s corpse.
……………………………………………………………..
A hundred miles away, Judas church awoke, in an unknown bed. In the way of most military men with combat experience, he was awake instantly; sitting up, and scanning his environment before relaxing. It was simply a small room, likely to give him privacy as resurrection didn’t include his clothes. Next to the bed was a bundle of clothes, which he quickly donned, before stepping out into the hallway. Though he wasn’t familiar with this particular church, every church was largely similar in their designs, and he managed to navigate the halls; eventually stepping out into the portal room.
“Send me to the Central Cloister.” He said, glaring down the portal operator.
“But sir, I can’t send you without clearance-”
“I’m specialist Judas Church. Send me to the Central Cloister.”
“Errrr yes sir.” The portal technician said, stumbling over his words.
With a pop, the portal opened as the technician channeled energy into the device. Judas stepped through without a glance back, as the portal slowly closed behind him.
The technician from the Central Cloister, standing just outside the radius of the portal, snapped to attention with a crisp salute as he stepped through. Judas waved a hand at him dismissively, and the portal operator returned to his post.
Expressionless, Judas stalked through the marble halls of the Central Cloister, eventually stopping outside a door. The plaque on the door read “Commandant Rogers.” A trio of quick knocks elicited a harried sounding “What is it?”
Unhurriedly, Judas opened the door, stepped through, and closed it behind him.
“Ah, Judas, to what do I owe the pleasure?” The commandant asked. He was a slightly obese man with red hair in his early fifties; what some in the military might consider more politician than soldier. He sat behind a desk, one strewn with papers.
“I’d like to know where you’ve been for the last ten years.” Judas said, taking a seat in a chair that sat in front of the desk.
“Excuse me?” The commandant asked, looking genuinely confused.
“You assured me that my daughter would be looked after. You even claimed you’d see to it personally. So I’d like to know why she apparently spent most of the last ten years on the streets with no one to look after her.”
“Ah, that.” The commandant said, recognition, guilt, and fear flashing across his face before he turned it into an expressionless mask with an effort of will.
“You see, I put in a request, but the higher-ups decided to institute a church-wide policy that the military wasn’t responsible for the children of soldiers. I was directly ordered not to do anything. I couldn’t defy a direct order!” By the end, he was nearly screaming.
“Then why not just tell me?” Judas’s icy mask slipped for the first time, becoming nearly crazed with icy rage.
The commandant looked away in shame. “I was ordered not to. Your work was too important, and they didn’t want you distracted from it. Thousands, perhaps millions might have died if not for your intelligence reports, and black ops work. What would have happened if you left in the middle of a mission to care for your daughter?”
“She wouldn’t be a prisoner of war! She’d be living her life safely, far away from the front lines!” Judas yelled at the commandant.
The man paled, but his eyes took on a determined glint. “I tried to tell them that sending you for the rescue op was a mistake, but they refused to listen. Look, you’re too emotionally invested in this, and we need to assign someone else. As of this moment, I’m moving you to the ops pool pending a new assignment.”
“Like hell!” Judas said, standing to tower over the commandant, eyes embers of molten rage.
“This isn’t a debate. That’s an order!” The commandant yelled, exploding out of his chair. All hints of shame, or hesitance had left his demeanor, replaced by decades of command experience.
“Shove your orders up your ass. I’m done.” Judas said, the molten fury drawing back until only a spark was visible in his eyes. “I’m going to rescue my daughter. You can help me or get in my way. You know what happens when something is in my way.”
After being his commanding officer for fifteen years, Commandant Rogers did indeed know what happened to anyone or anything which stood in the way of Judas Church. Combined with a decade of accrued guilt, he collapsed back into his seat.
“Fine. Just… Fine. Go, we’re done here.” The Commandant said, pretending to do paperwork as if to hide behind it.
Judas stalked toward the portal room, face an unreadable mask.




Chapter 10

Benny stood in front of Azel, waiting for him to speak. Noraz had just delivered a detailed report on their encounter with Judas, and Azel was now sitting on his throne, staring into space.
“I see. It was definitely Judas Church then?” He said at last, glaring at Noraz.
“Indeed my lord.” Noraz said, nervously. “Lady Benny confirmed it herself.”
Azel sighed in defeat. “Very well. I suppose I can increase the guard, but I must warn you Benny, I’m not optimistic about our chances of actually stopping him if he means to break into the city. Would you like me to evacuate you to the underground base? I still mean to keep my promise to protect you regardless of my other plans.”
Benny shook her head. “No, I refuse to run from him. If he comes, I’ll fight him again.”
Azel nodded. “Very well. In that case, I will confer greater power upon your guards, so they might better defend you.”
Azel said something Benny couldn’t understand in the demon language, and one of his attendants walked off briskly. The entire assembly stood in silence, and several minutes later, the attendant arrived with two other demons. The two followers bowed deeply, then knelt in front of Azel.
“I have promised power to the guardians. Do you understand?” Azel asked the two demons in Demon tongue. This time Benny could understand it in a broken fashion. After a moment of trying to parse out why she could sometimes understand it, and sometimes not, she realized there might be multiple dialects.
“We understand and serve.” The demons told Azel in the same language.
Azel nodded at them, and they stood in unison. Several steps placed them in front of Noraz and Lorbin, where they knelt again.
“By your blood you live forever with me.” Noraz said in a ritualistic tone of voice, repeated a moment later by Lorbin.
With a brutal slash of their long nails, Noraz and Lorbin simultaneously tore out the throats of their respective sacrifices. Benny wasn’t sure whether to be fascinated or horrified as she fixed her gaze on the normally amiable Noraz. With a look of concentration, he gripped his victims head by their forehead, nails digging into the skin, and drawing more blood. Suddenly, the blood gushing from the slashed throat seemed to quiver and stop. Vibrating oddly, the pool of blood slithered into Noraz’s shadow like some kind of slime creature, and fell in as if falling into an abyss. More and more blood drained from the corpse until she could see it shriveling, the very moisture of its skin being drawn out.
Finally with a cracking sound, the corpse fell from Noraz’s grip, nothing left but a dried husk. A second cracking sound echoed the first as Lorbin released his own victim. Both Noraz and Lorbin had expressions on their face that reminded her of men high on cocaine.  Benny realized her mouth had been slightly open, and closed it so fast it made a clicking noise as her teeth impacted each other. Both demons turned their gazes on her at the sound, a wildness in their eyes that made her feel like prey to their predator.
“Do you find our ways displeasing?” Azel asked Benny. She turned to face him, but couldn’t find any clues on his face to tell her how to answer his question.
“Not displeasing, only disconcerting.” She replied after a moment. “Definitely different.”
Azel nodded. “Did you know that for Demons, it is thought that our soul lies in our blood? There has been some argument about whether the same is true for humans, but it’s an accepted fact when it comes to Demons. Normally, when we absorb power from our foes in battle, the essence of that power comes from small fragments of our foes soul, shattered by their death. The ritual you observed just now is far more than that. Your guardians absorbed the souls wholesale. The power of those souls will act like magical generators within them, providing a significant increase to their latent energy. That latent energy will fuel their development over time. This same process could not be performed with an unwilling victim, unless you were vastly more powerful than them. If you tried, the souls would rebel, and fracture your own essence from within. I ask that you honor the sacrifice of these men. Such a thing is rare, for demons do not normally give their lives easily.”
Benny nodded solemnly. “I have to ask. If it’s so rare, why were they willing to do it now?”
“Partly it was out of loyalty to me, I imagine. More than that though, I think you have made a greater impression than you realize on my followers. What that means for the future remains to be seen, but I would ask that you be careful in how you interact with them. Your words may be seen to have significance you aren’t aware of.”
She nodded, and went silent, having nothing else to add.
“Very well, you are all dismissed.” Azel said, after a moment. He punctuated this statement with a casual shooing motion. As she moved toward the door, Noraz and Lorbin fell in behind her. Glancing at them, she could see their expressions had mostly returned to normal, though there was still a slightly dazed look to them. When they had made it out the door, she turned to Noraz.
“How do you feel?” She asked him cautiously.
“Good, Blood Mistress. So good. I want to run, and fight. I feel like I could do it forever. If I could find a demoness, she would break before I did.” His head suddenly turned to her, the wildness from before having returned in full force. He leered at her for a moment before she flicked his forehead as hard as she could. He growled at her; a low, rumbling sound, and she glared into his eyes. She stared him down until finally he looked away, a semblance of consciousness returning to his gaze.
“I am sorry Blood Mistress. I… am not in full control yet. It will pass within a day.”
She nodded, and began walking, her two guards falling in behind her. She ignored it when she heard Lorbin smack Noraz hard, and whisper “if you endanger the mistress I will kill you myself.”
Noraz didn’t respond to this comment, and Benny decided to change the subject as they strolled aimlessly. “Just out of curiosity, if blood holds the soul, does that add extra meaning when you call me Blood Mistress?”
For once, Lorbin chose to respond. “Yes mistress,in demon tongue, blood and soul are the same word. It seems strange to us when we learn your language, and come to that point in the lessons. In demon tongue Blood Mistress would be Verilien”
Her rudimentary knowledge of the demon language translated the word  as “soul taker.”
She nodded. “Now that I know, feel free to use the demon word. I honestly think it’s pretty.”
Lorbin bowed solemnly. “As you command, Verilien.”
The trio resumed walking, and she glanced back at Noraz. His face was still swinging back and forth between a mask of control, and wild abandon. Lorbin looked at Noraz as well, and a look of disgust flashed across his face before he stared forward again.
“Why is he being affected so much more strongly than you?” Benny asked Lorbin, stopping at a shop stall to look at the assembled goods before moving on.
“We are both being affected the same, he just has no self-control. He has always been willful, and impulsive. ” Lorbin’s mask cracked for just a moment, a gleam of mad rage entering his eyes before she watched him shove it back into place with an effort of will. “So long as he does not lose control, both of us will be fine by tomorrow. Anyone who loses control after the blood ritual is executed summarily.”
She nodded, uncomfortably. “Would sparring help him burn off energy? I’d rather he didn’t get executed.”
“Perhaps.” Lorbin said. “So long as you did not lose, the violence of the act may curb his impulses somewhat. Naturally being knocked unconscious would also render the issue moot.”
She nodded. “We’ll do that then.”
Changing course, they found an empty field often used for sparring by the demon army. Lorbin walked several dozen feet away to give them space.
“Per...Permission to go all out, Verilien?” Noraz asked hesitantly. “I do not know how well I’ll be able to hold back once we start, but I do not want others to perceive it as a loss of control.”
She nodded. “That’s fine. We’ll fight with wooden swords for the time being so that we don’t seriously hurt each other.”
Noraz nodded. Lorbin retrieved some from a stockpile of training weapons on the edge of the field, and distributed them to the two combatants.
“You may begin on my mark.” Lorbin called. “Anddddd mark.”
Noraz stalked toward Benny with his sword up; a silent predator. She mirrored his movements, with her sword in a guard stance, parallel to the ground. When they were six feet apart, Benny sidestepped, her skill with the sword almost pre-cognitively saving her when Noraz landed in a blur a moment later. His sword bit the air where she had just been standing. She ducked under a high swing, and jabbed her sword into his ribs. Noraz hissed in pain, and stepped back. Benny also stepped back, resetting her guard. For a moment they circled each other.
This time Benny took the offensive. Stepping into his zone of control, she baited him into swinging at her, only to step back before the swing connected. Using the momentary opening, she stepped into his space a second time, jabbing his arm with her sword. His left hand spasmed, and he removed it from the sword, swinging at her one-handed as she stepped out of his radius again. She could see the last vestiges of his control straining against his instincts.
“It’s ok. We’re sparring, and I’ve given you permission to unleash yourself. Nothing you do here will be seen as a loss of control.” Benny said, confident she could knock him out if it came to it.
Sanity fled his face as Noraz leered at her, and jumped blindingly fast. This time, she wasn’t fast enough, and took a jab to the leg that set her nerves on fire. Mobility impeded by her partial loss of motor control, she desperately parried and blocked against a furious barrage of attacks. Finally, a hit made it through her defense; smacking into her temple, and leaving her dazed despite being only a glancing blow.
With a snarl, Noraz tackled, and pinned her; holding her arms flat against the ground. He leered at her, and that expression sent chills down her spine. She looked to Lorbin for help, but he seemed locked into place as if too excited by what he was seeing to think through the implications. She could see the empty look in his eyes where the madness had taken over. Benny looked back to Noraz. He grinned animalistically, and she heard his tail batting against the ground like a cat’s. Noraz flicked it thoughtlessly, and the jagged barbs drew a gash along her leg. Before he could act any farther, she moved her head up, and bit into his left arm as hard as she could. His instinctive recoil freed her right arm, and she jabbed her thumb as hard as she safely could into his armpit. He howled, and lost his concentration on holding her down, allowing her to free her other hand. This thumb too, she jabbed into his other armpit. This had the unintended consequence of causing his tail to begin spasming in random directions; leaving long shallow gashes on her legs. Still, it served its primary purpose when she jabbed another finger into his windpipe.
Trying to choke and howl at the same time, he lashed out blindly at her with his claws, gouging her side until she restrained his arms, pulling them into the ground from below as she struggled against his far superior strength. Somehow she held on, snarling at him in pain as her muscles protested the effort, and his tail continued to tear into her legs. Finally, knowing she couldn’t hold on much longer, she brought her knee up into his crotch. She rolled out of his grasp a moment later, jumping to her feet immediately. Noraz didn’t follow her, rolling on the ground in pain.
Weighing her options, Benny saw that Noraz was recovering from the pain, but the look in his eyes showed he hadn’t regained his mind. Realizing that her torn legs would make it unlikely she would escape a second time, she grabbed her wooden sword from where it had fallen, and limped toward Noraz. He snarled, and shoved his clawed hand towards her as if to impale her leg, but she batted it aside with her sword. Coldly she brought the edgeless blade of the sword down upon the back of his head with enough force to render him fully unconscious.
Benny turned to look at Lorbin, who still seemed frozen inside his madness. Limping, blood gushing from her leg in a slow fountain, she approached him, sword raised. He made no move to respond, mind entirely drawn inward. Sighing wearily, she entered striking distance, and flicked him on the forehead as hard as she could.
“Verilien, I have failed you.” Was the first thing to leave his mouth as awareness returned to him.
“It’s fine, just help get me and Noraz to the medics. Also make sure no one gets summarily executed. I gave him permission to go all out, so he didn’t technically do anything wrong.”
“As you say.” Lorbin said, bowing deeply. Benny wondered idly if he bowed to mask the look of shame on his face. Before she could wonder anything else, exhaustion mixed with blood loss overrode her adrenaline, and she collapsed into inky nothingness.




Chapter 11

Benny woke in a hospital bed to a maddening feeling of itchiness in her legs. Almost unconsciously, she reached down to scratch at it, but someone grabbed her arm before she could reach her target.
“No. No touch.” An unfamiliar Demon said in broken English. She nodded, and he turned away to bark an unfamiliar word to someone outside the room. Lorbin entered a moment later, ducking slightly under the door to avoid scraping his horns against the frame.
“I’m glad to see you awake Verilien.” He said, bowing.
“What did I miss?” She responded, acknowledging his bow with a nod.
“Noraz is unharmed. There was mild brain damage from your finishing blow, but the mages were able to repair it. Lord Azel is naturally not happy with the situation. He has given me orders to make sure he is informed the moment you wake. It is likely he will be here soon.”
She nodded, sitting up, and letting the blanket fall. She immediately lay back down, draping the blanket over herself when she realized she was naked under the covers.
“You saw nothing.” She said, glaring imperiously at Lorbin.
“As you say, Verilien.” He said dryly.
She smiled wryly at him. “Would you fetch me some clothes? I’d rather not be naked if I’m going to meet with Azel.”
Lorbin bowed again. “Your wish is my command, Verilien.” Rising, he strode out of the room, and she settled in to wait, examining the room curiously. It was a small room with a desk, a chair, and a full-sized mirror. Her examination was interrupted when Azel barged into the room, the door slamming loudly against the wall.
“Get up.” Azel commanded her, in a hostile tone.
“No.” She replied simply.
“Are you defying a direct command?”
“No. Can you just wait a couple minutes? I-”
“Until yesterday, I gave you some leeway because I thought I was dealing with a rational adult, but clearly I was mistaken. Get up or I will carry you.”
“Like hell you will. Will you just listen for a-”
Azel grabbed the covers, and tore them off her. She watched his face go through several different expressions in the span of a second.
“Oh.” He finally said, replacing the blanket gently.
“And this is what I was trying to say if you would have stopped to listen. Lorbin will be back in a minute with clothes.” She glared into his eyes, daring him to argue.
“I see. My apologies.” He bowed to her awkwardly, as if unused to the motion. Benny wondered how long it had been since he had bowed to anyone.
His anger seemed to have been diffused as he grabbed the chair from behind the desk, and sat in it.
“Why did you choose to spar with Noraz?” He asked after staring at her searchingly for a moment.
“He was having some trouble controlling himself. I thought it might be good for him to blow off steam. To be honest, I admit I overestimated my own ability, or maybe underestimated his new strength.”
“Indeed. After the blood ritual, a Demon will have physical capabilities three times their average until the next time they sleep. A fraction of that power, will remain after they rest, and they can build up to that level again naturally with proper training. It was incredibly reckless of you to fight him while he was in that state.” Azel delivered this speech almost affectionately.
“I honestly had no idea. Even if someone had told me, I probably still would have done it. I thought I was better than this.”
Azel’s affectionate demeanor dropped. “Confidence is acceptable, but arrogance is dangerous. I need to know that I can trust your judgement if I am to allow you free rein.”
She nodded. “I’m doing my best. There’s a lot going on that’s new to me, and there’s only so much I can do.”
Azel stared into her eyes, and her mind felt as if it was inundated with static. “Promise me that you will ask next time you face an unknown situation.”
Robotically, she answered. “I promise.” Strangely, she found that she meant it despite being fairly certain Azel was using his power to manipulate her.
“Good. Now how do you feel? Be honest.” Azel asked. Benny could still feel the strange static coursing through her mind.
“Itchy.” She said, suddenly feeling desperate to scratch.
Azel laughed lightly. When he was done, he said “I see. What else?”
“Scared. I’m pretty sure if I hadn’t managed to turn things around on Noraz he would have tried to assault me. He’s my friend, I don’t know how to reconcile my friendship with what happened. In some ways, I don’t even think it’s really his fault.” The statement poured out of her against her will. After struggling for a moment, she lifted her right hand, and punched Azel in the chest.
“Stop doing that.” She told him. Her voice sounded weak to her, frail as if she were about to break down into tears.
“Doing what?” Azel asked. She could see the pity in his eyes. It only served to further enrage her.
“The mind control thing. I can feel you doing it, even if I can’t resist it.”
Azel sighed. “Very well, I apologize. My intentions were noble even if my methods were not.”
Benny felt her mind clear instantly as the static faded.
“It’s fine, just… don’t do that again. I’m not comfortable with you using that power on me.”
Azel nodded, expression serious. “Very well… Verilien.” He punctuated the last word with a playful grin.
Without thinking she flicked him between the eyes. He blinked in surprise several times, before she realized what she had done.
“I’m so sorry, that’s…” She started.
“No, no harm done.” Azel waved his hand dismissively.
Before anything else could be said, Lorbin stepped into the room carrying a bundle of cloth.
Bowing to Azel, Lorbin intoned “my lord.” and backed out of the room again, placing the clothes on the desk as he passed.
Azel sighed. “Please, once again without my powers. I only ask that you talk to me before you make dangerous choices. I promise that there will be less pain in your future if you do.”
Benny nodded. “I’ll be more careful in future.” She hedged.
Azel sighed again. “I suppose that is the best I can ask for.”
“Mmhm.” Benny confirmed.
Azel shook his head, but stood. “I suppose I shall leave you to dress then. Please come visit my throne room as soon as you are done.”
She nodded, and he left the room. Her legs complained, magnifying the intense itch as she stood, but she gritted her teeth, and bore it. In the full-sized mirror against the wall, she examined herself. Her legs now bore a series of significant-looking scars. There were also marks where Noraz’s claws had dug into her arms. Her face, and torso remained untouched. She sighed, but moved on to the pile of clothes. Her face fell into a grimace when she discovered he had brought her a fairly impractical dress. Impractical if she needed to fight anyway. Her expression softened though when she discovered a knife, and leg sheath hidden among the folds of cloth. Despite only knowing each other for a few weeks, Lorbin already had a firm understanding of her nature. She declared internal gratitude to Lorbin, and donned her new apparel.
Surprisingly, the dress was the perfect size for her, and just the right length, stopping slightly above her ankles. If she didn’t know better, she would think the dress had been specifically tailored to her. Trying not to overthink it, she fastened the leg sheath into place, complete with her new knife. It was perfectly hidden under the folds of her dress. She examined herself in the mirror again, and found that in terms of appearance it was a genuinely stunning ensemble. Robins egg blue, thick with fabric, but not frilly. On her arms, the fabric went down to her elbows, just the right length to hide the new talon-marks that marred her flesh. The dress also did something to amplify her meager assets, though she was largely ambivalent on that front. Shrugging, she turned away from the mirror.
Benny finished the process with a set of stretches meant to determine her range of motion. While she found the fabric was heavy enough to slow her, and big enough to get in her way, it was voluminous enough that she mostly had full range of motion. She wouldn’t be kicking anyone to death, but she could move if needed.
Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, she exited the room wishing she could have bathed. Lorbin had been standing guard outside, and bowed to her. “Verilien, it is good to see you on your feet. Was everything satisfactory?”
Benny nodded. “Yes,everything. Next time, if possible, I’d prefer something a bit less… formal.”
Lorbin bowed again. “As you command. However, I was told this had been made specifically for you.”
Benny’s mouth fell into a thin line. “I’ll have to talk to Azel then.”
“As you say, Verilien.”
Benny sighed. “Let’s get going then.”
Lorbin nodded, and followed as she strode toward the throne room.




Chapter 12

Benny stood in the throne room, amid a growing crowd. Lorbin, standing next to her, snarled at any Demons who got too close. The conflict didn’t even register in her mind, as the events unfolding in front of her drew far too much attention.
“Guardian Noraz, you have been accused of dereliction of duty. Specifically, you attacked your charge with intent to harm. How do you plead?” Azel said in Demon tongue, voice and face impossible to read.
“Guilty, my lord.”
“Furthermore, you are accused of losing control after a blood ritual. How do you plead?”
“Guilty, my lord.”
Benny’s knuckles turned white where she gripped the railing in front of her.
“Do you wish to present any witnesses or testimony to defend your actions?”
“No, my lord.”
“Very well, then I must-”
“Wait!” Benny shouted, climbing over the rail to rush to Noraz’s side.
Azel frowned at her dispassionately as she came to a stop by the defendant’s stand. Lorbin arrived next to her a moment later.
“Guardian Lorbin, please restrain your charge.” Azel said cooly.
“As you command My Lord.” Lorbin grabbed Benny’s arms gently, and attempted to pull her back to where they had been standing. Benny ducked into and under his hold, drawing him off balance. She used the motion to free one of her arms before he became cognizant enough to clamp down harder. She jabbed the thumb of her free hand into a nerve on the side of his arm. The pulse of pain caused his grasp to go slack for a moment, which she used to extract her other arm. Acting before her thoughts caught up to the situation, she simultaneously swept Lorbin’s feet, and shoved her palm hard into the back of his head.
He hit the ground with a thud, and crunch that caused Benny to wince as she returned to a neutral posture. Lorbin didn’t get up again, and Benny said a silent apology to him as she returned to stand by Noraz.
The coolness of Azel’s expression had dissolved into naked rage now. “What is the meaning of this, Verilien?” Benny resolved to ask him later whether her pet name had graduated to an official title without anyone telling her.
“I’m here to tell you that Noraz isn’t responsible for his actions. If anyone bears the consequences, it should be me.” She said, after gathering her thoughts for a moment.
“Verilien no-” Noraz began, before being cut off by Azel.
“Indeed, and what is the basis for this claim?” Azel had reverted to his previous icy demeanor.
“I was the one that ordered him to fight me. I told him to blow off steam, and even goaded him to let loose. Since he’s essentially under my command, and I ordered him to spar with me; if a crime was committed, I’m responsible for it.”
Murmuring broke out among the assembled crowd until Azel raised his hand, bringing it perpendicular with his body. The crowd went silent.
“And what was the motivation for this command? What possessed you to fight someone who was under the effects of a blood ritual?”
“My own arrogance.” She replied after a momentary pause, the statement making her feel slightly vulnerable. “I thought I could handle him; that he would fight me, lose, and that it would help him suffer less.”
“Indeed, and did you win?” Benny thought she saw a glint of amusement in Azel’s eyes, and recognized it as the light at the end of the tunnel.
“I did my lord. When he wakes up, Lorbin can vouch for me as a witness.”
“There is no need for him to wake.” Azel gestured, and an attendant stepped out of the shadows behind his throne. Benny was surprised, having not detected him in any way until now. The attendant stepped to Lorbin, and waved a magical device over Lorbin’s head. A thin screen rose into the air, and began playing Lorbin’s memories complete with sound. Somehow the screen even seemed to psychically project the smells of the memory into her mind.
After the attendant fiddled with the device several times, skipping between different memories, he finally hit on the correct one, and Benny watched silently as the battle between her and Noraz played out. She shivered when she realized that the leer he had been giving her in his madness was more lustful than murderous, but did her best not to think about the implications of that. Finally, she saw herself disable him and stand, walking over to Lorbin. The attendant cut the memory immediately after she fell unconscious. There was shocked whispering between the assembled Demons now, but with the same hand motion he had used before, Azel silenced them again.
“From what I have seen, only one crime has been committed here. Guardian Noraz, for lying to this court via your false guilty plea, you will be demoted to the rank of Fiend. In addition, Fiend Noraz, you will be docked a weeks pay for displaying cowardice in failing to defend yourself. Since the Verilien has shown her combat prowess to be on par with a Demon Lord I confer the rank of Lesser Lord onto her under my own command, and assign you as her direct subordinate. Guardian Lorbin, for failing in my earlier command to restrain her, shall likewise be demoted to the rank of Fiend, and be placed under her command. This is my judgement as reigning lord of this military courtroom. Trial adjourned.”
Noraz seemed to slump where he was standing, and he made his way to her. Benny noticed that despite the trial being adjourned, no one had moved, though the whispering had recommenced. Reaching her, Noraz knelt to her, and dug a talon into his palm. Silently, he offered his bloody hand to her. For her part, Benny stared at him blankly, unsure what to do.
“Lord Verilien, take his offering as your due. You are his lord now, and he offers you his power.” Azel advised, still sitting on his throne.
The meaning of the display clicked in Benny’s mind, and she reached out. Hesitantly, she used the blood pooling in his palm to draw a cross on her forehead, tracing over the lines of power she could still occasionally feel just under her skin. When she had finished, Noraz extended his hand; one talon gently piercing her forehead. When the skin parted, she felt his blood mix with her own.
Once again she felt the strange melding of souls, but this time, she felt like the senior partner of the bond. Her soul washed over his as if she was an ocean, into which a rock had been dropped. The waters of her soul rapidly penetrated farther and father into his essence until she could feel the whole of him. It was a strangely intimate, yet frightening bond as she felt his totality. At the same time, she knew he was experiencing some portion of her own essence, and it felt strange to feel so exposed. If she could describe what she felt from him, it was warmth. She could feel that he was a genuinely warm person, and though she wasn’t conscious of it, her body smiled at the feeling. Finally, the experience began to ebb, and she felt herself recede into her body. Despite that, she could feel that on some fundamental level they were inextricably linked now. She instinctively knew if she ever needed to find him, she could follow that thread to his location.
“Rise Fiend Noraz.” Azel said regally. “Your allegiance has been given and witnessed.” Azel gave a hand signal to his attendant who began smacking Lorbin with his palm; careful not to gouge Lorbin with his sharp talons, until Lorbin sputtered awake. The attendant whispered into his ear for a moment. Lorbin nodded, stood, took two steps, knelt, and presented his bloody face to Benny.
Feeling slightly disturbed by using actual wounds she had caused, she repeated the ritual she had used with Noraz. Where Noraz’s soul had felt warm, Lorbins soul was fierce. Fierce, determined, somewhat cold, but not in a cruel way. Her body smiled without her being aware again when she felt a pocket of loyalty to her. A moment later, the effects of the offering receded, and she came back to herself feeling the same connection to Lorbin that she had to Noraz.
“Rise, Fiend Lorbin. Your allegiance has been given, and witnessed.” Azel repeated.
Lorbin stood, bowed, and moved to stand by Benny.
“You are all dismissed.” Azel intoned ritualistically after a moment. Noraz and Lorbin both bowed, then turned. Benny turned with them, though she didn’t bow. Silence pervaded the room, punctuated only by the quiet sound of their footsteps as they marched out the door.




Chapter 13

That night, Benny lay in her bed staring at the ceiling. The events of the day had somehow caused her to yearn for her home. Despite her relatively good treatment, the alien culture made her feel out of place. Even though she was a soldier, the obsession with blood disturbed her on some fundamental level. On top of that, she was worried about how Charlie was holding up; but when asked, Azel assured her he was fine. Despite his assurances, Azel refused to give her any details about Charlie’s current situation. That fact alone, served to make her even more worried than she had been before asking.
Still, Benny knew there was nothing she could do. It was that very impotence which dogged her dreams when she slept. Sighing, she turned over onto her side. Hoping to take her mind off things, she opened up her DEVIL interface; something she had yet to do since before the ceremony had placed Noraz and Lorbin as subordinates.
Welcome to the D.E.V.I.L system.
Updates since last activation:
Demonic Fortitude skill added. This is a subskill of Physical Enhancement.
Demonic Speed skill added. This is a subskill of Physical Enhancement.
Demonic Strength skill added. This is a subskill of Physical Enhancement.
Demonic Guile skill added. This is a subskill of Mental Enhancement.
Demonic Reserves skill added. This is a subskill of Magic Enhancement.
These powers are default powers granted to Demon Lords when they gain demonic followers. You may increase these powers through the use of Blood Points, but every follower gained will add an extra level to each. Be warned that loss of followers also means losing those extra levels.
Current point count: 436
Current functions include:
-Physical Enhancement
-Mental Enhancement
-Magic Enhancement
-Sigils Level 1
-Manipulation Level 1
-Follower List
Curious, Benny read through the descriptions for her new abilities. The physical, mental, and magical enhancement trees had been mostly empty up till this point, aside from her mapping skill, so it was gratifying to know they weren’t pointless. It was also nice to know that she could gain BP from gaining followers, as she didn’t like the idea of fueling her growth with death.
Demonic Fortitude:
In exchange for a proportionate amount of mana, physical resilience is increased by 1% per level.
Current Level: 2
Cost to increase: 50
Demonic Speed:
In exchange for a proportionate amount of mana, physical speed is increased by 1% per level.
Current Level: 2
Cost to increase: 50
Demonic Strength:
In exchange for a proportionate amount of mana, physical strength is increased by 1% per level.
Current Level: 2
Cost to increase: 50
Demonic Guile:
In exchange for a proportionate amount of mana, mental processing speed, and creativity are increased by 1% per level.
Current Level: 2
Cost to increase: 50
Demonic Reserves:
Base mana capacity, and regen speed increased by 1% per level.
Current Level: 2
Cost to increase: 50
Benny experimented with turning on Demonic speed, and waving her hand in front of her face to test it. The effect was barely noticeable, but also cost a negligible amount of mana. Next, she turned on all of her powers simultaneously. Even with all of them active, she barely felt the mana drain. Experimentally, she bought another level of demonic speed with BP. She could feel that it consumed slightly more mana than it had before. More importantly, the cost to increase the effects again stayed steady at fifty BP.
Paranoid about the mana cost increasing too quickly, Benny purchased two points in Demonic Reserves, and five more in demonic speed. The mana drain of level eight Demonic Speed, while still not significant, had increased significantly. Benny estimated with all abilities activated simultaneously, she was currently using mana almost as fast as she could regenerate it.
Before she could explore the system further, a loud booming sound like thunder shattered the silence of night. Noraz knocked on the door, and she gave him permission to enter.
“Verilien, do you know what that sound was?”
“No. Wake up Lorbin, and have him take over guard duty while you investigate.”
Noraz bowed, and closed the door. Azel had called Benny into her office after the ceremony, and among several things they had discussed, was the fact that Benny had the power to promote those under her command. He had verbally stressed this fact until Benny got the hint, and re-promoted her two soldiers back to the rank of Guardian. As a result, they continued to act as her bodyguards in the camp. She had also discovered, somewhat to her chagrin, that Demons only needed four hours of sleep on average. This made it easy for the two demons to take turns as door guards during her eight hour rest period.
A few minutes later, Noraz returned.
“Enter.” Benny called, responding to the hurried knock on her door.
“Verilien, the town is under attack.” Noraz said, stumbling into the room.
“Who’s attacking?” She asked, surprised that Azel hadn’t warned her about any troop movements earlier in the day.
“We don’t know. The commanders on site seem to think it’s only one man.”
Benny sighed, and fell back into her bed in irritation. She could guess who that “one man” might be.
“How did he get back so fast? Did a portal open up nearby?”
Noraz shrugged. “The main body of the human army is several days travel away. Perhaps he took a portal to there, and journeyed the rest of the way on horseback.”
Benny nodded, and swung herself out of bed, throwing the covers back angrily. She was in a loose t-shirt, and shorts, so Noraz didn’t turn away as she began to put on clothes better suited to combat over her sleepwear.
“What are your orders Verilien?” Noraz asked, hands fidgeting with the pommel of his sword.
“I have no doubt he’ll find his way here, so prepare to stop him from kidnapping me I guess.”
Noraz nodded, and called in Lorbin, who helped them barricade the door, using a heavy wooden desk that inhabited the west wall of her room as the primary weight to that end. The two Demons turned to face the door, as Benny stood by the window on  the opposite end of the room, waiting.
An hour passed, and  continuing reports flooded in through a magical communications device, Noraz had grabbed from his room while investigating the explosion. Benny made a mental map of the devastation her father had wrought, and could tell he was moving in her direction. Finally, tired of standing, she sighed, using the windowsill like a chair. She was caught off guard when; a moment later, her world went black, and she could feel herself falling.
When the fall ended, she landed gently, and began striking out at anything she could get her hands on, screams magically silenced by the enchanted hood on her head. Strong arms bound her limbs together with rope, and Benny found herself immobilized. Calming herself with an exertion of will, Benny weighed her options. She could feel a steady swaying motion as her captor walked, and decided she didn’t have much time. Trying to talk produced no results through the enchantment on the hood, but the attempt gave her an idea when her tongue brushed the fabric.
Praying her idea worked, Benny began drawing a sigil of destruction on the hood, using her tongue as a brush, and spit as her paint. With a silent grunt of disgust at the strange flavor of the canvas, she completed her sigil and activated it. It seemed to have failed for a moment, but then her captor passed a torch. A sliver of light shone through a small line of torn fabric, and a quiet whisper helped her determine she had regained her voice. Her captor didn’t seem to have noticed the sound, and Benny planned her next move.
Turning her head, Benny managed to see the ropes that bound her; bouncing in and out of view through the small tear. The knot used for the binding was entirely the wrong choice for binding a person, and she began pulling at it contemptuously. Either her father was terrible at knots, or someone else had abducted her. She leaned more heavily toward the latter.
With an easy flick of her wrist, she finished untying the knot. Leaning on her training, she grabbed the rope before it could fall, and struck, attempting to use it as a garrote. Unfortunately, due to her lack of vision, she instead impaled her forearm painfully on the horn of the Demon who carried her. Ripping her arm free with a shout of pain, she used her uninjured arm to tear off the hood. What she saw was the first Demoness she had ever met in her time with Azel.
The Demoness in question was staring at her now, red eyes wide. Almost as if by reflex, the Demoness began curling her talons, which penetrated half an inch into Benny’s side. Grunting in pain, Benny grabbed the Demonesses hands, and pushed as hard as she could. With a wet sound, the clawed hands slid from her sides.
Benny disembarked slowly, climbing down from her captors shoulders gradually as they struggled against each other. The Demoness, giving up on restraining her, started pulling her off balance by using Benny’s own effort against her. Talons raked Benny’s side as she fell toward her foe. With a sharp inhale at the pain, Benny turned the movement into a forward roll; gaining several feet of space between her and her attacker.
“Who are you?” Benny gasped at the woman.
“Your rival. I won’t let you take Azel from me.” The Demoness growled in reply.
“You can have him. I’m not trying to seduce him.”
“I don’t care if he sleeps with you silly woman. I simply refuse to yield my position in the hierarchy to you. If I take you hostage successfully, I will prove myself superior.”
“You realize that’s just dumb, right? How does that prove anything?”
“You’re human. You don’t understand our ways. A successful kidnapping is one of our traditions. Azel and the others will honor the results.”
Benny sighed. “This seems overly complicated. What happens if your kidnapping attempt fails?”
“You take my official titles, and holdings.”
“Really? Why would you risk that just to get at me?”
“I, well, the title you were given was originally taken from me. Azel demoted me to Guardian so that he could give you my honor. Thanks to you, the only thing left is my dignity.”
“Ok. Do we still have to fight now that I’ve foiled your kidnapping plot? I don’t really want to.”
“Yes. I will defeat you, and reclaim my honor.”
Benny sighed. “By the way, was it you who attacked the city?”
“Do you really think that if I had the power or resources to field such an attack, I’d be debasing myself here with you? Just to become a Lesser Demon Lord? No, that was someone else.”
“Come to think of it, why are you even standing here telling me your plans?” Benny asked, the thought causing her brow to wrinkle in confusion.
The Demoness shrugged. “My name is Lilian by the way, since you haven’t bothered to ask yet.”
“Um, not nice to meet you?” Benny said, shaking her head as a wave of dizziness caused her to sway.
“Oh, to answer your earlier question, it’s because you’re bleeding profusely, and the longer we stand here, the more blood you lose. You should go pleasantly numb soon.”
Benny realized Lilian was right. The injury to her arm, and the talon wounds in her side were gushing blood faster than she wanted to think about. Taking a step forward, she stumbled slightly. The Demonesses lips quirked upwards slightly.
“How are you feeling Verilien? Do you think you can handle all of this?” Lilian waved her hands up and down over herself.
Benny dipped a finger into her side wound, and began drawing on her lower back surreptitiously. “Are you trying to fight me or seduce me?” Benny asked calmly.
“Definitely trying to fight you. Sorry, but I don’t roll that way.” Liliian punctuated her statement with a dismissive wave of her hand.
Benny shrugged. “Had to make sure.” Completing her sigil, she activated it. Time slowed to a crawl around her as her speed rune activated. Stepping forward again, Benny struggled to maintain her balance as she put one foot in front of the other. Despite her struggles against the roiling dizziness, the enhanced speed allowed her to close with Lilian before the Demoness could react. Lilian’s head turned in slow motion as Benny’s fist smashed into the underside of her chin. Lilian fell backward, stunned by the blow.
Benny collapsed to her knees, head roiling. Pain lanced through Benny’s side as Lilian, recovering quickly from the blow, thrust her foot into Bennys wounded flesh. The small, pointed nails of Lilian’s toes dug into the preexisting wound, and expanded it; leaving rents halfway up her stomach. Grunting in pain, Benny curled into a ball, and pushed herself away, rolling several feet. Painfully, she stood, almost slipping in her own blood.
The world still moving in slow motion, Benny lurched forward. Lilian swung a taloned fist which Benny ducked under. Grabbing the proffered arm, Benny used Lilian’s momentum against her. Pulling forward while simultaneously sweeping the legs, Benny lost her balance in the middle of the complicated maneuver; falling on her back with Lilian on top of her. Panic setting in, Benny began pounding her fist into whatever she could get her hands on. Lilian grunted, and raked her talons into Benny’s chest.
Benny almost passed out from the mixture of pain and blood loss. Fighting the blackness, Benny clung to consciousness, and grabbed the offending arm. Smashing her palm into the side of Lilian’s elbow, she caused drastic damage to the joint; eliciting a stifled scream from the Demoness.
Continuing to hold the arm in place, Benny jammed her palm into Lilian’s throat. Lilian looked as if she wanted to scream, but couldn’t. Either way, she was momentarily paralyzed, and Benny took advantage of this to push Lilian off of her. Even with the extra weight removed, Benny was barely able to struggle to her knees through the disorientation.
Next to her, Lillian also struggled to her knees; fighting to draw breath. Benny laughed psychotically, and turned to put her hands around Lilian’s throat. It was as Benny strangled Lilian that Noraz and Lorbin arrived at a run.
“Verilien stop!” Noraz cried, struggling to pull her off the writhing Demoness. Lilian’s talons raked Benny’s side again as she maintained her hold with adrenaline-fueled madness.
“You must stop this, Verilien! There will be consequences if you kill her!” Noraz said into her ear.
Benny snarled, and pushed down harder on the offending throat; oblivious to his words. Lorbin arrived a moment later, and nodded at Noraz. Each Demon grabbed one of her arms, and heaved; struggling to pull her off the Demoness without further injuring Benny.
Slowly, painfully, her arms lifted into the air until Noraz and Lorbin had fully removed her from Lilian. Despite her removal, Lilian still found herself unable to breath; choking and wheezing weakly. Lorbin and Noraz looked at each other again. Lorbin left Benny, moving to provide aid to the gasping Demoness. Noraz, meanwhile, held Benny’s hands against the ground as she struggled against him. The burst of psychotic strength had left her now, and all that remained was an instinctive struggle against a captor.
“Verilien, please, you’re safe now.” Noraz pleaded with her, unable to provide the first aid she needed while she was struggling against him.
“My name’s Benny, not Berilon.” She said, slurring her words.
“Ok, Benny, please calm down.” Noraz pleaded.
“You’re really strong.” She muttered, and fell unconscious.
Noraz sighed, and let go of her arms, gently placing her arms by her sides. Glancing in Lorbins direction, he found Lilian unconscious; breathing erratically, but no longer suffocating. Lorbin was standing over her, binding her arms, and legs. Looking back to Benny, Noraz patted her head affectionately before examining her wounds. His eyes went wide as he began tearing strips of cloth from his own shirt to bind them.
“Hold on Verilien, I will save you.” Noraz muttered.
“Don’t you mean I will save her?” A gruff voice asked from behind Noraz.
Noraz whirled, but was too slow to stop the incoming sword blade. The blade kissed his neck, digging in by a millimeter before stopping.
“Tell me why my daughter is currently bleeding out in the street.” Judas said. Lorbin stood up from where he had been crouched over Lilian and began talking. “Milord, we don’t know yet, but every second you delay her care puts her life in danger.”
Judas sighed. “I suppose you’re going to further argue that I should leave her in your care since I am not a trained doctor, and she clearly needs one?”
“That would be the next step.” Lorbin agreed.
Judas shook his head. “Then I’ll withdraw for now. If she dies, I will personally hunt you down and kill all three of you. Painfully.”
“No need milord. If she dies, Lord Azel will do that for you.”
Judas nodded, and stepped back into the darkness of an alleyway. Noraz and Lorbin looked at each other, and silently resumed their activities. Noraz rubbed anxiously at the space on his neck where the sword had drawn blood. Soon, he finished his remedial doctoring, and both Demons stood; each carrying their unconscious burdens into the night.




Chapter 14

Benny woke from a fitful dream in the bed of a dormitory style hospital room. Groaning, she instinctively stretched, but the motion pulled painfully on her newly healed wounds. She emitted a surprised squeak at the sudden spike of pain, ending the stretch prematurely. The pain devolved into a burning itch, and she began to scratch. Suddenly, a doctor arrived at her side, and poked the hand that was blissfully relieving her need with his talon.
“Ow.” She whined, the talon drawing a small bead of blood as she pulled her hand away.
“Pain teach lesson. You learn. No scratch.” The doctor declared reprovingly.
She pouted at him, but he stared at her in an unyielding manner until she relented. “Fine, have it your way.” She muttered. He nodded, and began looking at the clipboard attached to her bed. A few minutes later, he walked away without a word.
“He’s quite the stickler, wouldn’t you say?” A familiar voice asked from the neighboring bed.
Benny glared at Lilian, who was smirking at her from where she lay; arms and legs shackled to the ground so that she remained in a spread-eagled position on the bed.
“I thought I killed you?” Benny asked, memory still hazy.
“No. You certainly tried, but your faithful hounds intervened just in time. It’s actually rather impressive considering the poison I placed on my talons. By all rights, you should have been rendered unconscious in under a minute.”
Benny shrugged painfully. “Guess I’m hardier than you gave me credit for.”
“Considering I used enough toxin to knock out a proper Demon Lord, I would say that is an understatement.”
Benny winked at her, but remained silent. Lilian huffed, and also went silent. Several minutes passed this way, before Benny sighed, and spoke again.
“So, what happens to you now?”
Lilian’s voice sounded strained. “It's up to Azel. On the one hand, kidnappings such as this are an accepted tradition, so it shouldn’t be too severe of a punishment. I may get demoted again. On the other hand, you sustained rather drastic injuries, so he may react harshly  to make an example of me.”
Benny sighed again, not sure which direction she personally leaned in.
“I have a request.” Lilian said, voice trembling with vulnerability.
“Why should I do anything for you after all of this?”
“It’s… not for me. It’s for Azel. Even after he demoted me, I’ve been running his intelligence services. The thing is, there isn’t anyone trustworthy to replace me after he punishes me for my transgressions. By foiling my kidnapping attempt, you’ve taken that title from me. Even Azel will have to legally recognize you as his new spymaster. I’m assuming you don’t want the job, and Azel won’t want you doing the job; so I ask that you make sure someone reliable takes the position in your stead.”
Benny stayed silent, thinking this over.
“Please, I beg you, do this for Azel. He needs someone he can trust managing his affairs.” Lilians voice rose to a pleading shout. She broke off her begging when she realized that she had lost control over the volume of her voice. Benny couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Despite this, suppressed rage began boiling inside of Benny as all the pain and anxiety of the past few weeks boiled over.
“I may feel sorry for you, but I don’t owe you or Azel anything. I watched him torture and execute several of my squadmates. He’s blackmailed me, extorted me, used me for his political games. My boyfriend is likely to be executed at any moment; while I’m here, being used as leverage to turn him into a traitor. Why should I do anything for him?” Benny whispered this to Lilian with controlled, icy rage that seemed to lash the Demoness with physical force.
“ Despite his willingness to engage in necessary cruelty, he genuinely cares about the fate of humanity. He doesn’t see you as pests to be crushed, or rivals to conquer. He genuinely wants to forge a partnership with your race. None of the other lords feel the same. In a lot of ways, the only reason the Demon armies haven’t already overwhelmed your species has been Azel urging moderation. Have you never thought it strange that we rarely increase our territory anymore? Regardless of what your military leaders might say or think, it’s because Azel has been in the shadows urging moderation. You need him to succeed, or the others will decide to simply roll over your armies. At best your race would be slaves, at worst there would be a mass-genocide. Please, you have to help him.”
“I’ll think about it.” Benny said coldly, head roiling. She wasn’t sure whether she believed Lilian, but it was at least something she had to take seriously. Knowing she would pay for it later, Benny did her best to compartmentalize her rage; shoving it into the corner of her mind until she could almost forget it existed.
“Very well.” Lilian said, sounding uncertain.
The doctor arrived before the conversation could continue further. “You. We done. Go see Azel.”
Benny checked whether she was clothed, and confirmed she wore a thin hospital gown.
“Can I get my clothes first?” Benny asked the doctor.
“Clothes destroyed. We get you new clothes.” The doctor snapped his fingers, and a Demon Benny guessed to be a nurse arrived a moment later with the dress they had given her after the last time she had been hospitalized.
“Did you dig this out of my closet?” She asked, surprised.
“Azel order many same dress made. Say he has feeling you be frequent visitor. Azel very smart.”
Benny shook her head, but couldn’t refute Azel’s instincts. Retreating to the privacy of the hospital’s bathroom, she changed into the dress. Strangely, this one also came with a knife, and leg holster; suggesting it was in fact part of the ensemble, not simply a nice gesture from Lorbin like she had assumed the previous time. Benny equipped it to her leg, feeling as if she was attaching a small security blanket. Saying silent thanks to Azel that she would never repeat to his face, she exited the hospital. Outside the front door, Noraz and Lorbin stood sentinel, stony expressions on both their faces. The glacial look melted as soon as they saw her.
“Verilien, we are happy that you have recovered. The doctor told us to wait outside because we were in his way.” Noraz said, sounding mildly put out.
“Indeed, he is known for being very strict, so we dared not argue.” Lorbin commiserated, nodding.
Benny chuckled, nodding. “I can definitely see why.”
The two guards fell in behind her as she began moving towards Azel’s keep. It had started it’s life as the town’s town hall, but Azel had expended significant resources fortifying it. Now, it was surrounded by a shell of stone, and reached four stories tall. Benny had to agree that it more closely resembled a miniature castle than a part of the town as she approached it.
“Do either of you know what Azel wants to talk to me about?” Benny asked her followers.
“Lady Lillian most likely.” Noraz responded. “Traditionally, you will have some input on what happens to her now.”
“Why do you even have this tradition anyway? It seems like more trouble than it’s worth.” Benny huffed.
“It is a test of leadership.” Lorbin interjected. “A leader must have the strength to defend themselves, the foresight to weed out threats, and the charisma to keep their followers loyal. Therefore, this allows incompetent leaders to be deposed by someone more effective. That being said, it is unusual to have anyone make an attempt on someone outside their direct chain of command, but Lilian’s actions still technically fall within the bounds of the rules.”
Benny nodded. Though she didn’t like having to deal with it, it made some sense. She idly wondered if the tradition had instilled paranoia in the Demonic leadership. The doors of the keep opened to her as she mused on this, and their collective footsteps echoed against the stone walls. Reaching Azel’s private audience chamber, Benny was ushered in by one of Azel’s attendants. She noticed it was the same one who aided them during Noraz’s trial, and smiled at him. He bowed slightly in acknowledgement as the trio entered Azel’s chambers.
“Greetings, Lady Verilien. Please, have a seat.” Azel intoned neutrally, waving a hand casually at the chair across from his desk. Benny realized as she sat that Noraz and Lorbin hadn’t followed her into the room.
“I’ve been meaning to ask.” Benny interjected, before Azel could continue. “Is Verilien some kind of official title?”
Azel chuckled, and she thought there was genuine humor in his laugh. “Not exactly. Your guardians granted you the name, but I thought it would suit you as a sort of Demon name. In my military roster, you are not listed as Beneficence Church. Instead, we chose to name you Verilien to make things more palatable for those who object to the de facto conscription of a human into our ranks.”
Benny sighed. “Does that mean I’m likely to see more kidnapping attempts in the near future?”
Azel shrugged. “Time will tell, but I suspect so. Of course, any attempts at actual assassination will hopefully be taken care of by my own espionage forces before they reach you; but legally, I can’t do anything directly to intervene against kidnapping attempts. That will have to be dealt with by you and those under your command.”
A loophole in this logic popped into Benny’s head as he spoke. “Lilian said that she held direct command over the espionage division, and by foiling her kidnapping attempt, I would be given command over them. Doesn’t that mean I could use them to head off any kidnapping attempts?”
Azel looked uncomfortable. “Yes and no. She did hold a commanding position in their ranks, but she didn’t oversee the entire apparatus. Specifically, you would have command over a small cadre of operatives whose primary mission is preventing other Demon Lords from spying on us. To be honest, I am hesitant to place that responsibility into your hands. Not that I specifically think that you would betray me to another Lord, simply that it is not your area of expertise.”
Benny nodded. “Lilian was worried about the same thing. She begged me to make sure someone reliable, and loyal got the position.”
Azel sighed. “That someone was supposed to be her, but her pride overrode her common sense. I told her the demotion was to ensure she could move in the shadows more effectively, but she refused to accept the stain on her honor.”
Benny slumped, hating the fact that she was getting dragged into more political games. “Would it be easier if she was placed under my command like with Noraz and Lorbin? Since I technically own her title, I can put her back into the same position.”
Azel thought about this for a moment. “I suppose that could work. I mean no offense by what I am about to say, but if that were to happen, there would be a great deal of sensitive information I could not give you access to. In essence, she would continue reporting directly to me, and your presence in the chain would be a figurehead position at best. I have given you an extraordinary amount of free rein under the circumstances, but there are limits.”
Benny shrugged. “The less I get involved in Demon politics the happier I’ll be. I’m more worried about whether she’s going to try to kidnap me again.”
Azel shook his head. “Success, or failure, each time someone makes a kidnapping attempt they must wait a year before they can legally try again. If she tried now, it would be treated as a crime against the goddess. She would be executed after a trial.”
Benny stewed on this for a moment, before asking her next question. “Am I allowed to kill a kidnapper in self-defense?”
“Yes and no. If they attempt to violently subdue you, and die in the process, none would question it. Once they have been subdued though, the answer is no. If you had successfully strangled Lilian for example, I would have had to impose harsh penalties since she was essentially disabled by that point. The idea is to encourage the kidnapper to show stealth and cleverness, not brute force.”
Benny nodded, suddenly grateful Noraz and Lorbin stopped her when they had. “Is there anything else you needed to talk to me about? I just realized I hijacked the conversation a bit.” Benny said, with a chagrined expression.
Azel chuckled lightly. “Actually, I thought I might take this opportunity to officially assign you your role in my army. You made it clear you were not comfortable pretending to be a concubine, so I have been working to give you real status. As such, I will be installing you as the commander of the town guard. You will oversee enforcement of rules, while also being responsible for the welfare of the subjugated human townspeople. Essentially this will be a test of your ability to act as an arbiter between human and Demon interests. You will also be the de facto mayor of this town, empowered to make some of the necessary decisions on behalf of the human citizens, so long as they don’t conflict with our interests.”
It was simultaneously an olive branch, and an impossible task. Until the past month, Benny had never been in a command position, nor had any form of experience navigating town politics. She saw why it was necessary, even agreed with it intellectually; but internally she rebelled against the position as being something outside her scope.
“I don’t know. This seems-”
Azel cut her off. “I understand your concerns, but to quote a wise Demon, it is when we are in the most uncomfortable positions that we learn the most. I have no doubt you will struggle at first, but we are here to support you as you acclimate. I have no doubt you will thrive once you do.”
Benny nodded, feeling uncomfortable. “If you say so.”
Azel waved his hand dismissively. “If it makes you uncomfortable, then I’ll tell you the secret to command. Even if you find yourself ill-suited to the task, all you need to do is find the correct person to do it for you. Delegation, the true key to success.”
Benny nodded again. “Alright, I guess I’ll take the job then.”
Azel smiled at her warmly. “Wonderful, then I look forward to seeing more of you over the coming months. I expect daily reports until I feel you are ready to handle the position by yourself. Oh, and make sure you are present when Lilian receives her sentence.”
With that, the meeting was concluded, and she left the room with a curt nod. Benny’s apprehension spiked as her guards fell in behind her once again. The fact that she was now truly responsible for the well-being of others was agonizing as she reflected on how utterly she had failed to even protect herself the past few weeks. The cloud of worry followed her all the way out of the keep.




Chapter 15

Lilian’s trial went as Benny had expected based on her brief discussion with Azel. After the sentencing, Lilian performed the same blood fealty ritual that Noraz and Lorbin had during Noraz’s trial. While sharing the peculiar melding of souls, Benny could feel Lilian held zealous devotion to Azel. She wondered what Azel had done to inspire such devotion, but the question was washed away by the stream of feeling.
A moment later, the ritual was complete, and she felt the slight increase in mana drain as the enhancement powers gained another level from her new subordinate. Benny had taken to leaving them permanently active as a way to train her mana regeneration. By doing this, she had managed to keep her regeneration just barely ahead of the cost for her skills.
The throne room which Azel used as his courtroom was full of muttering Demons as Benny and her three companions stalked out of the room dramatically. Knowing what was going to happen ahead of time had taken some of the impact out of things for Benny, so she found it took some effort on her part to maintain the dramatic air as she swept out of the chambers. Once she made it back to her room, she collapsed into her bed; grateful to be able to relax after a day filled with politics.
Before she could get fully settled, she realized that a strange silence had taken over her room. Even her own breathing had ceased to make noise. Reacting to the strangeness, she rolled off the bed; just in time to avoid being impaled on the point of a long dagger. Benny jumped to reach her sword, but her assailant; still under her bed, threw his knife. The projectile forced her to turn her jump into a roll; costing her the chance to reach her sword as an unfamiliar Demon propelled himself from under the bed. 
He snarled in rage as Benny deftly avoided a strike from his talon; dodging backward as he swiped at her legs. Contemptuously, she slammed the heel of her right foot into his hand. She exploited the second of pained recoil by smashing the top of her foot into his chin. For his part, the Demon seemed to be seeing stars as his movements lost their previous killing intent; devolving into the frantic movements of a wounded animal.
Stalking up to him, Benny caught his arm before he could claw her with his talons. Using a quick strike of her foot to break the wrist of his uninjured hand, she dragged his struggling body to the door. Opening it, she tossed him out of the room. Noraz and Lorbin stared wide-eyed, seemingly stupefied as the thrashing figure landed on the wooden planks of the floor. The moment the would-be assassin passed the threshold of the door, the spell of silence ended, his screams of pain deafening her with their suddenness.
“Can you deal with him from here? I got the impression that he was actively trying to kill me, not just kidnap.”
“Yes, Verilien.” Lorbin said. Noraz was still staring at the writhing Demon who struggled to his knees before mistakenly putting weight on his broken wrist. The howls of pain deafened Benny slightly, as the unknown Demon collapsed again.
Lorbin smacked Noraz lightly on the back of the head. “You search her room, I’ll secure the prisoner.” Noraz seemed to come back to himself, and nodded; uncharacteristically quiet.
Benny decided to accompany Noraz into her room after the view of Lorbin mercilessly binding the Demon’s hands; broken wrist included, made her slightly uncomfortable.
Under her direction, Noraz checked beneath the bed. Somehow, despite being six feet tall, his entire body disappeared into the space. He reemerged a moment later.
“There’s a room beneath your bed. Someone pulled out planks from the roof of that room to access this room.”
Benny shook her head in wonder. It was ingeniously simple, and an easy threat to miss. Especially for Demons who spent most of their lives in stone structures underground. Benny unconsciously traced the scars on her arm as she processed this thought.
“I am sorry Verilien. I have failed you again and again. I formally request that you transfer me, so Azel can assign you someone better.”
Benny bent down to where Azel sat on the floor, leaning against the bed. Glaring at his bleak expression, she flicked his forehead with all the force she could muster. Perhaps thanks to her power-enhanced strength he looked slightly dazed.
“No one’s perfect. I don’t expect you to see every threat. I don’t doubt your competence in the slightest, and more important than that, I trust your loyalty.” She said affectionately.
“But-”
“Enough. It’s not your fault, and that’s the end of it.”
Noraz nodded, and stood; the talons of his hands scoring the wood floor slightly as he pushed himself up. Benny sighed as she stared mournfully at the bed she could no longer use. Sticking her head into the next room, she found it empty aside from Noraz. Lorbin had apparently taken it upon himself to deliver the would-be assassin to Azel’s tender justice. Falling back on old habits, Benny grabbed her sword plus a blanket from the bed, entered the guardroom, and curled into a ball in the corner.
The warmth of the blanket offered little comfort when compared to the hardness of the floor, but Benny was used to sleeping in uncomfortable positions. Long periods in the field as a soldier had seen to that. Noraz entered her room, and emerged a moment later carrying the entire mattress from her bed.
“This should be more comfortable Verilien.” He said earnestly.
She smiled, but waved him off. “Thank you, but I’m better off like this for right now.”
Noraz frowned, but bowed. “If you say so.”
Benny curled into herself without responding, drawing the blanket over her head like a shield against the world. She listened silently as Noraz retreated to her bedroom, replacing the mattress. A small sigh escaped Benny’s lips as she curled into an even tighter ball. Her brooding was interrupted when the door opened a few minutes later, ushering in a second set of footsteps. They didn’t sound like Lorbin’s, causing her to tense. The tension escalated when the footsteps came to a stop in front of her.
Propelling herself into a roll, Benny shed the blanket mid-motion, ending the maneuver in a standing defensive posture. She blinked in surprise when she saw Azel; head cocked in amusement. He began clapping as his face broke out into a grin.
“That was quite impressive. I would give it a seven out of ten.”
Benny huffed as she dropped into a neutral stance. “Only a seven?” She asked in irritation.
“You let me get far too close before you reacted, so I docked some points.”
Benny rolled her eyes at him. “I’m surprised you’re not lecturing me about politics right now. That’s usually how our conversations go.”
Azel shrugged. “I so rarely get to teach these days, it is hard to resist. Usually the lessons you teach as a military commander are the kind no one wants to learn.”
“Well, it’s nice to know you have a sense of humor under all… that.” She said, waving in his general direction.
His smile widened. “All what? I am sorry, were my rippling muscles getting in the way of my sparkling personality?”
Benny stomped up to him, and flicked him. “What’s with you all of a sudden? You’re like a completely different person.”
Azel sighed, the smile fading. “I thought humor might be better for your mood than concern, or anger. Did I do it wrong? My knowledge of your language and culture only extends so far.”
“No, you did fine; though I think you were more in the land of flirting than actual humor.”
Azel winked. “Was it working?”
Benny stared at him incredulously for a moment, rolled her eyes, and retrieved her blanket; returning to her corner of the room to sit.
“Why are you really here Azel?” She asked, glaring into his eyes.
Azel’s expression turned fully serious once again. “I made a promise to keep you safe, and I intend to keep it. I have unique magical abilities which are useful for investigations, so I have assigned myself as your investigator. If you would, I would like you to accompany me in doing so.”
Benny sighed, discarding her blanket once again. “Fine.” She grumbled monosyllabically.
Lorbin entered the room a moment later, having apparently been standing in the hallway for the entire interaction. Meanwhile, Benny and Azel entered her bedroom; joining Noraz, who seemed to be contemplating the hole in the floor. Benny noticed that he had moved her bed to the opposite wall, but said nothing.
“As I suspected, the would be assassin has a co-conspirator.. This hole was created with magic. Since the assassin has the power of silence, he would not have been able to do this.” Azel remarked, after examining the hole for several seconds.
“Why couldn’t he have more than one power?” Benny asked curiously.
“Demons born with innate power are somewhat uncommon. Those born with more than one are essentially unheard of. Only lords have multiple powers due to the mingling of souls, and the assassin was no lord.”
“So, I’m guessing this isn’t the end?” Benny asked.
“It would be safer to assume not. Though to be honest, I already know who is behind the attempt.”
“Then why don’t you arrest them?”
Azel shook his head. “His name is Demon Lord Zenas. While I could go to war with him in retribution, most of the other lords would either ally with him or stay neutral. A single assassination attempt against a human will matter little to them, and an attempt at retribution will hurt us in the end. Such is the nature of politics.”
“Then what now?” Benny questioned, frustrated that politics had managed to invade her sanctuary.
“Remain vigilant. There is little else you can do. For my part, I will pursue other avenues to resolve the problem.”
Benny sighed, but nodded.
“Then I must go. I have asked Noraz to keep watch on the room beneath you, while Lorbin will guard you here. Please do not leave this room until I can assign additional security to the space above and below you.” Azel smirked. “Ironically, this may turn out to be beneficial. It gives us an excuse to heighten security, which may reduce the number of kidnappings.”
Benny shook her head. “Good to know I have so many enemies they’re tripping over each other.”
Azel shrugged. “The cost of popularity is high. Doubly so in Demon society.”
With that, he turned, and walked out the door. Benny watched him go with mixed feelings, but soon settled back into her cocoon of bedding on the floor. At some point during the conversation someone had snuck several extra blankets into the mix. Benny gave silent thanks to her unknown benefactor as she forced herself to slowly drift off to sleep.




Chapter 16

Benny woke the next day feeling as if she hadn’t slept at all. She groaned as she fought against the multiple layers of blankets, until she finally managed to extract herself fully. Noraz napped in a chair in the corner of the room, his light snoring coming out more like a growl than the sawing noise one might hear from humans. Benny looked to her left, and saw Lorbin standing rigidly on guard, positioned strategically to view both entrances.
The rustling of Benny’s movements called Lorbin’s attention to her as she emerged from her blanket shield. “Good morning, Verilien.” Lorbin said, bowing to her slightly.
“Morning.” She said with a yawn, and a stretch. Glancing at Noraz, Benny wished she had a marker to take advantage of the rare opportunity for mischief. The wistful memory of applying lipstick to Charlie in his sleep killed her mischievous impulse.
“I take it someone else is guarding the hole under my room?” She asked, turning to Lorbin.
“Indeed Verilien. Azel detailed an entire squad to that room, as well as the one above you. Neither were in use, so there shouldn’t be any issues.”
“Great.” She intoned blearily, mind still struggling to reach full activation.
“Also, the floorboards have been repaired, so we returned your bed to its original position.” He said.
Benny grunted acknowledgement as she pulled herself to her feet. Tripping on the blankets, she stumbled into her room, and smoothed down her hair in the wall mirror.
“Lilian wishes to speak with you.” Lorbin called from the other room.
Benny sighed. “That’s fine, let her in.”
Lilian walked in, and gave Benny a once-over. “Wow, who stepped on your face?”
“Shut up. What do you want?” Benny grumbled, unconsciously patting her hair again.
“Azel designated me as your assistant, in addition to my… other duties. I’m in charge of keeping your time organized. That’s why I’m here to let you know you have a meeting in fifteen minutes.”
“What? With who?” Benny spluttered.
“The former town council. Azel picked them as a good first step to turning the human population into willing subjects.”
“When did this get decided?” Benny groused, beginning to dig in her dresser for fresh clothes.
“About an hour ago. Azel felt it would be imprudent to release you into your new role without a starting point.”
Benny sighed as she pulled out one of her two identical blue dresses. “Alright, give me ten minutes to shower and change. I’ll meet you in the courtyard.”
Lilian nodded, and left the room. Ten minutes later, Benny emerged from the building feeling marginally more human. Lilian smirked at her. “Well it’s good to know you clean up well when you’re not in warrior leathers.”
Benny flipped her off. “Look, what’s your problem with me? I can really do without the snarky remarks.”
Lilian shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with you, this is how I normally talk. You’ll get used to it.”
Benny groaned internally. “Alright fine, lead the way.”
The pair wound their way through a maze of streets, until they arrived at a generic-looking two story town-house. Lilian knocked on the door while Benny examined the small yard. The grass had been churned into a broken mess, and the sparse red patches interspersed throughout suggested there had been a battle here during the town’s defense. Benny supposed the occupants had been too preoccupied to properly clean or replant their yard.
“Are you coming?” Lilian called to Benny.
“Yes, sorry.” Benny replied, breaking out of her fugue state.
Lilian ushered her through the building, until they reached a large dining room table. Around the table sat a motley collection of four men and a woman of varying age. Lilian sat in a chair next to the head of the table, and patted the seat in the head position.
Benny sat in the chair, and Lilian cleared her throat as the assembled humans directed a hostile glare toward Benny. “Starting on the left we have Jeremiah Finch, the town council president.” Jeremiah Finch was an elderly man in his seventies with a full head of white hair. Despite his age, his posture was straight, with sharp blue eyes.
“Next to him, we have John Carlisle, the council secretary.”
John was a middle-aged man with coal-black hair, and thick glasses.
“After him, we have Eli Ellison, the vice president.”
Eli was also a middle-aged man. Blonde hair streaked with gray framed cocoa brown eyes.
“Next is Betsy Leigh, the treasurer.”
Betsy was somewhere between middle-aged and elderly. Perhaps somewhere in her sixties; she had curly white hair, and glasses over shockingly green eyes. The beginnings of wrinkles were made more prominent by the hostile frown on her face.
“Finally, we have George Barley, head of public relations.”
George was easily the youngest man on the council; clearly in his early thirties. He was an ebony-skinned man with bright green eyes that created an attractive contrast with the darkness of his skin. His dark brown hair was cut short, just slightly too long to be a buzz cut. Just looking at him, Benny could tell why he was in charge of public relations, as he was easily one of the most handsome men she had ever seen.
“Why are we here?” Jeremiah Finch interjected before Lilian could continue. The crackling timbre of his voice made Benny want to cough as she turned to Lilian.
“You didn’t tell them?” Benny asked Lilian accusingly.
Lilian shrugged in response. “No one gave me much direction on this, so I did what I felt like. It’s not like I know very much about human culture.”
“Why Azel trusts you so much is beyond me.” Benny grumbled at Lilian. She turned to the assembled council. “The reason you’re all here is that Azel-”
“Demon Lord Azel.” Lilian interejected.
Benny glanced at Lilian, decided to roll with it, and turned back to the others. “Demon Lord Azel wants to establish good relations, so I’ve been assigned to help you police the town. I’m also here to listen to your needs, and help you with them.”
“Why should we work with a traitor? How many of our children died so you could sit here and kill us slowly?”
Benny sighed. “If Azel-”
“Demon Lord Azel.” Lilian interjected again.
Benny glared agast at Lilian, who smirked in response. Benny sighed, and turned back to the table. “If Demon Lord Azel wanted to kill you, he would have. As far as I know, he doesn’t want to murder indiscriminately, he wants to rule. I won’t deny that he’s ruthless, and he’ll cut down anyone who gets in his path; but that’s all the more reason to not get in his way.”
“I don’t care about my life. I’ll resist until the day I die! My wife died in the crossfire of your invasion. I have nothing left to live for but stopping your schemes.” Jeremiah screamed at the top of his lungs.
“What about your children? Your grandchildren? With words like that, do you not fear what comes next?” Lilian asked cooly.
“You. Leave the room.” Benny said in demon tongue, pointing at Lilian.
“But Verilien-”
“No. That’s a direct order. Go stand in the hallway. Think of it as guard duty if you need to, but go.”
Lilian huffed, but obeyed; closing the door behind her with a slam.
Feeling dirty, Benny activated her suggestion power for the first time in hopes of resetting the conversation. The lack of feedback from the power as she spoke made it difficult to measure how much effect it added to her words. “I’m sorry about her. She doesn’t understand what you’re going through. Look, I’m sorry about what happened during the invasion, but I can’t do anything about that. I can only try to help the survivors. Trust me, I don’t want to be here any more than you.”
“She’s a harlot. A consort of the Demons. Don’t trust anything she says.” Jeremiah grumbled. Despite his attitude, the others at the table seemed more concerned than angry.
“What can you do for us?” Eli Ellison, the vice president, asked.
Lilian had used the walk to the meeting to brief her on her duties, so Benny spoke confidently.“Food, clothing, the minor necessities of life. I’ll also be around to act as a judge if there are disputes. If anyone needs a job, we have positions open to help the supply side of the army. You’ll even get paid in the holy kingdom’s currency. Is there anything else you want to add to that? Let me know, and I can try to get it for you.”
Three of the councilors had calculating looks. Jeremiah of course was urging his fellows not to listen, but they didn’t seem to be paying any attention to him. The treasurer, Betsy Leigh, raised her hand.
Benny nodded at her. “You don’t have to raise your hand, you can just talk.”
“One of the Demons… took advantage of my daughter during the invasion. If you can get him publicly punished, I’ll side with you. I’m not talking about a slap on the wrist either. I want real vengeance for my daughter.”
Benny considered this for a moment before replying. “I’ll go even farther than that. If you can draw up a list of everyone who suffered a major crime like rape, or murder of someone who wasn’t resisting, I’ll ask Azel to punish all of them according to their crimes. For what it’s worth, Azel isn’t the type to look the other way if his people commit crimes, so I think he’ll agree.”
Benny could tell a moment later that nearly the entire room had shifted her direction. She wondered idly if her manipulation power had hidden benefits, but the thought was interrupted by Jeremiah.
“Traitors! Fiends! You will all burn!”
Jeremiah continued to shout insults at the group as Betsy, finding herself unable to speak over Jeremiah, switched to Lilians seat.
“I’m sorry about him. He took the loss of his wife really hard. I can’t exactly blame him for that, but he’s always been a self-obsessed man. I don’t think he sees or cares about anyone else’s suffering. At least, not enough to let go of his vengeance on behalf of the survivors.”
Benny nodded. “I’ve known my share of people like that. He’s probably only going to get worse.”
A shout came from the hallway as they commiserated, followed by Lilian stumbling into the room. Lilian quickly barricaded the door with her own body. A loud thunk made the door vibrate a moment later.
“Verilien, your instincts in assigning me to guard the hallway were marvelous. We’re under attack.”
Benny blinked in surprise, but allowed her training to cut through the shock. “Who, and how many?”
“Hard to say on the numbers, but they’re armed humans. They mostly have longswords. I don’t think they’ve realized their swords are too long to use indoors, but I still didn’t want to face so many by myself.” Another thunk echoed through the room.
Benny nodded. “After the next impact, open the door. I’ll deal with this.”
“Yes Verilien.” Lilian replied, voice uncharacteristically snark-free as Benny drew the knife from her leg holster.
A moment later, the door vibrated,and Lilian quickly opened it. Benny charged into a very surprised looking young man, slamming her knife into his throat before he could react. He flailed in pain as she kicked him into the man behind him. The invaders had incautiously assembled in a straight line in front of the door, and the impact of their compatriot’s body sewed chaos. As the second man in line stumbled back from the collision, Benny rushed forward; her knife expertly jamming into the back of his neck.
His corpse slumped to the side as the third man attempted to stab her with an awkward thrust of his long sword. She flattened herself against the wall as the sword point passed her, and grabbed the man’s arm before he could recover. Pulling on him hard, she disrupted his balance. With a frightened scream, he fell forward. Almost casually she placed her knife into his path, causing his forehead to impact it with a sickening crunch. He didn’t move again, and she kicked his corpse out of her path.
The next man in line learned from his forebears, holding her at bay with short thrusts; not overextending himself, nor letting her close the distance with her knife. Narrowing her eyes, Benny grabbed the corpse of the third man, ducking several thrusts in the process. Using the corpse like a shield, Benny charged into the fourth man. Panicked, the man frantically struck at her; but the sword stuck into the corpse, catching on the rib bones. Benny wrenched hard with the corpse, pulling the swordsman off balance. Before he could recover, she was on him, knife punching through the side of his throat, and out the other side. With a casual kick to the kneecap, she broke his knee for good measure.
He collapsed with a gurgle; the pain immobilizing him. She looked for her next target, and found the mob of people were fleeing. Training kicking in, she decided she needed to catch one alive. Before the last man could escape, she threw her knife; immobilizing the calf of the man who would have been next in line. With a shout of agony, he face-planted, the impact with the floor knocking him unconscious. Benny sighed as she walked up to him, and reclaimed her knife. Dragging the unconscious man back with her into the meeting room, she dropped him unceremoniously against one of the walls.
“Lilian, go check the entrance. I want to know if they retreated fully, or only left the building.” Benny said brusquely.
“As you say Verilien.” Lilian acknowledged, with a serious tone to her voice.
Without a sound, she disappeared through the door. Benny slumped against the wall as soon as she left. Noticing her bloody knife, Benny wiped it against the unconscious body next to her.
Lilian reentered the room a moment later. “Verilien, we have a problem.”




Chapter 17

Benny looked out from an upstairs window at a milling crowd of around thirty people; all armed with some form of weapon. She had already checked the backyard of the house, and a similar crowd of approximately equal numbers stood there as well. Benny, Lillian, and the town council were effectively trapped in the house. Benny saw a sudden movement, and dropped as one of the townspeople fired a pistol. She crawled under the window-frame as the shot went wide, and thunked against the wall. While she didn’t think it was likely that the townspeople would have the accuracy to hit her, she took no chances; crouching until she made it out the doors, and back to the second-story hallway. Closing the door, she stood. Lilian waited for her, nonchalantly leaning against the wall.
“Where are our reinforcements? You’d think Azel would have mobilized a regiment of soldiers to put down what looks like an organized revolt in the streets.” Benny remarked.
Lilian’s face took on a troubled expression. “Agreed; it is odd. Perhaps there is some kind of issue with communications. If someone killed the messengers before they could warn the upper ranks, it might take some time for reinforcements to be mobilized. Even so, we should be seeing the lower-rank officers dispatching forces to harass the mob. This is a prime opportunity for enterprising Demons to increase their accomplishments, so it is very strange. The only other possibility I can think of is that a larger force has occupied the attention of the defenders, and this group is taking advantage of that.”
Benny nodded. “I think it’s probably the second option. We need to move. I don’t think we’re going to get help before they realize I’m not immune to guns. Next time we’re bringing Noraz and Lorbin as backup.”
Lilian had explained while they were walking to the meeting that Noraz and Lorbin had been left behind to prevent any tampering with her room. As such, Lilian was serving the role of bodyguard for this venture. At the time, Benny had agreed with her logic, but she definitely regretted that now.
“Agreed Verilien. Honestly, I think we need Azel to assign us more personnel. Your security needs are ever-expanding.”
“No shit.” Benny muttered, glancing back at the door to the room she had been scouting from a moment before.
“How are the council holding up?” Benny asked Lilian as they entered the stairwell, moving back to the meeting hall.
“Confused, and worried. I do not think they know what to make of the situation.”
“I can definitely understand why.” Benny acknowledged. “On an unrelated note, I have an idea for how we can get out of here.”
“Oh?” Lilian said monosyllabically.
“Yep.” Benny countered.
…………
“Alright, ready?” Benny asked Lillian. The Demoness nodded as the pair approached the window. Benny had gambled that the mob wouldn’t hurt the council, and had sent them out the front door with a white flag. She had been right, and the council had been accepted by the mob with open arms. Despite receiving their leaders amicably, the mob didn’t disperse; suggesting to Benny that they were more interested in her than they had been in the council.
“On three. One. Two. Three!” Lilian and Benny heaved the dining table through the window, which led to the backyard. As she lifted, Benny activated the time sigil drawn into the table, which in this case acted as a timer for the next sigil.
The pair rushed downstairs, arriving at the bottom of the landing just in time to hear a loud boom which shook the walls. Lilian was knocked off balance as they ran, but recovered without losing much momentum. A moment later, they emerged from the hallway to find a significant hole in the wall. Outside, the yard was chaos. Stunned or dead people were everywhere, and Benny nearly tripped on a detached leg which had been blown into the room. Luckily, she managed to step over it just in time; maintaining her velocity at a sprint.
As they reached the halfway point on their break to freedom, Benny spotted a handful of survivors getting to their feet with a dazed look. She groaned internally as eight townspeople regained enough consciousness to box her in. Lilian came to a stop next to Benny, who had bent over one of the corpses. Grabbing a sword, Benny shoved it into Lilian’s hands.
“Take this, and don’t die.” Benny growled at her.
Lilian nodded, and reached down her own shirt; coming back with a knife that Benny strongly suspected had been hidden in her cleavage. “I am with you.” Lilian said simply.
Benny nodded, and stalked forward. Seven of the townspeople held melee weapons; five swords, and two makeshift spears, but one held a bolt-action rifle.
“We kill the guy with the gun, and then run. The people on the other side of the house will be here any second to investigate the explosion.”
“As you command.” Lilian agreed.
Benny decided she liked this new side of Lilian as they began jogging toward the man with the gun. Panicking, the man fired, but Lilian threw herself into the path of the bullet. She grunted as the bullet bounced off her tough hide, and Benny sent silent thanks to Orion that the bullet hadn’t been blessed. Before the gunman could reload, Benny’s knife devastated his chest in a maneuver that was half clothesline, half stab. With a grunt of effort, she retrieved it from where it had lodged against a bone, and turned to run.
Lilian tackled her just in time as another shot rang through the yard. Benny could hear the ricochet as it impacted Lilian and she muttered thanks as she turned around. The man with the pistol from earlier, along with ten more townspeople had come from the front yard to investigate, and he seemed to have drastically improved his aim as he unloaded the full clip into Lilian.
“Gah, that stings.” Lilian muttered once his ammo had run dry.
“It could be worse.” Benny muttered back at her as the pair stood up.
“Oh?” Lilian asked, reclaiming the weapons she had dropped when she clotheslined Benny.
“You could’ve had a two hundred pound Demoness on top of you.” Benny elaborated, grabbing her own weapons.
“I’ll have you know I’m very soft. Azel quite likes when I’m on top.” Lilian retorted disdainfully as she turned to run.
“I really didn’t need to know that.” Benny groused as she took aim at the frantically reloading pistoleer. With an audible “thwip” sound, she threw her knife as hard as she could; burying it to the hilt in the man’s forehead. Benny launched herself into a full sprint, soon joined by Lilian.
“Don’t start a fight if you’re not prepared to follow through.” Lilian retorted.
“Duly noted.” Benny ground out, realizing she needed to save as much oxygen as she could to fuel her muscles.
The next several minutes were spent at a frantic pace. Somehow, bands of men with weapons were everywhere, and not a Demon in sight. That was until they stumbled over the corpses of a Demon patrol.
“I recognize them. Some of these soldiers were under my command before I was demoted.” Lilian said sadly.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Benny replied, scrounging up several swords. She handed one to Lilian, who affixed the sheath to her belt; dropping the inferior sword she had taken from the mob. Benny did the same with her own looted sword.
“What now, Verilien? What is our plan?” Lilian asked, as the pair ducked into an empty building.
“We need to reach the keep. Even if some patrols got taken out, it would take an army to capture that. I’m sure Azel is working on retaking the city from there.”
“The real question is where all these people are coming from. Some of them are definitely locals, but the last patrol we spotted was dressed in the uniform of your church. I really do not understand how soldiers could have infiltrated the city so easily without Demonic help though.” Lilian’s brow furrowed in confusion as she spoke.
Benny grunted. “Let’s worry about that later. Right now we have to reach Azel.”
Lilian nodded, and fell in behind Benny. They marched as cautiously as they could through the streets for what felt like hours. Twice they were forced to flee in the wrong direction when encountering a patrol. On another occasion they were cornered, and forced to slay their pursuers. Though it still bothered her to kill other humans, Benny found that it didn’t affect her nearly as much as it had the first time. The fact that she felt it less with every kill bothered her, but there was little she could do.
Benny felt a weight fall from her shoulders as they turned a corner, and spotted the keep. The weight immediately returned when she spotted a sizeable sieging force outside the building. From where she stood, she could hear the shouts, and metallic clangs of combat. Benny had to stop herself mid-motion when a tap on the shoulder spurred her into a panicked backward thrust of her sword.
Lilian burst into laughter that she muffled as best she could to avoid breaking their stealth. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to startle you, but there is a patrol coming up behind us. We will have to make a decision quickly.”
Benny nodded, and put her finger up in a silent shushing motion. Lilian cocked her head in confusion, and Benny realized it likely wasn’t included in the Demon’s cultural lexicon.
“Stay quiet, and follow me.” Benny whispered.
Lilian nodded, and the pair slunk into the alley Benny had been using to observe the siege. Stopping just before the end of the alleyway, they hid in the shadows while Benny looked for some avenue of escape. None presented themselves, and Benny leaned closer to Lilian.
“We’re going to go around the corner, and into the first doorway we find. Keep low, and try not to get spotted by the mob.” She whispered to Lilian. Lilian nodded in reply.
Benny let out an anticipatory breath, and began running; body as low to the ground as she could get. Behind her, she could hear Lilian’s footsteps thunking against the tiles. Despite the sounds of battle, to Benny their footsteps sounded overly loud as she sprinted toward the nearest doorway.
A moment later, they were through the doorway, only for Benny to find herself nearly impaled on the sword of a very surprised soldier. Ducking under him as she ran, her sword flashed out of its sheath in a silver blur, slicing through his side as she slowed her momentum. Unfortunately, due to her momentum, she was unable to deliver the coup de grace. The man screamed in pain, silenced a moment later by Lilian digging her talons into his neck while using his body to slow herself.
More voices came from upstairs, even as some members of the siege force turned towards the noise; spotting Lilian standing just inside the doorway. Lilian quickly closed the door, but the damage was done.
“We need to keep moving.” Benny warned. Lilian nodded, grimacing as she wiped her bloody claws on the man’s shirt. Taking the initiative, Lilian began barricading the door with furniture from the room as Benny watched the second floor. She wasn’t disappointed as she soon heard footsteps.
“Hey Richter, what’s going on down there?” A male voice called from the stairwell.
Benny sighed in disgust. Clearly the man coming down the stairwell hadn’t been paying attention during his training, or he would have known not to announce his presence in an unknown situation. Benny motioned with her hands, and Lilian moved so she wasn’t visible from the stairs.
A few seconds later, Benny lashed out with her fist right as the soldier walked into view. He was downed instantly, and Benny pulled him to the side. She motioned to Lilian, who began binding the soldier. Still hearing voices coming from above, Benny moved over to stand by Lilian.
“I’ll be right back.” Benny whispered to Lilian.
Lilian nodded as Benny turned to stalk silently up the stairs. Reaching the top, she could see a pair of soldiers turned away from her. They seemed to be acting as a small scouting party, relaying information to the siege force from the vantage of the second story window.
“I’m telling you, Richter probably just stubbed his toe. You know that baby went to the doctors, and got prescribed bed rest three days in a row last week. Turns out, he just couldn’t handle the cooks soup, and he was feeling a bit queasy. You should have seen how the sergeant chewed him out when they realized what was going on.” One of the scouts said.
“Ya, but that shit could melt paint. I’m surprised we’re not all dying from food poisoning.” The second one said.
“You’ve got me there. Still, if we can suffer through it, then he shouldn’t get to-” Benny had borrowed a replacement knife from Lilian during their journey since she had lost her original one. For whatever reason, Lilian seemed to have an ample supply of knives strapped to various hidden parts of her body. Benny found herself being grateful for this as the thrown knife lodged in the back of scout number one’s neck.
Before the second scout could react, she was behind him with her sword to his throat. “Drop all your weapons.” She told him in the most threatening voice she could manage.
The soldier obeyed instantly. “Who are you? What do you want?” He whined in terror.
“Not important. Tell me what’s going on. Why is there an army here?”
“You know what, fuck you.” The soldier declared, picking that moment to rediscover his backbone.
Benny pressed the sword into his neck, drawing a line of blood. “Tell me.” She ordered.
“Go fuck yourself. I’m a lot of things, but a traitor isn’t one of them.” He replied dramatically.
Benny sighed. As a soldier who solved problems with fist or blade, she disliked the idea of mind control. It simply disturbed her on some fundamental level. As a result she had tried to avoid using her manipulation power as much as possible. It had been easy to justify to herself when negotiating with the town council, since she was trying to help them to help herself. This was a very different situation though, since she was coercing someone for information.
Benny let out a breath, and allowed pragmatism to take over. Compartmentalizing her moral misgivings, Benny activated Mind Fog first. She felt as if a slight mist brushed against her lips as it activated, and the man seemed to relax slightly. Next, she used the power of Suggestion as she spoke.
“You should really tell me what you know. Don’t you want to live? I don’t want to kill you, but I need to know what’s going on out there.”
“I… but... “ The man said, voice sounding like he was in a trance.
Benny tried again. “I just want to know why you’re here. Is that so bad?”
“I… I can’t…” He mumbled.
Benny sighed in resignation, as she activated her next power. She could almost see a pinkish aura around herself as Seduction activated for the first time. “It would make me really happy if you would tell me.” She ground out through gritted teeth. Despite trying to override her qualms with pragmatism, there were limits. She couldn’t bring herself to actually act seductive in this situation.
“I… fine, you win. This town got taken by the demons a few weeks ago. I don’t know all the details, but I guess one of the black ops guys managed to sneak a portal mage behind the walls. We came through, gave a bunch of weapons to the townsfolk, and then took over the town while the Demons dealt with the riot. All that’s left now is that castle over there.”
“Great, and where is this portal mage now?”
“He’s with the siege forces over there. I think he’s probably going to bring reinforcements if we need them.”
“Thanks, good to know.” Benny stared at the man, who was staring forward, glassy-eyed. After a moment's thought, she bashed him on the head with her sword hilt. He fell unconscious, and she peeked out the window while she retrieved her knife from his companion. At least thirty soldiers stood in front of the door to the building she was in, having peeled off from the main force. From where she was, she could hear them trading insults with Lilian through the door. Behind them, another ten soldiers approached carrying a metal cylinder.
Benny stood, and raced down the stairs at top speed. “Get away from the door!” She yelled at Lilian.
Lilian jumped to obey, and made it to Benny seconds before a loud *thwump* caved in the entire wall she had been standing by. Not pausing to observe the damage, Benny began running to the back of the house. Finding what she was looking for, she sprinted through the back door, and out into the street. It was thankfully free of patrols for the moment, and the pair managed to duck through a maze of alleys before holing up inside a small restaurant.
“I hate those things.” Lilian whined. “What do you humans call them?”
Benny sighed. “We call them ball busters.”
Lilian snorted derisively. “What kind of name is that?”
Benny rolled her eyes. “They’re long tubes that fire hollow metal balls filled with a mix of gunpowder and distilled mana. Naturally some guy thought it would be funny to make a penis joke, and the name stuck.”
Lilian sniffed again. “Barbarians.”
“You’ve got me there.” Benny said, shrugging.
“The real question is what we do now.” Lilian groused. “Even you can’t go up against a horde of soldiers like that, and I don’t foresee Azel sallying forth anytime soon. He’ll likely spend the next several days pulling troops in from our underground bases while fighting defensively.”
“Honestly, I think the best we can do is just survive. I don’t really want to kill other humans unless I need to. Azel forced me into this position, and I’m not about to go attack a human army on his behalf.”
Lilian’s expression softened as she listened to Benny. “I think it’s too late to think that way.” Lilian said sadly. “You have been killing soldiers all day. There’s no guarantee your army won’t learn that you are responsible. On top of that, you represented us to the town council. If the human army reclaims this town, they will definitely learn that fact. Are your people so forgiving to those who work with the enemy?”
Benny leaned against the wall with a troubled expression, arms crossed. “No, I doubt I’d even get a trial. They would summarily execute me.”
“Then can you really afford to let them take the city? Even if you are forced to fully reveal yourself; as long as you have us, at least you have a home. I don’t think you can say the same were you to return to human society.”
Benny knew she was being manipulated, but couldn’t deny that Lilian was right. As much as she hated killing her comrades, Benny knew she didn’t have a choice if she wanted to survive. “Fine. We’ll figure this out as we go. For now, let’s try to take out the portal mages before they can bring in reinforcements.”
Lilian nodded. “I agree, that would seem to be a top priority for the time being.”
Benny sighed, and pushed herself off the wall. “Let’s get going then.”




Chapter 18

The pair watched from the shadows of a nearby house as soldiers patrolled the streets. Night had fallen, making it much easier to hide, and Benny was grateful for the opportunity to let some tension out of her shoulders. They had spent the day hunting through the city, attempting to locate the portal mages. Once the mages had been found, it was decided that waiting for night would give them better odds at conducting a successful raid.
Now it was almost time for them to attack, and Benny was feeling anxious. She fiddled with the handle of her knife as they waited for the patrol to pass them. A minute later, the flashlights fading into the distance, Benny motioned to Lilian. The pair stalked through the street, weapons drawn. Benny wondered idly whether there would be anyone she recognized on the other side of the walls, as they inched closer to their destination.
Reaching the wall of the building that housed their targets, Benny could hear the raucous noise of soldiers who thought they were safely behind friendly lines. Using the reflection from a hand-mirror provided by Lilian, she spied through a window. Inside the room, soldiers drank, played cards, and good-naturedly harassed each other. Benny had to quell a feeling of envy as she examined the image in the mirror. Ten men, and two women caroused together, though the women seemed to be more along the lines of ‘camp followers’ than soldiers. She winced as a soldier swatted the butt of one of the women, drunkenly adding more force than was warranted. The woman stumbled, but quickly righted herself, masterfully maintaining her cheerful smile.
Having seen enough, Benny continued moving, ducking under the windowsill. Lilian followed behind her, silent as a ghost. A moment later, they reached the front door. Benny signalled Lilian to stay down, and rose from her crouch; striding toward the entrance as if she had every right to be there. Benny knocked on the door briskly, eliciting a voice from the other side.
“Password?” A deep rumbling voice asked.
“Open the damn door moron.” Benny called back, honoring a long-running tradition among the lower ranks of the army.
“Password accepted.” The voice retorted ritualistically.
The door opened widely. Benny glanced at the burly soldier standing guard in the entrance hall, looked past him to confirm that he was alone, and rendered him unconscious with her fist just as he finished asking her what she wanted. She grabbed the body before it could crash to the floor, and sat him in a chair that rested against the wall. Benny crossed her fingers that anyone who came to check on him would think he had fallen asleep at his post.
Motioning to Lilian, Benny stepped into the hallway. They each knew what their respective missions were, and went to work silently. While Lilian climbed the stairs to the second floor on an assassination mission, Benny wandered the first floor to check on the defenses. After rendering the guard at the back door unconscious with a palm strike to the back of the head, Benny wandered into the main room. She was silently glad that the lower ranks rarely had any form of uniform as they noticed her entrance.
“Hey, who’re you?” one of the soldiers called out.
“Midnight transfer.” She retorted. “Someone got caught sleeping on shift, so we got switched.”
The man winced. “It was Henderson wasn’t it? I told him he needed to stop slacking off in front of the brass. Never thought he’d be dumb enough to get caught sleeping though.”
Benny shrugged. “Dunno. They don’t tell me shit. I’m here though, so let’s make the best of it.”
Those soldiers who had mugs raised them, while those without mugs mockingly saluted. “Amen to that.” Said the man she had been talking to.
With her subtle encouragement, the room turned from a companionable gathering of soldiers to a loud, raucous party. Benny pretended to get drunk with the rest, while allowing most of the alcohol to splash down her shirt. The soldiers were too intoxicated; both by alcohol, and by the ever-more visible lines of her cleavage to notice that almost none of the booze had made it down her throat.
Meanwhile, Lilian waited until the noise had kicked up a notch to leave the pool of shadow in an empty room on the second floor. Slinking silently through the hallway, she found the first occupied room, with two men deep in conversation.
“I swear, could those idiots downstairs be any louder? I’m trying to concentrate on my work.” The first man moaned.
“I agree, but what are you going to do? They’re grunts. The only things they know how to do are fight, fuck, and party.” The second man commiserated.
The first man sighed. “I know that, but if I can’t concentrate on my meditation, I won't have enough mana to hold the portals open later. It won’t be them that gets in trouble for that.”
The second man shrugged. “Then go yell at them. I doubt it’ll work, but you can try.”
Lilian retreated out of sight as the first man stood, and turned. Pulling a small cube out of her pocket, she cycled mana into it, causing a veil of shadow to fall over her. She had debated whether to tell Benny about this earlier, but had decided that since she was as much spy as subordinate, it would be best to avoid revealing too many of her secrets. Moving slowly, Lilian positioned herself by the doorway as the man walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. Waiting until he had made it halfway to the stairs, Lilian began sprinting low to the ground. Her talons dug into, and through his neck just as he turned to investigate the sound her feet made against the wood tile. With a barely audible croak, he died. Lilian dragged his body silently into the empty room she had been hiding in earlier.
Mission accomplished, she returned for the second mage. Stalking into the room, Lilian found him deep in meditation. Somehow, despite her utterly silent footsteps, the mage sensed her coming. As he turned, she sprang forward; a fraction of a second too late.
“Dem-” *gurgle* He shouted before she had reached him. She heard a door slam somewhere, and launched herself into the nearest patch of shadow. Just as the door to the room slammed open, she managed to activate her shadow cube.
A man and a woman burst into the room. From their non-muscular frames, Lilian could tell these were also mages. “Brian? Oh god, what happened?” The woman cried out. She sprinted for the corpse, while her companion milled by the doorway in confusion. Lilian used this opportunity to assassinate the man, talons shattering his skull as she erupted from her hiding place. The female mage turned, and managed to duck under Lilian’s hurried attempt to silence her.
“Help! Demon!” The woman cried, just before Lilian buried a talon into her heart.
The woman made a croaking sound, and died a second later. Lilian’s face turned grim as she hurried out into the hallway, hiding in the darkness of the previously empty room.
Downstairs, the soldiers perked up at the sudden shout.
“Waazat?” Slurred a soldier named Edward, taking a swig from his mug to punctuate his question.
“Dunno. Couldn’t hear what they was sayin.” Another one responded. Benny felt slightly sorry for him because his name was Curly, and as a result his fellow soldiers told no end of jokes at his expense.
Benny rolled her eyes, as a third soldier spoke. “Should we *hic* check on things upstairs?” The speaker this time was named Mo. Benny was actually surprised he had joined the army at all because he hailed from the southern end of the continent, where the Demons were no threat. There was no conscription edict in that part of the nation.
“I’ll go.” Benny said brightly. “You boys can’t hold your liquor, so if you showed up, you’d probably get demoted.”
“Ya can’t get demodit from acolyte.” One of them drunkenly mumbled. Larry was an amiable man whose military career was dogged by bad luck. At least if you believed his stories about a number of mixups, and mistakes that had gotten him in trouble.
Benny shrugged. “No, but you can get your pay docked.”
The others in the room nodded as if this was sage advice. Benny reflected on the fact that in their case it was, before moving toward the door.
“Wait. If you go, there won’t be any womans here.” One of the soldiers protested. Benny glanced at the others in the room, who were nodding gravely.
Benny snorted, and gave him the finger. “As if you could get it up anyway John. You’re way too drunk for that.”
The others in the room hooted and whistled at John’s expense as she closed the door behind her.
As she left, she heard a parting shot from Curly. “Damn, she’s got you by the short and-” punctuated by someone throwing something at him. Benny felt sick at the fact that she had likely just ruined these men’s careers. Killing nameless soldiers was very different from ruining the lives of people you knew. Even if only for a few hours.
“I need to do this to survive.” Benny whispered to herself repeatedly as an affirmation. A few seconds later, she reached the top of the stairs, finding the second floor entirely empty. Beneath her, the sounds of the party raged on.
“Lilian?” Benny called out softly.
Lilian emerged from one of the doors a moment later.
“Is everything done?” Benny asked her.
“Yes, Verilien. There are no mages left on this floor.”
“Good, then let’s get going. Hopefully Azel can deal with the rest.” Benny said, hopeful that she wouldn’t have to hurt any more people.
“Agreed. So, how big were they?” Lilian asked brightly as they snuck down the stairs.
“How big? What do you mean?”
“From where I was, your little gathering sounded more like an orgy than a proper party.” Lilian snarked.
Benny groaned. “Why does everyone treat me like I’m a slut? No there was no sex involved. Murder doesn’t exactly put me in the mood you know?”
Lilian shrugged. “It does it for me, and I think we are very similar, so I just assumed. My mistake.”
“We’re not similar at all! For one thing I’m not a jackass.” Benny huffed.
“Keep telling yourself that.” Lilian smirked.
The pair went silent as they disappeared into the night.




Chapter 19

Watching from a house near the action, Benny shivered as the demon reinforcements poured out of the keep. She knew that they had come from underground tunnels, but could only imagine the reaction of the human commanders as the Demons suddenly matched the human numbers.
Next to her, Lilian snorted. “Azel can be such a loveable fool sometimes.”
“What do you mean?” Benny asked, puzzled.
“It’s a rather stupid part of our honor code. Do you see how his soldiers are approximately equal in number to the human army? That’s only a fraction of his true forces. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure the human army has other troops spread throughout the city; but even if they arrive, Azel will only send out enough troops to match them. Essentially he is giving the human army the opportunity to win. If they defeat his forces in the field, honor will demand that he give up his hold on the city. If he wins, he will gain significant political power from the victory.”
“Why would he risk everything for that?” Benny groused, seeing the clash between the two forces in a new light.
“Azel may be a fool, but he is not stupid. I have no doubt he has some plan to turn the battle in his favor. The question is how we react. Do we aid him, seek to return to the keep for safety, or wait out the battle here?” Lilian stated, a contemplative look on her face.
“I say we try to get back to the keep.” Benny stated confidently.
“But Verilien, if we-”
“No.” Benny interjected with as much vehemence as she could muster. “I’m tired of killing other humans. Self-defense is one thing, but I won’t go out of my way to find excuses to do it. Aside from that, we don’t know what he has planned. I’d rather not be in the middle of the fight if, for example, he sets off a bomb.”
“But-” Lilian started again.
“I’m your commanding officer, and I’ve made my decision.” Benny stated authoritatively, drawing as best she could on her memories of Captain Ellis.
Lilian sighed. “As you say Verilien.”
“Now we just need to come up with a plan to get past that army.” Benny muttered.
“Actually, that won’t be necessary.” Lilian stated cheerfully.
“What does that mean?” Benny asked, confused.
“We can just use one of the tunnels we used to invade the city. As long as the human army don’t catch us, it should be fairly simple to get open one up again.” Lilian stated, tone still cheerful.
“You’ve known about this the whole time, and didn’t say anything?” Benny was nearly apoplectic with rage.
Lilian shrugged. “There is some risk the humans would catch us, and find out about the tunnels. If they did, it would be a major breach of Azel’s security. At the time we didn’t know there would be a massive army around the keep, so it didn’t seem worth the risk. After that, we left to assassinate the mages, so it didn’t seem relevant.”
Benny sighed, and spent several seconds practicing a breathing technique she had learned during meditation training for the church. “Ok, remind me to yell at you later.”
“As your official assistant, it would be my pleasure.” Lilian intoned brightly.
Benny shook her head. “Alright, do you know where the nearest entrance is?”
Lilian shrugged. “Not specifically, but I know the general areas they were in. Shall we go hunting for them?”
Benny stared at the ceiling, and groaned. “You just can’t make things easy for me can you?”
Lilian smiled sweetly. “My job is to make your time organized, not easy.”
“Later, when we’re crawling through people’s basements, remind me not to strangle you.” Benny muttered.
“Shall I make that a daily reminder?” Lilian asked innocently.
Benny sighed in resignation. “I think that would be a good idea.”
Lilian’s smile widened. “As you said earlier, Verilien, you are my commanding officer. I am compelled to do as you command.”
“Just… take us to the closest tunnel. How you got Azel to fuck you with a personality like that is beyond me.”
Lilian’s smile turned predatory. “Well, you see first I grabbed his-”
“Nope! Tunnel. Now.” Benny quickly interrupted.
They left the house, and Lilian laughed quietly to herself as they snuck through the town.
“Why are you laughing? You’re going to give away our position.” Benny muttered to Lilian.
“I simply find it amusing that you think you are somehow better than me when you give insults as well as I do.” Lilian muttered back.
“I didn’t go out of my way to start… whatever this is. You did.” Benny hissed.
“Don’t get me wrong, I bear you no personal enmity. This is tradition.”
“Tradition? How so?”
“Demons are non-monogamous. When multiple female Demons pursue the same male, they must fight to establish a clear hierarchy. I have already lost to you in single combat prior to this process, and our relative positions preclude me from physical combat with you anyway. Therefore, I thought to establish social dominance. I should have known from the psychotic way in which you strangled me during my attempt to kidnap you that it would not be easy.” Lilian punctuated her statement with an annoyed huff.
Benny’s expression betrayed her shock. “Wait. The reason you’ve been a constant asshole to me is because you think we’re fighting over Azel? Well you can stop right now because I have no interest in him. We’re not even the same species!”
Lilian shrugged. “You may say that now, but I know Azel. He likes strong women. Not only could you likely match him in single combat, a compliment I do not give lightly, but you have a certain decisiveness to you that I think appeals to him. If he isn’t already head over heels for you, it will not be long. What Azel wants, he finds a way to get. I for one am not the type to wait for the inevitable to smack me in the face before I act.”
Benny sighed. “You know what? I don’t have room for this in my brain right now. Let’s just focus on getting to safety, and we can talk about this later. I can tell you right now though that I have no interest in Azel at all.”
Lilian nodded. “Not yet.” She said ominously before going silent. Benny did her best to force the conversation out of her mind as they continued stalking the streets.
“Hey Lilian?” Benny asked.
“Yes, Verilien?”
“I just realized that I never learned the name of this town. I don’t think I’ve even heard anyone say it.”
“Ah, yes. You see, when Demons take a new territory, they assign it a new name. In this case Azel had little interest in the name, and delegated it to a group of his followers. They have been arguing about it for the past month in a kind of naming committee. Each one wants to be the originator of the idea, seeing it as a way to curry favor with Azel. I think none of them realize that he genuinely doesn’t care, though if they drag their feet much longer I imagine he will be forced to express his displeasure with them.”
Benny snorted. “Sounds like typical bureaucratic bullshit to me. We get the same thing from the officers in the church army.”
Lilian shook her head. “I sometimes wonder if Azel gives these jobs to such people just to keep them busy, and out of his way.”
“He seems like the type to do that. I can’t imagine him tolerating bullshit for long.” Benny said wryly.
“Indeed. I believe he once opened a special court dedicated to reports of incompetence. He told me he greatly enjoys punishing both those found guilty, and those who made false reports.”
Benny laughed, cutting it off a moment later to keep her volume down. “I don’t know whether to feel sorry for them or feel like they deserved it.”
Lilian chuckled. “I share your indecision.”
Locked in this more companionable conversation, they nearly walked into a patrol as they rounded the corner. The two groups stared stupidly at each other for a moment, until Lilian threw a knife taken from one of her hidden sheaths. It landed dead-center in the forehead of one of the soldiers, breaking the confused stillness. The patrol erupted into a chaotic charge, nine soldiers rushing in a staggered formation.
Benny flicked her own knife in a lightning-fast overhand throw, removing the leader of the pack.
“Four each.” She told Lilian, as they separated, ensuring they had room to maneuver.
“Indeed Verilien.”
There was no more time for talk after that. Benny stepped into the clumsy slash of the first soldier. She decided he had had a poor instructor as she grabbed his arm; drawing her sword, and stabbing it through his heart in one smooth motion. Almost contemptuously, she kicked him into the next man. The sudden corpse in his path, combined with his incautious dead sprint, caused him to trip. Benny, correctly predicting his trajectory, swung her sword. His head flew several feet past where his body landed.
Benny felt herself swept up by the thrill of battle. “Come on guys, this is just embarrassing.” She catcalled to the soldiers. Her remaining two opponents came to a halt before they entered her zone of control, more cautious than their counterparts. Snorting, Benny raised her guard, strolling forward slowly.
The two soldiers fanned out, seeking to encircle her. Benny shook her head in shame, and chose a direction. Turning left, she charged the soldier there, moving from a standstill to a full sprint in only two steps. The man, caught off guard, barely had time to raise his sword in an awkward thrust. Benny did an acrobatic pirouette around the sword, using the momentum of the spin to decapitate him with her own sword.
Unconsciously, a psychotic grin dominated her face. “That never works as well as you think it will. If all you have is numbers, you’re only giving up your advantage.” She stalked toward her final opponent, blood dripping from her blade in a small trail. The man was visibly shaking, breath coming in short gasps. Benny shook her head, and closed the final feet. With a terrified scream, the soldier charged. Benny sidestepped his desperate slash, and stuck her leg out. The soldier tripped on her foot, and landed on his own sword, the point sticking out of his lower back. Still in a semi-aware battle haze, Benny walked to the corpse of the very first man, and retrieved her knife, ignoring the groaning, wounded man behind her.
“Verilien, I would request your assistance.” Lilian called.
Benny glanced in her direction, and found Lilian engaged with two men. The two seemed more skillful than Benny’s opponents had been, and had effective teamwork. Benny guessed it had something to do with the sergeants stripes on their shoulders. With a casual toss, Benny buried her knife in the back of one, missing any vital organs thanks to a coincidental last-minute movement. Her sword, thrown with superhuman accuracy, ended the life of the other a moment later. With only one wounded opponent left, Lilian quickly dispatched her remaining foe.
Benny strode calmly to the corpses, retrieving her weapons again as Lilian wiped the blood from her blade on the corpses of her enemies. The haze of battle evaporated from Benny’s mind, and she turned to the wounded man, who was now crying freely into the dirt, while doing his best to silently play dead.
“Shall I finish him?” Lilian asked.
Benny shivered at Lilian’s casual tone. “No. Let’s try to patch him up before we move on. I’d rather not have any more blood on my hands than I have to.”
Lilian shook her head. “Be careful who you pity Verilien. There is nothing more dangerous than a wounded animal.”
“I have to try.” Benny replied stubbornly.
Lilian turned her head to look at Benny from the corner of her eyes. “Do as you will Verilien. I was only offering a warning.”
Benny nodded, and stepped up to the man’s side. He seemed to have become numb to the pain now, and was looking up at Benny in fear as she knelt over him.
“Hey there, I’m here to-” The man surged up with a hidden knife; sticking it into her shoulder with all his strength, while screaming a ferocious, wordless battle-cry. Before benny’s brain could catch up, she had driven her knife through his skull. His frantic scream ended a moment later, cut off as if a switch had been flipped.
Benny dropped back onto her butt as the corpse slumped forward, head leaking blood into her lap. Instinctive disgust moved her to push him off instantly, but she couldn’t help staring at the wet stain on her pants. A strange thought floated through her head a moment later.
“It looks like I just had my period.” She mumbled. A moment later, she began laughing psychotically. Forgetting the need for stealth, Benny laughed at full volume; rocking back and forth as she let out her laughter. As strong-willed as Lilian was, she began to edge away in anxious discomfort.
Benny’s rational mind caught up a moment later. Swearing, she stood, and brushed herself off as best she could. Wincing at the pain of her injured shoulder, she examined the wound. Luckily, the thick leather of the chestpiece under her shirt had absorbed most of the damage, but she still bore a minor gash that partially pierced the muscle.
Lilian cleared her throat. “Verilien, are you ok? Does your wound need tending?”
Benny looked away in shame that Lilian had witnessed her momentary breakdown. “I’ve got it.”
Benny dug around in one of the dead soldiers packs for a moment, pulling out a box of bandages that came with the standard soldier supply pack. Silently, she cleaned, and dressed her wounds. Lilian stared at her warily the entire time.
“Don’t worry, I don’t bite.” Benny spoke wryly, still not looking her in the eyes.
“If you say so.” Lilian responded, some of the tension leaving her shoulders.
Benny sighed. “Come on, let’s find the passageway, and get out of here.”




Chapter 20

The pair dug through the basements of buildings for an hour before they found the entrance they were looking for. No more patrols crossed their paths during this time, and when they entered the passage, Benny said a silent thanks to Orion. She wasn’t sure why she still prayed to him on occasion. She had never been particularly devout to begin with, and her faith had been deeply shaken in the past month. Still, it calmed some corner of her soul.
Lilian walked next to her silently now, occasionally casting furtive glances in Benny’s direction. For her part, Benny was happy with the silence. If she was being honest with herself, she actually preferred it over the incessant banter they had maintained during the past day. She wondered if it was tied to her exhaustion. Having been up for over twenty-four hours at this point, Benny was moving forward only due to a mixture of training, and willpower. Being a Demon who biologically needed less sleep, Lilian was better off. Even so, her feet dragged slightly as they marched silently through the tunnel.
Due to this exhaustion, they nearly missed the turn they needed. Only Lilian’s espionage experience gave her the awareness to catch her mistake, her mind habitually reexamining the last few seconds of visual input. Forgetting her anxiety for a moment, Lilian grabbed Benny’s shoulder; pulling her hand back as if bitten a moment later when her mind caught up to the situation.
Lilian cleared her throat awkwardly. “We need to take this tunnel Verilien.” She said, pointing to the branch on their right. Benny nodded silently, expression blank, and they turned. A few minutes later, they broke through into the bowels of the keep. Both Benny and Lilian breathed a sigh of relief simultaneously. They glanced at each other, and both giggled at the same time, tension releasing at the sense of safety.
The illusion of safety was shattered a moment later by the sound of clashing blades. Benny and Lilian surged into motion instantly, charging up the stairs. At the top of the stairs, the hallway was a warzone. A hall only wide enough for two people side by side had been occupied by both armies, who were pressing against each other as hard as they could given their limited ability to field their soldiers. Luckily for the erstwhile pair, they emerged on the Demon's side of the fight.
“Where is Azel?” Lilian asked one of the Demons crowding the corridor.
“In the throne room. He needs assistance, but these humans are blocking our path. From what we have heard, there are many injured, including guardian Lorbin.” He grunted. Benny glanced at the assembled soldiers, and sighed.
“Let me through, I’ll get us in.” The Demon nodded, and barked orders to the Demons ahead of him. As best they were able, the Demon soldiers made a thin corridor which Benny was able to traverse. Lilian followed behind her, looking anxious.
Staring down at her left hand for a moment, Benny steeled herself, and drew her knife. Carefully, Benny opened a small gash in her palm. Dipping a finger into the welling blood, Benny began drawing speed sigils on every part of her face. By the time she reached the frontline, she had managed three on her forehead, and one on her cheek. Stepping up to the pair of soldiers fiercely dueling the pair of human soldiers in front of them, Benny activated the first sigil. Hand moving in slow motion, she activated the next, and the next until all four were functioning simultaneously.
Time seemed to have stopped utterly now, her hand seeming to take hours just to reach her sword. Benny used this time to plan her movements, knowing that even though time seemed to have slowed, her body was moving at inhuman speeds. Benny examined the hallway. In front of her ranged thirty soldiers. All of them bore the heavy armor, and epaulets of elite temple guard. Benny shook her head internally, wondering what strings the commander of the forces had pulled to draw in such high level troops. They received the same training as her own crimson order, minus the blood-given powers. In essence, every single one would likely have the same level of skill as her.
Benny released a breath, a strange sensation in her quasi-frozen state, and charged. She ran for what felt like a full day, reaching the first two opponents in less than a fraction of a second. Benny slashed through her foes with ease in a single fluid action, her movements so fast that her opponents hadn't yet registered her presence.
Before the two corpses had begun to drop, she was already pushing past them. The second pair of opponents fared no better, dead before they even registered her existence. This pattern continued until she was five men deep, a process that took agonizing days of effort from her perspective. It was at this point that her speed began to lessen. Things that had taken days moments before now took hours. Still she tore through the ranks, gutting and decapitating her foes too fast to be seen.
Ten more men fell before her. It was at this point, facing the final ten foes, that her speed dropped from god-like to only superhuman. She watched in slow motion as her blade was deflected for the first time, ducking under the counter-swing. Still accelerated by her sigils, Benny thrust upward, piercing the underside of her opponent's chin, and up into his brain. It was at this point that his neighbor broke formation, charging around him to strike at her. Even with her accelerated speed, she was hard-pressed to fend him off.
Benny panicked when the next to men in line moved to encircle her, but controlled her reaction. It was only when Lilian appeared; seemingly from nowhere, knife buried in the back of the soldiers neck, that Benny managed to turn to face the next wave of enemies. She turned a fraction of a second too late, and a slash meant to decapitate her from behind left a shallow gash on her forehead. The blood flowing from the wound erased her sigils, fully returning her to a normal time-scale.
Despite this, Benny pressed on. With Lilian watching her flank, Benny was able to focus her full attention on the opponent in front of her. Blow after blow flashed back and forth, both sides deflecting the blows through raw skill, neither giving an inch of ground. A small mistake while blocking caused the Temple Guards blade to take more of the force from her blow than intended. With a wrenching sound, the sword shattered, several small shards of metal spraying from it. His weapon destroyed, Benny ended his life a moment later with a swift thrust through his chest.
When she stepped forward to engage the next opponent, Benny felt like a flame had been lit in her thigh. Looking down, she found a shard of metal a foot long embedded in her leg. With a grunt, she pulled it out. After looking at it uncomprehendingly for a moment, she threw the shard overhand into the unprotected face of her next opponent. Thanks to her adrenaline, and demonically enhanced strength, the shard pierced the bone of his forehead, embedding in his brain. Unceremoniously, he toppled sideways into the wall, and collapsed.
Mind taken by a psychotic rage, Benny roared; emitting a sound so ferocious that even the five highly trained, seasoned soldiers in front of her flinched backward for a brief second. Exploiting that hesitation, Benny charged mindlessly; sideswiping the soldier that would have been Lilian’s next opponent with her sword as she passed. He gasped, and slumped to the side; upper half connected to the lower by only a foot-wide span of flesh. Lilian ended his existence a moment later, thrusting a knife through his brain.
Lilian watched as Benny, still caught in her berserker rage, tore through the next man. Benny roared again as his blade left a shallow gash in her side, but his small victory was short-lived as the opening allowed her to ram her blade through his face. It passed through, and out the back of his head as if she was cutting butter. The men in the back of the formation retreated through the doorway at this point, panic overwhelming even their rigorous training. Only the two in front, who knew it would be lethal to show their backs, remained to oppose her.
Benny growled animalistically, and stalked forward, a predator stalking her prey. Her hunt was interrupted when two knives, both thrown by Lilian, slammed into the soldier’s faces, ending the fight. Benny whipped around to face Lilian, who stared in horror at the inhuman, mindless expression of animal wrath on Benny’s face. Benny stalked forward, eyes fixed on Lilian, who backed up step by step until she ran into the wall.
“Verilien. Wait.” Lilian begged, but Benny’s mindless fury drowned out the words. Her mind clouded by battle-lust, Benny stalked forward.
Seeing no other choice, Lilian activated her shadow cube, pouring mana into it at a frightening rate. Lilian hated to use so much mana at once, but it required far more to operate in a well-lit space such as this. The sudden loss of her target confused the simple directives that had overwhelmed Benny’s mind, and consciousness flowed back in through the cracks.
“Sorry Lilian you can come out now.” Benny said plaintively, voice filled with shame.
Lilian faded back into view a moment later. “What… What was that?” She asked breathlessly, stamina drained from the sudden massive expenditure of mana.
“That was… I don’t know. I’d rather not talk about it right now. How did you go invisible?” Benny asked, looking away to avoid Lilian’s eyes.
“That was...that is... “ Lilian sighed, and pulled the shadow-cube out of her pocket. “Here, pour enough mana into this, and it will render you invisible. It is difficult to generate the effect in areas of high light though, and requires ridiculous amounts of mana output.
Benny smiled grimly. “That won’t be a problem. I’ve been training my mana reserves lately, so I should be fine.”
Lilian cocked her head as she handed over the cube. “Training your reserves? How so?”
Benny shrugged. “I’ve been maintaining the Demon Lord powers at all times. It makes me a bit stronger, and helps me to train my mana.”
Lilian blanched. “You have been keeping your powers active at all times? All of them? Never mind how it’s even possible that you have enough mana to sustain them. No wonder your sanity is slipping. You need to turn them off. Right now.”
“What? But I need them to fight at my best.” Benny protested.
“No. I don’t care if you’re my commanding officer. I’m telling you right now, turn them off.” Lilian said, eyes filled with panic.
Benny shrugged. “Fine, I did-” Her statement was cut off by a wave of pain that felt as if it shattered her skull, piercing her very essence. Lilian knelt over her, and it was only then that Benny realized she had collapsed to the floor at some point during the moment of overwhelming agony.
“You’re suffering from extreme mana sickness.” Lilian declared unsympathetically. Benny tried to speak, to ask what was going on, but couldn’t. She thought she might have managed to move her lips, but the words failed to come out. Her consciousness flickered for a moment until a sharp sting brought her back to herself.
Lilian pulled her hand back from where she had slapped Benny’s face, talons leaving slight gouges on her cheek. “No. You need to stay awake or you may not return to consciousness ever again. Focus on me. Running a current of mana through your body in short bursts can do wonderful things. Strengthen, heal, even permanently improve you depending how it is formatted. Doing it for long periods of time though, it depletes your bodies resources, and burns your soul. Even a few days of operating with all powers active would injure a greater lord. I cannot even comprehend the massive damage you have done to yourself. I am assuming you have been doing this for weeks?”
With a great effort, Benny barely managed to nod. The motion seemed to jump-start something within herself, and she began coughing uncontrollably. Blood seeped from her mouth as she turned on her side under her own power. A moment later, she vomited.
“It’s an impressive feat that it took you this long to break. I admit, it is not truly your fault. Given that you somehow had the mana available for this, and did not know the consequences, I can understand why you would choose to maintain the powers indefinitely. Still, you must never maintain a constant stream of mana for longer than three hours. When this emergency is done, I will take it upon myself to educate you about magic.”
Benny groaned, and producing the noise seemed to restart her capacity for speech. “How-” Benny hacked up a wad of blood. “How long will it take to recover?”
Lilian shrugged. “Recovering basic physical functionality? You’re most of the way there already. You should be fine in a few minutes. Mental and spiritual recovery is another matter. You will likely feel bone-tired for the next few days. Your psychotic tendencies may also resurface from time to time until you recover fully.”
Benny sighed, and rolled onto her front. With a herculean effort, she lifted herself off the ground, and onto her knees. Lilian watched impassively as Benny pushed herself off her knees, achieving a slightly swaying standing position as she fought to remain standing. A few seconds passed as Benny used a breathing exercise to steady herself, and during that time her body reacclimated to standing. Benny let out a short breath, and began walking in a circle to test her legs. They tried to buckle on her first step, but subsequent steps became more and more stable. Benny reached for her sword to test her body further, but found it missing.
“Lilian, my sword please.” She said, holding her hand out.
“No Verilien, I don’t think going into combat mere minutes after recovering from the worst case of mana sickness I have ever heard of that didn’t result in a coma is a good idea.” Lilian shook her head vigorously to punctuate her denial.
“Lilian, as your commanding officer, I order you to give me my sword.” Benny repeated, moving  her hand up and down meaningfully.
Lilian sighed. “As you command Verilien.”
Begrudgingly, she extended the sheathed sword. Benny grabbed it, and strapped it to her waist. Drawing it, she examined the blade expertly, finding the slight flaws that resulted from her rough use of it. The sword, hers since before she had even joined the military, was in too great of disrepair to suit her needs. Benny sheathed it, and handed it back to a surprised Lilian. Glancing at the corpses on the ground, Benny found what she needed.
Pulling a finely made straight sword from the hands of a dead man, Benny gave it an experimental swing. It was a bit longer than she was accustomed to, but perfectly balanced. She smiled, and wiped flecks of blood off on the dead man’s coat.
“Can I also have the invisibility cube please?” Benny asked, extending her hand to Lilian again.
Lilian shook her head. “Verilien-”
“I order you to give me the shadow cube. My father is almost definitely in there, and Lorbin is injured. I need to get inside.” Benny spoke authoritatively.
Lilian handed over the cube begrudgingly. Benny gave her one last command, speaking coldly, mind elsewhere. “Organize the defense of this hallway. I trust your judgement.”
“Um, yes Verilien.” Lilian responded, unable to disobey.
Benny turned, and strode to the doorway. With a minor exertion of will, she activated the cube before entering the throne room.




Chapter 21

Benny snuck cautiously into the room. A number of tense human soldiers were turned toward the doorway, but when the door closed a moment later, seemingly empty, the soldiers relaxed.
“Those fucking temple guards, they’ve got us jumping at ghosts and boogeymen.” One of the soldiers muttered to the other.
“One woman tearing through three squads of Temple Guards? As if, I bet they just got their asses kicked because they sit around guarding the rear all day. They probably just wanted an excuse for why they lost.”
Benny snorted down stifled laughter at the thought of Temple Guards going soft; nearly giving away her position as she edged around the mass of soldiers.
“Huh? Did you hear something?” The first soldier asked the second.
“That’s what I’m saying. Now every little sound has us jumping like some kind of murderous ghost.” The second replied.
“More like a banshee.” A third soldier jumped into the conversation. Benny pegged his accent as being from the western provinces. “Did you hear all the bloody screaming? Not just the screams of the dying either. I’m talking about that blood-curdling wailing we heard earlier. That freaked me the fuck out.”
“All in favor of calling the Temple Guards boogeyman the Bloody Banshee?” The first soldier asked.
“Aye.”
“Aye.”
Benny felt slightly embarrassed as she moved past her hearing range of the trio of soldiers, knowing that within a few weeks the legend of “the Bloody Banshee” would be known across the continent. It only took her a few more minutes to reach her destination. Once she was past the horde of milling soldiers, she found a surprising sight. Noraz, Lorbin, and a handful of other Demons stood on the sidelines as Azel fought a desperate duel with her father. Lorbin looked to be critically injured with a massive wound that visibly penetrated into his lungs; Noraz was crouched over him, tending to his wounded brother the best he could.
Sidling up beside her two guardsmen, Benny whispered to them. “What’s going on?”
“Lady Verilien.” Noraz jumped slightly, before regaining his composure. “It is good to know you are well. Lord Azel is currently engaged in a duel of honor with your father. If he wins, the human army has agreed to withdraw.”
Benny shook her head. “They won’t. They’re using this duel  as a chance to get rid of Azel so they don’t waste too many lives killing him. If Azel wins, they won’t honor the terms.”
“But milady, they said they would.” Noraz whined, eyes wide.
Benny shrugged unconsciously, not thinking about the fact that Noraz couldn’t see her. “Humans don’t share your honor system. By the way, how is Lorbin?”
Noraz’s face turned grave. “He is dying milady. I am doing what I can to prolong his life, but there is no doubt that he will die.”
Lorbin opened his eyes suddenly as if startled, and began speaking. “Verilien, I would like you to take my essence. You have seen the ritual once before, it is the one in which Azel empowered us. If I will go soon, I would rather it be with honor, in the service of my commander, than an ignoble death to an anonymous footsoldier.”
“What? I can’t do that.” Benny protested.
“You must.” Lorbin pleaded. “I must restore my family's honor. It is everything I have been fighting for here on the surface. There is great honor in giving your life this way. There is no honor in simply dying to a nameless man upon the battlefield.”
Benny looked away from Lorbin, tears welling at the corner of her vision, and dispelled the invisibility effect. Most of the human soldiers remained enthralled by the still-ongoing duel between Azel, and Judas. None noticed the sudden appearance of a human woman behind the throne.
“What do I do?” Benny asked Noraz.
“Say ‘by your blood you live forever with me.’ Then you stick your hand into his wound, and pour mana into him. As much as you can spare. It will mix with his blood, and begin tearing the soul free. As his soul is extracted, it will flow back to you through the conduits of mana you create. The more mana you use, the more complete his soul will be when it reaches you. The more of his soul you recover, the more honor you gain in this process.”
Benny shuddered, but followed Noraz’s words. “By your blood you live forever with me.” Benny whispered, a single tear escaping her tight control. The words uttered, she thrust her hand into the wound, and began sending mana through him as fast as she could.
Lorbin gasped. “So much. Verilien, how do you have this much? Why isn’t it stopping?”
His body began to glow blue as her magic spread through his veins, replacing his blood with pure energy. Benny almost faltered when his eyes became pure shining blue orbs, but somehow willed herself to maintain the stream of magic.
“I’m sorry Lorbin, you’ve been a good friend. I wish there was something more I could do for you.”
“Verilien, I-” His words cut off, and she felt his essence tear free; entering her body with a feeling as if a line of fire streamed up her arm. Benny screamed then as his soul invaded her own, leaving a trail of fire everywhere it touched. A moment later, a blessed coolness radiated outward from her core, and she slumped forward; collapsing onto Lorbin’s corpse.
Noraz shook her shoulder. “Verilien? Are you ok? What happened?” He asked, voice filled with concern.
Benny’s brain felt as if it received a jumpstart, and her eyes snapped open. “Wow, what is this? I feel.... So good.” Benny mumbled. A moment later, she rolled off Lorbins corpse, and jumped to her feet. Everything was crystal clear in her mind. She could see every detail of every face in the room, many of which were now turned her way. She looked at Noraz, kneeling over Lorbin’s corpse, and smiled. “Noraz, I feel so good. Why didn’t you tell me it felt so good? I can’t… I….” It was at this point that her brain caught up to the fact that her euphoria had come at Lorbin’s expense. Her mood instantly switched from euphoria to a burning, all-consuming rage. Gripped once again by her mana-induced psychosis, Benny lost all consciousness.
……………………………………
When Benny awoke, it was to a nightmare. Corpses were strewn in a ring around her. Some lacked heads. Others had been gutted. Still others had been ripped into two parts as if two giant hands had snatched opposite ends of their bodies, and pulled. As she became more conscious, she realized that the corpses were all humans. If she had to guess, the entire human force that had been assembled in the hall was decimated by someone. Benny rose to her knees, then to her feet, only to slip in a puddle of blood, landing directly in the puddle. Shaking the cobwebs out of her head, Benny stood more carefully, managing to rise fully to her feet.
Looking to the rear end of the hall, Benny found that Azel, and Judas were still dueling. Her father seemed to have gained the upper hand though, even as he shouted “What did you do to my daughter? What did you do?” Over and over like a mantra. Azel was hard-pressed to match Judas’s berserk ferocity. A small sound caught Benny’s attention, and she looked, only to find Noraz cowering in the corner, whimpering.
Slowly, cautiously, Benny made her way towards him. When she got within ten feet, he scuttled away from her on all fours, eyes filled with panic. “Milady, Verilien, Benny, please don’t, not me.” He begged.
“Noraz, what’s going on, why are you acting like that?” Benny inquired, confused.
Noraz pointed, fingers trembling, to a corner of the room, and Benny saw a pile of corpses; Demon corpses. She thought she recognized them as the Demons who had been standing behind the throne with Noraz and Lorbin.
“Are you… Are you sane again?” Noraz asked, voice quivering.
Benny sat down in front of him, brain still trying to catch up with what had happened. “I think so. Was I not sane before?”
“No, Verilien. You were…. Terrifying. You single-handedly destroyed the human army. Then you turned on Azel’s attendants, and slaughtered them. You... ripped people in half, and then laughed while tying a knot around their neck with their own innards. Even as an experienced warrior, I have never seen a battle more gruesome or terrible.”
Benny blinked at him in shock, unable to comprehend what he was saying. “I did? Why don’t I remember?”
“It was… I think it was the ritual. I remember how it felt, the power, and impulses, but this…” Noraz pointed at the room-full of corpses. “This is beyond anything I have ever heard, felt, or seen.”
Benny looked at the pile of Demons. She realized that someone, likely her, had placed the corpses into obscene poses while piling them. “I’m sorry for scaring you. That… that wasn’t me. Not the real me. I’ll explain later, but-”
Their conversation was interrupted by a loud clang, followed by a triumphant roar. Benny looked up to find that her father had disarmed Azel, and was backing him up with a blade to his throat. Benny stood, just as Azel tripped, falling ungraciously backwards into his throne.
“Whatever you did to Beneficence, undo it right now.” Judas growled at Azel.
“I am as shocked as you. It is nothing I did I assure you.” Azel protested.
“Lies.” Judas lifted his blade, and left a long gash in Azel’s cheek. Azel offered no resistance, merely staring Judas directly in the eyes.
“Stop.” Benny interrupted, lifting her hand.
Judas hesitated. “Benny. Honey. Are you back with us?” He asked, face a mess of conflicting emotions.
All of Benny’s anger, and resentment toward her father fell away for the briefest moment.
“Yes, daddy. I’m back.” Tears streamed from her eyes, and she had neither the power nor the desire to stop them.
“Come home honey. Come home. You don’t have to stay here any more. I’ve rescued you.”
For the first time, Benny saw her father weep. All her illusions of him as the implacable, stoic warrior god shattered under the weight of his tears.
“I can’t daddy. You know I can’t. It’s too late.”
Judas’s face morphed into a rictus of rage, and grief. “After all this, you’re staying? Why? For him?” He spat, pointing his sword at Azel.
“No. Not for him. Don’t you see all those corpses? How can I go back with their blood on my hands? The church would execute me as a traitor the moment I set foot on their territory.”
“I don’t care about that. I’ll protect you. Just let me bring you home. Let me make up for everything I did wrong.”
“Daddy, you can’t. That’s not how this works. I can’t go back, and neither can you.”
Judas’s face hardened. “Then I have no choice. My official mission here is to kill the Demon Lord. If I don’t have you, then all that’s left is my work.”
Benny jumped around the throne, and stood in front of Azel. “No, you can’t kill him. If you do, the Demons will start fighting us for real. I don’t know what would happen.”
“Beneficence Church, move out of my way, or I will make you move.” Her father growled.
Benny drew her sword from its sheath, only to find it broken at the halfway mark, tapering to a jagged point on one side.
“Shit.” Benny muttered, knowing that even with the power boost she had received from Lorbin, she couldn’t defeat her father with a broken blade. Backing up, Benny bumped into the throne. Looking down at Azel, sitting defenseless in his throne, Benny had a sudden inspiration.
Benny put the point of her sword to Azel’s throat. “Azel, would you say that I’ve successfully kidnapped you?” She asked.
“Yes.” Azel said, resignation in his tone.
“Noraz, will you stand as witness that I’ve successfully kidnapped Azel?” Benny called out.
“Yes, Verilien.” She heard from behind her.
“Then daddy, that makes me the Demon lord. Now, are you going to kill me?”
Judas looked lost. “You… What? I can’t. No.” Judas threw down his blade in frustration. “Fine, Benny. You win. All I wanted was to be a family again. I just wanted my daughter back.” Tears streamed from his eyes freely, and Benny’s heart broke.
“Daddy. I’m sorry. I love you. Even if I also hate you a little.” Benny moved forward several steps, and hugged him. She allowed him to cry into her shirt for several minutes, before releasing him.
Stoic mask falling back into place, Judas nodded. “Send me home honey.”
Benny looked away from his gaze for a moment, then nodded. The jagged spike on the end of her broken sword pierced his temple a moment later, killing him instantly.
Benny sighed as his corpse dissolved.
Looking at Azel, she felt incredibly vulnerable. “Now what?” She asked him.
“That is up to you… Lady Verilien.”




Epilogue

Benny watched as twelve Demons dropped, slowly strangled by the noose around their necks. It was said that it wasn’t the strangling that killed you when hung, it was the fall breaking your neck. Demons seemed to be made of stronger stuff as each took several minutes before they went limp. Benny sighed, and turned away as the last Demon went still.
“Was that enough for you?” She asked Betsy Leigh, the town council treasurer.
Betsy nodded. “Yes. It was perfect.” The quiet, mousy girl next to her nodded.
“I’m glad. Dem- no, I mean people like that deserve everything they get.” Benny stated forcefully.
Both women nodded, and turned to leave. As they walked away, Azel appeared, moving to stand by her side.
“Well-handled, Lady Verilien.” He commented. Benny still hadn’t decided whether her called her ‘Lady Verilien’ mockingly, or if he was serious.
Deciding it didn’t matter, Benny shrugged in response to his question. “It was the right thing to do.”
“Politically, or morally?” Azel asked.
Benny thought about that for a moment. “Both?”
Azel smiled. “I am glad to know my lessons on politics haven’t been wasted.”
“Lessons? Do you mean you throwing me at the town council the other day?” She asked sarcastically.
Azel smirked “When it comes to politics, you will find that there is no real system. Eighty-five percent of the job is pretending you know what you’re doing.”
“What’s the other fifteen percent?”
“Sucking up to your superior.” Azel grinned at her broadly.
Benny snorted, and flicked him lightly on the forehead. The pair fell silent.  Looking out at the rows of noosed corpses, Benny mused aloud. “Is it enough, do you think?”
“Enough?” Azel questioned.
“If we’re going to integrate humans, and Demons. Is this enough to convince people that we mean it?”
“I think it is a good start.” Azel answered seriously. “The rest will come with time.”
Benny sighed, and turned, walking to the podium where she would give her inaugural speech. Standing on the podium, Benny looked out at a sea of faces, Demon and human. She sighed slightly, when she realized the two races had self-segregated. Demons occupied the right half of the space, while humans occupied the left.
Clearing her throat self-consciously, she switched on the microphone in front of her. “We have been through a lot in the past month. I know that most of you would rather not be here. A month ago, I wished I could be anywhere else but here. Still, I’ve come to realize that the Demons are not the existential threat we thought they were. They’re just people.” She pointed at the corpses dangling from rope. “People are flawed. They have the potential for violence, and for evil. But everyone, human or Demon, also has the potential for greatness. For goodness. For kindness. We face a difficult road ahead, learning how to be the best people we can be. I only hope you’ll walk that road, both with me, and with each other. In the spirit of that journey, we have decided to name this town Morning Star, in the hopes that it will guide us to a new beginning. Thank you for walking this road with me.”
With that, Benny stepped off the podium, and walked into the keep; flanked by Azel, Lilian, and Noraz.
……………………….
Commandant Rogers could feel that something was off the moment he reached the door to his office. There was nothing he could point to as a reason he might feel uneasy. The door seemed undamaged, the nameplate was properly aligned, and no ominous sounds came from the other side of the door. Still, something made him pause, a slight hitch forming in his stride as he neared the door.
Shaking the feeling off, he entered his office. “Close the door Commandant.” Judas growled, pointing a miniature crossbow in his direction.
The Commandant’s hands went up instinctually in the universal gesture of someone with a weapon pointed at them. “I said to close the door. I won’t ask a third time.” Judas repeated.
Tamping down a burgeoning sense of panic, Rogers closed the door gently with his foot, careful not to slam it from fear that a sudden noise might cause Judas to fire.
Judas sighed. “I always knew you were a coward, but I can’t imagine how you made a career in the military if one man with a crossbow is enough to put you on the verge of shitting yourself.”
“It’s not the crossbow I’m afraid of. To be honest I know you well enough to know that even at this distance you would probably miss. It’s what comes after you miss that worries me.” Rogers said, seeking some hint of the comradery the pair of men had once shared.
Judas fired. Instead of firing straight, as one would expect, the bolt curved upward as it flew. By some quirk of fate, it pierced the Commandants left palm, pinning his hand to the door. Rogers screamed in pain.
“Oh shut up Randy. You know that you soundproofed this room, you paranoid bastard, so the only thing you’re doing is giving me a headache.” Judas groused unsympathetically. “You should feel lucky. I was aiming for your heart just now.”
Rogers, hyperventilating, suppressed his scream, landing instead on something between a sob, and a chuckle. “Good to know your curse is still going strong. What do you want, Judas? Money? Rank?”
Judas laughed with him for a moment, then reloaded the crossbow from a bag of bolts hidden under the Commandant's desk. “Did anyone ever tell you about my original power?”
Randal Rogers stared at Judas blankly. “The resurrection power? What about it?”
“No, my real power. The one that made me strong enough to fight a Demon Lord.” Judas said, grinning widely.
“No, I honestly hadn’t thought about that.” The Commandant replied, confusion overriding some of the pain on his face.
“The Demons call me a Verilakir, or soul drinker. For them, it’s essentially the greatest taboo one could break. You don’t technically need a special power to do this, but I have an easier time than most. You see Demons believe that their souls live in their blood, and for all intents and purposes, they’re right. So then, it’s very easy for one to absorb the soul of a Demon by simply drinking their blood. The problem is that if you drink too much their soul fights back, and you die.”
“What does this have to do with me?” The Commandant asked, squirming in pain.
Judas continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “I was born as a gifted. One of those rare few individuals who develop natural gifts when they are exposed to magic. Do you know what gift I discovered?” Judas paused for a moment, but the Commandant didn’t respond. Judas fired his crossbow again, this one curving left to land harmlessly in the wooden wall.
“My innate gift is called vampirism. I grow stronger by drinking the blood of others. The stronger the blood, or the more blood, the more power I gain. It even reverses my aging a bit. Let me tell you, at first I was scared of this gift. Then one day I realized that I could drink as much Demon blood as I wanted, and no one would care. I joined the army, and drank Demon blood whenever I could. Then, one day, I drank too much, and it ripped me apart from the inside. I thought it was a miracle when my body reformed at the nearest temple a week later. So did everyone else actually.”
“Just get to the fucking point already!” The Commandant roared at him.
“The point is that I’m going to use you as target practice.” Judas pulled the bag of bolts from under the desk, and dropped it on top. It was an extremely large bag of bolts. “I’m going to fire every single one of these bolts, then I’m going to eat you alive, bone and all, because we both know I won’t be able to hit you properly. The church will never find your body. They won’t even be sure that you’re dead. And when I’m done eating you, the backlash from absorbing your soul will kill me. I’ll resurrect in the temple, and no one will ever know I was here.” Judas punctuated his point by firing the crossbow again. Somehow, it landed in the doorway an inch from Rogers crotch.
“You… sick bastard! Why are you doing this?” The Commandant whined, struggling to pull his hand free from the bolt that pinned it to the wall.
“You cost me everything.” Judas said fiercely. “Taking your soul is a small price to pay.”
Over the next twenty-four hours, no sound passed the Commandant’s doorway. Several people knocked on the door, but when no answer came, they left to search for him elsewhere. Judas revived in the church the next day, and reported that the Commandant had stabbed him in the back with a sword. Even Judas was surprised when a search of his office turned up evidence that the Commandant had been working as a spy for Demon Lord Zenas.
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