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Chapter one
Wrong Address


Dying in the stupidest way possible pretty much summed up my life.

I was holding a traffic control sign in the freezing Ohio rain at eleven PM, making twelve bucks an hour to babysit a lane closure while the actual road crew slept warm in their beds. Some genius in the county office decided the construction zone needed twenty-four-hour flagging even when nobody was working, which meant lucky me, I got stuck with the graveyard shift watching paint dry on fresh asphalt.

The Cybertruck came barreling through the zone fifty over the limit like some kind of chrome-plated meteor. Its headlights cut through the downpour like two angry eyes with a blindingly luminous monobrow. I had maybe half a second to think, Of course it’s ignoring my fucking sign, before it was too late.

This honestly felt like the perfect capstone to a life spent getting screwed over by people with more money than sense. Did the driver just have the safety features turned off? Idiot. I’d watched a YouTube video once about the Forward Collision Warning and Automatic Emergency Braking systems and how drivers could just turn them off if they were causing issues.

No, wait. Right before impact, the wheels jerked to the side. Instead of being head-on, I was turned to roadkill by just the passenger-side corner of the hood. No less dead. Literal insult to injury.

Well, great. I was looking forward to never having to deal with anything like this ever again.

Death would be a reprieve from my bullshit life.

Then I opened my eyes.

There was nothing quite like waking up on a stone altar that felt like it had been carved from a glacier. Especially when I was supposed to be dead. And maybe I was. The slab I was lying on was surrounded by enough flickering candles to make a fire marshal weep.

“Hello?”

The smell hit me as soon as I croaked out the word. It was like my grandmother’s basement, musty and forgotten, with a hint of incense that had been burned at least a day and a half ago. What do they call those perfumes? Owed-day? Uwe-de? Whatever. Ode-de New-Age-Old-Person-Fart.

I sat up slowly, my head spinning like I’d just finished a three-day bender. I’d been sober, though. No drinking on the job, not if I wanted to keep it. Jobs were hard enough to come by when you had a juvenile record. Most places saw “auto theft arrest at sixteen” and decided they’d rather hire someone without that kind of baggage, even if the charges got dropped when they figured out I was just the dumbass who got in the wrong car with the wrong friend. The construction company that contracted me out to the county didn’t give a shit about ancient juvie stuff as long as I showed up on time and didn’t cause problems, which made them practically saints in my book.

Twelve bucks an hour to stand in the rain was still twelve bucks an hour I wouldn’t have anywhere else.

Although…

“Ah, excellent! You’re finally awake.”

I nearly jumped out of my skin. A middle-aged guy in simple brown robes appeared a few feet away, grinning like he’d just won the lottery. Where the hell had he come from? His hair was dark but going gray at the temples, and he had the kind of excited energy that usually meant someone was about to try selling me something I couldn’t afford. He had kind eyes, though. Filled with genuine delight instead of the calculating look of someone working an angle.

He was also practically bouncing on his toes, hands clasped together in front of those Plain Jane robes.

“Where the hell am I?” My voice was still coming out like I’d been gargling gravel. I coughed twice, but my throat just clicked dry.

“You are in the Neutral Temple of Continental Peace,” he said, opening his arms wide. “I’m Brother Thomas Valen, and I cannot tell you how thrilled I am to finally meet you, Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio.”

I stared at him. This situation was rapidly going from ‘scam’ to ‘cult’ in my mind. There was something about the way he said my name. Like it was a title. “How do you know my name?”

“The prophecies, of course! Though I must say, your arrival was quite spectacular. The altar lit up like a Christmas tree—” He paused, looking sheepish. “Oh, forgive me. I know that might seem like an odd thing for me to know, but I’ve made quite a study of Earth culture over the years. Fascinating holiday traditions you have.”

My brain felt like it was running on dial-up internet. And not just from the headache, which was currently making those horrible shrieking sounds. I rubbed my temple, wanting it to go away. “Earth culture? What are you talking about?”

Brother Thomas gave another little bounce on his toes. He then drew his arms in close, raising his hands to me like he was offering me a drink. “Kevin Matthew Brown. You’ve been transported to Ames to fulfill an ancient prophecy.”

“Excuse me?” I blinked at him. “What drugs are you on?”

Brother Thomas didn’t seem to notice. In fact, he stood up a little taller and his voice got more solemn. “You are the chosen hero destined to save our world from the coming darkness. The cosmic forces have selected you specifically because of your unique qualities and experiences.”

I laughed, but it came out bitter and sharp. “Yeah, that’s definitely a clerical error. You want to check your paperwork again, because I’m pretty sure the cosmic forces got the wrong address. You’re looking for a teenager with an attitude, not a twenty-something with too much credit card debt.”

“Oh no, there’s no mistake,” Thomas said, his enthusiasm undimmed. His arms dropped to his sides though, finally. “The prophecies are quite specific. A hero from beyond our world, bearing the trials of hardship and the strength of survival, arriving in our darkest hour. That’s you, Kevin.”

He was looking at me as if I were some mythical creature. What the actual hell.

I slid off the altar. My legs were shaky but functional. I’d been at work with worse hangovers than this, but that didn’t mean it was pleasant.

The stone floor was cold. My feet were bare. Where were my beat-up steel-toed shoes? Apparently still back on Earth along with the rest of my spectacularly unremarkable life. At least the rest of my clothes had come with me.

I spread my arms wide, and the reflective hi-vis vest slid smoothly across my sweatshirt, which was somehow bone dry even though I’d been soaked to the bone less than two minutes ago. Thinking about it made me realize the vest had the county contractor logo on it.

Great, now I’d probably get charged for ‘lost equipment’ on top of being dead. My last paycheck would absolutely be docked.

“Look, Brother Thomas, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I really do think you’ve got the wrong guy. I’m not hero material. I’m not even Honda Civic car loan material, if you ask my bank.”

But the man was undeterred. “You only say that because you don’t know the prophecies!” He looked feverish, like a Sunday morning televangelist about to ask for my wallet. The kind ma used to watch before her heart gave out. “Your experiences have prepared you perfectly for what’s to come. The juvenile detention, the group homes, the struggle to rebuild your life… All of it has forged you into exactly the person we need.”

That stopped me cold. These weren’t just details he could read off my driver’s license anymore.

“How do you know about all that?”

“I’ve already told you. The prophecies reveal much about our destined hero,” Thomas said gently. Like I was a goddamn child. “Your trials have given you the wisdom to understand those who suffer, the strength to endure impossible circumstances, and the compassion to fight for those who cannot fight for themselves.”

“My trials gave me a criminal record, the world’s lowest credit score, and trust issues,” I said flatly. “Not exactly hero qualifications.”

Thomas’s smile never wavered, though something shifted in his eyes, like he’d heard this exact argument before and had an answer ready. “Perhaps that depends on what kind of hero the world actually needs,” he said, then gestured for me to follow him. “Come. There’s much to show you, and I suspect standing here debating will accomplish little for either of us.”

Since I didn’t have any better options—or any options at all, really—I followed him deeper into the temple. The place was bigger than I’d expected, with corridors that seemed to stretch forever and the weirdest architectural mishmash I’d ever seen. It was like someone had taken a church, a courthouse, and maybe a fancy hotel, then smashed them together without giving a shit whether the pieces fit. Stone arches gave way to carved wooden beams, which suddenly became smooth marble columns that looked like they belonged in a bank lobby.

The whole thing should have been an eyesore, but somehow it worked. It was weird, but not unpleasant. Sort of like if Art Deco had made a comeback in the ‘90s.

“Tell me,” Thomas said as we walked, “what do you know of magic?”

“That it doesn’t exist?”

Thomas chuckled. “Fair enough. On Earth, you’re right. But here?” He gestured at the room we were walking through. “Magic is woven into everything. And you have the potential to connect with some very powerful magical forces.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess, these forces are going to help me save the world?”

“Something like that.” His excitement was building again, that bouncy energy returning. “There are ancient powers on this continent, Kevin. Sacred magic that’s been dormant for too long.”

“And you think I can wake it up?”

“I know you can.” Thomas stopped walking and turned to face me fully. “There is an apocalyptic threat. A coming darkness. It will wash over the world, unceasing and unstoppable. The pain and suffering it will cause shall be so great, the moon will weep and the sun will avert its eyes.” He paused. “I’m sure some of that is artistic license, but the prophecy is quite explicit on the specifics: it will occur in exactly five days.”

“Five days?” My voice cracked like I was thirteen again. “You’re telling me the world is ending in five days, with the moon crying and then the sun going dark and all that, and you think I’m supposed to stop it?”

“Not alone, of course! The prophecy tells—”

“Stop.” I held up my hand and Thomas, unlike the Cybertruck, actually stopped. “Just stop for a second. This is insane. I’m a traffic flagger from Ohio. Yesterday, my biggest concern was whether I could afford groceries and rent in the same week. Now you’re telling me I’m supposed to save a world I didn’t even know existed?”

“I understand it’s overwhelming,” Thomas said, his tone patient. “But prophecies don’t make mistakes, Kevin. You’re here because you were chosen, and you were chosen for a reason.”

He turned and kept walking, leaving me alone.

After a moment, I followed him. What the hell else was I supposed to do?

The next room looked like the main hall. It was wide open, with three distinct sections that each seemed decorated in completely different styles. One area looked formal and imperial, another was rough stone and metal, and the third was all flowing curves and natural materials. It was like three people had started building a conference room from three separate corners while refusing to talk to each other the whole time they were designing it.

“This is where representatives from the three kingdoms meet,” Thomas explained, following my gaze. “The Pador Empire, the Kingdom of Corean, and the Maton Dynasty. They’ve been at each other’s throats for centuries, but the prophecy says you’ll unite them.”

“Of course it does.” I muttered. “Because clearly what I need in my life is more people who hate each other.”

Thomas looked hurt. “They’re not bad people, Kevin. They’re just isolated. Suspicious. They’ve forgotten how to trust.”

“Yeah, well, they’re not alone there.” I ran my hands through my hair, trying to process everything. “Look, Thomas, I get that you believe this stuff, but I can’t be your guy. I’m not a leader or a hero. Before that Cybertruck hit me, I was within five years of getting his life together. You want me to play fantasy adventure for the fate of your world when I consistently threw my own life away on Earth?”

Thomas shook his head, that earnest look returning. “Kevin, do you know how many ‘heroes’ I’ve read about in the old stories? Princes and knights and chosen ones who never had to figure out how to survive when everything went wrong.” He gestured toward me. “You think that makes them better equipped for this than someone who’s actually lived through true hardship and kept going?”

“Maybe not,” I said, “but those guys probably didn’t walk into the job completely clueless about magic and prophecies and whatever the hell is trying to end your world in five days.”

“Fair point.” Thomas’s grin returned. “That’s why you have me. And trust me, you’re going to need all that stubbornness you’ve built up over the years.”

I laughed, but this wasn’t at all funny to me. “You know what I was doing when that truck hit me? Standing in the freezing rain, holding a stop while some asshole in a Cybertruck decided traffic laws didn’t apply to him. I couldn’t even keep myself from getting pancaked on a Tuesday night. You want to put me in charge of saving your world? That’s where it’s going to go: straight into the ground, just like me.” I shook my head. “That’s not what you need.”

“Isn’t it?” Thomas tilted his head like a dog. “You could have given up years ago. You could have let the system break you completely. Instead, you kept working, kept trying, and kept believing that tomorrow might be better than today, no matter how much all objective fact said otherwise. That’s the story of a hero failed by his world, not a world failed by its hero.”

I wanted to argue with him, but something in his voice made me hesitate. He wasn’t just spouting prophecy nonsense. He genuinely believed what he was saying. More than that, he seemed to believe in me, which was more than I could say for anyone I’d ever met.

It was…weird. What was this feeling? I…actually wanted to help him?

“Even if I wanted to help,” I said finally, “which I’m not saying I do, what makes you think I could actually do anything? I don’t know magic. When political shit comes on the TV, I take a nap. I don’t even know how to work whatever passes for technology around here. How am I going to learn all that?”

“The same way you’ve always learned best, by finding yourself in trouble and figuring it out. And you won’t be alone. The prophecy speaks of powerful allies who will stand beside you.”

“What kind of allies?”

“Well, for starters, you’re about to meet Princess Daphyse Aurelius Pador. She’s the heir to the Pador Empire. She’s traveled here specifically to meet you. She—”

I felt my stomach drop. “A princess? Honest-to-God royalty? You didn’t mention anything about princesses.”

“She’s quite remarkable, actually. Intelligent, strategic, dedicated to her people—”

“Thomas.” I grabbed his arm. “I can’t meet a princess. I don’t know how to talk to royalty.” I looked down at what I was wearing. A white hoodie with a ripped hem and my hi-vis vest, jeans so worn down they were more white than blue, and my bare feet on the stone. “I don’t even have shoes on!”

“You’ll be fine,” Thomas said, but he looked a little nervous now. “Just be yourself.”

“Being myself has literally never worked out for me a single time in my entire life,” I snapped. “Why is that going to change now?”

Before Thomas could respond, a sound drifted through the temple walls. It was horses. A lot of horses, from the sound of it, and enough brass instruments to outfit a marching band. Royal fanfare? Shit!

Thomas offered an apologetic smile. “That would be her retinue announcing her arrival.”

“She’s here?” My voice went up an octave. Couldn’t help it. “Now? I’m not ready for this. I need time to think, to figure out what I’m going to say, to—”

“Kevin.” Brother Thomas put his hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. “Breathe. That’s it. Princess Daphyse has traveled through dangerous territory to meet the prophesied hero. She’s risking her life and her kingdom’s security because she believes in the prophecy. Because she believes in you.”

I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what he could do with his prophecy, that there had to be some way to send me back. Or find the real chosen one. I was done with this cosmic joke before it even started. But the words died in my throat as the fanfare grew louder, and I heard voices. Authoritative, commanding voices that belonged to people who were used to being obeyed.

“You aren’t here by accident, Kevin,” Thomas said softly. He released me and ran his hand over my shoulders, like I’d seen butlers do in movies. The motion made me straighten up despite myself. “The trials you faced on Earth prepared you for this, I promise.”

I stared at the temple entrance, my heart hammering against my ribs as if it was trying to escape. Almost wished it could. Everything in me screamed to run, to find whatever cosmic customer service department had screwed this up, and to demand a refund.

But there was nowhere to run to, and apparently a princess who’d probably take it personally if I fled. The kind of personally that might end in a decapitation.

The fanfare stopped. Footsteps approached the temple doors.

Shit.

I was about to find out if Brother Thomas was right about prophecies not making mistakes. Or I was about to prove him wrong in the most spectacular manner possible.


Chapter two
Royal Treatment


The temple doors burst open as if they were hit with a battering ram. The fanfare keyed up again. It was the kind of loud that made you wonder if your eardrums were going to file a formal complaint. Trumpets, drums, and what sounded like at least three different types of horns were all competing to see who could make the most noise.

Through the mess walked a woman who looked like she’d stepped out of a painting. Not one of those weird modern art things where you couldn’t tell what you were looking at, but the kind they hung in museums with little plaques talking about “masterful technique” and “divine inspiration.”

Her hair was red. Not orange-red or strawberry blonde, but a pleasant auburn but it moved like someone had taken fire and convinced it to behave itself long enough to frame her face. It fell in perfect waves past her shoulders, and I found myself wondering if she had a team of people whose only job was making sure every strand stayed exactly where it was supposed to be.

Her dress was purple silk that definitely cost more than I’d made in the last six months, with gold embroidery that caught the candlelight and threw it back like tiny rows of stars. She wore a tiara that wasn’t trying to be subtle about anything with shining diamonds and glittering sapphires arranged in patterns that screamed “I am royalty and you are not.”

But despite all that opulence, it was her eyes that really got my attention. Blue like winter sky, sharp and intelligent. And currently focused on me with the kind of intensity that made me want to check if my fly was down.

“Brother Thomas,” she said, and her voice had that crisp, educated sound that guaranteed everyone would hang on every word. She didn’t look at the man, even as she addressed him. “Thank you for maintaining the temple’s neutrality during these trying times. However, matters of prophecy and destiny require private discussion between the prophesied hero and his destined partner.” Then her eyes flicked his way. “You can go now.”

Thomas stepped forward, hands raised like he was trying to soothe a spooked horse. “Your Highness, the hero only just arrived. I still need to explain the full situation—”

“That won’t be necessary.” She smiled at him, but it was the sort of smile that implied an unspoken “or else” behind those pearly white teeth. “I’m quite familiar with the prophecies, and I’m certain Kevin and I have much to discuss without external complications.”

“But Princess Daphyse, there are other—”

“Other concerns that pale in comparison to the approaching crisis,” she finished smoothly. “Surely you understand that time is of the essence? The coming darkness will not wait forever.”

Thomas opened his mouth again, but something about the way she turned her head to focus on me as she approached made it clear that she was done with him.

The conversation was over whether he liked it or not.

“Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio,” she said, her tone much like Brother Thomas’s had been. Why was my name a god damn title in this world? She stopped just close enough that I could smell her perfume. Something floral but not overpowering. Expensive, definitely. “I am Princess Daphyse Aurelius Pador, heir to the Blessed Empire of Pador and Bearer of the Crown Gem. I have traveled far to meet you.”

I glanced over at Thomas, who looked like he wanted to say something but couldn’t figure out how to interrupt a princess mid-introduction. He caught my eye and gave me a helpless shrug.

“Um,” I said, which was probably not the most impressive first word to say to royalty. “Nice to meet you, Your Highness.”

“Please, call me Daphyse.” She gestured toward a side chamber I hadn’t noticed before. “Shall we speak privately? There is much you need to understand about your destiny that only I can tell you.”

I followed her, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do. The side chamber was smaller than the main hall but just as weird architecturally as the rest of the temple that I’d seen. Stone walls, wooden ceiling, marble floor, all with the three different architectural styles colliding and blending. Just as in the halls, though, it didn’t look bad. I thought it looked kind of cool, actually, now that I’d seen the three styles separately in the meeting chamber. Not that I’d say that out loud to anybody who might have an actual grasp of interior design.

Daphyse closed the door behind us, and suddenly the temple felt a lot quieter. She turned to face me, and I realized she was shorter than I’d expected. Maybe five-six, which put the top of her head right about at my eye level. Somehow she’d seemed taller when she was commanding the room.

“Kevin, I need you to understand something very important,” she said. “I am the Sacred Gem Bearer. The only person on this continent capable of channeling the magical power you’ll need to face the coming darkness.”

“What exactly is the coming darkness?”

Her expression grew serious. “Beegus the Destroyer. A military commander whose dark forces have been launching increasingly coordinated attacks across the continent. Our intelligence suggests she’s building toward some catastrophic event that will coincide with a rare planetary alignment occurring in five days.”

“Thomas mentioned that timeline.”

“Brother Thomas,” she said, emphasizing his title, “is well-informed about prophecies, but he lacks the strategic knowledge necessary to understand the full scope of what we’re facing.” Daphyse moved to a small table and spread out what looked like a map. I wasn’t sure exactly where the map had come from. It couldn’t have been in her dress, because she hadn’t introduced herself by announcing it had pockets. “These are the confirmed attack sites over the past six months.”

I looked at the map. Red marks dotted the parchment like a rash, concentrated around the borders between the different colored regions. “There are a lot of them.”

“Each one more sophisticated than the last. Beegus isn’t some mindless monster. She’s a tactical genius with access to underground tunnel networks that allow her forces to strike anywhere without warning.” Daphyse pointed to a cluster of marks near what looked like a major city. “Three weeks ago, she hit a supply convoy fifty miles from our capital. Last week, it was a border fortress that should have been impregnable.”

“And you think I can stop her?”

“Not alone. That’s why the prophecy brought us together.”

She looked up from the map, and there was something in her eyes that made my stomach do a weird flip. Not from fear, exactly, but something like it. The way she focused on me intensely made me feel like I might be the only other person on the planet.

“The Crown Gem responds to royal bloodline, Kevin. Eight centuries of imperial heritage flow through my veins. When combined with your prophetic power, we’ll have the magical strength necessary to stop whatever Beegus is planning.”

I stared at the map, trying to process what she was telling me. “What about the other nations? Thomas mentioned three of them.”

“The Kingdom of Corean and the Maton Dynasty.” Daphyse’s voice took on a dismissive tone. “Both flawed in their own ways, but they’ll surely recognize the wisdom of accepting imperial leadership once you demonstrate your power through my gem.”

“Flawed how?”

“Corean is populated by catpeople who solve everything with violence rather than civilized negotiation. They’re strong fighters, I’ll grant them that, but they lack the organizational structure necessary for effective leadership.” She traced a finger along the mountainous region on the map. “Their society is based on merit through combat trials, which sounds admirable until you realize it means their leaders are chosen by brawn, not fitness to rule, and the whole command structure changes every time someone gets lucky in a fight.”

“And the other one?”

“Maton is ruled by elves who waste time talking to trees instead of advancing their civilization through proper governance.” The disdain in her voice was unmistakable. “They’re so focused on spiritual purity and communion with nature that they’ve neglected basic infrastructure and military preparedness. Lovely people, I’m sure, but completely impractical when it comes to continental defense.”

I looked at her carefully. “You really think they’ll just go along with imperial leadership?”

“Once they see what we can accomplish together? Of course.” Her confidence was absolute, and her tone made it clear she wasn’t expecting to be questioned. “The prophecy exists for a reason, Kevin. You were brought here to unite the continent under proper guidance, and I represent the only kingdom with the resources, organization, and magical power necessary to provide that guidance.”

She rolled up the map with a quick and familiar flick of the wrist. I wanted to ask more questions about the world I found myself in. If there were catpeople and elves, what kind of other creatures were there? Orcs? Gnomes? Gnorcs? In such a fantastical world, anything was possible, right?

But something about the way the princess moved made me feel like she was still talking. Even in silence, it felt like I would be insulting her to interrupt.

“We should depart for the capital immediately. Every hour we delay gives Beegus more time to prepare, and there’s much you need to learn about channeling your prophesied power through the Crown Gem.”

“Wait, we’re leaving now?” I looked toward the closed door. “I should probably finish my conversation with Thomas first, right?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Daphyse was already moving toward the door. She smoothed her hands along her skirt. “Brother Thomas understands the urgency of our mission. He’ll know that the Gem Bearer would naturally escort the prophesied hero to safety.”

“But—”

“Kevin.” She stopped and turned back to me. “Do you trust the prophecy that brought you here?”

I thought about it. Did I?

No. I absolutely did not.

The whole thing felt like an elaborate mistake. Thomas had known things about my life that no one should, so I was confident that I was the one the prophecy spoke of, but that didn’t mean that I felt at all confident that I could be a hero. But this woman had traveled through dangerous territory just to meet me, based on nothing but ancient predictions. She was clearly a very serious woman with professional intent, and probably wouldn’t take it lightly if I immediately talked trash on the prophecy she’d patterned her life around.

“I guess?” I lied.

“Then trust that I know what’s best for fulfilling your destiny. Our destiny.” She opened the door and gestured for me to follow. “My carriage convoy is waiting, and we have a long journey ahead of us.”

I followed her back through the temple corridors, my bare feet slapping against the stone floors. The sound seemed louder now, more obvious. I was about to travel to an imperial capital wearing a hi-vis vest and no shoes. Perfect. This was going to go great.

Thomas was waiting in the main hall, looking worried. “Princess, perhaps Kevin should remain at the temple until—”

“Until Beegus strikes again?” Daphyse didn’t slow down. “I think not, Brother Thomas. The prophesied hero belongs with his destined partner, where his power can be properly protected.”

“Your Highness, there are—”

“I’m sure you’ll handle whatever other protocols with your usual competence.” She paused at the temple entrance and gave him that polite but final smile again. “Thank you for your service to the prophecy, Brother Thomas. Kevin is in the right hands now thanks to you.”

And then we were outside, and I was getting my first look at this world in daylight.

The temple sat on a plateau that overlooked the rolling countryside below. The landscape was green and lush, with forests and farmland stretching to the horizon. Roads led away from the temple toward towering mountains, distant cities, and what looked like a giant wall running along one side. The north? I didn’t know. I had no compass and had never been a boy scout.

But what really caught my attention was the convoy waiting at the bottom of the temple’s big dramatic stone steps. Six carriages, each one looking the size of my apartment, painted in purple and gold and decorated with elaborate symbols that made them look more like art pieces than functional transportation. Horses stamped and snorted in their traces, and columns of uniformed guards were mounted on either side of the formation.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Daphyse descended the steps with noble grace. “Imperial engineering at its finest. These carriages can travel hundreds of miles without need for stop or repair, and the suspension system ensures a smooth ride even over rough terrain.”

A guard dismounted and opened the door of the lead carriage. The interior was upholstered in purple velvet with gold trim, and the seats looked more comfortable than my bed back in Ohio.

“After you,” Daphyse said.

I climbed into the carriage, trying not to think about how out of place I looked. Or that I was getting into a stranger’s car.

She didn’t even offer me candy. How easy was I?


Chapter three
The Wide World


The seats were even more comfortable as they appeared, and there was enough room inside for four people to sit without crowding each other. Even the carriage floor felt soft and plush under my bare feet.

Daphyse settled across from me as the guard closed the door. A moment later, the carriage lurched into motion with barely a bump.

“The road to Aurumspire is well-maintained and patrolled,” she said, noticing my surprised expression. “Imperial infrastructure is the finest on the continent. We’ll reach the capital by later this afternoon.”

Then we were off.

Daphyse and I sat in silence. The horses moved quickly, and through the window, I watched the temple grow smaller. Thomas stood at the entrance, hands clasped behind his back, watching our departure. I raised my hand in a small wave, but he didn’t mirror the gesture. Maybe he couldn’t see it.

I sat, looking at the window for a long time. As a kid from the Midwest, long car trips didn’t bother me. I’d never been in a horse-drawn carriage before, but it was kind of fun. Different, at least.

The scenery flew past my window. I didn’t look at anything in particular, but just let it roll past. It cleared my mind, dragging away the worry.

This place was kind of nice. A bit extra, but pretty. In a Middle Earth but somehow more perfect fantasy sort of way.

When I turned to look at my companion sometime later, Daphyse was staring at me. Intensely. Watching and waiting.

The force of personality that surrounded her finally told me it was my turn to talk, but I had no idea what she wanted me to say. In my experience, when you’re stuck in a conversation with someone way more important than you, the best course of action is to show interest in something they’re passionate about. Whether that’s asking your parole officer about their hunting trip, or pretending to be interested in the same TV show as your boss, you just had to find the topic that would let them talk the most.

“Tell me about your empire,” I said, blurting out the first thing that came to mind.

Her face lit up. Ding ding ding. I’d said exactly the right thing to keep her happy.

“The Blessed Empire of Pador has eight hundred thousand citizens living in prosperity and security. Our agricultural output feeds not just our own people but provides surplus for trade with the other kingdoms. It is our road network that connects every major city and town, ensuring rapid communication and transport of goods. And our legal system provides justice and stability for all citizens regardless of birth or station. It is a true utopia.”

She pointed out the window at farmland rolling past. It looked almost too idyllic, with rows of golden wheat stretching on for miles, and patches of pumpkins and other gourds fat and plentiful, practically glowing in the sunlight. I watched a group of people working in the fields, and they, too, looked healthy and well-fed, and using tools that looked durable and well-kept.

“These fields produce three times the yield of equivalent land in other kingdoms, thanks to enhancement from the Crown Gem that I bear,” she announced with pride. “The farmers you see working them own their own land and prosper from their labor as is proper in civilized society.”

“It looks peaceful,” I ventured, trying to keep her going.

“Peace through strength and proper governance,” Daphyse said. “When people have food, shelter, and meaningful work, they don’t resort to the violence and chaos that plague less organized societies.”

She looked at me like she was expecting a response.

“Like the catpeople?” I guessed.

“Exactly.” Her tone grew more serious. “Don’t misunderstand me, Kevin. The people of Corean aren’t evil. Just short-sighted, bound by an archaic system that rewards aggression over cooperation, without the good sense to reform it. Their constant combat trials and leadership challenges create instability that prevents them from building the kind of lasting prosperity you see here.”

The carriage rolled through a small town, and I could see people stopping their work to wave at the convoy. Children ran alongside the carriages for a few yards before falling behind, laughing and shouting.

“They seem to like you,” I observed.

“They know I care about their welfare.” There was genuine warmth in her voice. I was doing a good job of keeping on her good side so far. “Every policy decision I help make, every resource allocation I review, every diplomatic negotiation I participate in…all of it is focused on ensuring their safety and prosperity.”

“And you think the other kingdoms’ people would benefit from that kind of leadership?” I asked. It wasn’t a real question. Just a softball that would let her keep talking so that I could avoid sticking my foot in my mouth for a few more minutes.

“I know they would.” Her confidence never wavered as she bit down on the bait question hard. “The catpeople of Corean have cultivated a strong people, but the lack of resources and nonexistent infrastructure has stifled their population growth. Under imperial guidance, we could establish trade networks and roads that could turn them into a real nation for once. The elves of Maton have incredibly fertile land, but they lack the agricultural acumen to capitalize on it. With our farming techniques and the power of the Crown Gem, I could feed all three nations with a small sliver of their territory, and usher in an age of prosperity for all.”

It almost felt like a rehearsed pitch. Not just like something she’d said a thousand times before, but heard a thousand times. Like it was a family speech passed down the royal line for generations.

I smiled and nodded along.

She leaned forward slightly. “Kevin, imagine what we could accomplish together. Your prophetic power channeled through eight centuries of imperial magical heritage, supported by the most stable and prosperous kingdom on the continent. After we beat back the coming darkness, we could end the cycle of warfare and isolation that has plagued this world for generations.”

I made a non-committal sound and looked out at the countryside again. The farms were giving way to more populated areas with larger towns with stone buildings and busy marketplaces. People moved with purpose but not desperation. There were no beggars that I could see, no obvious signs of poverty or neglect.

“It does look like you’ve built something great here,” I admitted. On the surface, at least, she was right. This did look a little bit like a utopia.

“We have. And with your help, we can extend that prosperity to everyone.” She settled back in her seat. “The prophecy didn’t bring you here now by accident, Kevin. You were chosen because you have the strength and wisdom necessary to help me guide this continent toward a better future. You arrive while the empire is at its peak, to ensure that the era of shared greatness for all people comes by the peaceful guidance of the hero, and not by conquest.”

The way she said it made it sound so reasonable, so obvious. Of course the organized, prosperous empire could conquer the kingdoms focused on individual combat or spiritual contemplation. Of course their power and technology would improve the lives of all people here. And of course the benevolent royalty of the empire would prefer to expand their rule through peaceful cooperation rather than a brutal war.

But something nagged at me.

Maybe it was the way she’d dismissed Thomas so efficiently, or how quickly she’d assumed I would come with her without question. The only nice things she had to say about the other nations were backhanded compliments immediately turned into critiques.

Her confidence was impressive, but it was also absolute. Inflexible.

The voice in the back of my mind asked very insistently what would happen if something challenged that confidence. Would it bend? Would it break?

“And if the other kingdoms don’t want imperial guidance?”

“They will, once they see the results.” She smiled. Patient and kind. Never wavering. “People aren’t stupid, Kevin. When presented with clear evidence of superior organization and prosperity, they make rational choices. When the hero stands with the Crown Gem’s power and saves the world, they’ll know perfectly well who the true leader of this realm is.”

“People aren’t stupid?” I asked, leaning forward. Part of me screamed to lean back, shut up, and just keep smiling and nodding. But that voice in the back of my mind wouldn’t let go of this. “That has never been my experience. A person is smart, but people, as a group? They don’t see clear evidence of a superior leader. They see a show of force and a threat. What happens if they react with fear instead of rational thinking?”

Her smile didn’t change, but something shifted in her eyes. She wasn’t upset. It was almost as if she was eager for the question. “Then we’ll help them understand why cooperation serves everyone’s best interests. By whatever means necessary.”

As if to punctuate that response, the carriage convoy passed by a military fort standing sentinel over the fields. Just as the workers looked well-fed with good tools, so too did the guards. Gleaming armor over broad-shouldered soldiers in organized and disciplined ranks.

Men and women saluted us. Hailed us and thanked us.

I had nothing to say to Daphyse’s comment and so I just kept my mouth shut.

The carriage continued rolling through Pador territory as the morning wore on. We passed through prosperous towns and beautiful fields. The landscape was beautiful, the people seemed genuinely happy, and Daphyse clearly took pride in caring deeply about their welfare. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something important.

Maybe it was just nerves. After all, a few hours ago I’d been dead. Now I was riding in a royal carriage toward an imperial capital, supposedly destined to save the world with a princess who seemed to have everything figured out.

It should have been reassuring. The panic I’d felt at Brother Thomas telling me I was in charge of saving the world should have been soothed by having a princess arrive to take control of the task and guide me to victory just as she guided her people to greatness. Instead, it felt like I was being swept along by a current I couldn’t see or control. And as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t bring myself to blindly trust that current.

But what choice did I have? The world was ending in five days, and Daphyse’s magical power was part of the prophecy to stop it. Even if I didn’t understand everything that was happening, even if her absolute confidence made me nervous, she was still my best chance to save this world. As much as I couldn’t trust her, I also couldn’t let my innate nature as a colossal fuck-up doom this world to darkness.


Chapter four
We Live In A Society


The crowds started gathering well before we even reached the city proper.

At first, there were just a few people along the roadside, waving and calling out greetings to the imperial convoy. But as we got closer to the city that Daphyse called Aurumspire, the numbers swelled until there were hundreds of people lining both sides of the road. Then thousands.

“They’re here for you,” Daphyse said, settling back in her seat with obvious satisfaction. “Word travels fast when the prophesied hero arrives.”

I pressed my face to the carriage window, watching the crowd grow thicker as we approached the city gates. People were throwing flower petals that poured down the carriage’s sides like colorful rain. Children sat on their parents’ shoulders, waving and laughing. Adults cheered and waved banners I couldn’t read.

“This is insane.” I gripped the frame of the window. “I’m in the bad place.”

Daphyse moved to the window beside me and waved gracefully at the crowd. The cheering got louder. “This is what happens when people have hope. They’ve suffered at the hands of Beegus’s attacks, and heard the tales about the coming darkness. They know the danger we’re facing. Your arrival means salvation is finally at hand.”

No pressure or anything.

Daphyse was so close. Her shoulder brushed against mine, on accident or purpose, and then she put a hand to my wrist. “You’ll be fine.”

“I’m not nervous.”

The princess gave me a patient smile before returning to waving at her people. Her hand never left my arm, however. If anything, her grip tightened as soon as her eyes were elsewhere.

The city gates were big stone arches decorated with gold inlay that caught the afternoon light. More guards in polished armor stood at attention as our convoy passed through, and I caught glimpses of their faces under their helmets. They looked proud. Confident. Relieved. Like they genuinely believed their princess was bringing home the answer to all their problems.

Absolutely no pressure.

The streets inside the city were even more crowded. Buildings rose three and four stories on either side, with people hanging out of windows and standing on balconies to get even a glimpse of the carriages. The architecture was all clean lines and golden accents, like someone had given a Renaissance Faire unlimited funding to build a city.

“Aurumspire has been the imperial capital for over eight centuries,” Daphyse said, still waving at the crowds. Still holding my wrist. “Every building you see was designed to reflect the prosperity and stability that imperial governance provides.”

The design did a good job of conveying it. The streets were wide and well-maintained, with actual gutters and proper drainage into what I suspected were functional sewers. The people looked healthy and well-dressed. Not a pothole or beggar in sight. Obviously no city I’d ever seen in Ohio could compare.

But what really got my attention was how they looked at Daphyse. Not with fear or the kind of forced enthusiasm you’d expect from subjects who had to pretend to love their rulers. They genuinely seemed happy to see her. Like she was their favorite niece coming home for the holidays.

“They really do love you,” I said, unable to keep the awe from my voice.

“Of course they do.” Her smile was radiant as she waved at a group of children who were jumping up and down with excitement. “When you dedicate your life to serving your people’s welfare, they respond with genuine affection. It’s not complicated.”

The palace came into view as we rounded a corner, and I felt my jaw drop. The thing was enormous. Not just big, but impossibly, ridiculously huge. Golden spires rose hundreds of feet into the air, connected by bridges and walkways that looked like they were designed to be a backdrop for a climactic final battle in a fantasy movie. The walls were white marble veined with gold, and the whole structure seemed to glow in the afternoon light.

“Holy shit,” I blurted.

“The Golden Palace,” Daphyse said with obvious pride. “Home to the imperial family for centuries. The throne room alone could hold ten thousand people.”

Our convoy rolled through another set of gates, these ones even more elaborate than the city entrance. The courtyard beyond was paved with stones that had been cut and fitted so precisely they looked like a single piece of marble, with the veins of darker color running in elaborate and beautiful designs. Fountains sprayed water that danced in the afternoon sun while gardens full of flowers I didn’t recognize provided splashes of color against the white and gold architecture.

Only when we stopped did Daphyse let go of my wrist.

Servants in purple and gold livery were waiting. One of them opened the door and offered Daphyse his hand, which she accepted with the kind of graceful movement that probably took years to master.

I climbed out after her, my bare feet hitting the smooth stone of the courtyard. The servants’ eyes flicked to my hi-vis vest and worn jeans, but their expressions didn’t change. Professional courtesy, I guessed.

“The Emperor is waiting in the throne room,” one of them said to Daphyse. “He’s eager to meet the prophesied hero.”

“Of course he is.” Daphyse turned to me. She extended out her hand, perfect as an Instagram influencer. “Kevin, are you ready to meet my father?”

No. Absolutely not.

I was ready to find the nearest exit and figure out how to get back to the Temple where Brother Thomas could explain some things about literally anything before I met any kind of emperor.

And maybe find me some shoes.

“Sure,” I said. It was, of course, the answer Daphyse wanted to hear, and my instincts made me say it just to keep from turning this whole situation against me.

She surged forward, grabbing my arm and hugging it to the side of her body while dragging me forward. “Come, then!”

The palace interior was even more overwhelming than the outside. Hallways stretched in every direction, their walls covered with paintings in golden frames. Each one represented more wealth than I’d probably ever seen in my life. Marble columns supported ceilings decorated with shining gold leaf and glittering precious stones. Draperies hung between windows that were themselves works of art, with stained glass that threw colored light across the floors. Kings and queens and mythical beings were all depicted, as well as the kingdom and palace.

Everything was so perfect in a Disney movie sort of way.

“The throne room is this way,” Daphyse said, leading me through corridors that seemed to go on forever. Her casual disregard for the opulence surrounding us on all sides was almost more disorienting than the decorations themselves. “Father will want to assess your suitability as my destined partner, but don’t worry. He’s quite reasonable once you get to know him.”

I stopped walking, even as Daphyse tried to drag me forward by my arm. “Wait, what does that mean?”

The princess gave me a measured smile. “Nothing dramatic. He simply needs to confirm that you’re worthy of imperial partnership.” She kept walking, still holding onto my arm, forcing me to follow. “It’s a formality, really. The prophecy wouldn’t have brought you here if you weren’t meant to be. As soon as he knows you are Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio, everything will be fine.”

We passed through a set of doors that were at least twenty feet tall, and I found myself in a room that defied comprehension. The throne room was bigger than most shopping malls, with a vaulted ceiling so tall that I thought we were outside. Columns marched in perfect rows toward a raised platform at the far end, where a throne made of what looked like solid gold sat beneath purple and gold banners bearing the imperial coat of arms.

And sitting on that throne was a man who could only be the man in charge.

He was maybe fifty, with graying auburn hair and the same piercing blue eyes as his daughter. His bearing was regal without being stiff, and when he smiled, it was with genuine warmth rather than political calculation. He wore robes of deep purple silk with golden embroidery through the whole thing that probably took an army of seamstresses a decade to complete.

“Father,” Daphyse said, executing a perfect curtsy. “It is my pleasure to present to the empire Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio. The prophesied hero.”

The man rose from his throne and walked down the steps to meet us. His posture was confident but not arrogant, and when he extended his hand, it was with the easy manner of someone who was comfortable with his authority.

“Kevin,” he said, his voice carrying easily through the vast space. “Welcome to Aurumspire. I’m Emperor Perthil Aurelius Pador, though I hope you’ll call me Perthil. We’re going to be working together, after all.”

I shook his hand, trying not to think about how my calloused palm felt against his smooth skin. “Thank you for having me, Your Majesty. I mean, Perthil.”

Was Your Majesty right? I didn’t know enough about kings or emperors to know better. Not exactly something the Ohio Department of Education thought was important to teach kids. You called a king Your Majesty though, I was pretty sure. And Daphyse was a princess, so he was a king? Or was he actually an emperor? That would be Imperial Majesty?

My brain hurt.

No one looked offended, so I just rolled with it.

“The prophecies said you’d have a dire journey to arrive here. Transported from another world to save ours from destruction.” He studied my face with intelligent eyes. “That must be overwhelming.”

“A little, yeah.”

“I imagine so. Tell me, son, what do you think of our empire so far?”

It was clearly a test question. Like a job interview. I was famously terrible at job interviews, but I at least knew what to say this time. “It’s beautiful. Your people look happy.”

“They are happy. That’s what happens when you build a society based on mutual prosperity.” He gestured toward the windows that looked out over the city. “Every citizen has food, shelter, and meaningful work. Every child receives education. Every family has security. It’s taken centuries to build, each generation working toward the betterment of the next, but I believe we’ve created something worth protecting.”

“It definitely seems like it.”

“Good.” His smile became more genuine. “Because protecting it is going to require difficult choices in the days ahead. Beegus the Destroyer isn’t going to be stopped by good intentions and wishful thinking. We’re going to need to get our hands dirty.”

“Daphyse showed me the map of attacks. It looks like it’s been a lot to deal with.”

“Indeed. Our intelligence suggests she has entry to subterranean tunnels that permit her forces to attack anywhere without warning, but none of our forces can find or block these passages. Our traditional defenses are useless against a foe that can penetrate any perimeter at will.” Perthil’s expression grew serious. “Which is why the prophecy’s fulfillment is our only option. The Crown Gem was created to channel power on a scale that conventional magic cannot match, entrusted to our protection that it would be ready for you when you finally arrived.”

I paused. “Daphyse mentioned the Crown Gem before. I thought it was used to power your farms.”

“It is an artifact of immense power, with many functions. It serves to feed our people and coordinate our troops, as well as holding the power to dispel the coming darkness. Daphyse bears it now, but has been in our family for eight centuries.”

Daphyse moved closer to my side. “Which is why the prophecy brought you to us, Kevin. The Crown Gem responds to royal bloodline, and, when combined with your prophetic power, we’ll have the strength needed to save everyone.”

Everyone. She said it like it was a casual consequence of being the best, not her sworn duty.

“What about the other kingdoms? Do they have any part of this?”

“Of course they do,” Perthil said, smoothing his hands over his lap. “Once we’ve demonstrated the effectiveness of our alliance, I’m sure they’ll take part in all the celebrations of our victory over Beegus.” He laughed like it was funny. “And then we can bring them under the prosperous guidance of our rule. Whether elves, humans, or catpeople, they aren’t stupid. When presented with clear evidence of superior leadership, they will make rational choices.”

It was almost word-for-word what Daphyse had said in the carriage.

This was an official position on the part of the Empire.

Rehearsed, repeated, and recited until they really truly believed it.

“I asked Daphyse before,” my mouth said without consulting my brain. “But what if they refuse? What if they see our partnership as a threat, and not a sign of changing times?”

Perthil’s smile didn’t change, but his thick eyebrows quirked slightly. Amusement or impatience? “Then we’ll help them see what serves their best interests. The good of the people always takes priority, whether or not their leadership agrees.”

A servant appeared at the Emperor’s elbow and whispered something I couldn’t hear. Perthil nodded and turned back to us.

“The evening meal is ready to be served. Kevin, I hope you’ll join us for dinner. I’ve invited several members of the imperial council who are eager to meet our prophesied hero.”

“I’m not really dressed for a formal dinner,” I said, looking down at my hi-vis vest and bare feet.

“Nonsense.” The Emperor stood and took a few steps toward me. He motioned with one hand toward my person like I was a statue. Art to be appreciated. “You’re dressed as the hero who will save our world. That’s the most formal attire possible. I’m sure after you were seen on arrival, every seamstress in the empire is working to replicate your divine vestments for the most fashion-minded nobles to wear with pride.” Perthil closed the rest of the distance between us and clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m sure the hero has bigger concerns than clothing, at least until the crisis is passed.”

That was that. No way to say no.

Daphyse took my arm again and we followed the Emperor through a door out of the throne room and deeper into the palace. It didn’t take us long to make it to the dining hall, which seemed to make sense.

It was, however, another exercise in architectural excess. The table was long enough to seat fifty people, made from a single piece of dark wood that had been polished to a mirror shine. The chairs were high backed and made of the same dark wood. Everything gleamed. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, casting rainbow patterns across walls decorated with portraits of previous emperors and empresses. I waited for one or more of them to do the Scooby Doo moving eyes thing, but it didn’t happen.

About twenty people were already seated when we arrived, all of them wearing the kind of formal clothing that screamed wealth and importance. They rose as we entered, and I felt their eyes taking in my appearance, and the princess on my arm, with carefully controlled expressions. It didn’t feel like judgement so much as keen interest.

Still made me immediately feel self-conscious, however.

“Lords and ladies,” Perthil announced, “I present Kevin Matthew Brown, the prophesied hero who will stand with Princess Daphyse to save our world from the coming darkness.”

The applause was polite but enthusiastic. Guests leaned toward one another, whispering or giving furtive glances across the table.

Why the hell did this feel like high school all over again?

Daphyse led me to the table, dropping me off at a seat. I found myself seated at Perthil’s right hand, with Daphyse across from me. No one sat in the chair to my left. Was I being isolated on purpose? Daphyse sat prim and pretty in her chair, smiling at me like I was a precious bit of art to be admired.

When the woman to her right spoke to her, Daphyse looked away to address her, all smiles and formality. But immediately she returned her attention back to me.

Formal seemed to be the name of the game. Like kindergarteners following protocol, the diners introduced themselves. A flurry of names and titles flew at me. I immediately forgot them all, though I caught that they were dukes and duchesses, counts and barons, and other words that I recognized as fantasy noble titles that didn’t mean a damn thing to me.

Once introductions were made, food arrived.

It was incredible. Course after course of dishes I couldn’t identify but that tasted better than anything I’d ever eaten. Everything was rich and sweet, but not sugary. Savory but not heavy.

I ate like a man starved, although I tried to at least keep my elbows off the table.

Mostly.

The casual conversation between the nobility seemed normal for what I would expect. They talked about topics like trade negotiations, agricultural yields, and military preparedness. An occasional questioning glance was aimed my way, but Perthil or Daphyse redirected conversation quickly before anyone could actually engage me in conversations that went so far over my head that my brain refused to even process the words.

I was starting to relax, thinking maybe this wouldn’t be so bad, when Daphyse rose from her seat.

“My lords and ladies,” she said, her voice carrying easily through the dining hall. “We thank you for gathering here tonight to celebrate the arrival of our prophesied hero. But we must not forget that time is short. In five days, the coming darkness will threaten everything we hold dear.”

Murmurs of agreement rippled around the table. Everyone was focused on her now, hanging on every word. I felt grateful that the attention was off me for the moment.

“The prophecy tells us that only through the union of hero and Sacred Gem Bearer can we hope to channel the power necessary to face this threat. Kevin and I must join our destinies not just as allies, but as partners in the truest sense.”

She turned to face me directly, and I felt my stomach drop as I realized where this was going.

“Kevin Matthew Brown,” she said, her voice formal but warm, “will you join with me in marriage so that our combined power can save this world? Will you do me the honor of becoming my husband?”


Chapter five
Put A Ring On It


The silence stretched on well into awkwardness. A pin drop six rooms over would have sounded like a shotgun blast. Everyone stared at me with the kind of expectant smiles people wear when they’re absolutely sure that you’re going to say what they want and be happy to do so.

Daphyse stood beside her chair with perfect poise, hands clasped in front of her, waiting for what she clearly thought would be an immediate and enthusiastic yes.

My brain, meanwhile, was doing that thing where it shuts down completely when faced with a situation it can’t process. By the time it rebooted, the only thought I could handle was that I was being forced down a path I wasn’t choosing.

And given how well being forced down paths against my choosing had gone back in Ohio, I couldn’t just go along to get along.

“I...” The words started to come, then stopped. How do you tell a princess in front of her entire court that she’s moving way too fast? The balance of being diplomatic with being clear was not playing to my strengths. “We just met.”

Her smile didn’t change, but something shifted behind her eyes. “Of course we just met, Kevin. You only just arrived. But that’s how prophecies work. The cosmic forces don’t arrange for the appropriate years of courtship before bringing destined partners together, or before their union is necessary for the good of the world.”

“Right, but...” I looked around the table at all those expectant faces. “Marriage is a pretty big step. I mean, I don’t even know your favorite color.”

“Purple,” she said without hesitation. “Like the imperial banners and the Crown Gem’s light when channeled through royal bloodline. Now that we’ve established that, surely we can proceed?”

A few chuckles rippled around the table. Nervous laughter from people who weren’t sure if they were witnessing an exchange that would be worthy of gossip. I could tell they expected this to be a conversation that would pass into legend, but it was too early to say if this was going to be a romantic comedy or a tragedy.

“It’s not just about favorite colors,” I said, feeling heat creep up my neck. This really felt like a conversation that should be had in private, not in front of all the most important people I’d ever shared a room with in my life. “I barely know anything about your world. I don’t understand how the Empire works, what my role is supposed to be, or even what the coming darkness actually involves besides some military commander with underground tunnels. I don’t know if it’s right to rush into a marriage with a princess without knowing her or her empire properly.”

Daphyse’s smile became more strained. “Millions of innocent people will perish if we don’t act fast. Surely the lives of every man, woman, and child on this continent are more important than stuffy traditions.”

“Of course they are, but—”

“Then I don’t understand the problem.” Her voice carried just a hint of steel beneath the sweetness. That smile faltered like a slipped gear. I’d barely even begun to push back and her patience was already running out. “The prophecy brought you here explicitly for this purpose. You are the hero. I am the Gem Bearer. Only together can we access the power to save the world. What more do you need to understand?”

Murmurs of agreement went around the table. Nods and encouraging smiles from people who clearly thought I was being unnecessarily difficult about the obvious solution to all their problems.

But was I? Really?

“I need to know what being your spouse actually means, first,” I said. The urge to go along to get along was growing, and I forced it down. I wasn’t going to become some royal’s plaything just because she said it was what was supposed to happen. “And what my part in the prophecy involves besides just...marrying you and hoping for the best. I can’t just blunder my way through this. I need enough time to learn what I’m doing.”

“Time we don’t have.” Daphyse’s composure cracked a little more, her perfect smile becoming forced. “There are five days until the planetary alignment that will trigger the apocalyptic event we need to stop.” She paused. “Five days, Kevin. That’s not long. Trust me when I say I am your destiny. The Crown Gem only responds to the royal bloodline. When combined with your connection to the prophecy, we can channel enough magical energy to stop Beegus and save this world. What exactly is there to figure out?”

I could feel myself about to blurt out something stupid.

Now that I was fully processing what was going on, I could feel my thoughts running in four different directions at once.

I wasn’t stupid enough to charge into what amounted to a divinely arranged marriage, not when I still thought the prophecy was a dud. I also wasn’t stupid enough to think she’d still want to marry me once she got to know the kind of slob I really was if I gave her the time to get to know me.

I was too smart to discount the possibility of some Empire wedding tradition maiming or dismembering me. I was also too smart to ignore that the princess had nice legs and great…tracts of land.

That dress was really something. It put so many of her best features on display.

I’d be a stupid man to turn this down, and a stupid man to accept it.

She took my hesitation as some kind of concession, and immediately softened her tone. “I understand this is overwhelming, but surely a true hero wouldn’t delay salvation over...trivial uncertainties?”

That slapped my discordant thoughts into the same direction for a change. The same voice in my head that had always told me I wasn’t good enough took this opportunity to tell me that real heroes probably didn’t hesitate when people needed saving. They definitely would sacrifice their comfort and safety for the fate of the world.

Right?

“Maybe we could get engaged,” I said, grabbing for any compromise that might defuse the tension. “And then take a few days to get to know each other while we plan the wedding and save the world together?”

“Engaged? Planning?” Daphyse’s eyes flashed with something that definitely wasn’t happiness. “Kevin, we don’t need to plan anything. The power comes from the marriage bond itself, not from unnecessary pageantry. We should wed tomorrow so we have time to practice channeling the Crown Gem’s full potential before the alignment occurs.”

“Tomorrow?” My voice cracked. “That’s...the day after today.”

“I’m glad we’re on the same page, then.”

She moved around the end of the table, stepping briefly behind her father’s chair to approach me. I caught a brief glimpse of the strained and professional smile on Perthil’s face. I could see in his eyes the desperation to secure this marriage and save his people before Daphyse rounded the table to demand my full attention again.

“I don’t think you understand the urgency of our situation,” she said in a soft tone. “With each hour we stall, Beegus gains more time to prepare her assault. Time we spend on courtship rituals is time her forces grow stronger. Delays give her the opportunity to weaken our defenses and secure the time and resources she needs to overcome us.”

“But…”

Part of my brain knew she was right. If the world was ending in five days, and we had to get married to stop it, any resistance at all was selfish and stupid. But another part of my brain was screaming at me to slow down, reminding me how much my life on Earth had been totally screwed by the snap decision to get into the wrong car with the wrong friend.

The problem was I couldn’t tell which part was the rational one. They were both making a lot of sense.

“I just want to understand everything before making life-altering decisions,” I said, finally. “Is it so wrong to want to know more about the prophecy and my role in it?”

Daphyse’s royal composure continued to crack. I’d expected a scowl to appear and a temper tantrum to start. What I actually got was somehow so much worse.

Her smile didn’t fade, it only became somehow tight and dangerous. There was a sharpness to it, a knife brandished in my direction. Her tone stayed exactly the same, but put an edge of a threat in every word.

“Your role is to marry me and channel the Crown Gem’s power through your prophesied abilities so we can save this world. That’s your role, Kevin. Securing this marriage immediately should be your primary concern right now, not wiggling out of the only path to the world’s salvation.”

The dining hall had gone very quiet. Nobles focused intently on their wine glasses and the elaborate centerpieces, suddenly fascinated by floral arrangements they’d probably ignored all evening.

Only the emperor watched us, worry and concern plain on his face.

“How about this,” I said quickly, desperate to defuse whatever was building behind her eyes. I started talking before I finished coming up with the compromise, hoping that I could figure out something to mollify her before I finished the sentence. “Give me tonight to recover from the journey to this world. Prophesied hardships and all that, right? I’ll be recovered tomorrow, and we can talk more about the wedding. Maybe spend some time getting to know each other better before we, you know, tie the knot?”

My words had an immediate effect.

Her tone softened, and her smile turned bright once more. But it was still sharp as a blade, dangerous and deadly. “Of course, Kevin. What a wonderful idea. We can discuss all the details of our marriage tomorrow. Surely one evening’s delay won’t mean the deaths of thousands and the destruction of our world, right?”

The way she said “discuss” made it clear there wouldn’t be much actual discussion involved.

I was finally getting a read on her, and it was obvious that she was accustomed to getting exactly what she wanted. No wonder the rest of the nobility had averted their eyes when her mood had started to turn. They knew what I was up against.

But that was that, and Daphyse returned to her seat.

The rest of dinner was about as comfortable as sitting on broken glass. Nobles made polite conversation while carefully avoiding any mention of marriages, prophecies, or heroes who asked too many questions. Daphyse maintained perfect royal etiquette, making gracious small talk and ensuring everyone’s wine glass stayed full, but I caught the looks she shot in my direction when she thought I wasn’t watching.

They were full of fire and brimstone.

I’d royally fucked up.

When the final course was cleared away and the princess saw to seeing the guests out of the palace, Emperor Perthil rose from his seat. “Kevin, thank you for dining with us. I hope you’ll consider making the palace your permanent residence. We have quarters prepared that would befit a hero of your stature. Positioned modestly away from my daughter’s room, of course!” He paused for a polite laugh that didn’t come. He gestured for me to follow him. “Right this way, son.”

“Thank you, but I think I should return to the temple tonight.” I stood up, noting how my bare feet looked absolutely filthy against the polished marble floor. “I want to finish my education on the prophecy with Brother Thomas before tomorrow.”

“Naturally,” Perthil said, though his tone suggested this wasn’t what he’d hoped to hear. “At least allow us to provide you with appropriate transportation. Can’t have the prophesied hero walking dangerous roads alone at night.”

That sounded good, and I agreed. With a snap of his fingers he summoned a man who he whispered to, and then he was gone.

Twenty minutes later, I was standing in the palace courtyard next to the most ornate carriage I’d ever seen. Considering what we rode here on, that was a serious accomplishment. The thing was covered in imperial insignias, with golden eagles and purple banners and enough decorative flourishes to make it clear that whoever rode inside was Very Important and directly connected to the royal family.

“This is way too much,” I told the servant who was holding the carriage door open.

“Nonsense,” Daphyse said, appearing beside me with that bright, dangerous smile still in place. I couldn’t quite hide the way I started at her sudden appearance, but she seemed unbothered by it. “It’s the least we can do for our prophesied hero. I’ve also taken the liberty of including some small gifts to help you prepare for tomorrow’s discussion.”

“That’s really not necessary—”

“Of course it is.” She placed a hand on my arm, just above my wrist. Her grip was just a little too tight. “After all, we’re destined partners. It’s only natural that I would want to express my...affection.”

Was that what this was? It felt like obsession.

She released my arm, and I climbed into the carriage without saying a word because arguing with a princess had seemed like a bad idea when I’d been on her good side. Now that I’d provoked her, I would call it a victory if I got into the carriage in one piece.

There was a pile of gifts on the floor the size of a very large and wide toddler. Individual boxes wrapped in luscious purple ribbon and trimmed in gold.

Jesus.

I didn’t even give them a second glance. That was Future Me’s problem.

As the door closed behind me, I caught one last glimpse of Daphyse’s smile through the window. It looked more like a threat than an expression of romantic interest.

The carriage got moving. It couldn’t go fast enough.

When we were a comfortable distance form the palace, I called out to the driver. “Hold up a sec.”

The carriage slowed to a stop and a man poked his face in a small window.

“Sir?”

“Can we remove all the imperial stuff from this carriage? The banners and eagles and everything?”

He looked incredibly uncomfortable. “Excuse me?”

“I need to stay neutral between the kingdoms,” I said, coming up with the best excuse I could on the fly. I didn’t want to be riding through the countryside sending the message that I’d accepted a marriage proposal that I hadn’t. But if word got back to Daphyse that I’d said that, I’d be lucky to get out of our next meeting with my eyes still in my sockets. “I can’t show up at the temple looking like I’m only here to save one-third of the world, can I? I’m the whole world’s hero, not just the Empire’s.”

The confused driver spent ten minutes taking down flags and uninstalling little golden eagle ornaments. By the time we finally started moving, the carriage looked like it belonged to a wealthy Empire noble, but not full royalty. It was a small step, but it was a start.

With that handled, now I had to deal with Daphyse’s idea of “small gifts.”

The wrapped packages were varying shapes and sizes but all with purple and gold ribbons and bearing cards addressed to “My Beloved Fiancé.” There were at least thirty of them, ranging from small jewelry boxes to packages large enough to contain small furniture.

I opened the first one and found a golden ring set with a purple stone. On Earth it would have cost six times my annual salary, minimum. The card read: “For the hand that will join with mine in eternal partnership. All my love, your devoted Daphyse.”

Creepy.

This wasn’t even an engagement set. Just some weird promise ring or something. And she didn’t even take the other ring.

The second package contained silk undergarments in my exact size, which raised questions about how she’d gotten my measurements. The card said: “For our wedding night, my darling. I cannot wait to show you the depths of my devotion.”

My face burned as I realized what I was looking at. We’d known each other for less than twelve hours, and she was already planning our wedding night activities. In detail, based on the contents of some of the other packages.

The gifts got more personal and presumptuous as I worked my way through them. Love poetry written in elaborate calligraphy. A miniature portrait of herself in a purple-and-gold locket. A key to her private chambers. A stack of perfumed letters declaring her eternal love for her “destined soulmate” dated from the last couple of years, making it clear that she’d been expecting my prophesied arrival and subsequent marriage since she turned sixteen.

One package contained a thick leather-bound book titled “The Complete Guide Marital Bliss” with several bright purple bookmarks sticking out of hit. I flipped through it and immediately slammed it shut. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but the detailed instructions complete with anatomically-correct diagrams was not it.

She’d even written notes in the margins about her preferred positions.

By the time I’d gone through half the presents, my head was spinning. Each gift came with a card that assumed not just that we were getting married, but that we were already deeply in love. That I shared her certainty about our destined partnership and couldn’t wait to consummate our prophetic union.

The whole thing felt like emotional whiplash. On one hand, she was clearly trying to show affection and prepare for what she saw as our inevitable future together. On the other hand, we’d literally just met, and her assumptions about the depth of our relationship made me feel like I didn’t have any say in the matter.

I packed the gifts back into their boxes and tried not to think about tomorrow’s “discussion” with a woman who’d already picked out our wedding lingerie.

The temple appeared through the carriage window just as full dark was settling over the landscape. Brother Thomas was waiting outside the entrance, hands clasped behind his back, pacing back and forth across the stone steps. Considering that was where I’d seen him when I left hours ago, I wondered if he had been waiting there all day.

When he saw the carriage approaching, his face broke into an expression of intense relief.

“Kevin!” He jogged down the steps as the carriage came to a stop. “Thank goodness you’re back. How did things go with Princess Daphyse?”

I thought it had gone pretty terrible, but considering the expression on his face, I didn’t want to make his day any worse than I already had. “Complicated,” I said instead, climbing out of the carriage. My driver flashed me a look, but I ignored him. The stone steps felt cold under my bare feet after hours in the cushioned carriage. “She wants to get married tomorrow so we can save the world with combined magical power.”

Thomas’s face went pale. “Tomorrow? That’s...quite fast.”

“Thank you! That’s exactly what I said. She wasn’t thrilled with my request for more time for silly things like getting to know each other or learning about the prophecy.” I gestured toward the carriage full of engagement presents. “She’s very confident about our destined partnership and exactly how it’s going to go.”

“I see.” Thomas looked like he wanted to say something else but couldn’t figure out how to start. He finally ran his hands down his robes, as if smoothing them. “We need to discuss the prophecy. Imminently. There’s more you need to know.”

“Right, because I have about a thousand questions. Like, what exactly is my power? How does it work with princess’s Crown Gem? Do we have to be married for it to work? And why—”

“Those are all excellent questions, and I promise we’ll discuss them.” Thomas held up his hand, cutting me off mid-question. His expression went from relieved to nervous fast enough to make me jumpy. “Later. But right now…” He grimaced, like he’d licked something sour. “There’s someone waiting inside who can’t be kept waiting any longer.”

I followed his gaze toward the temple entrance. “Who?”

“A warrior named Trish. She’s traveled far to meet you.” Thomas started walking toward the doors, gesturing for me to follow. “She arrived this morning, not long after you left with Princess Daphyse. She’s been...patient, but I can tell her patience is wearing thin.”

“What does she want?”

Thomas paused with his hand on the temple doors. “She says she needs to speak with you urgently about the prophecy. About your destiny.”

He pushed open the doors, and I followed him into the main hall.

A woman stood near the central altar, her back to us. She was tall and lean, with wide hips but a flat chest. The outfit she wore looked similar to Daphyse’s dress, but hers was blue with gold piping, and was cut to show off her muscular arms and midsection. Her body was covered with black stripes that looked like a tiger’s markings, but were clearly tattoos. She had silver hair that was cut into a cute, shoulder-length bob that didn’t seem to fit her physique. Cat ears perked up on top of her head, and a striped tail swished behind her as she turned to face us.

Her face was pretty. Feminine, yet full of angles. She had two of those stripe tattoos on either side of her face, high up on her cheekbones. Her eyes were warm brown, but they held the kind of intensity that made me think of predators. Not dangerous, exactly, but alert. Aware. Like she was constantly evaluating threats and opportunities. She looked just as fit and athletic from the front as she did from behind, and I had to focus my attention for a moment to keep my eyes on her face.

The catgirl took a few steps toward me, moving gracefully. She smiled, small at first, and then widening over time. It did nothing to dispel the intense aura around her.

“Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio. I’m Trish Shadowstripe of the Kingdom of Corean.” Her tail waved lazily behind her. “I’ve been waiting to meet you. I am the Sacred Gem Bearer.”


Chapter six
Territorial Dispute


I coughed to try to hide my laughter. Felt like I was losing my mind.

Did she just say she was the Sacred Gem Bearer?

Daphyse was the Sacred Gem Bearer!

“I’m sorry, you’re the what now?” Was I staring? Yes. My brain was doing that thing again where it just stopped processing information entirely.

The hell was going on?

“I am the Sacred Gem Bearer,” she repeated, like I was slow. “The War Gem responds to my command. I earned the right through trials of combat and strength. I am the best of Corean. The strongest and most perfect mate for the prophesized hero.”

I looked between her and Brother Thomas, who had gone very pale and was opening his mouth like he wanted to say something but only air rushed out.

Guess I had to take care of this one myself.

“Princess Daphyse just told me she was the Sacred Gem Bearer. And it’s called the Crown Gem, and it’s been in her family for eight centuries or something.”

Trish threw back her head and laughed. It wasn’t a polite, royal laugh like Daphyse’s had been. This was sharp and bitter, with real humor behind it. “Of course the princess told you that. Humans are manipulative liars who twist the truth for political advantage. She probably told you she was your destined partner too, didn’t she?”

“Well, yeah. She did.”

“Typical.” Trish’s tail lashed behind her as she stepped closer. The look on the catgirl’s face was pure anger. She sneered, and it was clear exactly what she thought of the princess. “That human lies. There is only one Gem and I have it.”

She stepped close. A little too close. I looked up at her. How had I not noticed the catgirl was taller than me? It wasn’t by much, maybe an inch and a half, but she seemed to loom in her anger.

“The imperial family thinks they can claim whatever they want,” she said, biting the words as they left her mouth, “through bloodline and pretty speeches.” A growl lingered in the back of her throat. “But their Gem is false. A fabricated story to give their people false confidence. Only my gem is real. I am the Sacred Gem Bearer.”

Brother Thomas cleared his throat. “Actually—”

“No.” Trish’s voice carried absolute authority, the kind that made people shut up and listen whether they wanted to or not. Her ears flattened against her head as she turned toward him. He flinched under her glare, and I didn’t blame him. This bitch was crazy scary. “You can leave now, Brother Thomas. Your job is done. Kevin and I don’t need any more interference.”

“But there are things Kevin needs to understand about the prophecy—”

“The only thing Kevin needs to understand is that I’m his.” Trish’s brown eyes were still fixed on Thomas with predatory intensity. “This conversation requires privacy between the people who actually matter.” She snarled. “Go find something else to do.”

Thomas looked like he wanted to argue, but something about Trish’s posture made him think better of it. Or maybe it was the claws popping out of her fingers.

Holy shit.

Why the fuck was I turned on?

“I’ll be in the archives if you need me,” he said, backing toward the door like he was afraid to turn around. Like he didn’t want to present his back to this obvious danger. “Kevin, when you’re done here, we really do need to discuss—”

“Later,” Trish said, and somehow the word was a threat.

The doors that took Thomas deeper into the temple closed behind him with a hollow thud that seemed way too loud in the sudden silence. Then I was alone with a woman who moved like a predator and looked at me like I was cornered prey.

“Finally,” Trish said, her voice immediately softer without Thomas around to overhear. She turned to me, and it was quite clear it wasn’t just her voice. The sharp edges around her eyes were softer, too, and her tail immediately curled at the end into a little question mark. A sign of feline comfort and love. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting to meet you?”

“Thomas said you got here this morning.”

“But that wasn’t when this started for me.” She moved closer once more, close enough that I could smell something clean and wild on her, like mountain air and leather. “I’ve been waiting years for the prophecy to bring you here. Training, preparing, making myself worthy of being your destined partner. Fighting hard to earn the right to be yours.”

Something in her expression worried me. Was I in danger?

“About that,” I said, taking a step back and immediately hitting the altar behind me. “I’m still trying to figure out this whole Sacred Gem Bearer thing. If Daphyse has one and you have one—”

“She doesn’t have anything.” Trish’s ears flicked forward and back with irritation. “The Pador Empire claims to have a power that they attribute to a gem, sure, but that doesn’t make it true. And even if it was, their own story doesn’t sound like any proper Sacred Gem to me. According to them, any royal heir, no matter how weak and inbred, could wave their hands around and make crops grow.” Trish sneered. “The War Gem is different. It’s truly sacred, and that shows in its wisdom. It chooses a bearer through trials of strength and courage, not through accidents of birth. Only the worthy can use it.”

She was close enough now that I had to look up to meet her eyes. Her tail was still behind her, almost scarily so, and her expression was intense rather than angry. Those claws were gone, which was good because she was reaching for me. She stopped before touching my face, but it was a near thing.

“May I sit with you?” she asked, and before I could figure out what she meant by that, she was moving even closer. Did she intend to snuggle up against my chest? “Physical contact strengthens the magical connection between destined partners.”

“What?” I looked around the empty temple. “Where? There aren’t any chairs.”

“I meant in your lap,” she said like this was the most obvious thing in the world. Her hands moved to my shoulders, and I felt the warmth of her palms through my shirt and hi-vis vest. “You sit on the altar and I’ll join you.” Before I could answer, she leaned in, rubbing her cheek against my chest. “It can be a bonding ritual. The closer we are physically, the stronger our magical connection will become.”

This was happening way too fast. “Wait—”

Irritation made her go ramrod still. “What is it?”

“We…only just met.”

“So? Time doesn’t matter when destiny is involved.” She somehow stepped closer still, and I could feel the intense heat radiating from her body. Her tail brushed against my leg, and I realized she was doing it on purpose. “You smell right,” she said, leaning close to my neck. Putting her head on my shoulder and breathing in my skin. My pulse jolted at the touch. “Like you did in all my dreams. Like you belong with me.”

I tried to step sideways, but I was already pressed against the altar with nowhere to go. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re mine.” Her voice dropped lower, her attention somehow even more intense. “The prophecy brought you here for me, Kevin. Not for some pampered princess who’s never earned anything in her life. Not even for the coming darkness that we need you to stop. Just for me.”

One of her hands moved from my shoulder to the back of my neck, fingers threading through my hair. The gesture was possessive and strangely intimate, and I felt my face burning as I tried to figure out how to respond.

Words failed me as her touch bypassed my brain and went straight through to something much deeper. Or, you know, lower.

“I need you to understand something important.” Her eyes were fixed on mine with laser focus. “We need to complete the bonding ritual before Beegus launches her final assault. The War Gem’s full power only activates when its bearer has properly claimed her destined mate.”

“I don’t want to be claimed by anyone,” I said, trying to gain control over this situation. My body was reacting to her and I was absolutely into the borderline aggressive way she was coming on to me.

But she couldn’t be a Gem Bearer, or else Princess Daphyse really was lying.

I needed more information.

Trish seemed determined to not let me get it.

“But you need to,” she said. “We must to mate, Kevin. Right now, preferably, but any time tonight is fine. Our union will create a magical bond that allows the gem’s power to flow through both of us instead of just me.”

I stared at her. “Mate as in…?”

“Have sex,” she confirmed with a nod. “Intercourse. However you wish to pretty it up. We must become bonded partners in every sense.” She said it like she was discussing the weather. “It’s necessary to unlock the gem’s full potential. Without bonding fully, you may be able to access about half of the War Gem’s power, but nowhere near enough. You’ll need all of it to stop the coming darkness. Once we’ve mated, you’ll have the power to save the world.”

My brain was having trouble keeping up with this conversation. At least the one in my head. The other was very much in agreement with the crazy catgirl. “Trish, that’s… We barely know each other.”

She pushed her body against mine. I could feel all too well that she knew exactly what sort of effect she was having on me. “We know what matters. You’re the prophesied hero. I’m the Sacred Gem Bearer. We’re destined partners. This is meant to be. Foretold since before either of us were born.”

Her other hand moved to my chest, palm flat against my sternum. She pushed, and I found myself sitting on the altar once more. It forced me to look up at her as she moved to follow.

God, her eyes were pretty.

“Warrior traditions don’t waste time with human courtship nonsense even when survival is not at stake. There will be time for the rest later. We need this. Now.”

“But—”

“You are the hero.”

She climbed up onto me, straddling my lap, her face close enough that I could feel her breath against my cheek. Her skirt rode up, exposing those long, tan legs. I fought the urge to run my hands up them. Her thighs were strong without even trying. They encased me, trapping me exactly where I wanted to be.

“Millions of people are going to die if we don’t act quickly. Every moment we spend on unnecessary delays gives Beegus more time to prepare her final assault, and us less time to master our bonded power to stop her. Don’t you want to save this world? Don’t you want to claim your destiny? Don’t you want me?”

The questions hit me in the gut because of course I wanted to save the world. Even if I didn’t fully buy into the prophecy, I wasn’t going to abandon these people to despair. And after the life I’d lived, having a valuable destiny was undeniably appealing.

Not to mention, to put it bluntly, Trish was hot as hell.

Her body was exactly the right balance of firm and soft, and the obvious desire in her eyes made me feel like the only man on the planet. Having her climbing on top of me like this was triggering exactly the physical response she wanted. My cock ached against my pants. Desperate to be let out to play.

But the way she was asking made it sound like refusing to sleep with her immediately was the same as condemning everyone to death. Just like with Daphyse, I felt like I wasn’t being given a choice.

“Of course, but—”

“Then claim me properly.” Her hands moved to frame my face, forcing me to meet her intense stare. Her thighs relaxed, lowering her body into my lap, her core hot enough to warm me through my clothes. “Let me show you what a real partnership feels like. Not some political alliance with a pretender who sees you as a means to an end, but a true bond between kindred souls.”

I wanted to kiss her.

The urge was so overwhelming that I almost gave in to it. She was two strips of cloth away from completely throwing herself at me. Sure, maybe she wasn’t in love with me for me, but this wasn’t about love. It was about being with a woman who wanted me—all of me—no matter what.

My hands went to her hips. Involuntary reflex or betrayal? I wasn’t sure. But I didn’t pull them away.

Trish purred—actually fucking purred—the second I touched her.

“I earned my position, just like you earned yours.” Her thumbs brushed across my cheekbones. Her eyes softened and I could see her desire was overwhelmed by something else. Devotion. “We both know what it’s like to fight for everything we have instead of having it handed to us. That’s why the prophecy chose you, Kevin, The same reason that the Gem chose me. We understand each other in ways that no one else ever could.”

What she was saying made sense in some weird way. I had earned everything the hard way, and there was something appealing about the idea of being with someone who understood that kind of struggle. And also the feel of her body against mine was extremely pleasant.

Some cockblocking part of my brain was screaming that this was moving way too fast, however. That I didn’t know her well enough to make this kind of decision.

And something about her intensity was flapping enough red flags to pass for The Ohio State University’s football fans.

“I need time to think about this,” I said, with great reluctance, even as my fingers splayed up her sides.

“We don’t have time.” Her thumb ran under my chin, lifting it. Her lips parted and her hips moved forward. Rubbing her very warm crotch against mine. “The planetary alignment is in five days. If we’re going to learn to channel the combined power of our bond, we need to complete the ritual now.”

She leaned in but didn’t kiss me. Trish gave me the space to take it for myself. Something I strangely appreciated. I needed to think, but I couldn’t. Instead, I could feel every breath she took. Her well-muscled body bore down on me, held me into place. It was distracting, to say the least.

I was pretty sure I could have gotten out of this position, just not easily. And probably not without leaving a few pints of blood behind.

“Just trust me,” she said softly, practically whispering the words against my lips. “Trust the prophecy that brought you here. Trust that I know what’s best for both of us. We’ll have our whole lives together afterwards to set all your fears to rest. Please. Just let me have tonight.”

The words were so close to what Daphyse had said in the palace, but coming from Trish they felt completely different. Where Daphyse had been formal and political, Trish was direct and physical. Where the princess had talked about duty and destiny, the warrior was talking about partnership and mating.

Both of them were absolutely sure they knew what was best for me. For the world. Both of them were pushing for immediate commitment before I had time to figure out what was even going on here. And both of them had built me up in their heads as some kind of fairy-tale prince who was meant for them, and any hesitation on my part was ruining their perfect love story.

She shifted forward. Instinct made me move toward her.

What would it hurt to give in? Just get a quickie in on my death altar as a big “Up yours!” to this place? Who cared whether I was the prophesized hero or not?

I gripped her hips, tugging her lower body tight against me.

She gave a breathy moan in response that made my decision for me.

“When in Rome…”

The doors burst open with a crash that made both of us jump. Brother Thomas stumbled through them, looking panicked and out of breath. There was a moment of vertigo where I wondered how he’d gotten from the inside of the temple to the outside to come in through the opposite side.

He looked at us, turning beet red.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt, but there’s an urgent situation that requires immediate—”

Trish lifted her head with a snarl that was definitely not human. Her ears flattened completely back against her head and her fingernails extended into claws, which was a little alarming with her hands still cradling my face. “How dare you interrupt our sacred bonding ritual! I shall have your head for this!”

Thomas took a step back, hands raised in surrender. Even from across the grand chamber, he was afraid of her wrath. “I wouldn’t interrupt if it weren’t absolutely critical, but representatives from the Maton Dynasty have arrived. They’re requesting an immediate audience with the prophesied hero. If I don’t interrupt, then they will, and they will not be near as polite.”

“The Maton Dynasty?” I looked between them. It was hard to keep my thoughts in order with so little blood running to my brain, but I managed to make the connection. “The forest people, right?”

“Elves,” Thomas corrected, still eyeing Trish’s claws nervously. Was he concerned for them being turned on him, or because they were so close to my face? “And they say it’s about the prophecy. About Kevin’s arrival and destiny.”

Trish’s tail lashed with obvious fury as she clambered down off of my lap and faced Thomas with her full rage. She didn’t even bother to adjust her skirt back into place. “His destiny is already here,” she snarled, claws splayed. The stance she took was quite combative, and her tail snapped back and forth in front of me like a metronome. Was now a bad time to appreciate her ass? My blood-deprived brain wasn’t sure. “Tell them to wait until we’re done. It won’t take more than two or three hours.”

“I’m afraid they’re quite insistent,” Thomas said. “They have information about the Sacred Gem Bearer that they say cannot wait.”

“Information about what?” I asked, getting my brain back in control. I was grateful for any excuse to step away from the altar and put some distance between myself and Trish before she could pin me down again. Not just because she couldn’t be trusted, but because I couldn’t trust myself, either.

Thomas looked between us with obvious reluctance. “The elves say they’ve come to collect Kevin. They believe he belongs with them.”


Chapter seven
Structural Integrity


The effect on Trish was immediate. She stiffened as if struck, then let out a low and menacing growl. Trish positioned herself between me and the temple entrance like a lioness protecting her kill from circling hyenas. “They can spin whatever lies they like. So long as they wait until we’re finished.”

“But they shouldn’t have to.” I straightened my hi-vis vest and tried to look like I hadn’t just been about to have sex on a sacred altar. Even if Trish wasn’t interested in selling that lie. “If they’re here about the prophecy, I want to hear what they have to say.”

Before Trish could argue further, the temple doors opened with a gentle whisper that was completely different from the boom of Thomas’s panicked entrance.

A figure glided into the main hall wearing flowing robes in shades of green and brown. Still had that gold trim, though. She was tall and graceful, with long brown hair that had flowers in it. Not like they were woven there, but like she’d walked through a garden and they’d just decided to come with her. Her ears were long and broad and came to delicate points, and her deep green eyes held the kind of ancient wisdom that made me think she’d seen things I couldn’t even imagine.

The woman moved with the fluid grace of someone who’d never hurried anywhere in her life, her bare feet making no sound on the stone floor. When she smiled, it was with the serene confidence of someone who knew exactly where she belonged in the universe.

“Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio,” she said, my name no less of a title on her lips, “I am High Priestess Imelia Therel of the Sacred Grove. I have traveled through dangerous territory to meet you, guided by divine visions of your arrival.”

Trish started to hiss a response, but the priestess ignored her as if she wasn’t even there, despite her aggressive positioning in between us.

“I am the Sacred Gem Bearer, chosen by divine will to guide you through your prophetic destiny.” Imelia clasped her hands in prayer position and bowed slightly. “You must return with me to Maton immediately so we can begin proper spiritual communion and unlock the power necessary to save our world.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop about twenty degrees. I could practically feel the fury radiating off Trish as her tail went rigid behind her.

“What did you just say?” Trish’s voice was deadly quiet.

“I said I am the Sacred Gem Bearer.” Imelia’s tone took on a slightly apologetic tone, like she was explaining copyright law to a small child. “The prophecy speaks of the hero’s destined partner, and divine visions have shown me that Kevin belongs with—”

“You lying tree-worshipper!” Trish exploded, taking a step toward the elf. Her claws were like little knifes on the ends of her fingers, two inches long and wickedly curved. Where the hell had they come from? “There is only one Sacred Gem Bearer, and that’s me! I earned my position through trials of combat and strength. You wouldn’t know real power if it clawed your face off!”

Imelia’s serene expression didn’t change, but something shifted in her green eyes. “I understand your confusion, but I assure you that divine will is quite clear on this matter. The Blessed Gem has been in the custody of the temple for nearly a millennium, and my prophetic abilities are unprecedented in our history. Kevin’s arrival fulfills the prophecy that brought me to this calling.”

“What calling?” Trish’s laugh was sharp and bitter. “You mean hiding in the forest talking to trees while real warriors do the actual work of protecting this world? The War Gem chooses its bearer through merit, not through weaselly excuses about divine will. If you want the hero, you’ll have to fight me for him, and we all can see how that would end.”

“The Blessed Gem responds to spiritual purity and divine connection, not to crude displays of violence.” Imelia’s voice remained perfectly calm and even, which only seemed to make Trish angrier. “Kevin requires guidance from someone who understands the deeper mysteries of prophetic fulfillment, not someone who solves every problem with claws and aggression.”

I looked between them, my brain struggling to process what was happening. “Wait, you’re both saying you have Sacred Gems?”

“She doesn’t have anything,” Trish snarled. “She’s delusional. There is one true Gem, and I bear it. I’ve spent years training to be worthy of this moment, proving myself through combat trials that would break her in minutes. There’s no way she could take it from me.”

Brother Thomas cleared his throat. “Actually—”

“And I have spent my entire life in service to divine will,” Imelia said, ignoring him. “I have received prophetic visions that have guided the temple for years.” Her hands remained clasped in prayer position, but I noticed her knuckles were white. “The Blessed Gem has shown me visions of Kevin’s arrival since I was a child. This meeting was foretold.”

“Foretold by your imagination, maybe.” Trish’s ears were so flat against her head they almost became lost in her white hair. “Real power doesn’t come from sitting in meditation circles and dreaming it’s yours. It comes from earning the right to wield it with your own two hands.”

The air in the temple was starting to feel strange. Not just tense, but actually physically different. Like the moment before a thunderstorm when you can feel electricity building in the atmosphere.

There was a sound like someone crushing Ritz crackers for a casserole. I noticed small cracks in the stone walls. Were those always there? I didn’t remember them, but I’d been distracted since the moment I arrived, so maybe it was my imagination.

“Um, ladies,” I said, trying to intervene before it came to blows, “do you think we could—”

“Kevin belongs with someone who can actually protect him,” Trish continued, her voice rising as if to drown me out along with Brother Thomas. “Not some sheltered priestess who’s never faced real danger in her life. Or a snobby princess, either. The prophecy is clear. It brought him here for a warrior who’d faced hardships as he had, not a tree-hugger who’s never done a day of hard work!”

“The prophecy brought him here for spiritual guidance and divine communion.” Imelia’s calm was starting to crack, her voice taking on a clipped, impatient edge. “Kevin requires someone who can help him understand his deeper purpose. He’s suffered enough hardship in his path here; he doesn’t need any more suffering.”

The cracks in the walls were definitely not there before, because now I could clearly see they were growing.

Small pieces of stone dust were starting to fall from the ceiling, and I could swear I felt the floor vibrating under my feet, like someone was running the unbalanced washing machine bolted to the wall it shared with my bedroom.

Brother Thomas advanced, arms lifted. “If I could just have a moment to explain the prophecy—”

“There’s nothing to explain,” Trish snapped without taking her eyes off Imelia. “This delusional elf needs to accept that she’s not the chosen one and leave before I demonstrate exactly why the Gem chose a warrior instead of a mystic.”

“The only delusion here is your belief that crude strength makes you worthy of divine partnership.” Imelia’s serene mask was slipping, revealing something harder underneath. “Kevin needs spiritual guidance from a kind and respectful partner, not someone who thinks crude gyrations on sacred altars constitute proper prophetic fulfillment.”

My face burned. “How did you know about—”

“Divine visions show me many things.” Imelia’s eyes flashed with something that definitely wasn’t peaceful contemplation. “Including the spiritual corruption that occurs when sacred spaces are defiled by worldly desires.”

“Worldly desires?” Trish’s claws somehow extended further. They looked like serious weapons now, and not just open threats. “At least I’m honest about what I want instead of hiding behind religious nonsense. Kevin and I have a real connection of shared life experience, not some mystical fantasy you’ve built up in your head with no connection to him as a person.”

The vibration in the floor was getting stronger. More stone dust fell from the ceiling, and I heard an ominous creaking sound coming from somewhere overhead.

“Actually,” Brother Thomas tried again, “there’s something important you both need to understand—”

“The prophecy is clear,” Imelia interrupted, her voice carrying more authority now. “One hero, one Sacred Gem Bearer, united in divine purpose to save the world from the coming darkness. I have been prepared for this role since childhood.”

“So have I!” Trish’s tail lashed behind her, fingers flexing to make her claws flash in the light. “Every combat trial, every test of strength, every challenge I’ve overcome was to fight to be here in this moment. The War Gem doesn’t make mistakes about who’s worthy to bear it.”

I was actually surprised neither of them had actually made move to bring it to blows yet. Especially Trish.

I stepped forward. “Maybe we should—”

“Neither does the divine will of the Blessed Gem.” Imelia’s hands moved from prayer position to her sides, and I noticed the flowers in her hair were starting to glow with a soft green light. “The Blessed Gem has shown me visions of our partnership for years. Kevin and I are destined to commune in the Sacred Grove, where his prophesized power can be properly channeled through divine connection.”

“Over my dead body.” The black stripes along Trish’s body seemed to be getting darker, and her brown eyes now held flecks of gold that definitely hadn’t been there before. “Kevin is mine. The prophecy brought him here for me, not for some soft-handed priestess who thinks the power of trees can stop an army.”

The creaking sound was getting louder. I looked up and saw actual cracks running along the vaulted support beams that held up the temple ceiling.

That probably was a bad sign.

“Ladies, I really think we need to—”

“I understand your attachment,” Imelia said, her voice taking on a patronizing tone that made even me wince, and I’d been in juvenile detention. “But spiritual partnership requires more than physical attraction. Kevin needs someone who can guide him through the deeper mysteries of prophetic fulfillment with patience and respect, not someone who thinks destiny can be claimed by pinning him down and engaging in aggressive lewdness.”

“Aggressive?” Trish’s voice rose to something approaching a roar. “You want to see aggressive? I’ll show you what the real Sacred Gem Bearer can do when some tree-worshipper tries to steal what’s mine!”

“Kevin is not property to be stolen.” Imelia’s calm finally shattered completely. “He is a sacred trust placed in my care by divine will. I will not allow him to be corrupted by someone who mistakes lust for connection.”

The glow around Imelia’s flowers was getting brighter, and I could swear I saw sparks of electricity dancing around Trish’s claws.

Above us, the cracks in the walls were spreading like spider webs, and finger-sized chunks of masonry were starting to fall from the ceiling.

Brother Thomas looked absolutely panicked. “Please, you have to listen to me! There are three Sacred Gem Bearers, not one! The prophecy requires all three gems working together to—”

“Three?” Both women turned on him with identical expressions of outrage.

“That’s impossible,” Trish snarled. “There is one War Gem. One bearer chosen through trials of strength. I know because I earned it.”

“The Blessed Gem is unique and singular,” Imelia said, her voice cold with fury. “Divine will does not create multiple chosen ones. The prophecy speaks of one destined partnership.”

“But it doesn’t!” Thomas pulled a thick book from his robes, pages fluttering as he tried to find the right passage. “The complete prophecy mentions three Sacred Gems: the Crown Gem of Community, the War Gem of Power, and the Blessed Gem of Recovery. Kevin needs all three to channel enough power to stop Beegus!”

“Lies,” Trish spat, stalking forward. “The prophecies I was raised with never mentioned other bearers. I should know! They were all I studied for years other than combat, to ensure I could fight properly for what I knew would be mine. I fought and suffered for it my whole life! I am the singular chosen one destined for the hero.”

“My visions have never shown other gem bearers, either.” Imelia’s flowers were now glowing bright enough to cast shimmering shadows on the cracking stone around her. “The divine will that guided my entire life would not have hidden such crucial information.”

“Because you were each given incomplete versions!” Thomas’s voice cracked with desperation. “The temple has the complete prophecy, but each kingdom was only concerned with the parts that were about them. You were both raised believing you were the only one because that’s what your ancestors believed was most important!”

A chunk of stone the size of my head crashed to the floor between us, sending up a cloud of dust. The support beams were groaning like they were in pain, and the floor was definitely shaking now.

“This is ridiculous,” Trish growled. A magical aura flared around her, shimmering golden and flashing with violent intent. “I don’t care what lies you have, whether they’re from tree-huggers or old books. Kevin is mine. He needs the War Gem, and it chose me. End of discussion.”

“Kevin’s path must be guided by divine will, not by foolish hands that believe prophecy can be overruled by personal desire or brute force.” Imelia’s aura was matching Trish’s intensity, green light clashing with the golden sparks around the warrior. “I have dedicated my mind, heart, and soul to this moment. I will not allow it to be corrupted by the concerns of any physical body.”

More masonry fell, and I had to dodge a piece of ceiling that would have knocked me unconscious. The ancient stone walls that had stood for centuries were developing cracks wide enough to stick my fist through, revealing the night sky above.

Brother Thomas grabbed my arm, his eyes wide with panic. “Kevin, you have to do something! You’re the only one they’ll listen to. If they keep this up, they’re going to bring down the entire temple!”


Chapter eight
Shouldn’t Have Let Him Go
Daphyse


She watched him go. And hated it. Daphyse stood at her chamber window, one hand pressed against the cold glass, the other touching her tiara in an unconscious gesture of anxiety. Below, in the courtyard, Kevin’s carriage rolled through the palace gates and disappeared into the gathering dusk.

Daphyse knew she’d made a mistake.

The thought crystallized in her mind with uncomfortable clarity. She should have insisted he stay. Should have found reasons to delay his departure. Should have been more persuasive, more insistent, more...

No.

She straightened her spine, forcing her hand away from the tiara. This was proper. This was right. A Crown Princess didn’t chase. She allowed her destined partner to come to her willingly. Father had said so. The prophecy would unfold as it should.

Kevin would return tomorrow. They would have their discussion. He would agree to the marriage. How could he not? The prophecy was clear. The Crown Gem had chosen her bloodline eight centuries ago. Nothing could change destiny.

She turned from the window and moved to the small table where she’d laid out the gifts intended for Kevin hours before. Her fingers traced the edge of the leather-bound book, remembering how carefully she’d selected each item, how she’d imagined his face when he opened them. The silk undergarments made her cheeks warm. Perhaps those had been too forward, but married couples needed such things, and they would be married soon.

Very soon.

Everything would proceed as prophesied.

A knock at her door made her jump. Daphyse glanced at the window. How had it almost become dark already? “Enter.”

Lord Verin, the empire’s Master of Whispers, stepped into the chamber with the careful posture of a man delivering news he knew would be unwelcome. The elderly spymaster had served her father for decades, his loyalty to the crown absolute, his discretion impeccable.

“Your Imperial Highness.” He bowed. “I have a report from the Neutral Temple.”

Daphyse’s heart quickened. “Has Kevin arrived safely?”

“Not yet, Your Highness. But there has been...” Verin hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “There has been a development. A warrior from the Kingdom of Corean arrived at the temple this afternoon while you were dining with the hero. She demanded to see Kevin immediately upon his arrival.”

“And?” Daphyse moved closer, searching his face. “What did she want? What did she say to Brother Thomas?”

“I don’t have all the details, Your Highness. The temple is neutral ground, and our agents couldn’t get close enough to hear the full conversation—”

“Then get them closer.” The words came out sharper than she intended. Daphyse didn’t care. “I want to know everything. Every word spoken. This is vitally important.”

Verin’s expression tightened. “Your Highness, forgive me, but our entire intelligence network has been redirected from monitoring Beegus the Destroyer to watching the temple. This leaves us vulnerable to—”

“I don’t care about Beegus right now.” Daphyse waved a dismissive hand. “The prophecy will handle Beegus. Kevin and his Sacred Gem Bearer will stop the darkness. But first I need to understand this warrior. Who is she? Why is she there? What does she want with Kevin?”

“Your Highness, the spy network exists to protect the empire from external threats—”

“Kevin is the empire’s future.” Her voice carried the steel of absolute certainty. “Nothing else matters. Now get me information on this Corean warrior. Immediately.”

It wasn’t irrational, she told herself as Verin bowed and withdrew. It was strategic. Understanding all variables was basic military planning. This was just thorough preparation. Any competent leader would want intelligence on unknown factors that might affect prophetic fulfillment.

She paced her chambers, touching her tiara repeatedly. Some glory-seeking warrior wanting to meet the prophesied hero. It happened. Kevin was destined to save the world; naturally people would want to associate themselves with him.

It meant nothing.

But what if it did mean something?

The thought wormed its way into her mind unbidden. What if this warrior said things that confused Kevin? Tried to poison him against Daphyse? Against saving the world? What if Kevin, in his uncertainty and confusion, listened?

No. She forced the thought away. Kevin was smarter than that. He’d seen the empire’s prosperity. He’d accepted her gifts. He’d seen what proper civilization looked like. Some warrior from a kingdom that solved everything with violence couldn’t compete with eight centuries of imperial heritage.

The next hour that passed felt like an eternity. Daphyse tried to distract herself with correspondence, with planning for tomorrow’s meeting, with anything that would stop her mind from circling back to the temple and that unknown warrior. When Verin finally returned, she nearly ran to meet him at the door.

“Tell me.”

Verin spread several papers on her desk. They were intelligence reports compiled with impressive speed. “She is Trish Shadowstripe. Known as the Champion of Corean. She earned her position through brutal combat trials. The woman has never lost a fight. She’s considered the most dangerous warrior in her kingdom.”

Daphyse scanned the reports, her eyes catching on certain phrases. “It says here she’s been training specifically for...meeting the prophesied hero?”

“Yes, Your Highness. Multiple sources confirm she’s been preparing for years.”

“Preparing for what, exactly?”

Verin’s discomfort was obvious. “Your Highness, she claims to be the Sacred Gem Bearer. She says Kevin is her destined mate.”

Her world slowed, then stopped completely.

Daphyse stared at the report, reading the words again and again, waiting for them to make sense. “That’s impossible. The Crown Gem has been in my family for eight centuries. Some catperson can’t just declare themselves a gem bearer.”

“She appears to genuinely believe it, Your Highness. According to our sources, she speaks of it with absolute certainty. She’s not seeking glory or political advantage. Trish Shadowstripe truly believes they’re destined partners.”

“Do not say that woman’s name in my presence.” It came out as a hiss. The rest of the dismissal that Daphyse had been preparing died on her lips.

If this warrior believed it—truly believed it—then she would be convincing. Passionate. She would look at Kevin with absolute certainty and tell him they were fated, and what if Kevin, confused and overwhelmed, found that certainty appealing?

“No.” She said it aloud, needing to hear the conviction in her own voice. “No, Kevin is smarter than that. He knows we’re destined partners. I proposed to him. Some…muscular beast with delusions can’t change fate.”

But her hands were shaking as she touched her tiara again.

“He’s my fated husband,” she said, more to herself than to Verin. “Destiny chose us. The prophecy chose us. The Crown Gem chose my bloodline. That’s not something that can be competed with.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

She stared at the intelligence reports, at the descriptions of this Trish Shadowstripe. Dangerous. Deadly. A warrior who’d spent years preparing to meet Kevin. A woman who believed, with the same certainty Daphyse felt, that the prophesied hero belonged to her.

A dark thought emerged, small and insidious.

“Lord Verin.” Her voice was calm, controlled. “Prepare a team. Discreet. Professional. This Corean warrior is interfering with imperial prophecy. She needs to be convinced to leave.”

Verin stared at her. “Your Highness, are you ordering—”

“I’m ordering protection.” The words came easily, wrapped in righteousness. “Protection for Kevin from manipulation. Protection for the prophecy from interference. This is my duty as Crown Princess and Sacred Gem Bearer. The fate of the world hangs in the balance. We cannot allow primitive warriors with delusions to corrupt the prophetic fulfillment.”

“The temple is neutral ground—”

“Then convince her to leave the temple. Use whatever methods are necessary.”

Verin looked like he wanted to argue, but something in Daphyse’s expression made him bow instead. “As you command, Your Imperial Highness.”

After he left, Daphyse returned to her window, staring out at the darkness where Kevin’s carriage had disappeared. It was the right decision. The strategic decision. She was protecting the prophecy. Protecting Kevin. Protecting the world.

The fact that she wanted the catwoman gone—wanted her erased, removed, eliminated—was simply coincidence.

Simply pragmatism.

Another hour passed. A second. Daphyse tried to calm herself, tried to return to the composed princess who navigated court politics with ease. This too would pass.

Then Lord Verin returned with another report: Kevin had arrived at the temple. He’d gone inside. No mention of the catwoman anywhere.

She dismissed Verin and began making detailed plans for tomorrow. Daphyse would arrive at the temple at dawn with a small, tasteful retinue. Impressive but not overwhelming. She would apologize for pushing too hard at dinner, strategically deployed to gain his trust. They would have their discussion, and she would demonstrate through calm reasoning why their marriage was necessary. Perhaps she’d invite him to tour the empire’s farms, show him personally what the Crown Gem could do for the people.

The wedding could happen within two days. Still leaving time to practice combining their powers before the planetary alignment.

This was better. Yes. This was the Daphyse who managed an empire. Strategic. Controlled. Regal.

She was reviewing the list of gifts she’d sent off with Kevin—perhaps the lingerie had been too much? No, no, it was perfect, it showed her devotion went beyond just the prophecy—when her father entered without knocking.

Emperor Perthil’s expression was gentle but concerned. “Daphyse. I heard about the orders you gave to Lord Verin.”

She set down the list and met her father’s eyes. “I’m simply ensuring the prophecy unfolds correctly.”

“By redirecting our entire intelligence network?” He sat across from her, his posture relaxed, his tone understanding. “By ordering assassination on neutral temple grounds?”

“Not assassination. Protection.”

“Daphyse.” He reached for her hand. “I understand your concern. It’s natural to worry about the prophecy, about your destiny. But you need to trust that Kevin will make the right choice.”

“Choice?” The word felt wrong in her mouth. “The prophecy already chose. The Crown Gem chose. There is no choice.”

“And Kevin needs to accept that choice willingly.” Perthil’s voice was patient, the tone he’d used to teach her statecraft since childhood. “If you appear desperate, you’ll drive him away. The Crown Gem chose our bloodline. That’s not something that can be competed with. You need to be confident in that. Gracious. Allow Kevin to feel he’s choosing you.”

The words made sense. They were logical, strategic, exactly what a proper princess should do.

So why did she want to do anything else but?

“You’re right,” Daphyse said, forcing her voice to remain calm. “I was being foolish. Of course Kevin will choose me. The prophecy is clear.”

“Good.” Perthil smiled, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. “Now, about the spy network. We really should redirect some resources back to monitoring Beegus. The coming darkness is still the real threat—”

“Of course. Yes. I’ll give the order in the morning.”

She was lying. Of course she was. She had no intention of redirecting the spies. But she needed her father to leave so she could continue planning, so she could think without his well-meaning interference.

“That’s my daughter.” Perthil rose and kissed her forehead. “Get some rest. Tomorrow you’ll secure your destiny properly. With grace and dignity, as befits a Crown Princess.”

After he left, Daphyse sat in silence, telling herself he was right. Everything would be fine. Kevin was hers by right of prophecy and blood. Nothing could change that.

She began preparing for bed, calling for her servants to help her undress. While she waited, Daphyse reassured herself of the coming day. She would wake before dawn, choose her outfit carefully—something beautiful but not overwhelming, confident but not arrogant—then she would show Kevin exactly why they were perfect for one another.

For a brief moment, she felt secure. In control. The composed princess who would claim her destiny through proper channels.

The urgent knock shattered that calm like glass.

“Enter!” She turned, still in her elaborate gown, as Lord Verin stumbled through the door. He looked shaken, his usual composure cracked.

“Your Highness, there’s been another development. Another visitor has arrived at the temple.”

Daphyse’s stomach tightened. “What kind of visitor?”

“From the Maton Dynasty. Their High Priestess.”

Confusion flickered through her. “Elves? What do they want?”

Verin’s face was pale. “Your Highness, her name is Imelia Therel. And she’s claiming...” He swallowed hard. “She claims to be the Sacred Gem Bearer. She says Kevin is her destined partner. In fact she’s demanding he return with her to Maton immediately.”

Everything stopped.

“What did you say?”

“Two women, Your Highness. Both claiming to be Sacred Gem Bearers. Both claiming Kevin as their destined—”

“TWO?” The word came out as something between a gasp and a snarl.

Her hands clenched into fists, nails digging into her palms hard enough to draw blood.

Not one. Two. Two women claiming to be what she was. Two women with their hands on what belonged to her. Two women poisoning Kevin’s mind while she’d been playing at patience and strategy like some naive fool.

“The priestess arrived just as Kevin returned,” Verin continued, not realizing the danger in every word. “She has an entire retinue of elven attendants. Im—the elf is reportedly very beautiful. She’s known for powerful prophetic visions and has been preparing for this moment for years, Your Highness. Just like the warrior.”

Years. They’d both been preparing for years. While Daphyse had waited, confident in her birthright, these women had been training, planning, preparing to steal what was hers by divine right.

“Both women are at the temple now,” Verin said. “There are reports that they are speaking with Kevin. Both are making their claims to Brother Thomas—”

“While I was here.” Her voice was too quiet, dangerous in its softness. “While I was waiting like a fool. While I was being patient and strategic.” The last word came out as a hiss. “These women were with him. Talking to him. Breathing the same air as him.”

“Your Highness—”

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Daphyse turned to face him fully. “Tell me the rest.”

“Our agent reports that when Kevin first arrived at the temple earlier tonight, the Corean warrior was...physically close to him. On the altar. The agent couldn’t see clearly but it appeared she was in his lap—”

The mirror across the room cracked down the middle with a sound like a gunshot.

Objects on Daphyse’s desk began to shake. The windows rattled in their frames. Purple magical energy poured from her in waves, responding to her emotional state, amplifying it, feeding it back to her in a terrible cycle.

Lord Verin took a step back, his eyes wide. “Your Highness—”

“Prepare my horse.” Her voice was perfectly calm now, cold and absolute. “Now.”

“Your Highness, it’s full dark. The roads are dangerous at night. Perhaps in the morning—”

The look she gave him sent him scrambling from the room without another word.

Daphyse ripped at her gown, hands shaking with fury as she tore the elaborate dress to shreds and threw on traveling clothes. A practical riding outfit, sturdy boots, a cloak.

Everything took too long. Every second Kevin was with those lying whores was agony.

She should never have let him leave. Should have locked the doors. Should have completed the marriage tonight regardless of his protests.

He was hers.

This was what patience got her. This was what strategy got her. Kevin surrounded by women trying to steal her destiny while she played at being proper.

Commotion erupted in the hallways. Servants running. Voices raised in alarm. Word spreading that something was wrong, the princess was leaving, in the dark, something terrible was happening.

Emperor Perthil appeared in her doorway, guards behind him, demanding to know what was happening.

“I’m retrieving Kevin.” Daphyse fastened her cloak with sharp, precise movements. “Now. Tonight.”

“What? We discussed this. You agreed to wait until morning. To handle this with imperial dignity—”

“That was before I knew there were two whores trying to steal what’s mine!”

The language, the rage, the wildness in her eyes. None of it belonged to the daughter he knew. But this was the real her. He would see it now.

Perthil stepped forward, hands raised placatingly. “Daphyse, you’re not thinking clearly. This is unbecoming of a Crown Princess. You’ll damage your position by appearing desperate—”

“Desperate?” She laughed, and it was not a pleasant sound. “Kevin needs to choose me willingly, is that it, Father? Choose? The prophecy already chose! The Crown Gem chose! Destiny chose! Kevin is mine by right of blood and prophecy and fate. There is no choice!”

“Daughter—”

“WE will not be compared to some tree-worshipping mystic and a primitive beast-woman!” The royal plural emerged naturally, eight centuries of imperial authority backing every word. “We will not compete for what already belongs to us by divine right!”

Perthil stared at his daughter, seeing something in her eyes he’d never seen before. Something that terrified him. “Guards. Restrain her. For her own good. She’s clearly not rational.”

Two guards moved forward hesitantly, reaching for Daphyse’s arms.

Magic rose to her, unbidden.

The blast of energy threw the first guard backward. He crashed into the stone wall hard enough to crack it, slumping to the floor unconscious. The second guard froze, terror written across his face.

When another guard tried to approach, Daphyse moved with impossible speed. She grabbed him by the throat—she was stronger than she should be, the Crown Gem enhancing her physical capabilities—and threw him aside like he weighed nothing.

“Daphyse!” Perthil stepped forward, put his hands on her shoulders. “Daughter. Stop this. You’re not yourself—”

She struck him.

An open-handed slap across his face that split his lip and sent him stumbling backward.

The hallway fell into absolute silence. Guards stared in horror. Servants gasped. No one had ever struck the Emperor. Daphyse had never raised a hand to anyone in her life.

Perthil touched his bleeding lip, staring at his daughter in disbelief.

“Kevin is the only thing that matters.” Daphyse’s voice was cold, absolute, terrifying in its certainty. “Not the empire. Not you. Not dignity. Not protocol. Not duty. Just Kevin. He is mine. And I will burn down anyone who stands between us. Including you, Father.”

Perthil saw true madness in her eyes. Or perhaps truth he’d never wanted to acknowledge. This wasn’t his daughter anymore. Or maybe it was, and he’d never truly known her.

He stepped aside, defeated.

Gestured for the guards to stand down.

Daphyse walked past him without another word, the power of the Crown Gem still blazing on her skin like a vengeful star.

The palace courtyard was chaos. Stable hands ran in confusion. Servants whispered in frightened clusters. Her horse waited, a magnificent imperial stallion, its eyes rolling nervously at the commotion.

Daphyse emerged from the palace like an avenging angel. Her hair had come loose during the confrontation, falling in wild auburn waves around her face. Her traveling clothes were disheveled.

She knew she looked nothing like the composed princess. Instead, she looked like something ancient and terrible and absolutely certain of its purpose.

Daphyse swung into the saddle with more force than grace, then placed both hands on her horse’s neck. The Crown Gem’s power flowed through her, into the animal. The horse’s eyes began to glow with purple-tinted radiance. Steam rose from its coat as magical energy flooded its muscles. It stamped and snorted, suddenly possessing supernatural strength and speed.

Eight centuries of accumulated power, channeled through absolute obsession.

Palace staff watched in awe and fear. This was imperial magic at its most raw and dangerous. This was what the Crown Gem could do when wielded by someone who’d abandoned every restraint.

Daphyse kicked the horse into motion.

It leaped forward with a burst of speed no natural animal could achieve. The courtyard blurred. The palace gates flashed past. The city streets became a tunnel of darkness and light.

Behind her, the Imperial Palace stood in shocked silence. Daphyse found she didn’t care.

She should never have let him leave. Should have known others would try to take him. But she was coming now, and she would make it absolutely clear to Kevin and everyone else: he belonged to her, body and soul, and she would kill anyone who suggested otherwise.

The power of the Crown Gem lit her path like a beacon, and Princess Daphyse Aurelius Pador rode through the night toward her destiny with murder in her heart and love—twisted, possessive, absolute love—burning in her soul.


Chapter nine
Three’s a Crowd


Before I could even start to formulate a plan, the temple doors exploded inward with enough force that one broke free of its cracking frame and slammed to the floor with a noise like a thunderclap. Princess Daphyse burst through like she’d been shot out of a cannon, her perfect hair escaping its elaborate styling in wild tangles. She was wearing riding leathers, and she was breathing hard like she’d just sprinted here all the way from the palace.

Which, based on the way she looked, she probably had.

A faint glimmer of purple magic rolled over her skin.

“Where are they?” she demanded, her blue eyes blazing as they swept the temple. “Where are the pretenders who dare claim my fiancé?”

Her gaze landed on Trish and Imelia, and her expression shifted from fury to something even more dangerous. Cold calculation and outrage. A dangerous smile split her lips.

“You,” she pointed at Trish, then swung toward Imelia. “And you. I received word from my intelligence network that unscrupulous individuals had arrived at the temple. I had to abandon my horse halfway up the mountain and run the rest of the way to deal with this personally before it could get out of hand.”

Trish’s ears swung sideways, and she hissed. “Intelligence network? You’ve been spying on Kevin?”

“Protecting the Empire’s people is my duty, and he is one of my people,” Daphyse said, smoothing her disheveled hair with shaking hands. “And charlatans claiming to be Sacred Gem Bearers definitely qualify as threats he needs protection from.”

“Charlatans?” The glow of Imelia’s flowers pulsed angrily, her eyes narrowing at the princess. “I have served divine will my entire life. You have no right to question my calling.”

“I have every right!” Daphyse snapped, abandoning her attempts at composure, her rage flaring again. A third aura joined the other two as a purple corona of magic engulfed the princess. “I am the Crown Gem Bearer, heir to eight centuries of imperial magical heritage. Kevin is my destined partner, brought here by prophecy to unite with me and save this world. Not with some tree-worshipper who thinks daydreams confer privilege, or a savage who thinks destiny can be claimed through violence.”

More stone dust fell from the ceiling as the cracks in the walls spread wider. Beside me, Thomas whimpered and wrapped his arms over his head as a cascade of crumbling stones started to rain down on us.

I stepped between them, hands raised like I was directing traffic. Under stress, I guess I was trying to fall back on my one marketable skill: standing in the street and waving my arms. “Okay, everyone just... Let’s all take a deep breath and try to talk this through like adults. We can sit down and…share a pot of tea?”

All three women stared at me like I’d suggested we solve our problems by having a dance-off. At least the confusion seemed to be enough to make their magical auras drop.

“Tea?” Imelia said, blinking at me for a moment, as if she’d forgotten I was even in the room. “It hardly seems an appropriate time, with these two trying to defy the prophecy.”

“Tea?” Daphyse’s voice went up an octave, her frustration surging back. “Kevin, these women are trying to steal our destiny. This isn’t a social gathering.”

“Tea?” Trish asked at the same time, brow furrowing. “What’s ‘tea?’”

“Listen to me, it’s… It’s an Earth custom,” I lied. “An important one.” I looked around the temple hall, and noted that Brother Thomas was missing. I hoped he was on his way with something to help. “Surely anyone who is supposed to be my destined partner wouldn’t turn down a chance to get closer to me by sharing in my culture, right?”

“This is bigger than culture or custom,” Trish argued immediately. “Our world is at stake, Kevin. The only ritual that matters is our mating.”

“Over my dead body!” Daphyse shrieked.

“If you insist,” Imelia said coldly, the green glow around her flaring up again. “It seems violence is the only way to protect the prophecy.”

“We’re not doing that,” I snapped, trying to project confidence and authority into my tone. It didn’t seem to have much effect on them. “Can we please just calm down and act civilized for five minutes?”

There was a quiet clicking noise from the other side of the chamber. Brother Thomas had produced a tea service from somewhere else in the temple and was setting it up on a small table near the altar. That table definitely hadn’t been there before, either, but I wasn’t going to question it. At least one person in this temple was listening to me, and he worked fast.

“Thomas, you’re a lifesaver.” I gestured to the table. “Ladies, if you please?”

“It’s the least I can do,” he said, his hands shaking as he arranged the cups. “Perhaps if everyone could just sit and listen to the complete prophecy—”

“There’s nothing to listen to,” Trish growled, but she moved toward the table anyway. Her tail was still rigid with tension, but her claws had half-retracted now. “I’ve known every word of the prophecy by heart since I was a kitten. These two are liars trying to steal what belongs to me.”

“The only lies here are your selfish claims to divine partnership,” Imelia said, settling gracefully onto one of the low wooden stools that Thomas had provided along with the table. “Kevin requires spiritual guidance and shared respect, not crude physical coupling.”

Daphyse took a seat across from them, her posture perfect despite her disheveled appearance. “What Kevin requires is proper leadership from someone with the resources and magical power to actually save the world. You two will be out of my way by dawn, one way or the other. I swear it on my father’s crown.”

I sat down at the one unoccupied seat, placing me as one side of a square of barely contained hostility. The tea smelled like chamomile, but sweet. Thomas was smart. A relaxing tea was the right call for such a tense situation.

But it wasn’t near enough to counter the all-too-familiar feeling of standing just to the side of danger. It was like being back on a freeway offramp worksite, protected from the roaring of 40-ton semi trucks only by an orange vest and a big wooden paddle that said “SLOW.”

At least I was still wearing the vest.

“So,” I said, accepting a cup from Thomas and trying to sound casual. “Brother Thomas told me you’re all Sacred Gem Bearers. That there are actually three gems, not just one.”

The silence that followed was so complete I could hear the stone dust settling on the floor.

“That’s incorrect,” Daphyse said finally, first to break the silence. “The Crown Gem is unique. The only true Sacred Gem. There are no other gems that can stop the end of the world.”

“The War Gem chose me through trials of strength,” Trish said, her claws extending just enough to scratch the wooden table. She stared at the teacup in front of her as if it were going to get up and attack her. “I earned my position. There’s no other way to become a Sacred Gem Bearer through anything so inane as birthright.”

“Divine will selected me for this calling before I was born,” Imelia added, her flowers starting to glow again. “My prophetic visions have never shown other gem bearers. The Blessed Gem is singular in its power.”

I looked at Thomas, who was wringing his hands and looking like he wanted to hide under the table.

“Thomas, you said there were three gems.”

The women started to argue again, but I raised a hand to stop them.

“Being from another world, I don’t know anything about the prophecy. As the only impartial figure here, how about you explain it to me.”

“Yes, there are three Sacred Gems,” he said, practically throwing the words out so he couldn’t be interrupted. “One gem was each entrusted to one of the three kingdoms.” He moved the tea service, revealing that instead of bringing it in on a tray, he’d brought it in on a book. Pages fluttered as he searched for the right passage. “The complete prophecy housed here at the temple mentions the Crown Gem of Community, the War Gem of Power, and the Blessed Gem of Recovery.” He swallowed hard. “It seems that, without the knowledge of the temple, over the last eight hundred years, the prophecy has been twisted by each nation, putting themselves above the others as the sole protector.”

“Lies,” Trish spat. “I’ve studied the prophecies since I was a little girl, digging for even the oldest versions of the tale. It has always and only been the War Gem.”

“Because your records aren’t old enough,” Thomas said desperately. “The temple maintains the full text, which your nations neglected to reproduce. The original prophecies your people took down from the temple would have long-since decayed in their bindings. If the temple had known the reproductions you were making were modified—”

Daphyse set down her teacup with enough force to crack the saucer. “Are you telling me that for years, I’ve been preparing to fulfill a prophecy that was deliberately kept incomplete? That my entire understanding of my destiny was based on lies?”

“Not lies,” Thomas said quickly. “Just...selective information. Each kingdom believed their gem was the most important, so they emphasized those portions of the prophecy. After eight centuries, more and more details must have gotten lost. Honestly, it’s the temple’s fault. If my predecessors had taken steps to combat the isolationist—”

“This is ridiculous.” Imelia’s serene composure cracked again as she interrupted. “Divine will would not hide such crucial information from me. My visions have guided the temple for years. Deific intervention would not have played favorites.”

“Your visions showed you what you needed to see,” Thomas said, wincing when Imelia’s gaze jolted in his direction. “Maybe… Maybe that was part of the prophecy’s design! By hiding the existence of the other two gems, perhaps divine intervention was trying to prevent a war? But that doesn’t change the current situation. The prophecy is clear. Kevin requires the aid of all three gem bearers working in harmony. Just one gem will not be enough to stop what’s coming.”

The fragile peace I’d managed to create with the distraction of tea splattered like an egg wrapped in tissue paper dropped off a tower.

Daphyse shot to her feet, her stool scraping against stone as it tumbled out from under her. “You expect me to believe that after a lifetime of preparation, after building my entire identity around being Kevin’s destined partner, I have to share that destiny with these two pretenders?”

“Pretenders?” Trish was on her feet too, claws fully extended again. “Slog off, princess! I earned my position through blood and sweat while you were handed yours through an accident of birth. If anyone’s a pretender, it’s the pampered royalty who thinks destiny comes to those who don’t work for it.”

“And I suppose a savage who thinks brute force is a replacement for an educated upbringing is better qualified?” Daphyse’s hand moved to a dagger at her belt. “At least I understand the complexities of leadership and magical channeling.”

“Leadership?” Trish laughed, sharp and bitter. “You mean ordering people around because your daddy has the biggest chair in all the land? Real leadership is earned through proving you can protect the people who depend on you.”

“Both of you are missing the point,” Imelia said, rising from her seat with fluid grace. “In order to fulfill his role as hero, Kevin needs spiritual guidance. This is a matter of the divine. His true partner will be someone selected for greatness by higher powers, not worldly concerns like parentage or a workout regimen. The prophecy brought him here for someone who understands the deeper mysteries of his calling.”

“The deeper mysteries of sitting in a forest talking to trees?” Daphyse’s voice dripped with disdain. “He needs practical solutions and real magical power. Can you even do anything more than make your little flowers glow?”

Imelia’s flowers flared bright enough to cast shadows on the walls. “At least I serve something greater than my own political ambitions.”

“And at least I’ve actually accomplished something in the real world instead of hiding in the woods imagining the greatness,” Trish snarled. She whirled on Daphyse as well. “Or sitting in a big rock house getting handed everything I ask for.”

“It’s called a palace!” Daphyse shrieked.

The teacups started rattling on the table. Magic flared to life again. Trish’s crackling yellow aura, Imelia’s glowing green energy, and Daphyse’s flashing purple corona.

The three women were facing off across the table, each one convinced the others were frauds trying to steal what rightfully belonged to them. And I was starting to figure this had never been about saving the world.

“Ladies, please—” I started.

“There’s nothing to discuss,” Daphyse said, her dagger sliding free of its sheath with a soft whisper of steel. The hilt and sheath had looked purely decorative, but the blade itself was very clearly built for function, not form. “These pretenders need to leave immediately so Kevin and I can fulfill our true destiny.”

“The only one leaving is you,” Trish growled, her claws extending to their full length. “Kevin belongs with someone strong enough to protect him. He doesn’t need some soft-handed politician who’s never faced real danger with her own claws. If you can even call those little painted things claws!”

“Kevin belongs with someone who can provide proper spiritual guidance to fulfil the prophecy,” Imelia said, while green light starting to flare up around her fingers. “Not with either of you materialistic, violent women who mistake physical desire for divine calling.”

The magical energy in the air was getting thick enough to taste. I had felt safer standing in the street in the pouring rain with a Cybertruck bearing down on me. The cracks in the temple walls were spreading faster now, and I could hear support beams groaning overhead. That vibration in the floor was back, and stronger than before.

“Wait, everyone just—”

Too late.

Daphyse lunged at Trish with fury, her dagger aimed at the warrior’s throat. Trish twisted aside with inhuman speed, her claws raking across the princess’s sleeve and immediately drawing blood. Imelia raised her hands, green fire erupting from her palms as her serene composure exploded into righteous anger.

“Kevin is mine!” Daphyse screamed, pressing her attack against Trish even as green fire crackled against the purple of her aura. “The prophecy brought him here for me!”

“Liar! He needs to be protected by a real warrior!” Trish’s claws caught the dagger blade, sparks flying as steel met supernatural strength. “You are just some pampered baby who’s never earned anything!”

“Both of you are wrong!” Imelia’s magic lashed out like green lightning, forcing both women to disengage from each other to avoid the power that tore a gouge through the temple’s stone floor. “Your presence corrupts him, worldly creatures! Both of you, leave!”

The tea service exploded in a shower of porcelain fragments when Imelia’s magic passed through it.

Then the scorched wooden table cracked down the middle as Daphyse landed on it, fucking suplexed by Trish before the catgirl turned to charge at the elf. Trish snarled, foaming saliva rising to the corners of her mouth.

The princess lay on the table for a moment, catching her breath. But only a moment. Daphyse’s dagger started to glow purple once more before she leaped back to her feet and charged into the fray.

“Stop!” I shouted, but my voice was lost in the chaos.

Imelia’s magic wrapped around the broken furniture, turning the fragments into projectiles that whizzed through the air.

Trish nimbly dodged the incoming debris, hardly slowing down as she tried to get close enough to use her claws against the priestess. Daphyse deflected the magical attacks with her glowing dagger, charging at Trish’s back with murderous intent.

Something about the temple was not happy with this, and I was starting to put together why. Magical energy crackled along the cracks in the walls like electricity, the stone itself starting to glow with heat. Whatever power had constructed this building was somehow connected to the Sacred Gems. Their power acting against each other was tearing apart whatever was holding this place together. Huge chunks of masonry crashed down from the ceiling, each impact shaking the entire structure.

“They’re going to bring down the temple!” Thomas screamed, pressing himself against the far wall as a support beam cracked overhead. “Kevin! Do something!”

“Ladies!” I yelled, trying to be heard over the clash of magic and the rumble of the disintegrating temple. “Ladies, please!”

None of them were listening. They were too focused on eliminating their competition, convinced that the others were frauds who needed to be destroyed before they could corrupt my destiny.

Daphyse’s blade moved with calculated strikes. Every movement was efficient and deadly, her dagger work backed by clear training. It was like a dance.

But Trish was faster, her instincts and inhuman reflexes letting her flow around attacks like water.

Imelia fought like nature itself had turned hostile. Her magic didn’t just attack either one of them but turned the space itself against them. Green flames and lightning washed over the stone. Glowing blades sprouted up through the floor like deadly grass.

She was clearly trying to separate the other two, to maintain distance, create space, and control the fight.

Trish couldn’t be swayed or moved. She had the tactical grasp of the situation to try to keep Imelia from getting out of reach, constantly weaving through bursts of magical power to slash her claws at the priestess. But she was not so single-minded to ignore Daphyse’s threat, deflecting her dagger and lashing out with her claws in the princess’s direction whenever the opening appeared.

It was actually mesmerizing to watch. Each one of them was the picture of beauty, grace, and power. Also every time one of them caught the other with spell, blade, or claw, they came away from the exchange showing just a little more skin. That was distracting.

Especially since the gems’ power was destroying the temple still.

Another support beam cracked with a sound like thunder. Half the ceiling came down in an avalanche of stone and mortar, forcing all of us to dive for cover. When the dust cleared, there was a gaping hole overhead showing the night sky. I couldn’t exactly enjoy the view of the unfamiliar stars with three glowing magic-imbued women trying to kill each other just a few yards away.

“Holy shit,” I gasped, staring up at the stars through what used to be a roof. “Hang on, don’t we need this temple? Isn’t it important for the prophecy?”

That got their attention. All three women paused in their battle, looking around at the devastation they’d caused in less than five minutes of fighting.

“This is their fault,” Daphyse said, pointing her glowing dagger at the others. “If they’d accepted that you belong with me, none of this would have happened.”

“My fault?” Trish’s claws were still extended, golden energy crackling around them. “You’re the one who attacked first, princess.”

“I was defending Kevin’s true destiny from pretenders who would corrupt it,” Daphyse shot back. “The prophecy was in danger regardless of what acceptable collateral damage might occur.”

“The only danger here is your refusal to accept divine will,” Imelia said, green fire still dancing around her fingers. “In my visions, I have seen Kevin and I save this world. If you aren’t in those visions, it must be because your destruction is as preordained as his arrival!”

Another chunk of ceiling crashed between us, and I realized with growing horror that they were about to start fighting again. I had to stop them…but how?


Chapter ten
In Fighting


In an act of unexpected bravery, Brother Thomas rushed forward with his hands raised, his face pale with panic as chunks of masonry crashed around us. “Please, you have to stop! You’re destroying the temple!”

All three women turned on him with identical expressions of fury, their magical auras flaring brighter as they focused their combined attention on the interruption.

“Get out of the way,” Daphyse snarled, her glowing dagger still raised. “This doesn’t concern you.”

Trish growled, flexing her claws. “We don’t need interference from some neutral coward.”

“If you stand between us, you will be cut down,” Imelia said, green fire dancing around her fingers as she advanced on the monk. “I believe we can all agree on that.”

The other two nodded.

I didn’t, but they ignored every word I tried to say.

Thomas backed against the crumbling wall, his eyes wide with terror. He had his arms up protectively in front of himself. “But the prophecy requires—”

“The prophecy requires these pretenders to leave,” Daphyse snapped. “And you with them!” She lunged at Thomas with her blade. The steel caught him across the shoulder, tearing through his brown robes and drawing blood.

“Hey!” I shouted.

Thomas cried out, stumbling sideways directly into Trish’s path. Her claws raked across his chest, shredding fabric and skin as he fell to his knees.

“Stop interfering!” Trish snarled, raising her claws for another strike.

Green lightning erupted from Imelia’s hands, catching Thomas in the side and hurling him across the temple floor. He hit the stone hard, his body skidding through the rubble until he came to rest in a crumpled heap near the altar.

“For fuck’s sake!”

“Now we can settle this properly,” Imelia said, turning back toward the other two women as if Thomas was already forgotten.

I rushed over to Brother Thomas’s side, but Daphyse stood in my way.

The monk tried to push himself up, blood streaming from the gashes across his chest and shoulder. His left arm hung at an odd angle, probably broken from Imelia’s magical blast. He looked up at me with desperate eyes, his mouth moving but no sound coming out.

“Kevin belongs with someone who can actually provide for him,” Daphyse said, stepping around Thomas’s prone form without even glancing down. “Not with savages or mystics who—”

“That’s enough!” I roared, my voice booming in the shattered temple as I stepped between the three women just as Thomas had. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

All three of them froze mid-fight, staring at me like they’d forgotten I was even here. While Thomas hadn’t warranted pause, I was the object of their fight. They wouldn’t attack me.

“Kevin, you don’t understand,” Daphyse started, her voice taking on that patronizing tone again. “I’m protecting you from—”

“Protecting me?” I gestured at Thomas, who was trying to press his hands to his wounds to stem the bleeding, but struggling with one broken arm. “You just beat the shit out of an innocent man because he tried to stop you from destroying the temple! The temple we need to save your world!”

“He was interfering with me settling this,” Trish said, her ears flattened against her head. “The prophecy brought you here for me, not for either of these two—”

“The prophecy brought him here for a divine purpose,” Imelia interrupted, her flowers still glowing with residual magic. “If Brother Thomas is going to obfuscate that purpose, he deserved worse than that.”

I moved to kneel beside Thomas, helping him sit up against the side of the altar. His breathing was shallow and ragged, and there was too much blood soaking through his torn robes.

“Are you okay?” I asked, though it was obvious he wasn’t.

“I’ll live,” he wheezed, wincing as he tried to move his broken arm. He was tougher than he looked, and with a hiss of pain, he set the bone himself, gripping it tight with his good hand. “But Kevin, you need to understand about the prophecy—”

“He needs to understand that his true destiny lies with the Crown Gem Bearer,” Daphyse said, moving closer despite my glare. “I can provide the magical power and political resources necessary to—”

“No. His destiny lies with a real warrior,” Trish growled, positioning herself on my other side. “Someone who’s earned the right to stand beside him through strength and courage to fight for the War Gem.”

“His destiny lies where the divine has placed it,” Imelia said. “Spiritual guidance from someone chosen by the Blessed Gem to—”

“Shut up!” I snapped, my patience finally breaking completely. “All of you, just shut the hell up!”

The sudden silence was deafening. Even the sound of falling debris seemed to pause as the three women stared at me in shock. The sudden outburst extinguished their threatening magical auras, and they all seemed just confused enough that I could try to get a word in edgewise for a change.

“Look around you,” I said, gesturing at the destroyed temple. “Look at what you’ve done. You’ve torn apart the one place on this continent where I might actually learn the truth about this prophecy and what we—all four of us, mind you—need to do for it. And you nearly killed the one person who we can all trust to help me understand it.”

Daphyse looked sheepish. “I was only—”

“No,” I said, cutting her off. “You were only thinking about yourself. Yourselves, all of you. Each one of you is so convinced that you’re right and everyone else is wrong. You’ve been told the truth of this, and you jumped straight to violence!.”

Thomas coughed, blood speckling his lips. “The complete prophecy is in the archives. If you could just—”

“Don’t talk,” I told him gently, then looked back at the three women. “I want all of you to leave. Now.”

“Leave?” Trish’s tail lashed behind her. “Kevin, you don’t understand the danger—”

“The only danger I’ve faced since I arrived in this world has been from the three of you,” I snapped. “You can’t be in the same room for five minutes without trying to kill each other. How am I supposed to trust you to do what needs to be done if you can’t even have a conversation without destroying a building?”

“But you need my protection,” Daphyse said, her voice taking on a desperate edge. “Beegus could strike at any moment, and without the Crown Gem’s power—”

“Without the any gem’s power, I’ll figure something out,” I said. Exhaustion and frustration made my voice raw. “Right now, I need time to think and space to breathe without you three tearing each other apart every time someone mentions the prophecy.”

“Kevin, please,” Imelia stepped forward, her flowers dimming as she forced herself to regain her composure. “Divine will brought us together for a reason. You cannot simply dismiss—”

“Watch me.” I stood up, putting myself between them and Thomas again. “I’m dismissing all of you. Get the fuck out.”

“But the prophecy—” all three of them started at once.

“The prophecy doesn’t want the temple crashing down on my head,” I said, gesturing up at the open sky above us where a ceiling used to be. “I need the real prophecy, not the diluted versions your three nations have cultivated. I’m not here to mediate a religious schism. I’m here to save the world. Thomas has the complete text, and if I’m going to understand it, I need to see the original with my own eyes before I let you three force-feed me your own directors’ cuts.”

Daphyse’s anger finally flared in my direction. I tried not to flinch as the way her grip on her dagger tightened. “You can’t send me away! I’m the Crown Gem Bearer! I’m your destined partner!”

“No, I am,” Trish and Imelia said simultaneously, their claws and magic readying in their own hands. All three glared at each other.

“See?” I threw my hands up in frustration. “This is exactly why I need you to leave. You’re ready to jump to violence, even against me. What’s going to happen when we go down into the archives and what I read in the prophecy says what Thomas describes? Are you gonna stab me? Cut me? Burn me?”

“Kevin, you’re being unreasonable,” Daphyse said. She was desperate to regain control of the situation, but not civil enough to re-sheath her dagger. “I have the education to help you research the prophecy properly. Surely it would be more efficient if I remained to assist—”

“Like hell,” Trish snarled, her claws extending again. “If anyone stays, it should be me. I can actually protect Kevin if Beegus attacks while he’s researching, not just sit around looking pretty and telling him what I want him to think.”

“Neither of you should stay with him,” Imelia said, green light starting to dance around her fingers again. “Kevin requires divine guidance to interpret prophetic texts correctly. My presence is essential for—”

“No!” I shouted them down before their threatening auras could start to manifest. “This is exactly what I’m talking about! The second I suggest exploring the truth, all three of you want to fight about which of you gets to tell me your favorite lie.”

Thomas tried to speak, but only managed a weak cough that brought up more blood.

“Look at him,” I said, pointing at the injured monk. “Look what your selfishness has already cost me.”

“The world won’t be saved without the Sacred Gem Bearer,” Daphyse said, but her voice had lost some of its certainty. I couldn’t tell if I was actually getting through to her, or if she was starting to see the need to change the strategy of her manipulation.

“Then maybe the world doesn’t get saved,” I snapped, the words coming out harsher than I’d intended. “If you three can’t cooperate long enough for me to figure out what needs to happen, then maybe Beegus was going to destroy everything all along. Maybe the prophecy is hopeless, and suffering will wash over the planet while the moon weeps and the sun… The sun…”

“Averts its eyes,” Thomas supplied helpfully, still clutching his broken arm.

“Right, that,” I said. “Because if you’re not even going to listen to the simplest request, you’ve already doomed your world without giving me the chance to save it.”

The silence that followed was absolute. All three women stared at me with expressions of shock and growing horror.

“You don’t mean that,” Imelia whispered, her flowers dimming completely.

“I don’t want to mean it, but what choice do I have?” I met her gaze steadily. “I met all three of you just today, and in that time, you’ve ignored everything I’ve said, destroyed a temple, beat up my only friend in this world, and spent more energy fighting each other than actually helping me. The world seems pretty doomed to me, if you’re my only hope. May as well pull up a chair, grab a beer, and hope Beegus brings some cool fireworks.”

“Kevin, please,” Trish’s voice was smaller now, less certain. “You can’t abandon the prophecy. People will die.”

“People are going to die if I let you three keep fighting like this,” I said. “If you really care about being the most special girl in the world, then by all means, keep going. Maybe Beegus will leave everyone alone if you let your selfishness destroy everything before she even gets here.”

Daphyse took a step back, her dagger clattering to the floor as her hands started to shake. “You’re the prophesized hero. You can’t just…”

“If I’m the hero, then maybe listen to what I’m saying.” I crossed my arms and stared at all three of them. “Prove to me that you’re capable of treating me like a partner instead of like a prize to be won. Because even your own skewed versions of the prophecy say that much right? I’m your partner in this, not just a tool.”

The three women looked at each other, then back at me, their faces turning from shock to embarrassment. I felt a little guilty that I had to hold the whole world hostage, but this seemed to be the only way.

“We... We can cooperate,” Daphyse said hesitantly. The other two nodded.

“Can you?” I gestured at the destroyed temple around us. “I don’t want to waste my time if this is just you trying to talk your way out of taking responsibility for this. Are you capable of listening to me?”

“If it means saving the world,” Imelia said, though she didn’t sound entirely convinced.

“Saving the world, or securing your place in the prophecy?” I asked.

None of them had an answer for that.

“Get out,” I said again, my voice quiet but final. “I’m serious. All of you. Come back when you’ve figured out whether you actually care about saving people or just about being the chosen one.”

For a long moment, nobody moved. Then Daphyse bent to retrieve her dagger, sliding it back into its sheath with shaking hands.

“This isn’t over,” she said, but there was no threat in her voice. Just desperate uncertainty.

“It might be,” I said. “If you can’t listen and just leave, it is. Now go.”

Trish’s claws retracted slowly, her ears drooping as she looked between me and the other two women. “Kevin, I—”

“Now. Go.”

Imelia clasped her hands in prayer position, bowing slightly. “Divine will shall guide us to understanding,” she said, though she sounded like she was trying to convince herself, not me.

One by one, they filed toward the temple entrance. Daphyse paused at the doorway, looking back with an expression of genuine fear.

“I’ll return tomorrow,” she said.

“We’ll all return tomorrow,” Trish added, her tail still rigid with tension.

“Divine will permitting,” Imelia said softly. “We can have a proper discussion then.”

“You will not. None of you. I don’t want to see you here unless I call for you.” I gestured at the shattered remains of the tea service. Not the mention the chunks of temple. “This was supposed to be a proper discussion. If you three want to take this seriously, you had better be ready to get through this with words, not violence. You have to figure out how to get over yourselves and manage that. And, as you’ve all reminded me over and over, clock’s ticking.”

All three looked like they wanted to start arguing again, but I stood firm and they eventually finished filing out. Hopefully not to resume their brawl on the front steps.

Then they were gone, leaving me alone with Thomas in the ruins of what had once been a sacred temple. The silence felt strange after all the shouting and fighting. Calm, but not peaceful.

I knelt beside Thomas again, helping him lean more comfortably against the altar. “How bad is it?”

“I’ve had worse,” he lied, wincing as he shifted his grip on his broken arm. “Though not recently.”

“We need to get you a splint or something. And maybe about a hundred stitches.”

“The temple has healing supplies in the back chambers,” he said. “But Kevin, about the prophecy—”

“I’m so tired of hearing that word,” I said with a weary sigh, helping him to his feet. “We’ll talk about it later. First we get you patched up. You can explain the whole story once I’m sure you’re not gonna die in the middle of telling it.”


Chapter eleven
Fine Print


Thomas leaned heavily against my shoulder as we moved through the temple. His breathing was still ragged but steadier than it had been in the main hall. Blood had soaked through his torn robes, but most of it seemed to be from shallow cuts rather than anything life-threatening. He was still gripping his forearm, trying to keep the bone set.

“Third door on the left,” he wheezed, pointing with his chin down a corridor lined with wooden doors that all looked identical to me.

I pushed open the door he’d indicated and found myself in what was obviously the temple’s equivalent to a school nurse’s office. Shelves lined the walls, filled with opaque ceramic jars, rolled bandages, and bottles containing liquids I couldn’t identify. There was a countertop with some unidentifiable tools laid out on it, and a padded bench beside a wooden chair. The air smelled like herbs and something sharp that reminded me of the antiseptic they’d used when I got stitches after a bar fight I hadn’t even wanted to be involved in.

That bar fight had earned me twelve stitches and a bill that took me three months to pay off. After that, I swore I’d never pay another hospital bill again. Working in construction, manual labor, and road work, I had plenty of chances to hone my skills. I figured by now I was practically qualified to open my own clinic, assuming anyone wanted medical advice from a guy whose insurance plan was “try not to get hurt.”

“Sit,” I told Thomas, guiding him to the padded bench.

“Kevin, about the prophecy—”

“Thomas.” I started pulling supplies off the shelves, grabbing anything that looked like it might be useful for treating cuts and a broken arm. He’d said something about the temple having healing properties, but it also had a damn hole in the ceiling, so I wasn’t expecting miracles. “You’re in worse shape than I’ve ever been in, and that’s saying something. I know how to patch someone up. But I can’t do that if you’re talking the whole time. Don’t distract me.”

He opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again when I gave him a look that said I was gonna jab my finger into a wound if he didn’t shut up.

Some conversations required medical attention first and explanations second.

The cuts on his chest and shoulder looked worse than they actually were, mostly because there was so much blood. Trish’s claws had torn through his robes but only scratched the skin underneath. Daphyse’s dagger had caught him across the shoulder, but it was a shallow slice that would heal clean with proper care. Or maybe that healing magic was onto something.

I wasn’t gonna need to do any stitches in any case.

The worst injury was his broken arm, and even that felt like a clean break rather than anything complicated. And Thomas had set himself quickly—a surprisingly badass move for someone who looked so wimpy—which meant there wasn’t a lot of internal damage around the break. I was able to get a splint on it and wrap it tight without too much trouble.

“This is going to sting,” I warned, uncorking a bottle that smelled like it could strip paint.

Thomas hissed as I cleaned the cuts, but he didn’t complain. I worked the way I’d learned to do when treating my own injuries. Closing things up was always the first instinct, but an infection could give you a fever that takes you off the job site the week rent is due. Always clean the wound first, apply pressure to stop any bleeding that flares up, bandage everything tight enough to stay put but not so tight it cut off circulation.

“You’re good at this,” Thomas said, watching me work.

“Practice.” I started wrapping his arm, using a wooden splint I’d found among the medical supplies. “It’s a lot easier when I’m not doing it on myself. I can actually use both hands and see what I’m doing.”

“The prophecy—” He paused, almost as if waiting for me to interrupt him. When I didn’t, he smiled. “It mentions that, you know. Your trials preparing you for what’s to come. Hardship giving you the skills you’ll need to save our world. And, I suppose, me. I apologize if your life was made harder by needing to cultivate this talent.”

I looked up from the bandage I was tying. “So what other skills am I gonna need to save the world, then? Because most of my hardships developed skills like cooking rice and dodging collection agencies, and I don’t think that’s gonna be useful here.” He laughed, and I pinned him with a glare. “I want real details, Thomas. Not vague and ominous bullshit.”

Thomas shifted on his seat, wincing as the movement pulled at his shoulder. “If I’ve been vague it’s only because the details are...complicated. And honestly, I’ve been happy to get interrupted as I have been because I knew you won’t like what you hear.”

“Well, I gotta hear it anyway, right?” I asked, double-checking the splint to make sure it was holding the bone right. “Shoot.”

As soon as the words started, they just spilled out of the man. “The complete prophecy describes you as a ‘vessel of convergence.’ Someone who can channel and focus magical energy rather than generating it yourself.” Thomas met my eyes. “You’re not meant to be what you’d call a traditional hero who defeats evil through personal power. You’re meant to be a living focal point that allows the three Sacred Gems to work together.”

I finished tying off another bandage and sat back. “What do you mean by that?”

“Like a lens that concentrates sunlight into a beam hot enough to start a fire. But in reverse. The gems have incredible power individually, but their power is very specific. The Sacred Gems can only offer the powers within their portfolio. But when their energy is channeled through the chosen one from beyond this world, their combined force becomes something entirely different. Instead of just growing crops, empowering warriors, or curing the sick, the Gems’ power can be made into a weapon against darkness.”

“And if I can’t?” I asked, tying a sling to keep his splinted arm secured. “If I’m not really the chosen one, or if the gem bearers refuse to cooperate?”

“Then darkness seizes power. Those who survive the doomed final battle will suffer and die when Beegus launches her final assault in the name of the Demon King.” Thomas’s voice was quiet but steady. “The prophecy is very clear about that part. Without the unified power of all three gems, channeled by the hero from Ohio, there’s no way to stop the coming darkness.”

“Right, and the moon sobs and whatever. Bad poetry ensues.” I helped him to his feet, making sure his makeshift sling was secure. “How about you show me the actual prophecy. Not your summaries or the nations’ fanfic of it. I want to read the original text. The real thing. I’m not signing the dotted line without reading the full text. Never falling for that one again.”

Thomas nodded, relief flooding his face. “As foretold, your hardships prepared you well for all our challenges. I’ve been eager for this opportunity since you arrived.”

The temple’s archives were deeper underground than I’d expected, reached by a spiral staircase that descended far enough to make my ears pop. The air down here was cool and dry, with the musty smell of old parchment and leather bindings. Shelves stretched from floor to ceiling, packed with books and scrolls that looked like they’d been collecting dust since before my great-grandfather was born.

Maybe my great-great-grandfather.

“The original prophecy is kept here,” Thomas said, leading me to a reading table. What sat upon it looked more like a sculpture than a book. There were sheets of stone bound in giant metal rings, carved with text in a script I couldn’t read. “This is the original version, recorded by the temple’s founders over a thousand years ago, etched in stone so that the original text would never been lost or obfuscated.”

I stared at the incomprehensible writing. “This is useful. So is this language on Duolingo or something…?”

“It’s true that the ancient tongue has changed many times over the centuries since the prophecy was written. I imagine the people in Ohio were speaking very differently a thousand years before you were born.”

He was right, but not for the reason he thought. As a college dropout, I didn’t feel qualified to give an American history lesson, though, so I just nodded along.

Thomas consulted the nearest shelf, pulling out a thick tome that actually looked relatively recent. “We’ve maintained translations for exactly this purpose, each one translated from the original word-for-word, and not from each other.”

The translated text was dense and formal enough to make legal documents sound like haiku. Huge footnotes explained nuances of the translation and made reference to the word choices made by the translator, and each time included samples of the ancient script from the etched-stone edition laid out beside it.

I fought the urge to skim. There was nothing here that seemed like a gotcha clause like my apartment’s shitty lease agreement. But as I read, certain phrases jumped out at me:

When darkness seeks to claim what was never meant for shadow, the vessel from beyond shall unite the three powers in sacred convergence…

The vessel’s life will be hard and sad. Only through the gifts of suffering can this world be made whole, and grant him the ease and joy he brings us all…

The destroyer’s hunger knows no bounds, seeking to devour the light that protects this realm...

Only through willing sacrifice of the vessel’s mortal fear can the three become one, and the one become the light of salvation…

“Beegus isn’t just trying to destroy the world,” I said, looking up from the text. “She’s trying to steal the gems.”

“That’s what we believe.” Thomas pointed to an earlier passage. “The prophecy speaks of ‘the destroyer seeking to claim what was never meant for shadow.’ Our scholars interpret that as someone attempting to use the gems’ power for catastrophic purposes.”

I kept reading, my stomach sinking with each line. The prophecy was surprisingly vague about specifics for how everyone seemed to know my name and address, but the general picture was becoming clear. Beegus had been planning this for years, maybe decades. Her attacks weren’t random violence but were reconnaissance missions, gathering intelligence about the gems’ locations and capabilities.

She was learning the limits of the Crown Gem’s reach. Testing the full power of the War Gem’s strength. Pushing the boundaries of the Blessed Gem’s healing.

Once she had the whole picture, she could outmaneuver the gems’ themselves and seize control of the centerpieces of all three nations’ cultures.

“There’s more,” Thomas said, turning to another section. “About the convergence chamber.”

The text described a sacred space beneath the temple, designed specifically for channeling the unified power of all three gems. But there was a warning embedded in the description that made my blood run cold:

If evil stands there, it will be an inversion. Community becomes competition. Power becomes insecurity. Recovery becomes regression. Light becomes dark. The Sacred Gems that would save us will become our destruction…

“That’s it,” I said, pointing to the text. “That’s what happened to the temple.”

“What are you talking about?” Brother Tomas asked, leaning over my shoulder to follow along.

“When the ladies were fighting, it was destroying the temple, right?” I asked. “This right here is why.”

“I thought that the Sacred Gems being at odds was the cause.”

“Maybe that’s part of it, but this is pretty clear.” I tapped the words one by one. “‘Community becomes competition. Power becomes insecurity. Recovery becomes regression.’ They were using the power of the Sacred Gems for the opposite reason from their purpose.”

“Brilliant deduction,” Thomas said, leaning farther over to look at the words closer. He was careful to turn his body away, so that his injured arm was held safe. “I’d always assumed that inverting the Sacred Gems’ powers would render them inert, unable to stop whatever the coming darkness was doing.” He wiggled his splinted arm in its sling. “But they certainly still possessed their power.”

“So that means… Inversion isn’t going to deactivate the gems. If Beegus wins, the gems will come under her control, still at full potential,” I said, flipping back through the other pages to confirm. “She doesn’t have to destroy the world. She can...”

“Seize the power of the gems and focus them to her own intent.” Thomas nodded, following along with my logic. “Personally, I’d always believed that the prophecy’s promises of destruction are actually an optimistic view. All the talk of suffering? People can’t suffer if they’re dead. That’s what I’m afraid of. All the peoples of this world trapped under the heel of a newborn evil goddess.”

I closed the book and leaned back in my chair, trying to piece together what this all meant. I’d been bent over by enough double-speak contracts to not read between the lines.

Three things stood out to me: First, I needed to stop those three women from fighting again. The destruction caused by inverting the gems’ power wasn’t going to stop with the temple.

Second, the prophecy said that only I could unite the gems’ power, because I was from another world, and I’d endured hardships all my life.

Third, the prophecy also said that the darkness could unite the gem’s power, but had left out a lot of details of why or how.

So was Beegus from another world, too? Had she been a construction site flagger with a criminal record and four maxed-out credit cards? Or a retail worker with a nicotine addiction and a parent’s medical bills? Or even from a world that wasn’t Earth, suffering under a whole different flavor of bullshit?

I shoved that thought aside. It was too big. Cosmic-level instead of local. I’d given up worrying about politics when I’d called brand-name ramen cups a luxury. My immediate issues were a more important concern. And those were three psychotic women who were more concerned with being my one and only partner than they were about actually saving the world.

I was already halfway out of my chair before I caught myself. The urge to just walk away from all of this was strong. If Beegus could unite the world under a banner of darkness, maybe that was the better option, because getting the gem bearers to cooperate was above my pay grade for sure.

“So why didn’t you tell me all this from the beginning?” I asked. I gestured at the huge archive. “You had a thousand years to go over the prophecy, and nobody condensed the important bits into a pamphlet for me?”

Thomas looked down at his bandaged arm. “I knew you’d react exactly like this. You’d realize how much responsibility was being placed on your shoulders and see letting evil win as a way out. You’d want to run.”

I gave him a “no shit” look.

“You’re damn right I want to run.” I stood up and started pacing around the small archive room. “I’m not even really a hero, am I? I’m a… what did you call me? A vessel. A tool. I’m your goddamn USB-A to USB-C converter cable. Except what you need me to convert is three separate piles of lit dynamite who can’t play nice.”

“Yes.”

“And if I screw up, everyone dies. Or worse.”

“Yes.”

I stopped pacing and stared at him. “Thomas, I’m a kid from Ohio. I can’t lead a household of just myself through a successful grocery trip. I’ve never been in charge of anything more complicated than a group home cleanup detail. I have no military training, no magical abilities, and no experience dealing with women who think murder is a reasonable response to romantic competition. And that’s not even mentioning that these women are national leaders or decorated warriors or prophetic priestesses.”

He smiled. Just the tiniest wisp of a thing. “I know.”

“So why me?” I slammed my hand down on the reading table, making the ancient book jump. “Why am I the hero and not someone with a single shred of competence? Someone who understands this world and these people? Someone whose skills are actually transferable to this situation?”

“Because you are the only one with the skills for the job, whether or not you see them as transferable.” Thomas met my eyes steadily. “The prophecy is very specific about the vessel’s origins. Someone from beyond this world, someone who’s faced trials that prepared them for impossible challenges. Heroes aren’t born, Kevin. They’re made.” He grinned at his own reference. “The prophecy brought you here because it knows that anyone else in all the multiverse would fail. You have exactly the right skills and knowledge to save this world. Even if you don’t know everything right now, you and you alone have the capacity to figure it all out at just the right time you need to succeed.”

I wanted to argue with him, to point out all the ways this was insane and impossible. But as I looked around the ancient archives, surrounded by centuries of accumulated knowledge and desperate hope, I couldn’t escape what he was actually saying.

I was the one the prophecy sent. I was the one who was here. Hero or not, I was this world’s only hope. Not just for the three women who’d made such a mess of things, but entire kingdoms full of farmers and craftsmen and children who had lived their whole lives thinking their leaders would unite with a mysterious hero from beyond the world to protect them.

Fuck.

“The three gem bearers,” I said finally. “They don’t know about the convergence chamber, do they?”

“No. That information has been kept strictly within the temple. If word had filtered back to Beegus of its existence, the world would have been doomed before you even arrived. Everyone believes this place is simply an archive, a neutral meeting ground, and a ceremonial artifact, nothing more. That’s kept us safe.”

“And considering nobody knows about anybody else’s gems, they also don’t know Beegus can take their power.”

He nodded. “They know she’s a threat, but I have no idea how many of the prophecy’s specifics have been lost to them.”

I sat back down, my head in my hands. “So I have to convince three women who hate each other to work together, learn how to channel magical powers unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed, and at the same time, prevent a genius military commander from stealing the power out from under me and conquering the world. All in four more days.”

“Three more days, technically. The planetary alignment occurs at dawn on the fifth day, so you don’t have that whole day.”

I laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Three days. To save the world.”

“Kevin.” Thomas leaned forward, his good hand reaching across the table. “I know this seems impossible. But the prophecy chose you explicitly because you can do it. Your experiences on Earth, the trials you faced, the way you learned to handle yourself and the people around you, the way you survived when everything went wrong…all of that prepared you for this task.”

“My experiences prepared me to disappoint everyone who ever tried to help me.”

“No. They prepared you to make hard choices when there were no good options,” Thomas said firmly. “They prepared you to keep going when everything seemed hopeless.” He shook his splinted arm in its sling. “They prepared you to help an innocent man who got hurt trying to stop a fight he had no right to barge into.”

I couldn’t really argue with that. Well, I could, but it would have been just stubbornness.

And Brother Thomas probably would have taken it as more proof that I was his messiah.

I didn’t think of myself as a bad guy, but I certainly didn’t think of myself as a good guy. Or even an okay guy. I’d spent my whole life struggling to keep my nose above water.

Right and wrong existed outside my budget.

But maybe Thomas was right. Maybe, if the chance was in front of me and dinner wasn’t on the line, I would choose to do the right thing. Maybe my struggles had been preparing me for this world’s needs. Or maybe I was just desperate enough to believe that every misfortune in my screwed-up life had happened for a reason.

“If I do this,” I said slowly, “if I try to make this work, I need something from you.”

“I’m in no position to refuse,” Brother Thomas said with a small smile.

“Grow a spine, man,” I said firmly. “No more withholding information because you think I can’t handle it. No more protecting me from uncomfortable truths. And no more letting people interrupt you when you’re trying to tell me something that could be the difference between life and death for this whole world.”

“Agreed.”

“And I need you to help me figure out how to deal with those three women. Because right now, they’re more dangerous to each other than Beegus is to any of us.”

Thomas smiled, a genuine expression of relief since I’d arrived. I think he thought I was finally starting to believe in the prophecy. I wasn’t quite there, but I was at least going to do my best.

“You underestimate yourself, Kevin. But I will offer whatever help I can.”

I looked over the translated prophecy again, its formal language describing impossible choices and world-ending consequences. With what Thomas had told me, I had three full days to unite three isolationist kingdoms, master magical powers I didn’t understand, and prevent the destruction or subjugation of an entire world.

It should have been terrifying.

It was terrifying.

But I wasn’t going to run.

Not because I believed I was special or chosen or destined for greatness. Not because I thought I could actually pull this off. In fact, I was pretty sure that I was just some random guy who got hit by a truck on the wrong night and cut the line ahead of the real hero. It seemed almost certain that I was going to step between those three women at the wrong moment and get ripped to shreds.

And I had no faith that I could actually stop Beegus.

But looking around at all the texts down here, I could see all the hope of this world. Whatever divine power had issued this prophecy, it told the people of this temple and all three nations that I was the path to survival. And if I walked away, I’d be slapping that slim sliver of hope out of all their hands.

Maybe Thomas was right. Maybe I was a good guy after all.

“All right,” I said, closing the translated prophecy book. “Let’s figure out how to save the world.”


Chapter twelve
Royal Flush


The imperial guards at the palace entrance looked like they’d rather be anywhere else when I approached the next morning. Their polished armor gleamed in the sunlight, but their faces were carefully blank in that way that meant someone important was in a mood.

Dollars to donuts it was Daphyse.

That urge to run spiked, but I tamped it down.

“Kevin Matthew Brown to see Princess Daphyse,” I said to the guard on the right. “She’s expecting me.”

“Yes, sir.” He looked me up and down. Brother Thomas had found some clothes for me to change into, including some actual shoes. I still wore my hoodie and hi-vis vest, mostly for shits and giggles. The guard then gestured toward the palace with obvious reluctance. “Her Imperial Highness is waiting in the Blue Salon. Third floor, east wing. I’ll have someone escort you.”

The servant who led me through the marble corridors moved like he was walking to his own execution. We climbed elegant staircases and passed through halls lined with portraits and stained-glass windows of stern-looking emperors, all watching me with what felt like disapproval.

I fought the urge to make faces at them. They were paintings and glass. Still no Scooby-Doo eyes.

The Blue Salon turned out to be a sitting room that probably cost more than my entire neighborhood back in Akron, with furniture that looked too expensive to actually use.

Princess Daphyse stood with her back to the door, looking out the tall windows that overlooked the city below. Her red hair was pinned up in an elaborate style that probably took an hour to arrange, and she wore a formal purple dress that was different from yesterdays but still made her look every inch the imperial princess. When she turned to face me, her expression was polite but cold enough to freeze water.

“Kevin.” Her voice was the same temperature as her expression. “How good of you to finally arrive.”

“We never discussed a time,” I said, throwing her a crooked grin. “In my book, that means I’m actually five minutes early.”

“Are you?” She moved to a chair upholstered in blue silk and seated herself with perfect posture. “I suppose our perspectives may differ. Considering I expected us to be wed by the end of the day, preparations should have begun before dawn. And yet, here we are.”

I took the chair across from her, noting how she’d positioned herself to look down at me despite us being the same height when standing. Had she rearranged all the furniture in the room to get me to sit in a shorter chair?

“You wanted to see me.”

“Did I?” Daphyse folded her hands in her lap with precision. “I seem to recall extending an invitation yesterday, but that was before I learned you had more pressing engagements. Please, don’t let me keep you from your other appointments.”

There it was. She was pissed about last night. About not kicking Trish and Imelia out, but letting her stay. I’d expected some attitude, but nowhere near this much. I hadn’t expected upholding my promise to this meeting to smooth over everything, but I hadn’t expected the starting line to be so far back.

“None of my other appointments are any more or less important than this one.”

“No? How surprising.” Her blue eyes could have cut glass. “I was under the impression you were having more fun entertaining pretenders and their ridiculous claims. I could never ask you to waste time with the true Gem Bearer instead.”

I leaned back in my chair. I had to get control of this conversation, and I didn’t have all morning to waste on getting sniped at. Time for the oldest card in my deck: uncomfortable directness. “Are you upset about last night?”

“Upset?” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Why would I be upset? The prophesied hero chose to spend his limited time investigating fraudulent claims instead of preparing for his true destiny. I find it...illuminating.”

“How so?”

“It tells me everything I need to know about your commitment to saving this world.” She stood up, smoothing her dress. “Clearly, you’re more interested in being entertained by fantasies than accepting reality. It’s obvious that saving this world holds no interest to you, and that all my preparations and pleas for the survival of my people will fall on deaf ears. So let’s not waste both of our time.”

She stood up and moved toward the door, clearly expecting me to leave.

Instead, I stayed in my chair.

“Actually, I do have questions about the prophecy. Real ones.”

Daphyse paused, her hand on the ornate door handle. “I’m sure Brother Thomas can provide whatever information you require. You seem more eager to listen to him than—”

“Thomas has the temple’s version. Not yours. But you’ve been studying it your whole life, right?” I looked at her directly. “The Crown Gem…how exactly does it work? Thomas mentioned it responds to royal bloodline, but what does that actually mean?”

She turned back toward me, suspicion replacing some of the cold anger in her expression. “Why do you want to know?”

“Because if I’m going to save this world, I need the whole story.” I ran a finger down the arm of my chair. “The way I see it, nobody knows the Empire’s side of the story better than you do. The temple prophecy talks about convergence and bringing the power of the gems together, but all the specifics are spread over a whole library, and half of it is in some old language I can’t read. You’re the only person I know who can explain it to me in the timeframe we have before the end of the world.”

For a moment, she just stared at me. Then something shifted in her posture, and the imperial mask slipped just enough to let me see a bit of excitement at the prospect of sharing her knowledge.

It was an expression I knew well. I wouldn’t have gotten through high school if I couldn’t bait a nerd into explaining the whole textbook to me over the lunch period before the test.

“The Crown Gem doesn’t simply respond to royal blood,” she said, moving back toward her chair but not sitting. “That’s a simplified explanation that works well enough for the layman. The gem actually attunes to the magical resonance patterns that develop through generations of exposure to its energy.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Powerful energy leaves traces in a person over time, and those traces become hereditary. Each use of the Crown Gem creates a slightly stronger connection between the wielder and the artifact, and each successive generation starts off with a stronger connection from the lifetime of use by their parent. After eight generations, my magical resonance is a perfect match for the gem’s true intent.”

I felt myself genuinely interested despite the circumstances. “So it’s like...magical inheritance?”

“Exactly.” Daphyse’s eyes lit up with the first real enthusiasm I’d seen from her all morning. I’d surprised her by following along and understanding. “The Crown Gem then recognizes and amplifies specific magical frequencies to create far-reaching effects. Without the proper resonance, it’s powers are just a shadow better than blind luck. With it, the power is directly in my grasp, giving me such incredible control over all the things the Empire needs.”

“Which is what, exactly?” I asked, shifting in my seat and leaning toward her. “You’ve mentioned a few vague things, but I want specifics. What can the Crown Gem do?”

She began pacing, her formal composure giving way to animated explanation. My interest was breaking through her agitation faster than any diplomacy could have. “It amplifies. Agricultural enhancement within a radius determined by the resonance of the user. Weather manipulation on a continental scale. Tactical awareness during military operations. Using these major powers, there are so many other things that come under its portfolio. By controlling the crops, I can ensure the food my citizens receive is nutritious enough to keep them healthy and save off illness. By controlling the weather, I can avert natural disasters before they reach civilization. By being aware of all of our troops’ movements, I am directly connected to our every security need.”

“That’s...a lot more than I expected. Very impressive.”

“Most people think magic is just waving your hands and the world bending to your will.” Daphyse’s voice carried years of study and genuine passion for the subject. Her earlier agitation was practically gone now. “But every application requires precise understanding of energy distribution, environmental factors, and intended outcomes. It’s extremely taxing and requires great concentration.”

I nodded, watching her as she grew more animated with her explanation. This was a side of her I could get used to.

“The temple prophecy mentions that my role is to focus the gems’ power. How would that work with your magical attunement?”

“That’s the part I studied closest.” She sat down, matching my posture as she leaned toward me in turn. “The patterns etched into my bloodline by generations of use of the Crown Gem are unique in this world, but not in yours. The hardships of your life will have created a mirror to my attunement. Once we forge a bond between us, you should be able to pull the Crown Gem’s power from my body just as easily as I pull it from the gem itself.”

“So everything went wrong in my life so that I’d be properly tenderized for the Crown Gem’s power.” It was weird that I was starting to warm up to the idea that the hardship in my life wasn’t my fault, but was a part of the same cosmic joke that brought me here. “But all this… This isn’t in opposition to the original prophecy, though. Nothing you’ve said is incompatible with the existence of two other gems, and the idea that I need the power of all three to fight the darkness.”

“You are correct,” she said, leaning back and tapping her chin. The cold, formal princess was gone, replaced by someone genuinely excited about sharing knowledge she’d spent years accumulating. And now, the reminder of the other two gems’ existence had her pondering the implications instead of flying into a rage. “Perhaps other aspects of your life prepared you for the needs of those gems in much the same way. Something about your world that hardened your body to makes you a similar mirror for a brute warrior, and something about the way you were brought here putting you in touch with tree-hugger prophecies.”

I shrugged off the backhanded comments about the other two. This was still progress. “It sounds like you have a deep understanding of this. How long have you been studying the prophecies?”

“Since I was sixteen.” She leaned forward again, eyes focusing on mine. It was the first time I felt like she was looking at me as a person rather than a fairy tale prince. “When I first accessed the Crown Gem’s power, and felt exactly how it worked, I realized the prophecies had to be more complex than anyone understood. I’ve been preparing for your arrival ever since. I knew I had to understand the power as fully as possible in order to help you.”

“You’ve been preparing for me specifically?”

“Of course.” She looked at me like this was obvious. “The prophecy describes the vessel in detail. Your background, your experiences, your name and hometown, how you will arrive, and how you will… How you will form a bond with me to save our world. I’ve studied every aspect of what would be required to channel the Crown Gem into you.”

The way she said it made my stomach clench. Her attention was shifting back. She was looking at me like a storybook ending again. “Daphyse, how much do you actually know about me?”

“Everything that was ever derived from the prophecy.” She sat up a little straighter, eyes going distant as she called up her memories. “Your juvenile record, your employment history, your family background, your behavioral patterns, your diet…”

I stared at her for a long moment. It was like hearing an NSA agent reciting the details of my case file.

“Sounds like the prophecy was…very thorough.”

“I’ve been preparing to be your partner.” She sensed my discomfort, and her voice took on a defensive edge. “The prophecy doesn’t guarantee success, Kevin. It only provides opportunity. It was my duty to know everything, so that I could be whatever you needed.”

“And what did you conclude I needed?”

“Stability. Security. Someone who could guide you and provide for you.” She gestured around the opulent salon. “I can give you everything you’d been denied on Earth. Comfort, respect, authority, resources. A place where you are valued and your past is truly behind you.”

I looked around at the room. It was nice. And what she offered sounded good. Getting hit by that truck and sent here was the closest thing to a vacation I’d had in years. After everything I’d been through, it sounded nice to be royalty for a change.

“That’s not how the world works, though,” I said at last.

“Why shouldn’t it be?” She demanded, sitting up straight. The farther we got from discussion of the prophecy, the more of that dangerous royal attitude returned. “The power of the Empire and the Crown Gem make anything possible. Why can’t I be the partner you need?”

“Because everything you just told me about the Crown Gem was brilliant. You clearly understand the magical theory better than anyone, and when you talk about it, you become someone else. Passionate and intense. You really care about the Crown Gem and using it to care for your people.” I stood up, crossing the room to the window, looking out over the city. “But when you talk about me, it sounds like you’re describing a school project. Homework the prophecy gave you that you don’t care about besides as an obligation.”

“I... I don’t...” She fumbled for words, the imperial composure coming apart as I cut right to the heart of the matter. “You don’t understand. I’ve dedicated my entire life to this moment. Everything I’ve done, every decision I’ve made, has been focused on fulfilling the prophecy. Being worthy of you.”

“That’s not how partnerships work.” I turned and looked her in the eye, seeing all the desperation I expected there. “Did you never ask if I was going to be worthy of you, too?”

Daphyse stared at me with growing horror, like I’d just pointed out something she’d never considered.

“I need you to save the world,” she stammered. “You’re the only one who can—”

“We need to be partners, don’t we?” I asked, softening my tone. I could feel the conversation going my way, I just had to twist the knife a little. “You doing everything you can for me is no partnership. We need to be equals. I need to carry my weight, don’t I?”

“You’re going to save the world. Save my people. Isn’t that enough?”

“I don’t know,” I said, stepping toward her. “Is it? Sure, maybe it’s enough for Daphyse the princess. But is that enough for Daphyse the woman?” I leaned down, peering at her face. “And who is that? Who is Daphyse the woman? If I’m going to be your partner—your husband—I need to know.”

Her perfectly composed expression shattered.

Tears started running down her cheeks, smearing the subtle cosmetics that had made her look naturally flawless. Just as her figurative mask of perfection broke, so too did the literal mask of makeup.

In an instant, she went from distant and unapproachable royalty to so close and soft and human in a way that I couldn’t ignore.

“You wouldn’t want me like that,” she whispered. “Not really. How could you? Without the crown, without the gem, without the empire... I’m nothing special. Just a woman like any other. Replaceable.”

“Daphyse—”

“No, you’re right.” She wiped at her tears, but more kept coming. “What sort of monster do I look like? I must seem horrible. You think I want to use you to save my people. That I don’t care about you, but I do, Kevin! I really do!”

I found myself moving to comfort her without conscious thought. “Hey.”

“I’m terrified,” she continued, her voice breaking. She turned away, trying to hide her face. “Since I was a teenager I’ve been afraid of this. You saying these things. Wanting to know the real me, and maybe finding a flaw that dooms my people.”

I reached out and put my hands on her shoulders, turning her to face me. “Everyone has flaws. People find love anyway, don’t they? They find partners who see the good in each other, either through the flaws or because of them.”

She looked up at me with those blue eyes full of tears and something that looked like hope.

“We need to get to know each other.” I said firmly. “We’ve both met as Daphyse the princess and Kevin the guy from the prophecy. How about we meet as Kevin the man and Daphyse the woman and go from there?”

She sniffled. “Do you think… That you’d like that?”

“I would.” I brushed a tear off her cheek with my thumb. She leaned into the touch like a flower facing sunlight. “Here in this room, I caught a glimpse of a woman full of passion for learning and love for all the people around her. Yeah, I would like a chance to get to know her better. If she’ll have me.”

Daphyse leaned into my touch, her hands moving to grip my arms like she was afraid I might disappear.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admitted. “I don’t know how to be myself instead of being perfect.”

“Nobody expects you to be perfect.”

“Everyone expects me to be perfect.” She stood up, stepping into my space. I held my ground, letting her lean on me. She felt like she needed it. “The empire, my father, the prophecy, the people who depend on me for their survival. If I’m not perfect, people die.”

“I’m not asking you to stop being competent. I’m asking you to stop pretending you don’t have feelings.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her arms wound around me in a clingy embrace, leaning her face against my shoulder. Absorbing this moment like she thought she would never experience one like it again.

“Would you... Would you like to see the city? Not the imperial tour, not the formal presentation. Just...the places I actually care about?”

I smiled. “I’d love that.”

“Really? Even though I’m a mess right now?”

“Especially because you’re a mess right now. You look like a person for a change. I’ve always been more comfortable with people.”

She laughed, watery but genuine. “As opposed to what?”

“Offices. Stations. Titles.” I took a step back and held her at arm’s length, studying the way her just slightly-smeared makeup made her look like someone I could actually approach in a bar rather than someone who I would get pounded by security guys for stepping within a mile of. “You look more comfortable as a person than as a princess.”

Daphyse pulled back just far enough to meet my eyes. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not leaving when I tried to make you.”

“I’m harder to get rid of than that.”

She smiled and this time it reached her eyes.


Chapter thirteen
Does This Count As A Date?


Twenty minutes later, we were walking through streets I hadn’t seen during my formal arrival the day before. Daphyse had changed from her imperial dress into simpler clothing that still obviously cost more than my monthly rent back home, but at least looked comfortable rather than decorative. Her hair was down, falling in waves over her shoulders, and the formal mask of royal superiority was nowhere to be seen.

“This is the Artisan Quarter,” she said, leading me through narrow streets lined with workshops and studios. “It’s my favorite place in the whole Empire.”

I could hear the sounds of metalworking, wood crafting, and other trades coming from the open doorways. People looked up from their work to wave at Daphyse as we passed, and their greetings seemed genuinely warm and familiar rather than formally required.

“Princess Daphyse!” A woman emerged from a pottery studio, her hands covered in clay. “How lovely to see you. Who’s your new friend?”

“Kevin, meet Sussunah. She creates the most beautiful ceramics in the Empire.” Daphyse’s voice was calm and casual, like she was introducing a real friend and not just pointing out official landmarks. “Sussunah, this is Kevin Matthew Brown.”

“An honor,” Sussunah said quickly, bowing deeply. “Welcome to our city. I hope the Empire is as pleasing to you as it is to us, noble hero.”

“I’m not one for formalities,” I said, feeling a bit embarrassed to be treated like this. Especially with someone who was so familiar with the literal princess. “We’re all just people here, right? No need for that.”

“Kevin likes treating people like people,” Daphyse said with a small smile. “It’s something I’m coming to appreciate about him.”

“That’s a good man, then.” Sussunah said, though she still seemed a bit shaken by unexpectedly meeting the hero from the prophecy like this on the street. “Power can go to even a good man’s head, though. So what brings you here?”

“Just trying to get to know each other,” I said. “So how do you and Daphyse know each other?”

“She’s been coming to the quarters since she was knee-high, asking questions and learning about how things actually work.” She favored the princess with a playful grin.

“Sussunah taught me to throw clay when I was twelve,” Daphyse said, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “I was terrible at it.”

“You were enthusiastic,” Sussunah corrected. “There’s a difference. And you’ve gotten much better since then.” She looked at me conspiratorially. “Her Imperial Majesty still comes by sometimes when the royal duties get overwhelming. Clay therapy, I call it.”

We chatted for a few more minutes about her work before continuing through the quarter. Daphyse pointed out workshops, introduced me to craftsmen, and each one shared stories about learning various trades during her childhood visits.

“So you know everyone in the city, don’t you?” I observed as we walked.

“Not everyone. That’s too many. But I do know some of them. More than many expect. My tutors thought it was important for me to understand how the empire actually functions, not just how it’s supposed to function on paper. The knowledge has served me well in my duties managing the Crown Gem’s power in service to these very people.” She paused as we passed a bakery, breathing in the smell of fresh bread. “Want to try the best pastries on the continent?”

“I love a good pastry.”

“I didn’t say good,” she said with a smirk. “I said the best. Come on.”

The bakery was small but packed with customers. The proprietor, a round man with flour in his beard, beamed when he saw Daphyse.

“Your Highness! Perfect timing. Just pulled a batch of honey cakes from the oven.”

“Master Henrik, I’ve brought someone who needs to experience your artistry.” Daphyse gestured at me. “This is Kevin Matthew Brown.”

“Ah, the hero! I knew you’d bring him here sooner or later. Word travels fast in the quarters.” Henrik wiped his hands and selected an assortment of pastries, arranging them in a flat wooden box with care and pride. “On the house, of course. Can’t have our honored guest thinking we don’t know how to show hospitality.”

I tried to protest, but Henrik waved me off with a beefy hand.

“Nonsense. Besides, the princess here has been one of my best customers since she was old enough to sneak away from the palace. Like a daughter to me, she is. I won’t take any money. Not so long as I see a smile on her face when she’s beside you.”

Which was good, because I didn’t exactly have money.

We found seats at a small table in the corner. Daphyse had tea brought over, but I didn’t care about hot leaf water. My eyes were all for the sweets. And they were indeed incredible. There were delicate honey cakes that practically melted in my mouth, fruit tarts with crusts that crumbled at the first bite, and something called “sunrise bread” that tasted like cinnamon and pure happiness.

“This is amazing,” I said, working on my third honey cake.

“Henrik’s family has been baking in this very shop for four generations. The royal dinner table has seen more of his family’s work than any other chef. But he insists the best pastries go to his neighborhood customers first. Old family tradition.” Daphyse picked at a fruit tart with obvious enjoyment. “He taught me that leadership isn’t about taking the best of everything for yourself. It’s about making sure everyone has access to something wonderful.”

“Is that your philosophy of governance?”

“One of them.” She took a sip of the tea she’d had brought over. “My tutors focused on resource allocation, military strategy, diplomatic protocol. All-important skills. But spending time among the people taught me that people don’t just need efficient administration. They need to feel valued. Seen. Like their lives matter beyond their economic contribution.”

I watched her face as she talked. This wasn’t the imperial princess reciting policy positions. This was someone who genuinely cared about the people she ruled over. A woman telling me what she really thought, and not a princess just trying to say what I wanted to hear to get me to marry her.

“So what did you do in your free time on Earth?” she asked. The question was testing. She wasn’t totally comfortable asking it, but she knew she had to ask something.

“What free time?” I snorted a laugh. “If I wasn’t working, I was recovering from work. Besides, hobbies are expensive. I had to choose between entertainment and food a lot, and believe me, you only choose entertainment once before you don’t make that mistake again.”

“I’m so sorry, Kevin,” Daphyse said instantly, reaching across the table to touch my arm. “The hardships in the prophecy. I didn’t think—”

“Nothing to apologize for,” I said quickly. “You weren’t the leader of my country. Or my boss or landlord or anybody else who made my life hard.”

“So what did you do, then?” she asked quietly. “Surely you didn’t just… Do nothing?”

“Reading is cheap and fun,” I said with a shrug. “I had a box of my dad’s old paperbacks from college. Not sure where they ended up, though. I read on my phone a bit for a while, too.” I blinked a few times. “Maybe that’s too much to explain.”

“Reading is a noble hobby.” She smiled, and I could tell something I’d just said had hooked her attention. “I want to show you something.”

“Let’s go, then.”

We finished our pastries and walked back through the city toward the palace. But instead of going inside, Daphyse led me around to a side entrance that took us into what was obviously the royal library. The space was enormous, with shelves reaching up five full stories and more books than I’d ever seen in one place in my whole life.

Move over, Beauty and the Beast.

“The imperial archives,” she said, her voice taking on that scholarly enthusiasm again. That spark of passion that brightened up her whole demeanor. “The most complete collection of historical and magical texts on the continent.”

“It’s certainly larger than the temple’s.”

“The temple has a different focus, anyway. They keep the prophecies and neutral diplomatic records. We maintain documentation of the empire’s history, financial records, and practical applications.” She led me to a section marked with the imperial seal. “Including the prophecy as it’s been handed down for eight hundred years. You wanted our side of the story? It’s all here.”

I followed her to a reading table while she laid out several volumes. The books were bound in imperial purple leather, their pages marked with numerous tabs and annotations.

“So where should we begin?” I asked.

“The prophecy talks about convergence, but it doesn’t specify the mechanism.” She opened one of the books to a page covered with diagrams. “Centuries of imperial analysis suggests many details of the technical aspects of this convergence.”

I looked at the diagrams. They were similar to what she’d described, but more detailed and with extensive mathematical calculations in the margins. Two bodies, marked with peculiar patterns, with power flowing from the gem into one body, and then from that body into the other, and then out in some unspecified direction. I realized that it must have been into the convergence chamber Brother Thomas mentioned.

“So what does all this mean?”

“The power of the gem fills me.” She tapped the diagram. “This is perfectly normal. It’s how I direct the Crown Gem to boost our crops and control the weather. But with us bonded as partners, the power will resonate from me into you, thanks to the resonance patterns you’ve been imbued with from your hardships on earth. And then you will use that power as the weapon against evil.”

I nodded. That was consistent with the temple’s prophecy. It left out the other two gems, and how their power was necessary as well—and the convergence chamber that I had to channel the power into—but it all made sense. Even working form an incomplete prophecy, the imperial scholars had figured out the mechanics at work.

“So then we’re basically all set, right?” I asked. I tapped the image of the body that represented me and then patted my chest. “I already have the resonance patterns, then. When the time comes, this’ll just work, right?”

“The resonance patterns in me and their mirror in you are important, but not sufficient on their own.” She flipped to another page. The text was a dense scrawl with a giant table of mathematical figures. One of them was circled in red. “The imperial research suggests that successful convergence requires not just patterns, but calibration. In order to be ready, we must prepare.”

“Prepare how, exactly?”

“As I said when I proposed to you, we need to bond. Spend time together. I must learn your magical signature, understand how your energy patterns interact with mine so that when I channel the Crown Gem’s power, I can give it to you without hurting you.” She looked at me directly, leaning closer. “We need to practice the connection before involving the Crown Gem.”

I felt heat creep up my neck. “How do you propose we do that?”

“We need to bond. Emotionally. Physically.” She tapped the figure circled in red in the text. “It requires intimacy of both. Shared experiences that create resonance between our energy patterns.” She reached across the table and took my hand. “The stronger our personal connection, the more stable the magical link becomes.”

Her fingers were warm against mine, and I could swear I felt something like electricity pass between us.

“Is this part of the prophecy, or part of getting to know each other?”

“Both.” She didn’t let go of my hand. “The prophecy mentions that the vessel and the bearer must be united in purpose and spirit. Our research suggests that unity has measurable magical components.”

“So tell me, this here…” I gave her hand a gentle squeeze and heard her breath hitch slightly at the pressure. “Is this something we need? Or something you want?”

She was quiet for a long moment, her thumb tracing patterns on the back of my hand.

“I don’t know anymore,” she admitted. “I’ve spent so many years preparing for the prophecy that I’m not sure where duty ends and desire begins. Ever since I was sixteen, I wanted to marry you because I thought I was supposed to want it. But today with you, in the artisan’s quarter and here... I didn’t think about the Crown Gem or the convergence ritual or saving the world. I can’t stop thinking about how much I want you to stay.”

“Stay here? In the palace?”

“Stay with me. Not because the prophecy says you should, but because you want to.” She met my eyes. “I know I’m not easy to be around. I’m used to giving orders and taking command and getting what I want. But with you... I want to be better.”

I studied her face. She was talking about herself as a princess like it was a different person. Like it was really a mask she wore and not who she was. I was really looking at Daphyse the woman now.

“What would being better look like?”

“I don’t know. Maybe being a person instead of a title.” She squeezed my hand. “As you said. Being your partner instead of your caretaker.”

“That sounds nice,” I said carefully. “And maybe… A little scary for you?”

“Absolutely terrifying.” She smiled. “But also...exciting? Like maybe you’re not just here to save the world. Maybe you’re here to save me, too.”

I looked around the library, at all the research she’d done, the years of preparation, the careful analysis of magical theory and prophetic requirements. The passion she clearly poured into the work. Then I looked back at her, sitting there holding my hand and offering to open up and be her real self. Even though she was afraid to her core that her real self was ultimately replaceable.

And that fear of replaceability was why she’d gone ballistic when the other two gems had been revealed to her. I wasn’t just asking her to be herself. I was asking her to open up and be vulnerable to her deepest fear.

“Aren’t you afraid?” I asked quietly. “What if the prophecy is wrong? What if I’m not the chosen one? If I can’t channel the Crown Gem and the world falls to darkness. Aren’t you afraid of marrying me and finding out I can’t save the world at all?”

“I’m more afraid of never trying.” She leaned closer. “You’ve introduced me to Daphyse the woman and the one thing she and Daphyse the princess agree on is the need to protect our people. I’ve prepared my whole life to sacrifice everything for them. With joy. With pride. And without hesitation. If the prophecy fails, I won’t have any regrets.”

“Even if it means everything you’ve worked for falls apart?”

“Even then.” She lifted our joined hands and pressed her lips to my knuckles. “Because I’d rather be wrong doing the right thing than be right to do nothing at all.”

The kiss to my hand was soft. When she looked up at me, her blue eyes held an intensity that made my breath catch.

“Kevin?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to do everything in my power to make this happen. Not because the prophecy says I should, but because I want to. More than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life.”

The way she said it should have been a red flag. There was something almost threatening about the promise, something that suggested “everything in my power” was not just a turn of phrase. But looking at her face, seeing the genuine desire in her eyes, feeling the passion radiating off of her, I found myself more attracted to her than afraid.

“Daphyse—”

She kissed me before I could finish the sentence.

This time there was nothing soft about it. Her lips pressed against mine with hungry desperation. One hand tangled in my hair while the other gripped my shirt hard enough that I heard fabric strain. There was something in the contact that was more than physical. A part of my brain reasoned that it must be the magical resonance she wanted to cultivate and build so that we could use the Crown Gem’s power, but that part of my brain shut up pretty quick when the blood allocated to it had more interesting places to be.

It was only a brief kiss, but didn’t feel like it. There was a well of passion in her chest that she’d held back since our first meeting, and she poured it into me like opening a floodgate. I wasn’t sure when my hand reached her waist, but the contact there sent a shudder through her that I could feel run up her spine and then down mine. The gentle moan in her throat made my head spin.

When she finally pulled back, we were both breathing hard.

“I’m sorry,” she said, but she didn’t sound sorry. “I’ve wanted to do that for a while.”

“Since yesterday?”

She shook her head. “Since ten years before you arrived.” Her grip on my shirt tightened. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time, Kevin. I still keep expecting to wake up and find out your arrival was another dream.”

I stared at her, trying to process the intensity in her voice and the possessive way she was holding onto me.

“That’s...a lot of pressure.”

“I know. But I can’t pretend I don’t feel that way.” She leaned her forehead against mine. “I need you, Kevin. Not just for the prophecy, not just to save the world. I need you to be mine.”

The last word came out with an edge that made it clear she wasn’t talking about a casual relationship. There was something almost desperate about the way she said it, something that suggested she’d already decided how this was going to end. And considering her behavior at the temple last night, there was no way she was going to accept any alternative.

I should have been concerned. Hell, I was concerned. But I was also undeniably attracted to her. The woman beneath the crown was fascinating and passionate and caring and complex and worth getting to know.

Even if she was starting to look at me like I was a prize she refused to lose.


Chapter fourteen
Tested Patience


The walk back to the palace courtyard felt different than our earlier stroll through the city. Daphyse kept glancing at me like she was trying to memorize my face, and her hand hadn’t left mine since we’d kissed in the library. The possessive grip was starting to make my fingers tingle from restricted blood flow, but every time I tried to loosen her hold, she tightened it.

“So,” I said awkwardly as we approached the ornate carriage that had brought me here, “I need to get going. I want to compare your research with the versions of the prophecy the other nations have.”

Daphyse stopped walking so abruptly I nearly tripped. “The other nations?”

“Yeah. I want to try to save this world. According to the original prophecy, I need the power of all three gems to do it.” I turned to face her fully. “There’s no way that the War Gem and the Blessed Gem work exactly the same way as your Crown Gem. Only the other nations’ version of the prophecy will tell me how their respective gems work.”

Her blue eyes went cold once more. “That’s not necessary, Kevin. Our archives are the most complete source of information on magic in this world. Everything you need to know is right here.”

“Yesterday you didn’t even know there were other gems, Daphyse.” I tried to extract my hand from hers, but she held on as if I was going to float away like a loose balloon. “Besides, if all four of us are going to work together, they need to trust me, too. That means I need to hear their perspectives. Get to know them. And I need them to get to know me, too.”

“I will accompany you.” The offer came out too fast, too eager. “The countryside can be dangerous, especially near the borders. You’d be safer with imperial protection.”

“I’ll be fine on my own.”

“But—”

“Daphyse.” I put my free hand on her shoulder, trying to keep my voice gentle but firm. “You have royal duties here. Your people need you more than I do. I’m just going to look at some books and have a few conversations. Nothing dangerous.”

Her grip on my hand became almost painful. “You aren’t of this world, Kevin. You don’t understand the risks. Beegus could strike at any time, and without protection—”

“I’m not an idiot.” I finally managed to work my fingers free, but only because she was squeezing so tight that I was able to slip out. I took a moment to flex them to get the circulation back. “Did you forget that I was prepared for this prophecy with all kinds of hardships? I can handle myself. And there’s no way I’m going to hear their side of the story if you and them are constantly on the verge of violence.”

“Good. Because their stories are just that—stories. You don’t need them.”

The way she said it made my stomach clench. There was no room for doubt in her voice, no acknowledgment that she might be wrong. Just absolute certainty that anyone who disagreed with the Empire’s version of the prophecy was an enemy.

“But I do need them,” I said carefully. “You’ve shown me why I should care about your Empire and your people. I need all three gems to save them. I’m not asking for much here, just let me do my job.”

“Then I must send a detachment of guards with you. It’s the least I can do to ensure your safety—”

“No.” The word came out sharper than I’d intended, but I couldn’t go easy on her now or else she’d have me on a leash for the rest of my life. “No guards. And no more spies. We don’t need international incidents.” Giving her a soft smile, I said, “I need to do this on my own.”

Her face went through several expressions in rapid succession. Surprise, hurt, anger, and something that looked almost like panic before settling into the mask of royal composure that didn’t quite hide the fury underneath.

“I see.” Her voice was perfectly controlled, but I could hear the edge in it. The woman I’d grown attracted to was gone, and the princess was fully back now.

Fine.

“I appreciate your concern.” I stepped back, putting some distance between us. “But I’m only doing what I have to do to save your world. And I’m asking you not to interfere.”

“Not to interfere.” She repeated the words like they tasted bad. “In the safety of my destined partner. The prophesied hero whose survival is essential to saving this world.”

“And the cooperation of all three Gem Bearers is just as essential.”

For a moment, I thought she was going to argue further. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, and that dangerous look in her eyes intensified. I seriously wondered if she was going to stab me. But then she took a deep breath and forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Of course. You’re absolutely right. I apologize for being overprotective.” The words were perfectly reasonable, but they sounded like she was reading from a script. “I simply want what’s best for you. For us. For our bond.”

“I know you do.” I moved toward the carriage, eager to end this conversation before it could get worse. “I’ll be back as soon as I’ve got the whole story. I’d really love to spend more time with you in the library talking about your research. And we have more work to do on attuning our magical resonance, right?”

“Yes. The resonance.” Her smile became slightly more genuine at the mention of her research. And the indirect mention of our kiss. “I’ll prepare some additional materials while you’re gone. We should engage in more practical exercises as soon as possible.”

Something about the way she said “practical exercises” made my face heat up, but I nodded anyway. “Sounds good.”

I climbed into the carriage, settling into the plush seats as the driver prepared to depart. Through the window, I could see Daphyse standing in the courtyard, her hands clasped in front of her in that formal pose she’d worn when we first met. The mask of imperial perfection was back in place, but I could still see traces of the woman I’d spent the afternoon with underneath. And I really hoped I could find that side of her again when I came back.

“Safe travels, Kevin,” she called as the carriage began to move. “I’ll be thinking of you every moment until you return.”

There was something in her tone that made that sound less like a romantic sentiment and more like a promise. Or maybe a threat.

As we rolled through the palace gates, I tried to shake off the uncomfortable feeling her reaction had given me. She was concerned about my safety. That was natural, right? I was the hero who was supposed to save the world. But her concern felt more like personal possessiveness rather than global concern.

The carriage interior was even more decked out somehow. She must have had her people come through and give it a bunch of upgrades while we were on our little date. There were also more gifts, like the mountain of engagement presents from our first meeting. Not quite so many this time, though.

A wooden box sat on the seat across from me, tied with a purple ribbon that matched Daphyse’s dress. Beside it was a smaller velvet case and what looked like a letter written on expensive paper.

I opened the letter first. The handwriting was elegant, clearly Daphyse’s:

My Dearest Kevin,

I know our time together today was brief, but it meant everything to me. I wanted you to have something to remember our time by, and to remind you of what awaits when you return to me.

This necklace belonged to my grandfather, who wore it on his wedding day. I hope you’ll think of me when you see it, and of the bond we’re building between us.

The other items are simply things I thought you might enjoy. Consider them a small token of my affection and my commitment to providing everything you could ever want or need.

Return to me quickly, my love. I find I cannot bear to be parted from you for long.

Forever yours, Daphyse

I stared at the letter, my unease growing with each line. The tone was intimate in a way that felt premature given we’d known each other for barely two days. And there was something possessive about phrases like “return to me” and “forever yours” that sent a shiver down my spine.

The velvet case contained a gold chain necklace. It was beautiful but very clearly expensive. I couldn’t bring myself to put it on right now. Even though it was large enough to drape down to the top of my sternum, something about it made it seem more like a collar than a necklace. A display of ownership, not a decoration.

The larger box held an assortment of other luxury items: silk shirts, leather gloves, a silver pocket watch, and several bottles of what I assumed were expensive cologne or grooming products. Everything was high quality and clearly cost a fortune. But looking at it all laid out in the carriage, it felt less like gifts from someone who cared about me and more like...payment. Like she was trying to buy my affection with expensive trinkets instead of earning it through connection.

I wondered how I would feel if I’d opened the box and found the world’s shittiest handmade teapot. The results of her “clay therapy” with Sussunah.

There was a pang of disappointment that I had a bunch of items that looked more like a grab bag from the men’s section of the department store instead of something personal. These gifts were from the princess, not the woman. From the bossy stranger who had proposed to me at a very public banquet, and not the girl who kissed me in the archives.

I closed the boxes and set them aside, focusing instead on the countryside rolling past the carriage windows. The imperial lands were prosperous and well-maintained, with farms and villages that looked healthy and content. There was a new appreciation for it now, knowing exactly how much of this was the product of Daphyse’s management of the Crown Gem, and the care she put into using it.

But as we left the Empire and approached the Kingdom of Corean, the landscape began to change. The roads became rougher, the settlements smaller and more spread out. We were in the border regions, outside the reach of the Crown Gem’s power. And, technically, outside of any nation’s lands.

The sun was hitting around early afternoon when the carriage suddenly lurched to a halt. I heard the driver curse, followed by the sound of horses snorting and stamping nervously. Through the window, I could see we’d stopped on a stretch of road that ran through sparse woodland, with no settlements visible in either direction.

“What’s wrong?” I called to the driver.

“Not sure, Mister Hero Sir. Something spooked the horses. They refuse to continue.”

I was about to suggest we investigate when the temperature inside the carriage dropped twenty degrees in an instant.

And not figuratively. Literally.

My breath came out in visible puffs, and frost clouded the windows.

Then I heard the voice.

It came from everywhere and nowhere, supernaturally amplified to a volume that made my lungs vibrate. The sound was like standing next to a huge speaker at a rock concert. There was no distortion, though. Only a husky, feminine, menacing voice that made my hair stand on end.

“Kevin Matthew Brown of Akron, Ohio.”

The carriage door exploded outward, torn from its hinges and flung at least fifty feet away. Filling the carriage’s entry, I could see a figure that made every nightmare I’d ever had look like a pleasant daydream.


Chapter fifteen
Roadside Assistance


She stood at least eight feet tall, encased in black armor plates rimmed with ice crystals. The armor covered her completely, from head to toe, with no visible gaps or weak points. I couldn’t even see any buckles or straps holding it on, like she had been welded into it.

It almost looked more like a crustacean’s shell.

The armor bristled with spikes on her shoulders and the back of her head, but the rest was smoothed over into an approximation of a female bodybuilder, with defined lines that suggested abs, biceps, thighs, and calves that were the product of years of strength training.

Where her face should have been was a helmet with glowing red eye slits too bright for me to see her actual eyes. But I could still tell she was fixated on me with predatory focus. The voice that had spoken my name came from everywhere around her, as if the armor itself was speaking.

“I am Beegus the Destroyer, Supreme Commander of the Underground Forces and Crown Princess of Mektar.” Each word rattled my very bones, reverberating through my chest. “Dead or alive, you’re coming with me.”

I tried to speak, to move, to do anything, but terror had locked my muscles in place.

This wasn’t like facing the three gem bearers and their magical auras. Even as the ceiling was caving in around me, during the fight their malice wasn’t directed my way. Not this time, though. Beegus was focused on me, and I could feel her violent intent radiating off of her.

All there was, all that existed, was primal, existential fear.

Every instinct I had was screaming at me to run, but there was nowhere to go. From the way the frost coated the carriage’s windows, and crawled from her fingers along the inside of the cabin where she gripped the entryway, I had a pretty good guess that the other door was frozen shut.

If I wanted a way out, I needed to make one.

“Your capture will be the beginning of the end,” Beegus continued, her armored body filling the only open way out of the carriage. “Without their prophesied hero, the surface kingdoms will lose hope. The people will surrender. The Sacred Gem Bearers will be driven mad by the loss. They’ll lash out, likely at each other. Once they’re weakened, I will seize their power. And you will be unable to stop my advance, Hero. Your destiny no longer belongs to you. I am here to take it.”

She reached into the carriage, that giant gauntleted fist big enough to palm my whole face. There was no way out of this, but I still tried, very bravely and honorably scooting to the far side of the carriage to press myself against the wall with a sound that was definitely a battle cry and not a yelp.

“Resistance is useless. My forces have surrounded this area. Your driver is already unconscious. No one can save you. You should cooperate. I would rather not cut your life short before you can witness my total victory.”

“Maybe we can come to an arrangement,” I blurted out. I had to create an opening, but in my current position, I didn’t have a lot tools at my disposal. All I could do is try to talk my way out. “I’m sure we can resolve this without violence, right? Like civilized people?”

“I understand your fear,” she said, and for a moment the supernatural amplification faded enough that it almost felt like a person just talking really loud instead of through a megaphone pressed against my sternum. “But this is necessary. This divided status quo has run its course. It’s time for a new world order, with all peoples united under my power.”

Her gauntlet closed around my ankle, and the cold of her grip shot up my leg like I’d just stepped in a knee-deep pothole full of ice water.

She began to pull me toward the doorway with irresistible strength.

“The prophecy will be fulfilled,” she said, the amplification returning to her voice. “It is inescapable. You will fail. I will succeed. Darkness will rule over this land forevermore. And you will watch it all happen on the end of a leash held in my iron grip!”

Just as I was about to be dragged from the carriage, something slammed into Beegus with enough force to send her staggering backward. Through the doorway, I caught a glimpse of silver hair streaked with black and the flash of extended claws.

“Get away from him!” Trish’s voice was a snarl of pure rage as she launched herself at the armored figure again. Her claws raked across Beegus’s chest plate, sending up showers of sparks but leaving no visible damage.

“Ah, the War Gem Bearer.” Beegus straightened, seemingly unbothered by Trish’s assault. “Nice to see you again. Perhaps you might be willing to kneel before me as is proper, now that your hero is within my grasp?”

“Kevin, run!” Trish shouted without taking her eyes off Beegus. “Get out of here now!”

Yep, I didn’t need to be told twice. I scrambled out of the carriage, my half-frozen leg shaking so badly I nearly fell as soon as my feet hit the ground.

My driver was on the ground beside the carriage. He was still downed, but he was blinking blearily up at the sky. Stunned, but not out. I could just grab him and make a break for it.

But I found I couldn’t just run. Not when Trish was fighting to protect me.

I ducked around the front of the carriage, grabbing the driver and dragging him with me to safety. From this angle, I could see the battle more clearly without putting myself in danger, and what I saw made my blood run cold.

Trish was fast, faster than anything human, her claws like the blades of a combine harvester, but fighting Beegus was like fighting a mountain. The armored figure was almost entirely unconcerned with Trish’s attacks.

When Trish’s claws connected, they left no mark. Beegus reached for her, trying to grab her by the wrist or shoulder in almost casual movements, but even with Trish’s speed, it was obviously a tremendous effort to keep ahead of the armored hulk.

I noticed something odd. The frost on Beegus’s armor was fading. Not melting, but sublimating, surrounding her in an ominous mist. I tried to pretend like that was a good thing. If Trish’s attacks were dispelling that cold, maybe she was winning? Maybe that freaky armor would overheat and disable Beegus?

I was, of course, mistaken.

“You fight well,” Beegus said, her amplified voice carrying casual approval. “You know how that excites me. The power you bear will be mine, and seeing your puny form wield it makes me wonder what I can do when it’s in my hands. You cannot win. Surrender now, and I will secure a spot beside your hero at my feet. I have large enough hands to hold two leashes.”

“You’ll never take him from me!” Trish launched herself forward with renewed fury, this time aiming for the glowing eye slits in Beegus’s helmet.

The air around Beegus erupted in flames. Trish let out a shriek and darted away, patting out raging flames eating away at her clothes. I thought the flames were going to be a single burst, but they continued to rage around her, licking at her black armor until it glowed a dull orange.

Beegus took a few calm steps toward Trish, forcing her to back away or be consumed by the flames.

Trish couldn’t fight her. Literally could not. In her icy form, even the War Gem Bearer’s claws couldn’t breach that armor. And now with a wreath of perpetual flames, no close-quarters fighter could engage her. I found myself wishing that I had come to this world with a shotgun and a chemistry textbook instead of a high-vis vest and no shoes.

“That’s right. Know your place.” Beegus’s voice rumbled with satisfaction as Trish retreated. “But I think we’ll finish this another time, perhaps. I’ve decided I want the hero alive, and not a pile of ash, and that will not be possible if I have to fight a Gem Bearer to the death first.”

The flames burst into a blinding column, and Beegus was gone. Just gone. There was no sign of a retreat. Not even a trail of burning footprints. Just a frost-rimed carriage and a big, scorched area beside the road.

Trish spun around, her claws still extended and her brown eyes wild with adrenaline. When she saw me crouched beside the carriage, relief flooded her face.

“Kevin! Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine.” I stood up on unsteady legs, my heart still hammering against my ribs. “What about you?”

“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,” she said quickly, rushing to my side to help me up, completely ignoring the downed driver beside me.

But I could see the way she was favoring her left side, and while the flames had done most of their damage to her outfit, I could see the red spots on her skin where heat blisters were just starting to rise.

“That was Beegus,” I said, stating the obvious because I needed to hear it out loud to make it real.

“That was Beegus.” Trish’s claws retracted slowly, but her ears remained active, swiveling around to try to detect any other threats. “And this wasn’t a random attack. She didn’t find you by chance. She was looking for you.”

“Word must have spread that I’m here,” I guessed. “She must know the prophecy, too. And that I’m the key to her defeat.”

“Which means nowhere is safe.” Trish moved closer to me, her eyes wide and wild. Her pupils were tiny dots in a great sea of brown. “You can’t travel alone, Kevin. Not with her actively hunting you.”

I wanted to argue, to insist that I could take care of myself, but the encounter had made it clear that I couldn’t defend against Beegus. There was no reasoning with her. She was smart enough to know that I was the biggest threat to her campaign, and strong enough to take me with ease if I was alone. Without Trish’s intervention, I would have been captured and dragged off to whatever nightmare the armored commander had planned.

“How did you know to come here?” I asked.

Trish’s ears twitched, and she looked slightly embarrassed. “I may have been following your carriage. At a distance. Just to make sure you reached Corean territory safely.”

“Stalking me.”

“Protecting you,” she corrected firmly. “And it’s a good thing I was, because that pampered princess clearly didn’t think to provide adequate security for your journey.”

I grimaced. “Daphyse tried to send guards with me, and I turned them down. It was my own fault that I was undefended.” I gave her a shrug. Thank you for being here to save me from myself. I really appreciate it.”

She smiled, wide enough for me to see her sharpened canines. “Of course. I’ll always be here to protect you.”

Looking at her standing there, bloodied but victorious, ready to face down demons to keep me safe, made me think. About contrasts, mostly, but also my wellbeing. The princess offered comfort and security, but it came with strings attached. Control disguised as care. What did Trish offer? Physical protection and a more primal kind of comfort, but what was the cost? Was her angle just getting into my pants?

Both of them wanted me, but for very different reasons and in very different ways.

Then there was Imelia to worry about. And Beegus. She wanted me too, in an even worse way. The demon was just waiting for another opportunity to remove the obstacle I represented to her strategic objectives.

I felt trapped. The prophecy had brought me here to save this world, but right now, it felt like I was the one in the most danger, both from my enemies and my allies. I needed to find an advantage…and fast.


Chapter sixteen
When In Rome


The carriage driver had recovered enough to get us moving again, though his hands shook as he gripped the reins. I couldn’t blame him. My own were still trembling from the encounter with Beegus, and I hadn’t been the one knocked unconscious by a demon in power armor.

“Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” I called up to him.

“I’ll manage, sir,” he replied, his voice hoarse. “Better to keep moving than sit here waiting for her to come back.”

Trish settled into the seat across from me, her brown eyes still alert and scanning the horizon for threats through the torn-open door. The torn fabric of her shirt hung loose where the flames had caught it, showing glimpses of the red welts underneath.

She very clearly needed medical attention, but every time I tried to bring it up, she brushed off my concern.

“So tell me about your kingdom,” I said, hoping to lighten the mood a bit. Daphyse had loved talking about her Empire. Maybe I could cheer Trish up—or at least distract her—with more of the same. “What should I expect when we get there?”

“It’s nothing like the Empire,” she said, her ears twitching as we hit a particularly rough patch of road. “We don’t waste resources on flashy displays. Everything we build serves a purpose. Every person earns their place, even the leaders.”

The landscape outside was changing as we climbed higher into the mountains. The road became narrower and more treacherous, carved into the sides of cliffs that dropped away into misty valleys below.

“A structure like the Empire is a bit more familiar to me,” I admitted, trying not to be too anxious about riding such precarious paths with a lightly concussed driver. “So how do your leaders come to power?”

Trish’s tail flicked with irritation. “The human princess inherited her position. Her people have been convinced that she was born to rule them and that royal blood makes someone worthy of devotion. Not like us.”

“Can you give an example?”

“Combat trials. Strength tests. I had to prove myself against every challenger who thought they deserved the War Gem more than I did.”

She lifted up the hem of her shirt, revealing a network of scars all the way up her toned torso. They were highlighted and framed by those black tiger-stripe tattoos, although it only made her burns look worse. I had to squash the very urgent desire to touch that exposed skin.

“Every one of these marks represents someone who tried to take my position. Some of them were friends before they decided I wasn’t worthy. And this isn’t even a full list of all I’ve overcome. Many of them weren’t good enough to leave a scar.”

I studied the scars. I couldn’t count them all in the gently jostling carriage, but there were a lot, thin lines and jagged marks that told the story of countless battles. “That must have been hard.”

“It was necessary.” She pulled her shirt back down, but slowly. “In Corean, respect isn’t given freely. It’s earned through blood and sweat. If I’d refused to fight, they’d have taken the War Gem by right. My people don’t love me the way the Empire loves their princess or the tree humpers worship their priestess. My people respect me. They know I’ve earned it. I’ve proven myself worthy to protect them over and over again.”

Then Trish paused, looking back out the door. When she looked back at me, she was grinning wide, excitement clear on her face.

“We’re almost to Ironhold Citadel.”

The carriage lurched as we rounded a sharp curve, and through the window I caught my first glimpse of the place. The sight made me forget about everything else for a moment.

The city was carved directly into the mountainside, its buildings and fortifications following the natural contours of the rock. Tremendous stone walls rose from the clifftops, punctuated by watchtowers that commanded views of the entire valley below. Everything about the architecture was functional rather than decorative. No golden spires or elaborate sculptures. Just solid, practical construction designed to withstand siege and weather.

“Impressive.”

“It’s home.” There was pride in Trish’s voice, but also something else. A wariness that suggested her relationship with this place was complicated. “Ironhold has never been conquered. Never been forced to surrender. Every attack has broken against our walls since time immemorial.”

As we approached the main gates, I finally saw the first scattered people of the Kingdom. Just a few catpeople either foraging, hunting, or arriving at town with trade goods.

But I noticed something immediately obvious that set this place apart from the Empire: everyone I could see was armed. Not just the guards at the gates, but merchants, craftsmen, even children carried swords, spears, maces, knives or other small weapons as naturally as they wore clothes.

It wasn’t threatening, exactly. More like a cultural norm that these people’s natural state was to be armed.

It dawned on me that Trish was, in fact, an oddity here. She only fought with her claws. What did that mean? Was it a show of strength? Was she so skilled that she could hold on to her title with no weapons? Or did she disdain her culture’s love of weapons for some other reason?

The guards recognized Trish immediately as she poked her head out of the missing carriage door. They waved us through without question, though I caught several of them giving me curious looks. It seemed my reputation arrived well before I had.

“Champion Trish,” one of the guards called out. “War Chief Nao requests your presence in the Great Arena as soon as you are cleaned up.”

“We’ll be there shortly,” Trish replied. She turned to me as we continued through the streets. “She’ll want to meet you. And she must hear about our encounter with Beegus.”

The streets of Ironhold were unlike anything I’d seen in the Empire. Where Aurumspire had been all marble and gold, this city was carved stone and iron. The buildings rose in terraces up the mountainside, connected by stairs and bridges that looked like they’d been hewn from the rock that was already there, and not built after the fact. Everything was built to last, designed by people who believed that survival depended on strength and preparation, and that fancy decorations were a flaw that could be exploited.

The citizens we passed were as different from the Empire’s people as their city was from Aurumspire. Everyone looked like they spent their days doing physical labor. Broad shoulders, calloused hands, the kind of lean muscle that came from constant activity rather than leisure.

And those weapons weren’t decorative. The way people wore them, moved with them, suggested they knew exactly how to use them. Not one weapon was a bejeweled show piece. They were simple, functional tools, not status symbols.

“They’re all staring at me,” I observed as our carriage continued through a market square.

“You’re the prophesied hero. Of course they’re staring.” Trish’s hand moved to rest on my knee, making me jump. “But they’re also wondering if you’re worthy of their champion.”

“And what about you? Do you think I’m worthy?”

“I do, but that’s not how things work here.” She looked at me with a grin that was probably meant to be playful, but her teeth were just a little sharp, giving the expression an intimidating edge. “We’ll see what happens.”

Despite the guard’s comment about cleaning up, we didn’t stop anywhere. Our destination was incredibly obvious. The Great Arena was built into a natural depression in the mountainside, its stone seats carved directly from the rock. The space could probably hold thousands of spectators, and from the sound of cheering and clashing metal coming from within, it was doing exactly that.

“Combat trials?” I asked as we stepped out of the carriage, leaving the driver with the anxious horses.

“Daily competitions. Training exercises. Sometimes formal challenges for position or honor.”

Trish led me through a passage that brought us out onto what was obviously some kind of private seating arrangement, elevated above the arena floor where a crowd was observing the proceedings. They looked like officials and dignitaries.

The fighting below caught me off guard. I’d seen plenty of fights during my time. Mostly street brawls outside dive bars in Akron, or the kind of desperate violence that happened in group homes when someone decided to settle a score.

This wasn’t that.

These fighters moved like they’d been doing this since they could walk, every strike deliberate, every block positioned exactly where it needed to be. No wild swinging or grappling on the ground. Just controlled exchanges that would’ve ended in serious injury or worse if they weren’t clearly following some kind of rules I didn’t understand yet.

One catwoman ducked under a sword strike and countered with a spear thrust that stopped an inch from her opponent’s throat. The crowd roared approval. Her opponent acknowledged the touch with a nod before they reset and went again.

They weren’t trying to prove anything, and they damn sure weren’t showing off. There were just two people who knew what they were doing, testing each other’s limits without crossing the line into actual carnage. The kind of thing that only worked when everyone involved had been training together long enough to know exactly how far to push.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” The voice came from behind us, gravelly and amused.

I turned to see a woman who could only be the War Chief. She was shorter than Trish but carried herself with the absolute confidence of someone who had never lost a fight that mattered. Gray streaked her black hair, and a missing ear tip told the story of old battles, but her eyes were sharp and assessing as they fixed on me.

“War Chief Nao,” Trish said, bowing slightly. “This is Kevin Matthew Brown.”

“The hero from beyond this world.” Nao looked me up and down in a way that made me feel like a weapon she was sizing up for use. “You don’t look like much.”

“I get that a lot,” I replied. I put on my most disarming smile. The sort of smile I’d put on when meeting a girlfriend’s parents.

She laughed, a short bark of genuine amusement. “Good answer. Means you’re not full of yourself. Overconfidence has killed more men than any blade.” Her eyes shot to Trish. “I heard of the ambush. Tell me about Beegus.”

Trish recounted our encounter on the road, but as she spoke, I noticed she was emphasizing certain details. How I hadn’t run even when Trish had told me to. How I’d stayed to help the injured driver instead of bolting as far and as fast as I could. How I hadn’t surrendered despite being completely outmatched even before Trish’s arrival.

“The hero didn’t back down,” Trish repeated after briefing the War Chief on the fight itself. “Even when faced with something that could have killed him without effort, Kevin held his ground. That takes courage.”

Nao’s expression had grown more interested as the story progressed. When Trish finished, the War Chief studied me with new attention.

“I can teach combat ability,” she said finally. “And I can teach muscles. No one can teach courage.” She nodded once, decisively. “You should keep him, Trish. You can make a good mate of him for sure.”

Nao nodded again and returned her attention to the arena, stepping up to the edge of the viewing platform to assess the fight.

The change in Trish was immediate and dramatic. Her entire posture shifted, shoulders straightening, tail curling in a satisfied question-mark shape, ears perked up and forward-facing. I could practically feel the satisfied pride radiating off of her skin. She moved closer to me, close enough that she was pressing her side against my arm.

“You hear that?” she said, her voice taking on a possessive edge that made my stomach clench. “The War Chief approves.”

“That’s...good?” I managed, trying not to step backward as she pressed even closer.

“Very good.” Her hand found mine, fingers interlacing with a grip that was just shy of painful. “It means no one will question your claim on me.”

I could hear a low rumbling sound coming from her chest. It took me a moment to realize she was purring. Actually purring like a satisfied cat, the sound vibrating through her body where it pressed against my arm.

“Trish—” I started, but she cut me off.

“The War Chief has spoken,” she said, her brown eyes bright with something that looked almost predatory. “You’re mine now, Kevin. Officially. No one will challenge that. Not if they want to live.”

The way she said it made it clear this wasn’t a request or even a statement of intent. It was a declaration of ownership, backed by the highest authority in her kingdom. And looking at her face, seeing the satisfied possessiveness in her expression, I realized I had even less leverage here than I’d thought.

War Chief Nao had turned back to watch our interaction with obvious approval, nodding as if Trish’s behavior was exactly what she’d expected. In the arena below, the combat continued, warriors proving themselves through skill and strength just as Trish had done to earn her position.

I was starting to understand that in this kingdom, everything was earned. Position, respect, even relationships. And Trish had just claimed me as her prize with the blessing of the highest authority in her culture. The only way she thought anyone could take me from her was by force, and if anyone was up to that task, they’d be the War Gem Bearer already.

The purring grew louder as she leaned against me, her grip on my hand tightening possessively. Whatever I’d hoped to learn in the Kingdom of Corean, it was going to have to happen with Trish clinging to my side, and likely refusing to leave me alone for a single second.


Chapter seventeen
Fighting Words


It didn’t take long before Trish started to lead me back out of the arena. I stumbled along beside her for a moment, feeling a bit lost. “That’s it?”

“That’s everything,” Trish said, her tail swishing behind her with obvious satisfaction. “The War Chief has spoken. No one in the kingdom will question your place beside me now.”

“But we barely talked for five minutes.”

“She heard what she needed to hear.” Trish’s grip on my hand tightened as she started leading me back down the passage we’d arrived through. “You showed courage against Beegus. You didn’t abandon the injured driver. You stood your ground when any other cowardly human would have run. That’s all she needed to know about your character.”

We turned off of the path we’d walked up, and continued down a stone corridor that led deeper into the arena complex. The walls were carved with scenes of combat, warriors locked in battle with weapons I couldn’t identify. Everything here told the same story: strength earned through conflict, and respect gained through proving yourself against others.

“So what does the War Chief’s approval actually mean?” I asked. “What happens now?”

“It means you’re officially recognized as my mate.” The casual way she said it made my stomach twist. “Only in matters of mates is the War Chief’s word more important than trial by combat. Otherwise a rival suitor could challenge you to a battle for me. With the War Chief’s blessing, you may be my mate without needing to defend your claim in the arena.”

“But I didn’t ask the War Chief to make me your mate.”

She stopped walking and turned to face me, her eyes bright. “The prophecy brought you here for me, Kevin. What else could you want?”

Before I could answer, she was pulling me forward again, through another doorway that opened into a large common area. The room was filled with warriors in various states of rest and preparation. Some were cleaning weapons, others were eating, and a few were engaged in arm wrestling matches or light sparring. They were all catpeople, of course, but every one of them was lean, muscular, and looked like they could bench a Buick.

“Everyone,” Trish called out, her voice carrying easily across the room. “I want you to meet Kevin Matthew Brown.”

The effect was immediate. Conversations stopped, hands went still on weapons, and every eye in the room focused on me. I felt like a specimen under a microscope, being evaluated by people who could probably break me in half without much effort.

A woman with a big two-handed sword strapped to her back stood up from a nearby table. “So this is the hero from beyond our world.”

“Kevin, meet Kira,” Trish said. “She’s likely to be the next War Chief when Nao steps down.”

Kira looked me up and down with the same assessing gaze I’d gotten from Nao. “You don’t look like much, but Trish seems pleased with you. And if the War Chief approved…” She glanced at Trish, who nodded. “Then that’s good enough for me.” She extended a hand that could have palmed a basketball. “Welcome to Corean.”

Her handshake was firm but not crushing, which I appreciated.

Around the room, other warriors were nodding their approval or raising their drinks in salute. The acceptance was immediate and complete, based entirely on Trish’s happiness and Nao’s blessing.

“Come on,” Trish said, guiding me toward a table near the viewing windows that overlooked the arena floor. “We can watch the matches while everyone introduces themselves.”

Time passed in a friendly but intimidating series of introductions. Trish’s friends were all accomplished warriors with surnames like Bloodclaw and Ironheart, covered in scars that told stories of countless battles. They seemed especially proud to show off scars that Trish herself left on them in duels over the War Gem.

Everyone welcomed me with the easy camaraderie of people who respected their friend’s choices, but I could feel them watching me, measuring me against some standard I didn’t understand. As Trish had said, I could tell more than a few would have challenged me to trial by combat for her hand if not for the War Chief’s approval.

“See that fighter with the twin blades?” Trish pointed to the arena floor where two combatants were engaged in a duel that looked almost like a high-speed chess match. “That’s Haji Stormfang. He’s been trying to work his way up the rankings for three years.”

I watched as Haji flowed around his opponent’s attacks, his blades moving in patterns too fast for me to follow. His opponent could only barely keep the blades from her skin. “He looks like a strong fighter.”

“He’s good,” Trish agreed. “But watch his footwork. See how he favors his left side? That’s a tell. Any experienced fighter would exploit that weakness.”

As if summoned by her words, Haji’s opponent suddenly shifted tactics, her mace feinting a fall that tricked Haji into overextending on his left foot. The mace-wielding fighter pounced on the opening like a cat on a cricket. I could barely follow what happened besides a blur of limbs and steel. The match ended seconds later with Haji on his back, yield called before that mace could come down on him with bone-crushing force.

“How did you see that coming?” I asked.

“Experience. I’ve fought Haji before. I know his weaknesses.” Trish gestured broadly at the arena as Haji and his opponent vacated the grounds to make room for the next fight. “That’s what real combat teaches you. How to read people, how to find their flaws, how to exploit them when necessary.” Her hand found mine under the table, lacing her fingers in mine. “And how to recognize their values and talents..”

“Unlike those soft human nobles,” Kira said from across the table. “They hire others to do their fighting. Buy their way out of real challenges with gold and fancy titles.”

A warrior who had introduced herself as Nuru Bloodclaw laughed. “At least the common humans have some backbone. The elf tree-kissers just hide behind their magic instead of developing actual strength.”

I felt my jaw tighten. If I was going to get everyone to cooperate against Beegus, I needed unity, not division. “They have different skills and resources from you. It gives them different approaches to solving their problems.”

The room went quiet again. The whole room. Just as when Trish had introduced me, all eyes were on me again.

Kira raised an eyebrow. “Different approaches?”

“I mean, not everyone grew up in the same culture, right? The Kingdom of Corean is up here in the foothills. Harsh terrain rewards strength, so of course you value your strength and make good use of it whenever you need to. But the Pador Empire is down in the plains, giving them farmlands that makes them develop a whole different economy than what you have. They have strength in numbers, not personal power. And the Maton Dynasty is in the forests, and so they have to rely on an entirely different skillset than you build here. Their survival is on wisdom, so it’s only natural that they value knowledge over muscles.” I shrugged, trying not to buckle under the pressure of everyone’s attention. “Different tools, different solutions.”

Trish’s grip on my hand tightened. “Kevin, you don’t understand just how different that is, though.”

“How is it different? You’re all using what you have to survive, right?”

“The human leaders inherit their power,” Kira said, her voice filled with disgust. “They never had to earn anything. They get born into the right or wrong families and just live with that. They can’t climb on their own merit. That’s not strength, that’s just luck. It’s perverse.”

“And the elves?” I pressed. “They live like you do, but they just rely on a different sort of strength.”

“And then they claim that their strength is the only proper way to be,” Nuru said without a hint of irony. “They’ve convinced themselves that sitting in meditation circles and begging the trees to feed them makes them superior to people who actually work for what they have.”

“You know what I heard?” Kira leaned forward conspiratorially. “There are rumors that both the humans and the elves are claiming to have Sacred Gems of their own. Trying to convince our champion that she needs to share her destiny with pretenders.”

The warriors around the table erupted in derisive laughter. “Share her destiny?” someone called out. “With people who’ve never earned the right to wield real power?”

“It’s obviously a trick,” another warrior added. “They see the prophecy being fulfilled and they want a piece of it. Typical behavior from people who think they deserve things they haven’t worked for.”

I looked at Trish, expecting her to defend the possibility that other gems might exist. Instead, I saw doubt creeping into her expression.

This was exactly what I was afraid of. I needed Trish to believe in the true prophecy, not let her cultural prejudices put us back where we started.

“Maybe they’re right,” she said quietly. “Maybe I was being naive to think there could be other legitimate gem bearers. The War Gem chose me through trials of strength. If there were other gems, wouldn’t they choose their bearers the same way? And if they did, they would never pick weakling humans and elves.”

“Trish, you saw what happened at the temple. Both of them called up power just like yours. And when you fought the temple itself crumbled because you were fighting and not cooperating.” I gave her hand a squeeze. “Brother Thomas told me about the true prophecy.”

“Brother Thomas could be mistaken. Or lying.” Kira’s voice was matter-of-fact. “Humans and elves are good at elaborate deceptions when they want something. It’s the only way they can thrive in the real world.”

“He’s not lying,” I said, my voice rising despite my efforts to stay calm. “He showed me the original and I read it for myself. And both Daphyse and Imelia have real power, real gems, real responsibilities to their people, and a real place in our task to save the world.”

“Places they inherited or were handed,” Trish said, repeating her favorite argument. “Not responsibilities they earned through blood and sweat and proving themselves worthy.”

“That’s because their gems work differently. The power comes to them in their gems’ own ways. That’s why I need to meet with all of you. I need to learn how each gem works. Just because they follow different rules doesn’t make them any less a part of the prophecy than you.”

“Yes, it does.” Those words came out with almost painful force. “I thought you would understand in a way no one from outside Corean could. You faced hardships, just like I did. You clawed your way through life on hard work and persistence, just like I did. And just like neither of them ever had to.”

“Just because they didn’t face our exact challenges doesn’t mean we can save your world without them,” I shot back. “If they can accept our help when our power didn’t come the same way as theirs, why can’t you?”

“Because they don’t accept our help,” Trish said, her grip on my hand tightening. “They expect it. Just like everything else is handed to them.”

I broke her grip on my hand and stood up, my chair scraping against the stone floor. “Just like you expect me? Like you were handed me? Because the prophecy promised we would be mates?”

“I earned your partnership!” Trish was on her feet now too, her ears flat against her head. “I earned you in fair combat! Fighting for my life, from a penniless kitten who couldn’t even afford a knife to the champion of all Corean!”

“You earned the War Gem,” I shot back, “not me.”

The warriors around us were watching our argument with obvious interest, but no one was intervening. If anything, they seemed to be enjoying the show more than they were evaluating our arguments.

“So you don’t want me?” Trish snapped. “You just want to let our world die because I won’t let the humans and elves walk all over us and take what’s ours?”

“I didn’t say that,” I admitted. Despite her obstinate refusal to see my side of things, I still remembered how it felt to have her straddling me back in the temple before we were interrupted. I was very much interested in pursuing that further, if nothing else. “We’re not going to let them walk all over us. But I’m not going to let anyone’s pride get in the way of doing my best to save this world. Not Daphyse’s, not Imelia’s, and not even yours.”

“It’s not pride. It’s strength. The only thing that matters. The only thing that can fight Beegus. Only I have it. Whether you see it or not, the other two are pretenders because they don’t have real power.”

“That’s bullshit,” I said, and the mood took a sudden and tense shift.

Trish’s eyes went wide, not with anger but with something that looked almost like excitement. “What did you just say to me?”

“I said it’s bullshit,” I continued. In for a penny, in for a pound. Hopefully a pounding was the worst this was going to cost me. “This whole philosophy that only physical strength matters, that everyone else is weak or corrupt or unworthy. You have to see that other systems have their own value.”

“You’re talking about systems that create dependency instead of strength. That lead by the weak instead of the strong.”

“I’m talking about people who have built nations that have lasted just as long as yours, with their own advantages and struggles.” I stepped closer to her, close enough to see the gold flecks in her brown eyes. “You’re judging them based on prejudices, not facts.”

Her tail was lashing behind her now, and that low rumbling sound was coming from her chest again. But it wasn’t the satisfied purring from before. This was something else, something that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

I got the impression that I had the tiger by the tail, metaphorically speaking. Backing down even an inch would be the end of me. I just had to lean in and keep pushing.

“You think I’m wrong?” she asked, her voice dropping to a whisper.

“I think you’re scared.”

The common room was dead silent. Even the sounds from the arena below seemed muffled as every warrior in the common area focused on our confrontation.

“Scared of what?” Trish’s claws slowly extended now, gleaming in the torchlight.

“That maybe strength isn’t the only thing that matters. Scared that maybe there are other ways to be worthy, other ways to earn respect, other ways to protect people you care about.” I didn’t back down, standing strong in the face of her extremely visible fury. “Scared that you might have to rely on someone else to provide those other ways when you can’t.”

For a moment, I thought I was about to die. Her whole body was coiled like a spring, muscles tensed, claws ready. The other warriors were leaning forward in their seats, clearly waiting for this to finish.

Then something shifted in her expression. The anger was still there, but underneath it was something else. Something hungry and predatory and completely focused on me.

“You really think you can stand there and challenge me?” she asked, but there was no threat in her voice. If anything, she sounded impressed.

“I’m not challenging you. I’m challenging your ideas.”

“Same thing.” She took a step closer, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off her body. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing right now?”

I shrugged. “Probably making a huge mistake.”

She laughed, sharp and delighted. “You’re showing your strength. Real strength. Not the kind that comes from muscles or weapons, but the kind that comes from standing up for what you believe. Even when you’ll lose the fight.”

Before I could process what she meant, her hands were on my shoulders, pulling me toward her. Her lips crashed against mine with desperate intensity, all teeth and heat and barely controlled violence.

It wasn’t romantic or gentle. It was possessive and demanding and completely overwhelming.

The sense of how close I was to danger with her claws digging into my back was arousing in a way I wasn’t entirely comfortable with. Her body pressed against mine was a monument to contrasts. Parts of her were soft. Her lips, her breasts, her thighs. But just as much of her was firm and unyielding. Her tongue, her muscles, her claws.

I was lost in the impossible heat of what felt like a ritual, responding to a challenge with a physical act of claiming me.

When she eventually stepped back, we were both struggling to catch our breath. Her brown eyes were bright with something that looked almost feral.

“That,” she said, her voice rough with emotion, “is exactly what I’ve been looking for.”

Around us, the other warriors were cheering and pounding their fists on tables. Apparently my willingness to argue with their champion had earned me some kind of respect I didn’t understand.

“Trish,” I started, but she cut me off with another kiss, softer this time but still intense enough to make my head spin.

“You’re perfect,” she whispered against my lips. “Absolutely perfect.”

I had the feeling that I’d just passed some kind of test I hadn’t known I was taking. And the sinking sensation that I knew exactly what my reward was going to be.


Chapter eighteen
Claiming Rights


The cheers continued, making me feel all the more self-conscious about the position I was in. Kira was the first to pound her fist on the table, letting out a whoop that echoed through the common area. Others joined in right away, stamping feet and raising mugs in our direction. Nuru slapped the shoulder of the warrior next to him, grinning wide enough to show all his teeth.

“About time!” someone shouted from across the room. “Our champion will claimed her prize!”

I pulled back from Trish, my face heating up as the noise swelled around us. Her friends treated this like she’d just won a major tournament, not like we’d had a public argument that ended in a kiss.

Trish’s grin only widened at the audible encouragement, but she didn’t linger on it. She grabbed my hand, her grip firm and urgent, and started pulling me toward the corridor.

“Come on,” she said over the continuing cheers. “We need to talk. Alone.”

I let her lead me out, glancing back once to see Kira and all the others who had shared our table raising their drinks in salute. The other warriors were already turning back to their conversations, but with that satisfied energy of people who were confident they knew what was coming next.

Trish moved fast, dragging me through the stone passages, her tail swishing behind her. We passed training rooms where more fighters practiced, but she didn’t slow down. Her hand stayed locked on mine, claws retracted but fingers tight enough that I couldn’t have pulled away without a fight.

Also without losing a lot of blood, I’d have to assume.

We emerged from the arena into a courtyard that I thought at first glance were gardens, though they looked nothing like the neat flower beds I’d seen in the Empire. The space spread out in a sheltered terrace cut into the mountainside, with rough stone paths winding between clusters of tough-looking plants.

These weren’t just decorative flowers, though. I spotted some plants I recognized from Earth—things like basil, cabbage, strawberries—mixed in with other greenery that probably produced other sorts of food either unique to this world, or beyond my ability to identify. Weeds poked up between the stones, not pulled but left alone if they didn’t get in the way of the other plants.

Scattered around were wooden training dummies, some battered from recent use, and a few racks of practice weapons leaning against the low walls. The whole area felt practical, like everything else I’d seen in this kingdom—built for use, not show.

Trish finally stopped near a bench carved from the same rock as the paths. She released my hand but stayed close, her body angled toward mine like she was ready to grab me again if needed. “Sit,” she said, gesturing to the bench. Her voice came out rough, still carrying that edge from our argument. “Please.”

It was the ‘please’ that got me.

I sat, and she dropped down beside me, close enough that our thighs touched. Her tail curled around behind my back, brushing my opposite hip.

She looked at me for a long moment, her brown eyes searching my face. “What you did back there, standing up to me like that? Challenging what I said? Most people wouldn’t dare. Not even the warriors in that room.”

“What I said needed to be said.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I wasn’t trying to start a fight. I just couldn’t let you dismiss the other Gem Bearers like that. We need them to save the world.”

She nodded, but her expression stayed intense. “I know that in my head, even if it hasn’t quite gotten through to my heart. But hearing you say it, pushing back against me without fear...it really made me feel…”

Trish made a sound deep in her throat. It sounded like frustration, but her expression didn’t show anger. Her hand found my knee, resting there with a light grip.

“I’ve spent my whole life fighting. Clawing my way up through the toughest fighters in the world. All for what I wanted most in this world.”

I found my hand resting on top of hers. Her fingers were warm beneath mine. “And you think that’s me?”

“I know it is.” She leaned in, her voice dropping lower. “You faced Beegus without running. You stood up to me in front of my own people. War Chief Nao was right. You can’t teach courage like that. You’re either born with it or you’re not. I already spent my whole life wanting you, and now I find you more attractive than I even dreamed you could be.”

She wasn’t just talking about the prophecy anymore. The prophecy had gotten my foot in the door, but I’d proven myself to her on my own merits, too. And given her culture’s obsession with earning things on your own, it was only intensifying her attraction.

Considering she’d already been ready to rip my clothes off on the spot at our first meeting at the temple, that probably should have been a red flag.

“There’s something we need to discuss first,” I said firmly. I could see her bristling at my changing the subject, but that agitation smoothed when I continued: “I need to know how the War Gem works, and what we need to do to use it to save the world.”

“The War Gem is very simple,” Trish said immediately, her smile returning. “It responds to two things. The first is strength.”

“Right.” I nodded along, hoping to maybe cool her off a little with this discussion. “That’s why you have to fight for it.”

“Not quite,” she said, lowering her voice to a husky purr. “I must be strong to be able to use it to its full potential, but that isn’t the quality that earns it.”

I could sense this conversation backsliding already. “And what quality is that?”

“Desire. I had to want the power,” she said, the tip of her tail flicking on the other side of me, drawing my attention for a second as she somehow found a way to scoot closer, pressing us together. The smell of her—a sweet musk—wrapped around me, as alluring as any perfume. The effect was slightly blunted by the predatory hunger in her eyes making me feel more like a piece of meat than a man. “And believe me, I wanted it. I wanted you. So badly I couldn’t let anyone else bear the War Gem.”

“You did mention that,” I said. I couldn’t really scoot away. Not because she was holding me, but for the same reason you don’t stand up when a cat is in your lap. It just felt like her bearing down on me was the natural order and it would be wrong to upset it. “You heard the prophecy and so you fought to be a part of it.”

“Yes. I fought for you,” she purred. “I didn’t have much, growing up. Or anything, really. I had to fight for what I wanted when all I wanted was a full belly. I didn’t have a weapon to my name when I read the prophecy. But I had a fire in my chest. I was brimming with desire. And when I stepped into the arena, that desire carried me to victory. I wanted it more than anyone else. I wanted you more than anything else, Kevin.”

Things were starting to make sense now. That was why she had jumped me at the temple, ready to have sex right there on the altar.

The War Gem’s power flowed through desire. It had to. In order for someone to fight and risk death and dismemberment for that power, they had to really want it.

It logically followed that in order to channel the power of the War Gem from her to save the world, I had to feel that desire, too.

I hated to admit it, but I did. Her body against mine was incredibly distracting. I found myself remembering the way she’d straddled me on the altar. The way her body felt on top of me as she rolled her hips—

“I want you too, Trish,” I admitted. “But this is fast. We barely know each other.”

“Then let’s fix that. Get to know me, inside and out.” Her hand turned, lacing her fingers into mine. She stood up, pulling me with her. Her grip was insistent, guiding me toward a stone building at the far end of the garden. “I need you, Kevin. Not just for the prophecy. For me. Please.”

The desperation in her voice caught me off guard. This wasn’t the confident champion anymore. This was someone laying herself bare, asking for something she had put her life on the line to earn.

With only three days left before the end of the world, building this connection seemed to be exactly what we needed to make the power of her gem work. If we needed desire between us to connect her power to me—and to the others—it might doom this world to resist now.

I nodded. “Okay.”

Her face lit up. She moved faster, practically dragging me the last few steps to the building. The entrance was open, steam wafting out from inside. It looked like a public bathhouse, with several people soaking in large stone pools.

The space was simple, like the gardens. Stone pools fed by hot springs, benches for resting, hooks for clothes. No fancy decorations, just functional design. There wasn’t even any perfume to hide the sulfurous smell of the natural hot spring water, though it was far from strong enough to be unpleasant. Just a faint metallic tang in the air.

A few of the lounging catpeople looked up, either with curiosity, confusion, or recognition at our entrance. I wasn’t sure what, exactly, Trish had planned.

Trish didn’t hesitate. She stepped inside and raised her voice. “Everyone out! Now!”

Heads turned, eyes widening and ears and tails perking up as they recognized her.

There was no argument, no questions. Catpeople grabbed towels and clothes, filing out quickly but without panic. They bowed their heads to her as they passed, some shooting curious glances at me, while others showed Trish a knowing grin.

Within minutes, the bathhouse was empty, the steam still rising from the pools in the sudden quiet.

Trish closed the heavy door behind the last person, sliding a bolt into place. Then she stepped closer, her hands already working at the ties of her damaged shirt.

I caught her wrist gently. “We should talk first.”

She shook her head, hands still moving over the fastenings of her shirt, ignoring my grip. “We’ve talked enough. I want you. You want me. That’s all that matters.”

Her directness was overwhelming, but there was truth in it. I couldn’t exactly deny the attraction. Still, I needed to take some control of this, to make sure it wasn’t just her following through on what she thought her kingdom’s skewed version of the prophecy demanded.

I pulled her close instead, kissing her before either of us could say anything else. My lips met hers firmly, and she responded with that same fierce energy, her arms wrapping around my neck. When we broke the kiss she pressed her forehead to mine. The sensation was somewhere between tender and aggressive, her breath hot on my cheek. She made a soft, hungry sound—almost a growl—and then her hand was on my back, tracing the line of my spine.

I let my hands drift, not sure where to put them at first, but settling for her waist. Her skin was hot, almost feverish, and her muscles twitched under my palms. She kissed me again, harder this time. Demanding. I reversed it, pushing against her, backing her toward the wall. But she twisted at the last second, flipping our positions so my back hit the stone instead.

She grinned. “You think you can pin me that easily?”

“Not if you don’t want me to.” I ran my hands up her sides, feeling the firm muscle beneath her torn clothes. “I just wanted to try.”

Her eyes darkened with desire. She pressed against me, her body molding to mine. “Try again.”

I kissed her again, and this time when I pressed against her, she let me move her to put her back to the wall. My hands ranged up and down her body. I traced the outline of her ribs, memorizing the heat and texture of her, the sharp inhale as my fingers brushed the edge of the healing burns on her torso.

There was something electric in the charge between us, an almost painful need.

This was happening. No more theory, no more bargaining with myself over whether it was right or wise or safe. I recognized in her the same hunger that had shaped my own life in smaller, meaner ways, the impulse to seize what you could, because the world wouldn’t grant it twice.

She let me keep the initiative, at least for the moment, hands falling to my waist and then under my shirt, her claws grazing the small of my back. I shivered, pleasure spiking at the edge of pain. My own hands moved up, pushing aside the ruined scraps of her shirt, tracing the black ink that marked her shoulders and neckline with tiger stripes.

I let my mouth explore the line of her jaw, to her neck. Trish made a sound that vibrated through my chest and down to my toes, a wordless promise. I bit lightly at her neck, and she arched into me, the muscles beneath her skin corded with tension. I felt her pulse flutter under my teeth.

Her hands came up between us and she ripped the rest of her shirt away.

Trish’s breasts were small but firm. A solid handful each, topped with puffy brown nipples. Her tattoos parted around her tits, leaving them clear of marks. I cupped one, thumb circling the peak, and she gasped. Claws dug into my shoulders. She pressed herself flat to the wall, tail slapping the stone behind her with a thwap.

I kissed my way down her neck, tasting the sweat on her skin, until I reached her collarbone.

Trish shuddered when I paused to sucked a small bruise into the flesh just above a tattoo. Then I ran my tongue down the middle of her chest, between her breasts, then over and under, before sucking one nipple into my mouth. She moaned, not bothering to hide how badly she needed it. Her nipples were so fucking soft against my tongue. I let my teeth graze over them, just enough to test her tolerance. Judging by the way her fingers dug into my scalp and her hips bucked, I’d say she liked it very much.

I let myself enjoy her, licking and biting, while my hands explored the rest of her body. I traced each curve, each scar, and let my fingers tease the line of leg exposed by the slit in her skirt. She was already panting, her chest rising and falling with each hitch of breath.

When I slid my hand between her thighs, palming the heat between her legs, she gasped and nearly doubled over. Her panties were wet, clinging to the lips of her pussy. I pressed harder, feeling the slickness, the heat that radiated from her.

She grabbed my wrist, but instead of stopping me, she forcibly held my hand in place, grinding herself against my fingers through the thin fabric. Her breath hitched, pupils blown so wide her irises were nearly swallowed by black.

I slid my hand beneath the waistband.

She was soaked. Folds slick and swollen, her clit a tiny, firm pearl that jumped under my finger as I circled it. She made a noise I’d never heard before, almost a yowl. The sound vibrated through the empty bathhouse, echoing off hard stone.

“God, you’re hot,” I said, not sure if I was talking to her or just narrating my own barely contained lust. “You want this that bad?”

She bared her teeth in a smile that was more threat than invitation. “I want you inside me,” she growled. “Now.”

I’d be a liar to say I wasn’t ready for it. My cock throbbed, so hard I was half afraid I’d break something if I didn’t get relief soon. But I kept teasing her, working my fingers in slow, steady circles, brushing her entrance without quite pushing in. I wanted to see her fall apart. I wanted to make the champion of a nation beg for me, if only for a second.

She tried to reach down again, but I caught her hands and pinned them to the wall above her head. Her arms looked delicate enough, but they were pure steel under the skin. She could’ve broken my grip in a second, if she really wanted to. But she let me hold her, face twisted in defiance and breathless anticipation.

“Say it,” I demanded, voice low in her ear. “Tell me what you want.”

She glared, fighting for composure, but her hips bucked shamelessly against my hand, grinding the needy heat of her slit onto my fingers. Her lips curled, not quite a snarl, not quite a smile.

“I want you to take me,” she hissed. “I want you to break me open and fill me with you. I want you to claim me in a way nobody else ever could. Mate me. Make me yours.”

There was nothing in this world I wanted more. Even as my better judgment screamed at me to slow down, to take it easy. That ship had sailed long ago. Common sense was taking a long deserved break. My cock throbbed, straining against my pants.

If this was what she wanted, I was willing to give it.

I let go of her arms and in the same motion shoved my pants down below my ass, freeing myself. I then threw aside my shirt. Trish’s hungry gaze raked down my body before locking on my dick. She reached for it instantly, wrapping a strong, calloused hand around the shaft. Her palm was hot, her grip perfect.

She stroked me, slow and deliberate, eyes locked on mine. Her thumb rolled over the head, spreading the bead of precum that was already there. I sucked in a breath and braced my hands on her hips.

Trish squeezed, the perfect side of pain and pleasure, and then she knelt down and flicked her tongue over the head. She met my eyes the whole time, letting me see how much she was enjoying the taste of me, the bright flare of her tongue against the shaft. She then took the head into her mouth and sucked, hard, until I gasped and nearly buckled at the knees.

Trish pulled off with a pop and licked her lips. “You taste like you’ve been thinking about me,” she said, voice low and rough.

“Maybe I have,” I said. I was past the point of pretending otherwise. I wanted her, needed her in a way that left no room for shame. My hand tangled in her hair, fingers buried in the mess of silver, and I pulled her up so we were face-to-face.

She grinned and bit at my lower lip, hard enough to sting but not break skin. I let the pain ground me. She pressed her chest against mine, nipples dragging lines of heat as her body shivered with need. She pressed her thigh to my cock, grinding.

I grabbed her ass, squeezing hard. “The wall,” I growled. “Turn around.”

She obeyed, not out of submission, but anticipation. Trish faced the wall, hands braced on the stone. Her breath came in ragged gasps, her tail swishing back and forth. I grabbed her hips, pulling them toward me. Her skirt was bunched around her waist, slit clearly showing me the soaked, clinging black of her panties. She looked over her shoulder, a wild, challenging gleam in her eye.

I yanked the panties aside, the material straining and then snapping as I shredded them with both hands. She gasped, head snapping forward, cheek pressed into the wall. Her pussy was perfectly exposed for me, folds flushed and slick.

I lined myself up and pressed the head of my cock to her, smearing her wetness along the seam of her slit. She pushed her hips back, greedy for it, wordless in her urgency. I went slow at first, grinding against her entrance, teasing her for as long as I could stand it. Her claws bit into the stone, leaving little furrows as she tried to keep herself braced.

“Don’t tease,” she growled. “Do it. Take me! P-please!”

I pushed into her in one smooth motion, feeling her heat swallow me. She was so tight I had to grit my teeth, but she took all of me, her body shuddering as I bottomed out. Her tail slapped against my chest. She arched her back, ass perfectly presented, and I grabbed her hips and started to fuck her.

Her body clenched down on every thrust. I almost lost it immediately. She was too good, too slick, too hot. But I gritted my teeth and drove into her harder, letting the pleasure and the pressure build between us.

Trish was loud. Every time I bottomed out, she let out a sharp cry that would have had the whole bathhouse staring if she hadn’t cleared it first. She hissed and growled and mewled. I couldn’t get enough of the way she sounded, the way she felt, the way her body seemed to fight me with every thrust and then surrender all at once.

I leaned over her, bracing my hands on the wall next to hers, caging her in. I pressed my chest to her back, lips at her ear. It flicked against my hot breath. “You like that? You like being fucked by your hero?”

She just snarled at me, hips bucking back to meet every thrust. “More,” she begged, breathless. “Harder. I want everyone to know I’m yours.”

I delivered. I slammed into her, feeling all that tension ratchet up inside her, so hard the whole damn wall shook. Trish clawed fresh gouges in the stone, her cries loud and sloppy. Her thighs flexed and quivered under my grip, her ass rippling with each slap of my hips. It was primal, ugly, desperate.

Neither of us even pretended to hold back. I wanted her wrecked, and she wanted to be claimed. That was the whole point.

She braced her forehead to the wall, her hair a wild mess around her ears. I rutted into her until my own knees started to shake. Her pussy milked me, heat clamping down with every thrust, as if she wanted to pull every drop of me out of my body. My brain started to fuzz with it. I went faster, harder, feeling myself getting close.

Between the animal sounds and the slap of skin, I almost missed the words when she started chanting them.

“Mine,” she hissed, every syllable a little more frantic. “Mine, mine, mine, mine...”

Fuck if it didn’t do something to me.

I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise. My balls felt like they’d burst if I didn’t come soon, but I wanted to drag her over that cliff with me. I reached around, fingers finding her clit, flicking it in time with the rhythm of my cock. Trish’s body jerked like she’d been hit with a live wire. She shrieked, the sound ringing in my ears, and her whole body flexed and locked up as she came.

I felt her spasm around me, so intense I thought she might rip the stone blocks out of the wall and crush them to dust. The next moment, my own climax hit like an explosion.

I slammed into her one last time, groaning as I emptied myself, heat pulsing again and again into her. The world went white at the edges. My hips kept moving even when I thought I was spent, desperate to stay as deep inside her as possible.

When I finally managed to regain control, my forehead was pressed to her shoulder, both of our bodies slick with sweat and steam. Neither of us was in any hurry to move.

Trish finally turned her head, cheek still pressed to the wall, and gave me a look that was victorious and yet dazed. “You really were worth fighting for,” she said, voice hoarse and shaky but utterly sincere. “My mate.”

I let out a short, unsteady laugh. “Is that what you call it? A fight?”

“In Corean, everything’s a fight.” She nodded, closing her eyes. “And you may have won this one, but I demand a rematch. Best two out of three. Or three out of five? Or perhaps seven out of ten?” She snuggled back against me with a satisfied purr. “I’m sure we can come up with acceptable terms.”


Chapter nineteen
Plus One


The bathhouse, it turned out, was a natural hot spring. We cleaned up, washing away the sweat and sex. Its water felt incredible. Soft and almost silken. Trish moved with easy confidence in the steamy bathhouse, completely comfortable in her nakedness as she helped me scrub my back with a rough cloth that felt like sandpaper but left my skin feeling amazing.

“You’re going to have some marks of pride from our fight,” she said, running her fingers over the light scratches her claws had left on my shoulders and back. “Not deep enough for permanent scars, though. I’ll try better next time.”

I looked to the grooves and chunks missing from the wall and seriously re-considered my life choices.

Trish followed my eye and laughed heartily. “I’ll be more gentle than that.”

Somehow I doubted that.

After we were clean, we got dressed. It took a little bit of creativity, mostly because Trish’s shirt was completely ruined and her panties were in literal shreds. She grumbled and went off into a separate room, coming back in a clean outfit. It was midnight blue dress with a neckline that plummeted to her belly button and high slits against both thighs. If it weren’t for the matching pair of shorts that were as tight as a second skin, I might not have been able to keep my hands off her.

“You must be hungry,” she said, lacing up a pair of boots. “There’s a tavern near the arena that serves the best roasted meat on the mountain. We could get dinner there and then have our rematch in my quarters?”

It was tempting. I wanted to stay. It was only late afternoon, but it had been a very long day. The idea of taking Trish on for round two was incredibly appealing, too. But I couldn’t. I’d received a pretty clear timeline from the prophecy. The end of the world wasn’t going to wait because I decided to get cozy.

“I need to keep moving,” I said, pulling on my own shirt. “I still need to learn about the Blessed Gem, and time’s running out.”

Her ears flattened slightly. “You want to go to the tree-huggers now? Today?”

“The world ends in three days, Trish. Almost two now. I can’t waste time.”

She was quiet for a moment, her tail swishing behind her. I couldn’t tell if it was agitation or if she was just thinking. When she looked up at me, her expression had shifted to something I recognized from the common room earlier. That look of someone who’d made a decision and wasn’t going to be talked out of it. I braced for a fight.

“I’m coming with you.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am.” She stepped closer, her brown eyes bright with that stubborn intensity. “You were almost captured by Beegus on the way here. You need protection.”

“I need to build trust with Imelia, and that’s not going to happen if you’re there glaring at her the whole time and calling her a pretender.”

“I won’t do that.” The words came out too fast, too eager. “I’ve had time to think about what you said. About other forms of strength. About needing to ask for help. Maybe you’re right.”

I stared at her. I’d been lied to enough times in my life to read it all over her face. “You don’t believe in that.”

“But I believe in you.” She reached for my hands, lacing our fingers together. “And if you say we need more gems, then I’ll trust your judgment. I’ll give you a chance to demonstrate, if you give me the chance to protect you.”

It was a duplicitous deal. She didn’t actually care about the other gems and their place in the prophecy, or about my judgement regarding them. The chances that she was going to actually listen to anything the elves had to say were basically zero. She just didn’t want to let me out of her sight unsupervised.

But looking at her face, seeing the genuine concern in her eyes, just barely drowned out by the possessiveness, I realized something important. She was right. I’d turned down Daphyse’s retinue of guards and Beegus had almost captured me. It was possible that Imelia would ride out to my rescue as Trish had, but was I willing to bet the whole world on it?

“Fine,” I said. “But after we get there, you have to be on your best behavior. If you start a fight with Imelia, I’m sending you back to Corean immediately. No arguments, no second chances.”

“I won’t start anything,” she promised, but her tail was still swishing in that agitated way that made it clear her smile was fake. “I’ll be the perfect diplomat.”

“Right.” I headed for the door. “Let’s go before I change my mind.”

The carriage was waiting where we’d left it, the driver looking much more alert now that he’d had time to recover from his encounter with Beegus. He nodded respectfully as we approached, though his eyes lingered on the scratches visible on my neck above my shirt collar.

“Where to now?” he asked.

“The Maton Dynasty,” I said, climbing into the carriage. “Wherever I’ll be able to find Imelia and finish this little pilgrimage.”

Trish settled beside me as we started moving, closer than necessary given the space available. Her hand found mine again, fingers interlacing with that same possessive grip. Through the window, I could see the mountain landscape of Corean giving way to rolling hills as we descended toward the forest realm.

“So,” Trish said after we’d been traveling for a while, “what’s all this?”

I followed her gaze to the wooden boxes still sitting on the opposite seat. Daphyse’s gifts from after our meeting this morning. I’d completely forgotten about them during everything that happened.

“Engagement presents,” I said. “From Princess Daphyse.”

Trish’s ears perked up with interest. “Can I see?”

“Go ahead.”

She opened the larger box first, pulling out the silk shirts and leather gloves with obvious amusement. “She’s trying to dress you up like a fancy noble,” she said, holding up one of the shirts. “Make you look the part of an imperial consort.”

“Maybe. Or maybe she just thinks they’re more comfortable.”

“And this?” She opened the smaller velvet case, revealing the heavy gold necklace. Her eyebrows rose. “This is more gold than I’ve seen in one place in all my life.”

I chuckled. “That’s what I thought when I saw it, too.”

She lifted the necklace, letting it catch the light filtering through the carriage windows. “It’s beautiful, though. The craftsmanship is incredible.” She looked at me with a teasing grin. “Your princess has expensive taste.”

“She’s not my princess,” I said before I could stop myself. I was still stuck thinking of Daphyse as two different people. The princess who was all about power and manipulation, and the woman who was enthralled by research and the good of her people.

“No?” Trish set the necklace back in its case and moved closer, her voice dropping to that husky purr. “Then who is, Kevin Matthew Brown?”

I could see the possessiveness in her eyes, the need for reassurance that what had happened between us meant something. That I wasn’t just going through the motions because she was an authority with big claws and the skill to use them. That I actually cared about her for her, and not just as an instrument of the prophecy.

She was still a woman herself, whether or not there was a Sacred Gem involved.

I reached for the necklace, lifting it from its case. The gold was warm and heavy in my hands, the chain long enough to drape elegantly. “Turn around.”

She blinked in surprise. “What?”

“Turn around. Let me put this on you.”

Her eyes went wide, tail ramrod still. “Kevin, I can’t accept that. It’s worth—”

“It’s worth exactly what I want to give to someone I care about.” I gestured for her to turn. “Besides, I’m not a jewelry guy. It’ll look nicer on you.”

She turned slowly, lifting her silver hair out of the way. I fastened the clasp at the back of her neck, the gold chain settling against her collarbone perfectly. When she turned back to face me, the necklace caught the light, making her brown eyes seem to glow.

“How does it look?” she asked, her voice softer than I’d heard it before.

“Perfect.” I reached out to run my finger along the chain where it rested against her chest. “Like it was made for you.”

She looked down at the necklace, her fingers tracing the gold links with something approaching wonder. “No one’s ever given me jewelry before. In Corean, we don’t really... I mean, weapons and armor, sure. But something just for beauty? They say it’s a waste of good metal, but…”

“Do you like it?”

“I love it.” She looked up at me, and for a moment the fierce warrior was gone, replaced by someone vulnerable and touched by an unexpected gift. “Thank you.”

She curled up on the carriage bench beside me, her head resting in my lap as she continued to admire the necklace. Her purring started up again, that low rumbling sound that vibrated through her body. I found myself stroking her hair, silver strands soft between my fingers. When my hand brushed against her ear she rubbed her cheek against my leg, so I continued to stroke and pet her ears and head as we traveled.

“This is nice,” she murmured, eyes half-closed. “Just the two of us. No prophecies, no world-ending threats. Just...this.”

I wanted to agree, to sink into the peaceful moment, but I was having a different experience than her. I couldn’t block out the looming threats and responsibilities.

There were three days left to figure out how to unite the power of all three gems. Three days to convince three women who hated each other to work together. Three days to somehow channel magical forces I didn’t understand to stop a demon army led by someone who could turn me to ash on a whim if she decided she didn’t want me alive.

And technically, not even. This day was almost over.

I had to hurry.

The landscape outside continued to change as we traveled, hills giving way to dense forest. The trees grew taller and more ancient-looking the deeper we went, their branches forming a canopy so thick that the light filtering through took on a green, underwater quality. Flowers bloomed in impossible colors, and I could swear some of the trees were moving even though there was no wind.

“We’re entering Maton territory,” Trish said, sitting up to look out the window. Her ears swiveled forward, alert to sounds I couldn’t hear. “Can you feel it? The magic in the air?”

I could, actually. There was something different about this place, a tingling sensation that made my skin feel more sensitive. The air itself seemed alive, humming with energy that made my teeth ache slightly.

“That’s different,” I said. “What’s doing that?”

“The tree-huggers have been channeling power through this forest for over a thousand years. It’s soaked into everything.” She wrinkled her nose, tail lashing in irritation. “Makes the whole place smell like flowers and old books.”

She was right, although there was something else too. An undercurrent that reminded me of the smell of freshly laundered clothes. Combined, it smelled like a Yankee Candle.

The road we were following had changed too, becoming less of a constructed path and more like a natural clearing that wound between the giant trees. Bridges made of living wood spanned streams that ran crystal clear, and I could see buildings in the distance that seemed to be grown rather than built.

“There.” Trish pointed ahead. “The Sacred Grove.”

The capital of the Maton Dynasty not like what I’d imagined. The buildings rose from the forest floor like they’d grown there naturally, their walls formed from living trees whose branches had been shaped either by magic or by centuries of patient cultivation. Walkways connected the structures at multiple levels, creating a three-dimensional city that existed in harmony with the forest rather than displacing it.

People moved along the walkways and paths, all of them with the pointed ears and graceful posture I’d seen in Imelia. They wore flowing robes in earth tones, and many had flowers woven into their hair. There weren’t many smiles, but no one look unhappy or angry. Just at peace.

Everything about the place radiated tranquility and harmony with nature.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, genuinely awed.

“It’s impractical,” Trish said, but her voice lacked its usual dismissive edge. “All those elevated walkways and wooden walls. What happens if they need to defend this place? Everyone’s stuck running a multi-level maze to respond to any threat. And you can’t fortify a tree against an attacker with an axe, can you?”

The carriage came to a stop at what seemed to be a natural parking area where several other vehicles waited. Most of them looked like carts for traders rather than transportation like our carriage, but we didn’t seem to be drawing attention. Our driver looked around uncertainly, clearly feeling as out of place here as I was.

“I’ll watch the horses,” he said as I poked my head out of the still-missing door. “Take your time, sir.”

We climbed out, and immediately I could hear voices calling out in what sounded like a musical signal. Figures were moving through the trees toward us, and I recognized the robes they wore as resembling what Imelia had been wearing when she arrived at the temple.

“Kevin Matthew Brown?” one of them called out toward me as they approached. “High Priestess Imelia requests your immediate presence. She has been waiting for your arrival.”

“Waiting?” I looked around, but Trish had wandered off to examine one of the living buildings, her warrior instincts clearly cataloging defensive positions and structural weaknesses. “How did she know I was coming?”

“She sees many things before they come to her doorstep,” the guard said with a serene smile. “Please, follow me. The High Priestess is most eager to see you again.”

I started to call for Trish, but she was already several yards away, poking at a wall that seemed to be made of interwoven branches.

She’d catch up when she was ready. I was within the safety of one of the capital cities; Beegus wouldn’t attack here.

The guard led me along a winding path that rose gently through the forest. Every structure we passed, I couldn’t tell if it was a tree or a building.

We emerged into a circular clearing large enough that the forest canopy was just thin enough for dapples of pure sunlight to reach the ground. A huge tree dominated the center of the clearing, its trunk easily fifty feet in diameter. The bark glowed with a soft green light, and I could see doorways and windows that seemed to naturally grow from its surface.

“Kevin!”

I turned to see Imelia hurrying toward me, her brown hair adorned with flowers that seemed more at home with her than even the natural decorations the other elves bore. She was slightly out of breath, as if she’d been running, and her eyes were bright with excitement.

“You came,” she said, stopping just short of embracing me. “I wasn’t certain if I could trust my vision, after... After what happened at the temple.”

“I have to visit all three nations,” I said carefully, hoping we didn’t have to linger on how our first meeting had gone. “If I want to save this world, I need all three of the Sacred Gem Bearers to work with me. And I do want to save this world.”

“Of course you do.” Her smile was radiant. “The Sacred Grove has been singing since dawn, preparing for your arrival. Would you like to see our realm? I have so much to show you.”

Before I could answer, I heard footsteps behind us. Trish emerged from the forest path, claws flexed. Her eyes fixed on Imelia with a predatory focus.

“High Priestess,” Trish said, her voice perfectly polite and completely cold. “How lovely to see you again.”

Imelia’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Champion Trish. I wasn’t aware you would be joining us.”

“Kevin needed protection for the journey,” Trish replied, moving to stand beside me. Close enough that her shoulder brushed mine. “The roads can be dangerous, as I’m sure you understand.”

“Indeed.” Imelia’s gaze flicked to the gold necklace at Trish’s throat and the visible hickey next to it, and something shifted in her expression. “I see you’ve been...busy.”

The air in the clearing seemed to stand still for a moment, the gentle breeze gone. I could feel the tension building between them, that same dangerous energy that had destroyed the temple. Around us, the flowers in Imelia’s hair began to glow brighter, while Trish’s tail started that slow, agitated swish that meant she was ready for a fight.

“Actually,” I said quickly, stepping between them, “My top priority at the moment is to learn more about how the Blessed Gem works. I need its power to stop Beegus, so if you could give me a crash course on it?”

“Of course,” Imelia said, her voice returning to its usual serene tone. “I would be honored to share our sacred knowledge with you, but it will need a deeper lesson in the Dynasty’s relationship with this world’s magic. Perhaps we could begin with the Heart Tree? The convergence of natural and divine power is quite remarkable.”

“How convenient,” Trish said, her voice flat. “I suppose you’ll claim that your tree magic is all Kevin needs to save the world?”

“The Blessed Gem’s power is necessary to fight the coming darkness,” Imelia replied, her tone still perfectly calm but with an edge underneath. She kept her eyes on me even as her agitation was clearly directed at Trish. “The visions bestowed by generations of Gem Bearers have been consistent in that since the Blessed Gem originally came under our stewardship over eight hundred years ago. Without our spiritual guidance, the hero cannot hope to stand against the darkness.”

“Sounds like nonsense to me.” Trish waved a hand dismissively, unable to hide her smirk. “He stood against Beegus just fine when he was attacked on the road. And with only the War Gem Bearer present to help him.”

I saw Imelia’s hands clench into fists, the flowers in her hair flaring with green light. “Perhaps you would understand the value of the Blessed Gem if you spent less time destroying things and more time nurturing them.”

Trish took a step forward. “Perhaps you would understand the real world if you had to work for your position instead of having it handed to you because the shiniest rock in your nation doesn’t have any taste!”

“That’s enough,” I said, my voice sharp enough to cut through their building argument. Both women turned to look at me, and I could see the surprise in their eyes. Had they forgotten I was here? Or did they both expect me to take their side? “Trish, if you can’t be civil, you will go back to Corean right now. I’m serious.”

Trish’s ears flattened against her head, but she nodded reluctantly. “I’ll behave. I’m sorry, Kevin.”

I let it slide that she apologized to me instead of Imelia. Baby steps.

“Good.” I returned my attention to the priestess. “I’d love to see the Heart Tree. And learn about the Blessed Gem. But I need both of you to remember that we’re trying to save the world here, not antagonize each other. Let’s all agree that if we don’t have anything nice to say, we’ll say nothing at all.”

Imelia inclined her head gracefully. “Of course. Forgiveness and understanding are among our highest virtues. I’m sure Champion Trish and I can follow your example.”

Trish’s tail lashed once, but she managed to keep her voice level. “Say nothing at all. Easy.”

I looked between them, seeing the barely controlled hostility in their body language, the way they were positioning themselves like a pair of football linemen looking for their opening. This was going to be a very long visit.

But at least they weren’t actively trying to kill each other. Yet.

“All right then,” I said. “Let’s start this lesson on the Blessed Gem.”


Chapter twenty
Go Climb A Tree


Imelia led us toward the giant tree at the center of the clearing, and with each step I realized I’d completely misjudged the distance. What I’d assumed was maybe a hundred yards away had to be closer to a quarter mile, and the tree itself kept growing larger in my vision like those optical illusions where you can’t trust what you’re seeing. I’d thought it was big. I’d been wrong. This thing made the sequoias I’d seen in nature documentaries look like saplings.

“The Heart Tree is the most important location in the nation, if not the world,” Imelia said, her voice once more taking on that reverent tone. “It houses the Blessed Gem and serves as the center of our spiritual community.”

I tried to focus on what she was saying—this was exactly the kind of information I needed—but Trish’s tension was impossible to ignore. She walked beside me, close enough that her arm brushed mine with almost every step. Her ears swiveled constantly, tracking sounds I couldn’t hear, and her tail had that slow swish that meant she was on edge. The gold necklace caught the filtered sunlight streaming through the canopy, making her look like some kind of warrior princess despite her obvious discomfort with our surroundings.

“Kevin,” Trish said, leaning in to keep Imelia from overhearing her, “this whole place makes my skin crawl. It’s too quiet. Where are the guards? The fortifications? What happens if they’re attacked?”

“We have other defenses,” Imelia said before I could answer. “The forest itself protects us. The trees will not allow harm to come to those under their care.”

Trish snorted, raising her voice once again. “Trees don’t stop arrows. Or armored demon armies.”

“Who said anything about stopping them?” Imelia turned, giving her a serene smile that looked more condescending than peaceful. “There are more ways to die than by violence. The forest is full of the bones of attackers who were lost for weeks because the trees did not allow them to find us. Not that I expect you to understand anything more complicated than brute strength.”

I stepped between them before Trish could respond. “Let’s focus on why we’re here. I need to understand how the Blessed Gem works so we can use it against Beegus. Your nations’ security strategies aren’t as important to me as making sure the coming darkness doesn’t wipe everyone out.”

“Of course.” Imelia’s attention returned to me completely, as if Trish had simply vanished. If it weren’t for the low growl coming from the catgirl, I’d have said Trish felt much the same way. “The Blessed Gem responds to spiritual purity and divine connection. Our power flows through harmony with the natural world. Connecting you to my power will only take guidance to acceptance of your place in nature.”

We continued along.

The Heart Tree was even bigger up close, its trunk disappearing into the canopy above. I could see doorways and windows that had grown naturally from the wood. Bits of slightly uneven bark made for balconies that connected doors along the outside of the structure. Creeping vines bearing glowing flowers dotted the trunk with dots of light, making the tree look like a cross between a castle and the night sky itself.

It was beautiful, I had to admit, but also alien in a way that made me understand why Trish was so uncomfortable.

The huge main doors didn’t require a touch to open, swinging before us like the tree itself was letting us in. Immediately inside was an entry hall so large it looked more like a courtyard than a room, where dozens of elves had gathered. They were all dressed in flowing robes, with more living flowers woven into their hair. When they turned to see us enter, a hush fell over the crowd.

Then they started bowing.

Not just polite nods or respectful acknowledgments. Deep, formal bows that put their faces nearly to the floor. Some of them dropped to their knees entirely, hands pressed together in prayer position above their lowered heads. The silence was broken by whispered words I couldn’t quite make out, but the tone was unmistakably worshipful.

“Rise, my children,” Imelia said, her voice carrying easily across the clearing. “The prophesied hero has come to us at last.”

They stood, but their eyes remained fixed on me with an intensity that made my skin crawl. These people weren’t just curious or respectful. They were looking at me like I was some kind of holy idol. Like I was already a savior instead of some guy from Ohio who got hit by a truck and hadn’t done anything productive since I got here.

“Kevin Matthew Brown.” An elderly elf man stepped forward. “We have waited so long for your arrival. A millennia of visions have finally come to pass.”

“I’m just here to learn about the Blessed Gem,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual. “I haven’t done anything for you yet.”

“Not yet, but you will.” The old elf smiled, eyes crinkling into a mess of crow’s feet. “You are the vessel of divine will, sent to deliver us from the coming darkness. Your very presence sanctifies this sacred ground.”

More whispers rippled through the crowd. I caught fragments: “chosen one,” “divine messenger,” “our salvation,” “reverent one.” It all made me uncomfortable. Their version of the prophecy had built up some kind of noble messiah, and attached my name to that legend.

Except I wasn’t him. I was just some guy.

Trish moved closer to me, her hand finding mine. “This is getting weird,” she muttered under her breath.

“I heard that,” Imelia said sharply. Her eyes darted down to where our hands were joined. “Perhaps you could show proper respect in our sacred spaces.”

“I’m showing plenty of respect,” Trish replied, but I could feel her claws extending slightly against the back of my hand. “I only said it was weird. I didn’t say anything about how creepy it is.” She motioned with her other hand at the elves. “These people act like he’s some kind of god.”

“He is divine,” one of the other elves said with absolute certainty. “The prophecies speak clearly of his nature. He bears the light of salvation within him. The light to dispel the darkness.”

“That’s not me,” I found myself blurting out without thinking. “I’m going to do my best to save your world, but I’m not divine. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“Such humility,” the elderly elf said, dropping to his knees again, bowing to the floor. “Only the truly divine could be so humble.”

Ugh. It made my skin crawl.

“The light of salvation shines through his words,” another elf agreed. “The savior of us all! The hero of prophecy! He walks among us now!”

They’d already decided who I was supposed to be. Facts weren’t going to change their minds. Anything I said was just going to get twisted to align with their version of the prophecy.

“Perhaps we should proceed,” Imelia suggested. At least she seemed to sense my discomfort with this situation. “High Priest Vesryn is waiting to meet with you.”

She led us through the crowd, which parted like water around us. People reached out as we passed, not quite touching but getting as close as they dared. Some of them were crying. Actually crying, like my presence was some kind of miracle they’d been waiting for their entire lives.

“This is crazy,” I said quietly to Trish.

“Completely insane,” she agreed. “And dangerous. They’re applying their expectations of the world to you. They think you were handed power by divine right and deny that you earned it by overcoming hardship.”

I grimaced. It seemed Trish wasn’t going to be any less weird about me and my place in this world than the elves. She was just doing it from her own cultural perspective.

“Before you can meet with the High Priest,” Imelia said as we neared the far end of the giant entry hall, “there are certain preparations that must be made.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a ritual cleansing. Blessing ceremonies. You must be properly prepared to enter the inner sanctum.” She gestured toward a passageway ahead, branching deeper into the Heart Tree. “It won’t take long.”

Trish’s grip on my hand tightened. “I don’t like this.”

“It is only to protect the Blessed Gem, and no harm will come to Kevin,” Imelia assured her. “Though I’m afraid only he may participate. The ceremonies are sacred. Reserved for those chosen by divine will.”

“I’m not leaving his side,” Trish said flatly. “His protection is my duty.”

I squeezed her hand. “I’ll be fine. This is just their version of getting the approval of their leader, right? Like how I had to go to the arena to meet War Chief Nao.”

“This is nothing like that,” Trish muttered, but she released my hand. “If you’re not back in an hour, I’m coming in after you.”

“An hour should be plenty of time,” Imelia said. “This way, Kevin. The attendants are waiting.”

The hallway beyond led into a cross between a spa and a locker room, its walls formed from living wood that pulsed gently with gentle green light. Inside, several elf women in white robes waited with bowls of water and what looked like ceremonial oils.

“You’ll need to remove your clothing,” one of them said in a voice filled with reverence. “The cleansing must be complete.”

“Remove my clothing?” I looked around at the group of strangers. “All of it?”

“It’s necessary for the ritual,” Imelia explained as she retreated from the room, as if my privacy was somehow preserved in here with these strangers so long as she wasn’t here. “Your garments are saturated in the energy of their manufacture. You must be purified before entering the presence of the Blessed Gem.”

This was getting more uncomfortable by the minute. “Can’t I just wash my hands or something?”

“Please,” the attendant said, and I could hear the desperation in her voice. “We have prepared our whole lives for this task. Allow us to do our part in the salvation of this world.”

I looked at their faces, seeing the same worshipful intensity I’d encountered in the crowd. These people genuinely believed this was necessary. That I was some kind of divine figure who was sent to them for…whatever their version of the prophecy told them.

“Fine,” I said, starting to unbutton my shirt. “But let’s make this quick.”

Despite their disdain for the “energy of their manufacture” or whatever, they treated every piece of clothing I removed like it was a sacred relic. My hi-vis vest was folded with careful precision and set aside on what looked like an altar. My shirt and pants and shoes received the same treatment. When I was down to my underwear, they gestured for me to continue.

“Everything,” the lead attendant said. “The purification must be complete.”

I stripped completely, feeling more exposed and vulnerable than I had since my first night in juvenile detention. While the feeling was the same, the atmosphere here was totally different. I wasn’t just another punk to these people. I was a divine purpose they were born to serve.

The attendants began washing me with warm water that smelled like flowers and herbs, their touches reverent and careful. It was incredibly awkward and I was glad my body was in agreement.

They spoke in hushed tones as they worked, treating the whole process like some kind of baptism.

“The prophesied one’s form is perfect,” one of them said. “Unmarked by corruption, strong from his trials.”

“The scars tell the story of his journey,” another added, tracing a sponge along an old cut on my forearm. I was pretty sure that one had come from a clumsy incident with a can opener while I’d had the flu. “Each mark showcasing his worthiness.”

They were talking about me like I wasn’t even there. Like I was a work of art they were restoring instead of a person they were washing. It was deeply unsettling, but I gritted my teeth and endured it. If this was what it took to learn about the Blessed Gem, I’d put up with their weird religious ceremony. After encountering Beegus earlier today, I didn’t want this world falling into her hands even if it meant suffering the world’s most surreal sponge bath.

The ceremonial robes they brought were fancy. The fabric was soft as silk but seemed to shimmer with its own light. The cut was simple but elegant, flowing around my body in a way that actually felt comfortable despite the circumstances. I was intensely aware of my nudity beneath it, but the fabric was thick, warm, and concealing.

“Now you are prepared,” the lead attendant said, stepping back to admire the team’s work. “The High Priest awaits.”


Chapter twenty-one
Making A Prophet


The hall ahead led me deeper into the Heart Tree, through corridors that curved and twisted in ways that defied geometry unless the halls were twisting and shifting ahead of and behind me as I went. The walls pulsed with that green light, and I could swear I heard whispers coming from the wood itself.

Everything about this place felt alive in a way that was both beautiful and deeply unnerving.

I wasn’t aware of any entryway or shift. I was in a living wooden hallway, and then I wasn’t. It was like some kind of funhouse trick.

The High Priest’s chamber was a circular room carved from the living wood of the tree’s interior. A man I could only assume was the High Priest himself sat behind a desk that had grown from the floor, without a single mark of a blade to carve its shape. His ancient face was lined with centuries of wisdom.

When he saw me, he stood and bowed deeply.

Behind him was what I could only describe as the tree’s heart. In contrast to the unnatural smooth clean lines of everything the tree had grown here for the elves’ civilization, gnarled and ancient roots came from the floor, ceiling, and wall, wrapping tightly around a glowing ball of green light.

I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. It was my first time seeing one of the Sacred Gems in person. Or, at least… It seemed like I was seeing it in person. It appeared to be a square cut gem about the size of two fists, but it was too translucent. Like it wasn’t really there. It still pulsed with a green light that wasn’t like the light of the living tree, but like that corona of energy that had engulfed Imelia in the fight at the temple.

“Kevin Matthew Brown,” he said, taking his seat once more. He motioned toward a chair in front of him that looked more like a tree stump than an actual chair. “Welcome to the Sacred Grove. I am High Priest Vesryn Alderis, servant of the divine will and guardian of the Blessed Gem’s Cradle.”

“Thank you for seeing me,” I said, taking a seat. I couldn’t stop staring at the semi-transparent glowing gem behind him. “Is that…”

“The Blessed Gem,” he confirmed, though with a slight quirk of his lips. “Or, at least, half of it.”

It looked whole to me. You know, other than being translucent. “What do you mean?”

He nodded as if I’d asked a smarter question. “Imelia is not merely the Gem Bearer by title. She literally bears the gem itself.”

I stared for a moment at the glowing translucent rock for a moment. “Huh?”

“The Sacred Gem exists in a superposition,” the high priest said, steepling his fingers as he regarded me across the desk. “It is here, where it provides the power of healing and light and love to protect our people. It is also with her, where it provides her with the strength to act on her visions and stave off the coming darkness with you.”

“Okay,” I said, furrowing my brow. “So what you think you just explained was that the gem is in two places at once?”

“Precisely. It has to be, so that we can rely on it for our day-to-day needs, but also count on Imelia to deliver its power to you in the hour of our need.”

“I understand,” I lied. “And that’s exactly what I’m here to learn more about.” I stopped myself before blundering into an argument about the other two Sacred Gems. “I need to make sure I can access the Blessed Gem’s power. I need to do something with Imelia so the power can go from her to me. Right?”

“You needn’t worry about that. It’s been taken care of.” He settled back into his chair, studying me with eyes that seemed to see right through me. “High Priestess Imelia has been properly prepared. Her devotion to you is absolute.”

Why didn’t I like the sound of that? “How so?”

“She has dedicated her entire existence to serving your prophesied mission. From the moment she was brought to the temple as a child, every aspect of her training has focused on becoming the perfect conduit for your arrival.” His expression grew concerned. “I fear she has lost herself in that dedication, but for the safety of the world, it was a price we had to pay.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “What do you mean?”

“Imelia sees herself not as a person, but as an instrument. A sacred tool designed specifically to channel divine power into your heroic essence.” Vesryn leaned forward, his ancient eyes filled with worry. “She has no sense of personal worth or agency beyond her role in the prophecy. No desires or dreams that exist separate from serving you.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“No, it is not. But it was necessary.” He sighed, the sound carrying centuries of weariness. “In order to share the power of the Blessed Gem with a bearer not totally devoted to the task, you would have required eight weeks of training and purification. But your arrival in our world did not give us that kind of time. And so we were forced to prepare the Gem Bearer to take on the load for you. A woman of complete and total devotion, devoid of any selfish individuality that might corrupt her spiritual purity. She must be completely given over to her role in the prophecy in order to save this world.”

I thought about my interactions with Imelia, how she always seemed to be performing some kind of religious duty rather than just talking to me as a person. Like she was going through the motions of playing a part. How she spoke about serving divine will, giving a lecture instead of having a real conversation.

“She doesn’t even see herself as a person, does she?”

He grimaced. “She sees herself as sacred. As something set apart from mortal concerns.” Vesryn’s voice grew heavy with regret. “It was a horrible price, and I accept whatever judgement you bring to bear against me for it. But the world is at stake, Kevin Matthew Brown. There was no way to connect you to the Blessed Gem in time.”

“So what happens when this is all over? When Beegus is defeated and the world is saved? What does she do then?”

“I do not think she has considered that possibility. Her entire identity is built around the crisis you were sent to resolve.” He studied my face carefully. “She expects to serve you for the rest of her life. To be your spiritual guide and divine companion, channeling the Blessed Gem’s power according to your will, whatever that may mean.”

The idea made my stomach turn. I didn’t want a servant or a worshipper. In fact, having an obedient little elf priestess acting as my slave made me immediately nauseous. Never in my life had I wanted someone to serve me without question. I could never trust a sycophant. Someone who just nodded along with everything I said was a recipe for disaster. What I needed in an ally was a friend. I needed someone who could stop me when I was about to put my hand on a hot stove. Or metaphorical equivalent.

“Can she change? Can she learn to be her own person?”

“Perhaps. In time. But not until this is over. Having to acknowledge her own wants and needs as a person would make her question her purpose in this world.” Vesryn’s expression grew even more troubled. “Her spiritual power flows from her complete devotion to divine will. If that devotion wavers...”

“Then I can’t access the Blessed Gem’s power?”

“Precisely.”

“Couldn’t there be…any other way? What if she, I don’t know, liked me as a person instead of as a being of scripture? Couldn’t it be accessed then?”

“In time, perhaps.” He stood and moved to the knot of roots and regarded the semitransparent gem hanging there. “I hope you understand that if there was any other logical way, I would have taken it. Imelia’s spiritual strength comes from her total self-sacrifice, but that same sacrifice has consumed her identity completely. She is no longer a person who serves the divine. She has become the service itself.”

I thought, for a moment, about the serene attitudes and devotion to their cause that the other elves had displayed. “Are the other priests like that, too?”

“Many are. Our culture values spiritual devotion above individual desires. We teach that the highest form of existence is to surrender the self in service to something greater.” He glanced at me. “It creates powerful magic and a harmonious society. It was how I got the idea to do this to Imelia, removing her existence beyond her assigned role so that you could save our world from eternal suffering.”

“That’s horrible. I don’t want someone’s sense of self erased just to serve me.”

“I know. I can see it in your eyes, hear it in your voice. You’re a good man, Kevin Matthew Brown, as the prophecy promised. You want partners, not servants. Equals, not worshippers.” Vesryn turned to face me fully. “But that change cannot be made now. Not if you plan to save our world with the Blessed Gem’s power.”

I’d been hoping that all three of the Gem Bearers could learn to work together, to see each other as valuable allies instead of rivals. But if Imelia couldn’t even see herself as a person, how could she possibly form healthy relationships with anyone?

“There has to be something we can do.”

“Perhaps. But it would need to happen after the world is saved. Once Beegus the Destroyer is defeated, then we can start the process of helping her find herself.” Vesryn moved back to his desk, settling into his chair with the careful movements of extreme age. “She has spent so many years without experiencing any desire for herself, I’m not sure how long it would take for her to have a selfish thought at all.”

“So if anything in her changes before then, the world is doomed?”

“Exactly. If she develops personal desires and individual goals beyond the prophecies and visions, the delicate balance that makes her the perfect conduit could fall apart. And then the years of work we’ve done to prepare her for this moment were for nothing.”

I slumped in my chair, feeling the full scope of the problem. Imelia needed to be able to work with Daphyse and Trish as equals. But breaking through her programming from the elves’ version of the prophecy might cut me off from the Blessed Gem’s power before I needed it. It was a catch-22 that seemed impossible to resolve.

“There’s something else you should know,” Vesryn said. “Imelia believes that your arrival marks the beginning of a new age. That once you’ve defeated the darkness, you’ll establish a divine kingdom with her as your spiritual consort. She sees your relationship not as a sacred union between a god and his most devoted servant.”

“I’m not a god.”

“No, but she believes you will become one. And that belief is so fundamental to her identity that challenging it might destroy her completely.” He leaned forward, his ancient eyes filled with concern. “Be careful with her, Kevin. She is more fragile than she appears. Her strength comes from absolute certainty, and if that certainty cracks...”

“She breaks.”

Vesryn nodded gravely. “And if she breaks, and you cannot access the power of the Blessed Gem, our fate is sealed. Beegus will overrun our world and plunge us into darkness and suffering the likes of which we cannot fathom.”

I sat in silence for a long moment, trying to find a way to weasel out of this. Imelia wasn’t just devoted to the prophecy, she was trapped by it. Her entire sense of self was built around serving me, and any attempt to help her develop individual agency might destroy the very power we needed to save the world. But the idea of keeping her in that kind of psychological prison was unforgivable.

“What do you recommend?”

“Tread cautiously.” He returned his attention to the paperwork on his desk. “I needn’t tell you that this world is in your hands. You know that already. But so is Imelia. Handle her carefully, or we may lose everything.”


Chapter twenty-two
Infighting


I stood there for a moment, waiting to see if High Priest Vesryn had anything else to add, but he’d already returned his attention to the papers on his desk. The dismissal was clear enough. It felt a bit odd that the big damn hero showed up in his office and was now being sent off like a kid from the principal’s office, but I guess I learned what I came here for.

As unpleasant as that news had been.

I made my way back through the twisting corridors as I tried to figure out what I should do about Imelia.

The hallway back out of the High Priest’s chamber stretched longer than I remembered, and didn’t end in the cleaning room. Kinda hoped I was going to get my clothes back, but maybe they’d be waiting for me elsewhere. Or Imelia could help me figure it out. I held out hope that one day I could return that branded hi-vis vest and not be charged for not returning it.

When I finally emerged from the endless hall, I was back in the main entry.

Trish and Imelia were waiting, positioned as far apart as two people could be while technically occupying the same space in the entryway. Trish leaned against one wall, arms crossed and tail lashing in slow, agitated sweeps. Imelia stood near the opposite wall, hands clasped in front of her in that praying pose, but her usual serene expression looked strained around the edges.

Neither of them looked at me when I approached. They were both staring straight ahead, like they were trying to pretend the other person didn’t exist.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Of course,” Imelia said, chipper and alert. “I have been waiting patiently for your return.”

Trish snorted. “Patiently. Right.”

“Is there something I should know about?” I looked between them, but Trish just shrugged and Imelia maintained that serene mask.

“Don’t worry about it,” Trish said. “Just some philosophical differences about behavior in sacred spaces.”

“I see.”

I didn’t see, but pushing for details seemed like it would only make things worse.

“Well, Imelia, the High Priest answered my questions, but I was still hoping you could show me around your realm. I learned a lot about the Empire and Corean by seeing how people actually live there.”

Imelia’s face brightened immediately. I could already see her mood improving now that she could focus on me and pretend Trish wasn’t here. “Of course! I would be honored to share the Dynasty’s sights with you. There is so much beauty here that reflects the divine harmony we’ve achieved with the forest.”

She started walking, and I fell into step beside her. Trish pushed off from the wall and followed, falling into step beside just as she had before, at an almost-too-close distance. Whatever had happened between them while I was inside, it had clearly made the tension worse instead of better. Hopefully I could keep them both distracted from fighting with each other again.

Imelia led us down a corridor immediately to our left out of the main hall. I was grateful for that, as I didn’t know if I could take more fawning devotion from the elves after what I’d learned from the High Priest. Dealing with Imelia was enough for now.

This hallway opened into what looked like an outdoor courtyard. Enclosed by living trees whose branches had grown together overhead to form a thin canopy. Sunlight filtered through the leaves and flowers bloomed everywhere in every color imaginable.

“This is where our younger clergy come to meditate and study,” Imelia said, gesturing toward stone benches scattered throughout the space. “The High Priest himself oversaw its construction. The trees here are over three hundred years old, and they—”

“High Priestess.”

Imelia froze, her body shuddering.

I turned to see a group of elves approaching us, maybe six or seven of them, all wearing robes similar to Imelia’s but without the elaborate flower decorations in their hair. The woman leading them looked older than the others, her face set in stern lines that made it look like she’d been born disapproving of everything she saw.

“Sister Brigette,” Imelia said, and I turned to catch the slight tightening around her eyes. “How may I help you?”

“That is precisely what we need to discuss.” Sister Brigette’s gaze moved from Imelia to me, then to Trish, where it lingered with obvious distaste. “Your recent decisions have raised serious concerns among the faithful.”

Trish’s ears flattened against her head, but she didn’t say anything. Her claws extended slightly, then retracted as she glanced at me. At least she was remembering that I asked her to keep her thoughts to herself while we were here.

“What concerns?” I asked, hoping to head off whatever confrontation was building here by refocusing things onto me, the hero prophet guy everybody was so worshipful of.

“The High Priestess has allowed spiritual corruption into our most sacred spaces,” Sister Brigette said, her voice carrying the kind of authority that came from years of speaking loud and being heard. “She has compromised the purity of our temple by permitting...” She gestured at Trish with obvious disgust. “This creature to walk among us.”

“This creature has a name,” Trish said, her voice dangerously quiet.

“Silence.” Sister Brigette didn’t even look at her. “You will not speak in this sacred place. Your very presence here is an affront to divine will. Do not make it worse with unclean words.”

Trish took a step forward, and I saw her claws extend fully. I had to hold out my arm to stop her from rushing right up into the elf’s face. “Oh, I’ll make this place unclean all right.”

“Any display of aggression will result in your immediate banishment from our realm,” Sister Brigette said coldly. “You will be removed immediately by the magical might of our whole nation, never to return.”

Trish froze. I could see the war playing out on her face. Her instinct to respond to a challenge with a fight butted up against the realization that getting banished would mean being separated from me.

After a long moment, she stepped back behind me, but her whole body remained coiled like a spring. Her obedience had done nothing to relieve the tension.

“Sister Brigette,” Imelia said, her voice still carrying that serene tone but with an edge underneath. “Kevin Matthew Brown is the prophesied hero. He himself brought her here. His companions are welcome by divine mandate.”

“Are they?” Sister Brigette turned her attention back to Imelia, and I could see the challenge in her eyes. “Or have you allowed your personal feelings to cloud your spiritual judgment?”

The other elves behind her murmured agreement, and I realized this wasn’t just one person with a complaint. This was an organized challenge to Imelia’s authority. And a devious one at that. Accusing Imelia of having personal feelings, and bowing to them, was questioning her right to be the Sacred Gem bearer. Questioning her ability to fulfil her duties.

“The prophecy is clear,” Imelia said, gracefully brushing off the accusation. “The hero is the will of the divine given form. If he brought her, then it is right that she be here. Plain and simple.”

“The prophecy speaks of a pure vessel, untainted by worldly corruption.” Sister Brigette gestured at Trish again. “This savage represents everything our faith stands against. Violence, aggression, and ignorance of spiritual enlightenment. By allowing her into our sacred spaces, you have proven yourself unworthy of your position.”

“Hey,” I said, stepping forward. “That’s enough. Trish is here because—”

“Because you have not received proper guidance,” Sister Brigette interrupted, turning her stern gaze on me. “Any true priestess would have explained to you that such a creature cannot be allowed in the Heart Tree. She should have told you to leave her behind—preferably outside our nation’s borders—instead of leaving you in ignorance of the defilement her presence here represents.”

I felt my temper flare, but I forced it down. This was sounding more and more like internal politics. Something I definitely didn’t want to get drawn into. “I brought her here to protect me from Beegus. Sure, maybe I don’t need her here in the heart of your magic forest or whatever, but I have to get back to the Temple eventually. Unless your forest is going to stand up and follow me across the plains, I still need her.”

“But Imelia didn’t make you explain that, did she?” Brigitte smiled, the expression ice cold and vicious. “Nor did she provide any alternative. That proves it. In her selfishness, she refused to do her duty. You represent divine will. Make a ruling.”

“A ruling?”

“Our High Priestess should be stripped of her position and replaced with someone who won’t allow foreign corruption to taint our sacred mission. Someone who will be properly pure and selfless and do what needs to be done. You have the divine authority to do it, hero.”

The words made my head suddenly spin. They wanted me to declare that Imelia should lose her position as High Priestess. Why? And why me? Did they think I would side with them? What would happen after that? Why would I want to change who the Sacred Gem Bearer was only a few days from the end of the world?

Every survival instinct I’d developed over the years started screaming at me. This was exactly the kind of situation I’d learned to avoid. Taking sides in other people’s power struggles was a great way to make enemies you didn’t need. The smart play was to stay neutral, find some diplomatic middle ground that didn’t commit me to anything. Get out of the spotlight and stay out of it.

“I don’t think it’s my place to interfere in your internal religious matters,” I said carefully. “I just don’t feel right butting in where my judgement is already being questioned.”

Sister Brigette’s smile widened in a way that told me that was wrong. “Ah. So you refuse to exercise the divine authority the prophecy grants you?”

“I’m not refusing anything.” I said immediately, trying to backpedal. “I’m just saying—”

“You’re saying you won’t defend the High Priestess against legitimate concerns about her spiritual worthiness.” She turned to address the other elves. “The prophesied hero himself acknowledges that our concerns have merit.”

“That’s not what I said.”

But it was too late. The damage was done. I could see it in the way the other elves straightened, emboldened by what they saw as validation from me. In the way Sister Brigette’s expression shifted from challenging to triumphant.

And in the way Imelia’s serene composure crumbled.

The hurt in her eyes caught me suddenly off-guard. She’d been expecting me to defend her, to be her knight in shining armor like the prophecy promised. Instead, I’d hesitated, tried to weasel out of the fight, and her critics had seized on that moment to strengthen their position.

“Kevin,” she said, and her voice was small and scared. It almost sounded like it was coming from someone else. “You... You believe I have failed in my duties?”

“No, that’s not—” I started, but Sister Brigette cut me off.

“The hero’s wisdom is clear. A true High Priestess would never have allowed such corruption into our sacred spaces. She would have recognized the spiritual danger and acted accordingly to guide the hero to the proper course.” She turned to the other elves. “The prophesied hero himself has confirmed our concerns. Imelia is unfit to bear the Blessed Gem.”

“I didn’t say that,” I snapped, but even now I was being drowned out by the assent of the other critics.

Imelia was staring at me with those green eyes full of hurt and betrayal, and I realized what I’d done. My whole life, I’d survived by keeping my head down, avoiding conflicts that weren’t my business, staying out of other people’s problems.

But this was different. How could I possibly change this outcome? And did I want to?

“The matter is settled then,” Sister Brigette said. “We will convene the Council of Elders to discuss the High Priestess’s removal from office. Surely someone more spiritually pure can be found to serve as the prophesied hero’s guide.”

That snapped some steel into my spine. High Priest Vesryn had just explained how Imelia’s whole sense of self had been compromised to prepare her for this job. It was bad enough that it had been done to her, but having it all for nothing? Having her single devotion torn from her grasp when she didn’t even know how to want anything else?

Imelia was a victim of these church politics already. And I wasn’t going to let them cast her aside to find a new victim.

“Wait.”


Chapter twenty-three
Damage Control


The word came out sharp and loud, cutting through Sister Brigette’s triumphant moment. A part of me had wanted to protest weakly, softly, just make the right noises to inspire someone else to take up the cause and hope I didn’t find myself in the middle of it. But trying to keep out of this had made things worse just seconds ago.

Against my instincts, I had to take a side, and I had to do it loud and decisively.

“You want to talk about spiritual purity?” I turned to face Sister Brigette directly, letting some of the anger I’d been holding back leak into my voice. “Let’s talk about it. Because I have some questions you can help me with.”

Sister Brigette’s eyebrows rose, clearly not expecting me to speak up again after she already got out of me what she wanted. “Of course. I have the knowledge and—”

“Do you?” I stepped closer to her, close enough that she had to look up to meet my eyes. “Because it sounds to me like you’re too simple to understand Imelia’s choices when they make perfect sense to me.”

The other elves behind her shifted uncomfortably, but I kept my focus on their leader. I’d spent enough time around bullies and manipulators to recognize the power structure here. A bunch of suggestible weaklings rallying behind a bigger bully. Sister Brigette was used to getting her way through intimidation and political maneuvering, counting on people being too polite or too scared to call her out directly.

Well, I wasn’t feeling particularly polite.

“Trish saved my life today,” I said. “She threw herself at an armored demon who could have killed her, just to protect me. The prophesied hero you claim to revere so much. Without her selfless act, I’d be a pile of ash by now. Does that sound like spiritual corruption to you?”

“Her methods—”

“—Kept me alive.” I gestured toward Trish, who was watching our exchange with obvious satisfaction. “So either you think the divine will wanted me to die on the road to your temple, or you think maybe divine will guided her to be in exactly the right place at exactly the right time to save me.”

Sister Brigette’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. Around her, the other elves were looking increasingly uncomfortable with the direction this conversation was taking. They were used to people like Imelia, talking around Brigette or bowing before her. I was gaining momentum not just because their culture said I was more important, but because people like her never had a chance to get used to someone meeting direct confrontation with direct confrontation.

“So it seems pretty simple to me. Imelia saw the touch of the divine on Trish. She reached the conclusion that the will of fate put her in position to save me, and therefore she has as much a right as anyone to enjoy your happy little trees here. Maybe Imelia thought that Trish could be helped by exposure to your sacred energies or whatever. It certainly sounds like the actions of a wise priestess to give someone a chance to be guided out of a life of spiritual corruption.”

I expected Trish to object to that, but her ears were twitching with delight. It didn’t matter that I was dancing close to the line of insulting her culture. The warrior wasn’t watching an honest exchange of ideas. She was watching a fight, and no less invested in it by my choice of verbal weapons.

Brigette sputtered for a moment, struggling to get control of the argument. “The tenants of our faith speak of purity with—”

“I’m sure your tenants say a lot of things.” I interrupted, crossing my arms and leaning forward, positioning myself with the aggressive posture of a rival bully. A calculated move to undercut her position by making it clear that she wasn’t the biggest dog in the yard anymore. “But I’m pretty sure it doesn’t say anything about turning away people who risk their lives to serve it. Or ignoring those in need of help and guidance. Does it?”

The silence stretched out for longer than she could afford. Sister Brigette looked around at her supporters, but they were all avoiding her gaze. Just as they weren’t brave enough to stand up to her when she’d roped them into this fight, they certainly didn’t have the spine to stand up to me when I was winning it.

“Perhaps,” Sister Brigette said finally, clearly trying to retreat from this conversation, “we have been...hasty in escalating this to the Council of Elders.”

“Perhaps you have.” I didn’t let her off the hook that easily. “And perhaps you owe both Trish and High Priestess Imelia an apology for forgetting your duties and jumping to conclusions about them, their divine purpose, and their devotion.”

Sister Brigette’s face went through several interesting color changes, but she managed a stiff nod. “High Priestess, I... We may have spoken in haste. I underestimated you. Your guidance in this matter has been adequate.”

It wasn’t much of an apology, and she hadn’t even acknowledged Trish, but it was probably the best I was going to get. Imelia inclined her head gracefully, though I could see the relief in her eyes.

“Your concerns are noted, Sister Brigette,” Imelia said, her voice returning to that serene tone. “Perhaps we should all spend some time in meditation, reflecting on the divine will, how it manifests in unexpected ways, and how we can best serve the opportunities it provides.”

The other elves took the hint, bowing and murmuring their agreement before filing out of the courtyard. Sister Brigette lingered for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she looked between me and Imelia, but eventually she too departed with a final disapproving glance at Trish.

“I owe you an apology, too,” Trish said once we were alone. “I didn’t think I was going to have any fun here. But you elves duel in your own way, and it is entertaining enough to watch.”

“Kevin.” Imelia turned to me, her eyes bright with something that looked almost like worship. “Thank you. Your wisdom in that moment was... divine.”

“I did what I had to do,” I said, uncomfortable with the reverent way she was looking at me. It reminded me a bit too much of what the High Priest had said about her long-term plans for the two of us. “Anyone with half a brain could see they were being hypocrites.”

“Nevertheless, you stood up for me when I needed it most.” She moved closer, close enough that I could smell the flowers in her hair. “I will not forget this kindness.”

Trish’s tail started that slow swish that meant she was getting agitated again. “Yeah, well, now that we’ve dealt with the local politics, maybe we can get back to more important things.” She moved to my other side, her hand finding mine. “It might not have involved weapons and muscles, but you certainly drew blood, Kevin. A fight like that deserves a proper celebration.”

“Celebration?” Imelia blinked, confused by the total shift in Trish’s mood.

“Oh, you know.” Trish’s grin showed just a hint of teeth. “The way warriors celebrate. With passion. And privacy. And very little clothing.”

Imelia’s face went bright red, the flowers in her hair seeming to glow brighter as if to cover her embarrassment. “That... That would not be appropriate. Not here. Not in the Heart Tree.”

“Why not?” Trish stepped closer to me, pressing her body against my arm in a way that made it seem like Imelia was not invited to this celebration. “Kevin just proved himself to be a competent and cunning fighter in your own arena. Shouldn’t that be rewarded?”

“The sacred spaces require r-reverence.” Imelia’s voice was getting higher, more flustered. “Physical...intimacy...would be a defilement of—”

“Silly tree-hugger. Desire can never be defilement.” Trish’s voice carried a teasing tone. “Two bodies joined in purpose, both emotionally and physically? Sounds pretty divine to me.” She leaned toward Imelia and lowered her voice. “Especially the way Kevin does it.”

I could see this was heading toward another confrontation, and not one that would be settled with words like my battle with Brigitte. More like a rerun of the fight at the temple.

Clearing my throat I said: “Maybe we should—”

“Actually,” Imelia said sharply, “given the recent challenges to my authority, it would be best if we maintained proper appearances during your stay here, Kevin. I wouldn’t want to force you to defend me time and again when we can simply be right and proper instead.”

“What are you talking about?” Trish’s ears flattened against her head.

“I think you should have separate sleeping quarters. Appropriate distance during public interactions. The kind of behavior that demonstrates purity and dedication to the prophecy rather than...worldly concerns.” Imelia’s hands were clasped in front of her, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. “Unless you mean to make Kevin’s words to Brigitte a lie, it’s a necessary sacrifice to prove that I allowed you here to provide you with spiritual guidance.”

Trish stared at her for a long moment, then let out a laugh that had absolutely no humor in it. “Oh, that’s funny. You’re hilarious.”

“Trish,” I warned, but she was already stepping away from me, her claws extending as she faced Imelia directly.

“You orchestrated this whole thing, didn’t you?” Trish’s voice was growing in intensity. It seemed the calm she’d enjoyed after our time in the bathhouse was a temporary reprieve, and she was back to being the aggressive warrior who had earned the War Gem in single combat. “Either you set up that little confrontation, or you let it happen knowing exactly how it would play out.”

“I would never—”

“Liar.” Trish moved closer to Imelia, who took an involuntary step backward. “You knew Kevin would defend you. You knew it would make you look like the victim and him like the noble hero. And now you get to use the aftermath as justification for separating him from me without looking possessive.”

Imelia’s composure cracked slightly. “That’s not... I was genuinely concerned about—”

“About getting Kevin alone without having to compete with me in a proper fight.” Trish’s tail was lashing now, her whole body coiled for a fight. “You’re just as manipulative as that pampered princess, but at least she’s honest about what she wants. You hide it behind all this spiritual language and divine will nonsense.”

“How dare you—”

“How dare I what? Call out your political games? Point out that you’re using your religious authority to manufacture romantic opportunities?” Trish took another step forward, and I saw Imelia’s hands start to glow with that green light. “At least when I want something, I’m honest about it. I don’t dress it up. I just say what I want and I go right for it. Why can’t you do the same?”

“That’s enough.” I stepped between them before things could escalate further, physically separating them. The last thing I needed was for Imelia’s carefully constructed sense of selfless devotion to crumble before we could use the Blessed Gem to take down Beegus. “Both of you need to calm down before someone else hears this and we have another crisis to deal with.”

Trish looked like she wanted to argue, but after a moment she nodded and stepped back. Her claws retracted, though her tail kept that agitated swishing motion.

“You’re right,” she said, looking Imelia up and down with a disdainful smirk. “We have more than enough of the elvish clergy making problems already. I’m not going to forget this, tree-kisser. I see exactly what you’re doing.”

Imelia’s face had gone pale, the flowers in her hair dimming back to their normal glow. “I... Perhaps we should continue the tour. There is much of our realm you have not yet seen.”

“Good idea.” I gestured toward the exit from the courtyard. “Let’s get some fresh air and see what else the Dynasty has to offer.”

We made our way out of the Heart Tree, the tension between Trish and Imelia thick enough to cut with a knife. The elves we passed in the corridors bowed respectfully, but I caught several of them shooting curious glances at our group. Word of the confrontation with Sister Brigette had probably already started spreading, and so nobody else confronted us about Trish, but we were clearly becoming an oddity and not just because I was their religion’s messiah.

Outside, the forest air was cooler than the enclosed spaces of the Heart Tree. Imelia led us along a path that took us past several of the smaller living buildings, pointing out various features of their architecture and explaining how the trees had been shaped over centuries to create functional spaces in harmony with nature.

But her heart wasn’t really in it. I could tell she was still shaken by Trish’s accusations, and that made me nervous, too. The High Priest had told me that the key to channeling the Blessed Gem’s power was Imelia’s pure and complete devotion, without any personal desires. Trish had directly accused her of feeling desires that could invalidate that purity.

Imelia led us toward a garden that looked more like a workshop, with a team of elves cultivating plants to grow in the shapes of basic tools, when a bell started ringing somewhere in the distance. The sound was clear and melodious, carrying easily through the forest.

“Oh,” Imelia said, stopping in the middle of her explanation about the elves’ harmonious crafting practices. “That’s the evening bell. Curfew time.”

I looked up through the canopy, where I could still see plenty of sunlight filtering through the leaves. “Curfew? It’s not even dark yet.”

“It is our way,” Imelia said, but she wouldn’t quite meet my eyes. “Early to bed, early to rise. It helps maintain spiritual discipline and harmony with natural cycles regardless of the season.”

Trish snorted. “How convenient. Just enough time to show Kevin to his separate quarters and make sure he’s all tucked in safe and sound. Away from any competition.”

“The arrangements are for everyone’s benefit,” Imelia said stiffly. “Proper rest without interruption is essential.”

“Right.” Trish crossed her arms, her tail still lashing like a— Well, like an angry cat. “And I can imagine what sort of clarity you’re hoping for.”

I could see this was about to turn into another argument, and frankly, I was getting tired of barely keeping a battle between Gem Bearers from breaking out again. The day had just barely yielded all the information I needed to save this world. I didn’t want it to end in a bloodbath and cut me off from the resources I was supposed to use to fight Beegus.

“You know what?” I said, interrupting before either of them could escalate further. “It’s been a long day. A full night’s sleep actually sounds great right about now. We can sort out whatever’s going on between the two of you in the morning.”

Both women looked at me with surprise, clearly expecting me to take a stronger position one way or the other. Hopefully they might learn from the experience that I could be my own side. Especially when that side had been dealing with magical research, possessive demands, and political drama all damned day.

“Lead the way, Imelia,” I said. “Let’s see what kind of accommodations the Dynasty provides for visiting heroes.”

She nodded, though I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. Trish fell into step beside me, her hand finding mine again with that possessive grip I was getting used to.

“I don’t trust her,” she muttered under her breath, just loud enough for Imelia to hear.

“I know,” I said quietly. “But this isn’t the time or place. In the morning at dawn, the clock rolls down to two days until the end of the world. Let’s focus on making sure we can still make sleeping arrangements before we pick fights over whether or not we like them.”


Chapter twenty-four
Room Service


Imelia led us back inside the big tree and down a corridor, this one narrower than the main passages we’d traveled earlier. The living wood walls curved around us, and I noticed the glow was dimmer here, casting softer shadows that made everything feel more intimate. More private.

“This will be your accommodation,” Imelia said to Trish, stopping at a doorway that looked identical to the dozen others we’d passed. She pressed her palm against the wood, and the door swung open silently.

Trish peered inside, her ears swiveling as she took in the space. “It’s small.”

“It’s adequate for rest,” Imelia said, her voice carrying that formal tone again. “The Dynasty believes in simple living. Unnecessary material concerns are distractions from proper rest.”

I looked over Imelia’s head and over Trish’s shoulder. The room was indeed small. There was barely large enough for the narrow bed carved from the same living wood as everything else, a simple washbasin, and a chest for belongings. A single window looked out into the forest canopy, where the last rays of sunlight filtered through the leaves.

Trish stepped inside, testing the bed with her hand. “Where’s Kevin sleeping?”

“That information is not necessary for your comfort,” Imelia said, her serene expression not changing. “I trust you’ll find everything you need here.”

“I need to know where Kevin is.” Trish’s tail started that slow swish that meant trouble. “In case something happens. In case he needs protection.”

“Nothing will happen to him in our sacred spaces. The forest itself guards against threats that even you couldn’t stop by yourself.” Imelia clasped her hands in front of her, the picture of calm authority. “And frankly, I do not trust you to remain in your assigned quarters if you know where he is sleeping.”

I saw Trish’s claws extend slightly. “Excuse me?”

“Your behavior today has been less than subtle. The sacred spaces require peace and contemplation, not the kind of...celebration you mentioned earlier.” Imelia’s voice remained perfectly level, but there was steel underneath. “I will not risk you disrupting Kevin’s rest with your worldly desires.”

“My worldly desires?” Trish stepped closer to the elf, her brown eyes flashing. “At least I’m honest about what I want instead of hiding everything behind religious nonsense and—”

“That’s enough.” I moved between them before this could escalate into another fight. “Trish, the room is fine. One night in a shoebox isn’t going to hurt you.”

“But Kevin, you’re—”

“I’ll be fine. We’re in the middle of a magic forest full of people who worship the ground I walk on.” I peered into her cramped room again. “And this place looks bigger than my apartment back on Earth. I think I can manage one night without a bodyguard.”

Trish looked like she wanted to point out that “guarding” wasn’t the only thing she wanted to do with my body, but the curfew bells started ringing again, closer now and more insistent. Around us, the soft glow from the wall flowers began to dim.

Imelia looked concerned. “We should complete our arrangements quickly. It will be more challenging to guide you to your quarters once the lights go out.”

Trish grabbed my hand, her grip tight. “I don’t like this. It doesn’t feel right.”

“It’s just different from what you’re used to,” I said, squeezing her fingers reassuringly. “Get some rest. We’ll figure out our next move in the morning.”

She pulled me to her for a quick kiss, her lips warm and demanding against mine. When she released me, she shot a pointed look at Imelia. “I will have my rematch with you, hero. Whether or not anyone else approves of our worldly desires.”

I felt my face heat up, but before I could respond, Imelia was already guiding me back down the corridor. The door closed behind us with a soft scrape of wood against wood.

“That was unnecessary,” Imelia said as we walked.

“She’s protective. It’s not personal.”

“Isn’t it?” Imelia glanced at me, and for a moment her serene mask slipped. “She treats you like a possession. Like something she’s won and is afraid to lose, not a person capable of making his own choices.”

I thought about that as we continued down the corridor. Trish had definitely claimed me in front of her people, and Imelia was right about her posturing since arriving here as anything but subtle. But underneath all that warrior posturing, I’d seen genuine affection. Real concern for my safety. Her desires weren’t purely physical. Trish actually liked me. Her culture had just wrapped every emotion in a thick layer of competitive drive.

“People show care in different ways,” I said finally.

“If you say so.” Imelia seemed unconvinced, and I didn’t think it was worth the time to try to crack through her prejudice this late in the day.

The corridor opened into a wider passage, and Imelia stopped at another door. This one was larger, with intricate carvings worked into the living wood around the frame. She pressed her palm against it, and it swung open to reveal accommodations that made my jaw drop.

The room was easily five times the size of Trish’s, with a queen sized bed instead of the tiny single we’d seen there. Everything was made from the same living wood we’d seen elsewhere, but everything else was uniquely high class. The mattress was thick and soft, covered in linens that looked like silk. A sitting area by the window included cushioned chairs and a small table, while another alcove held a washbasin and mirror that reflected my image with crystal clarity. Instead of a simple chest for belongings, there was a wardrobe and dresser.

My clean clothes were piled up on the right-hand pillow of the bed.

“This is...” I struggled for words. “This is incredible.”

“The Dynasty honors guests sent by divine will.” Imelia moved to the window, adjusting curtains that seemed to be made from woven leaves still green and alive. “I hope you find it adequate for someone of your stature.”

Adequate? This was nicer than any hotel room I’d ever seen, not that I’d seen many. It was a big step up from any apartment I’d ever lived in. I tried not to think of things in terms of their cost compared to my pitiful salary back on Earth, but I couldn’t have bought any item in this room for less than two month’s pay.

“If anything, it’s too much.”

“Of course,” Imelia said with sudden bitterness. “I’ve overstepped. I should have known that the hero’s humility would—”

“It’s fine, I promise,” I reassured her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be okay. Thank you.”

The bells outside grew louder, more insistent. Imelia moved toward the door, but she paused at the threshold.

“Kevin, about what happened today with Sister Brigette...”

“You don’t need to thank me again. I just did what was right.”

“No, it’s not that.” She turned to face me fully, and in the dim light I could see uncertainty in her green eyes. “Do you really believe I made the right choice? Allowing Trish into our sacred spaces? I didn’t really think about it the way you said…”

The question caught me off guard. All day, Imelia had projected absolute confidence and poise, speaking with the authority of someone who never doubted her connection to divine will. But now she sounded almost...fragile.

“I think you made the choice that kept me alive,” I said. “Whatever your reasons in the moment, you recognized that Trish is important to the prophecy. And to my safety.”

She nodded, but the uncertainty didn’t leave her expression. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m truly worthy of the Blessed Gem. If my guidance is adequate for someone of your importance.”

Before I could respond, the final curfew bell rang, long and clear. Immediately, every source of light in the room went out. The glowing in the walls cut like a power outage. There was still the green-tinted sunset through the window, but the sudden absence of the light that I’d become accustomed to, the room was suddenly too dark to see.

“Sleep well, Kevin.” Imelia’s voice came from the doorway…at least I thought it was the doorway. My eyes refused to adjust to the lighting change. “May your dreams be blessed with divine guidance.”

I heard the soft whisper of the door closing, and then I was alone in the darkness, my eyes just starting to adapt.

The silence was profound in a way I wasn’t used to. I’d been too tired last night to really think about it, but here now…it was all I could examine. There was no traffic noise, no neighbors arguing through thin walls, no sirens, and no car alarms. Just the gentle rustle of leaves outside and the distant sound of wind through the forest canopy. It was all almost the same volume as my own breathing.

I felt my way to the bed, grateful for its size as I stretched out on the impossibly soft mattress. The linens smelled like flowers and fresh air, nothing like the industrial detergent scent of every cheap motel I’d ever stayed in. Or the smell of my own sweat that had suffused my own apartment’s sheets from the first night I had them on the bed.

For a moment, I just lay there, trying to figure out a plan from here.

There were practically only two days until the end of the world. I may have learned how the gems worked, but I still had to figure out how to unite their power against the darkness. I had to convince three women who hated each other to work together long enough to save everyone, and I only had two days to do it.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, I had to navigate their individual needs and wants. It was obvious that all three wanted to pursue a relationship with me, and if I wanted them to cooperate with each other to save the world, I had to navigate some complex dynamics. Daphyse with her weird split sense of self, between the dutiful princess and the compassionate woman. Trish with her inflated pride, competitive drive, and need to stake a claim on her place in the world. And Imelia with her spiritual devotion drilled into her so deep it blotted out all other...

The soft sound of my door opening interrupted my thoughts.

I wasn’t surprised. After Trish’s accusations about manipulation and Imelia’s pointed comments about separate quarters, I’d been half-expecting this. I’d still thought it would have taken long enough for me to fall asleep first. Footsteps shifted uncomfortably in the doorway, barely audible even in the complete silence.

“Kevin?” The voice was soft, uncertain. “Are you awake?”

“Yeah.” I sat up in the darkness, able to make out a pale shape near the door. “Come in, Imelia.”

She moved closer, and I could see she was wearing simple sleeping robes instead of her usual elaborate priestess garments. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, no flowers woven through it now. In the darkness, without all the formal trappings of her position, she looked younger. More vulnerable.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said, stopping beside the bed. “I keep thinking about what Sister Brigette said. About what Trish accused me of. About whether I’m truly serving divine will or just... Just my own desires.”

Her voice cracked slightly on the last words, and I realized how much the day’s events had shaken her. The challenge to her authority, the accusations of manipulation, the suggestion that she might be unworthy of her position… It had all hit her harder than she’d let on. And considering the High Priest’s warnings about her stunted sense of self, this was a big red flag for our ability to save the world.

“Sit down,” I said, patting the edge of the bed. “Talk to me.”

She hesitated for a moment, then settled beside me, careful to maintain some physical distance. Even in her sleeping robes, she held herself with that formal posture, like she was still performing the role of High Priestess.

“What’s wrong?”

I expected her to hem and haw and beat around it. To just talk to fill the silence and hope that I didn’t push to the heart of the matter. But she just opened her mouth and everything came tumbling out.

“I’ve dedicated my entire life to serving the prophecy,” she said. “Every decision, every action, every thought I’ve ever had has been focused on preparing for your arrival. But today... Today I wondered if I was lying to myself. If I was using my position to justify selfish wants.”

“What do you mean?”

She was quiet for so long I thought she might not answer. When she finally spoke, her voice cracked.

“I wanted to be alone with you. I wanted to share space with you. I wanted...” She stopped, her hands clenching in her lap. “I wanted you to see me as more than just a vessel for the Blessed Gem.”

The honesty in her voice triggered a pang in my chest. Here was someone who’d been trained from childhood to suppress every personal desire, to see herself only as an instrument of divine will. She was terrified that having any wants of her own made her unworthy of her calling. But she was still a person like anyone else. Just like Daphyse and Trish, she was caught in a prison of her position, and what she really wanted was to be wanted not for her utility, but for herself.

“Imelia, look at me.”

She turned slowly, uncertainly. I got the impression that she could see me more easily than I could see her. At least, I hoped she did.

“There’s nothing wrong with having desires. Everybody has needs.”

“But the Blessed Gem requires purity of purpose. Complete devotion to—”

“To what? To your divine whatever?” I sat up, closing the distance between us. Even though it was too dark for me to see clearly, I could hear the way her breathing quickened. “Or to actually helping people? To wanting to save the world? To making the world a better place?”

“I... I don’t know.” Her voice was small, lost. “I always relied on the High Priest’s guidance. And the visions. But now, with you…”

“No plan survives contact with the enemy,” I said with a smile.

“You’re not my enemy, Kevin,” she said quickly. “Not ever. I would do anything for you!”

“It’s a figure of speech,” I said with a laugh. “It means that no matter how much time you spend thinking and planning, as soon as it’s time to get started, complications always arise. Whether that’s an angry catgirl, an opportunistic rival priestess, or…” I reached out, touching her shoulder. “Or your own feelings. You can’t prepare for everything, right?”

“I just wish that I could have,” Imelia whispered, more to herself than to me. “I expected the hero to be a paragon of divinity. The perfect man. And still, you surpass all my expectations. You’re so wise.”

“I don’t know about all that,” I said, flopping back into the bed. The softness still surprised me. “A wise man probably doesn’t get run over in the street working a dead-end job that can’t match cost of living. I think I’m just coming in with a different perspective.”

“So what should I do?” Imelia asked. Her posture was still straight and proper, but I could sense the way her attention followed me down. Even in darkness, her focus felt like a physical pressure on my skin. “What does your perspective say?”

“Let me answer your question with another question… When was the last time you did something just because you wanted to? Not because it served the prophecy or helped your people or fulfilled some religious duty. Just because it made you happy.”

She was quiet for a long moment, thinking. “I’m sure I have. But… I don’t remember. Maybe when I was very young. I remember being scolded for selfishness, so I tried not to be. Not ever.”

I grimaced at that. True to the High Priest’s word, all the selfishness had been drilled out of her from a young age. It made my heart ache to think about a little girl being scolded for wanting anything. All to prepare her for a duty that should have been mine. A child’s freedom stomped out to save me the inconvenience of some religious hocus pocus.

“So let’s start with that,” I said, looking up at her. “I want you to want something. Something small. Achievable. Nothing huge, just something you can do right now. Something that would make you happy.”

“But what if it interferes with my ability to channel the Blessed Gem’s power? What if having personal desires corrupts my ability to connect to you and save this world?”

I thought about what the High Priest had told me, about how her complete self-sacrifice was necessary for the gem’s power to flow through her. But looking at her now, seeing the pain that total suppression had caused, I couldn’t bring myself to reinforce that programming.

“Then we’ll figure something else out,” I said. “Trust me. I’ve had a lot of plans fall through. I’m an expert in finding another way.”

She leaned in toward me, her eyes so wide with surprise that I could see the whites in the dim sunset light filtering through the greenery around the windows. “You would risk this world for my personal feelings?”

“You’re a person, Imelia.” My hand seemed to respond on its own, reaching up to cup her face. The way she shuddered and leaned into the touch made me feel a whole different kind of warmth than the feel of her skin under my palm. “You matter. Not just as the Blessed Gem Bearer, but as yourself. You deserve to be happy, just like anybody else. If I can’t figure something else out, then maybe this world just wasn’t meant to be saved.”

“Then I know what I want,” she said quietly.

“All right,” I said, smiling up at her. “What is it? Let’s make it happen.”

For a moment, she just stared at me. Then, slowly, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine.

The kiss was soft, hesitant, nothing like Trish’s fierce passion or Daphyse’s desperate hunger. This was the kiss of someone who wasn’t sure she was allowed to want it, who was afraid it might disappear if she held on too tightly.

But the contact was electric.

I kissed her back gently, letting her set the pace. Her hands came up to rest on my chest, fingers curling in the fabric of my shirt. I could smell the lingering scent of flowers on her. There was something so pure and chaste about the kiss, I couldn’t even bring myself to put my arms around her. Like I would be putting muddy hands on a clean white dress.

When we finally broke apart, she was breathing hard. Harder than she should have been, for how brief and gentle the kiss was.

“I’ve wanted that for more than just now,” she whispered. “But I told myself it was just spiritual devotion, that I was confusing divine connection with...with worldly desires.”

“Maybe they’re not as different as you think.”

She smiled with a soft sigh, the first genuine sound of joy I’d heard from her since we met. “The other priests would be scandalized to hear such heresy.”

“Good thing they’re not here.” I smiled up at her. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

She laughed softly, and the sound was like music. Not the controlled, serene laughter I’d heard before, but something real and spontaneous.

“Do you want to stay with me tonight?” I asked.

Her smile faltered slightly, the shift from joy to doubt visible in the outline of her body language in the dark. “I... Kevin, I don’t know if I’m ready for...f-for that. I’ve never...”

“I didn’t say anything about sex,” I said quickly. “I’m asking if you want to stay here. With me. Just... If you want to be close to someone who cares about you. I thought you might like that.”

There was a tension in posture for a long moment. She was weighing the importance of her teaching with the importance of the relief I was offering. “Yes. I would like that very much.”

I pulled back the covers, and she slipped under them beside me. The bed was large enough that we could have maintained distance, but she curled up against my side, her head on my chest and her arm across my waist.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

“That’s perfect.” I sighed and settled in, getting comfortable.

We lay there in comfortable silence, her breathing gradually slowing as the tension left her body. I stroked her hair, marveling at how soft it was. Without all the flowers and decorations and everything, it was like running my fingers through a cloud.

“Kevin?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For defending me today. For seeing me as more than just my role. F-or...for this.”

She pressed a soft kiss to my chest, then settled more comfortably against me.

Within minutes, her breathing had evened out into the rhythm of sleep.

I lay awake a while longer, thinking about what the High Priest had said about her spiritual purity being necessary for the Blessed Gem’s power. About how any personal desires or individual agency might corrupt her connection to divine will. How even in this moment, I might be eroding my ability to receive the power of the Blessed Gem and save the world.

But I couldn’t stomach that cost. If something broke, I’d have to fix it. Not like that was a new experience for me. I’d already had to fix my own heater when my landlord refused to return my calls. I was only fiddling with the fundamental forces of this world’s magic to try to save the world. How much harder could this be?


Chapter twenty-five
What Are They Doing?
Trish


The door closed and Trish was alone.

She made it three steps before hitting the opposite wall.

Three. Steps.

Her tail lashed behind her, the tip smacking against the carved wood with sharp thocks. This wasn’t a room. This was a cell. A prison designed to look like hospitality, all wrapped up in the Dynasty’s pretty lies about “simple living” and “adequate rest.”

She’d slept in smaller spaces. The warrior barracks during her trial years had been barely larger than this, packed with six other candidates who snored and kicked in their sleep.

Size didn’t matter. Comfort didn’t matter.

What mattered was that Kevin was somewhere else.

And she wasn’t with him.

Trish paced the length of her cage, because that’s what it was, no matter what flowery words the priestess wrapped around it. North wall to south wall. Four steps if she walked carefully, three if she let her stride lengthen. Her ears swiveled at every sound from the corridor outside. Footsteps. Voices. The rustle of fabric against wood. None of them were Kevin’s.

The elf had done this on purpose. Separated them. Isolated them.

“For rest,” Imelia had said, her voice dripping with false serenity. “For peace and contemplation.”

Lies. All of it lies.

Trish’s claws extended involuntarily, scraping against her palms. The small pain helped focus her thoughts, sharp and clear. Kevin had trusted her judgment in coming here. He’d followed her into the mountains, accepted her protection, let her claim him in front of the War Chief. He’d chosen her first.

But now the elf had him surrounded. There were priests in every hall all looking at Kevin like he was some divine artifact instead of a man. Like he was theirs to worship and guide and control.

They didn’t understand him. Couldn’t understand him.

He wasn’t some mystical chosen one descended from the heavens in a beam of holy light. He was raw power wrapped in human skin. Real and solid and hers. She’d felt it when he touched her, when his hands had gripped her hips, when his mouth had claimed hers with hunger that had nothing to do with prophecy or destiny.

That was pure desire. Pure need.

The kind of need that matched her own.

And Imelia was trying to twist it into something else. Something spiritual and sanitized and safe. Making Kevin think his desires were divine will instead of just...wanting. Making herself look pure and worthy while painting Trish as too aggressive, too physical, too much.

Trish’s pacing grew faster, her movements more predatory. North wall. South wall. North wall. South wall. The narrow bed mocked her with its single-person size, the plain wooden frame barely large enough for her to stretch out properly. Meanwhile, Kevin was probably in some palatial suite with silk sheets and cushioned chairs and—

Her claws dug into the bedpost, leaving deep gouges in the wood. She snarled, howled her rage at the walls.

Imelia was with him right now. Had to be.

The elf had made such a show of escorting him to his “separate quarters,” of ensuring his rest wouldn’t be disturbed. But there were no locks on these doors. She’d checked. Twice. Nothing stopped Imelia from slipping into Kevin’s room once the lights went out and the curfew bells stopped ringing.

Nothing except Trish’s presence.

Which was exactly why she’d been stuffed in this closet.

Trish’s tail lashed hard enough to knock against the wall. The sound was satisfying, proof she existed, proof she could break things if she wanted. And she wanted. Oh did she want.

She could leave right now. Just open the door and walk out. Who would stop her? She’d earned her place as Elite Champion through trials that would have broken lesser warriors. These peaceful elves with their ceremonial weapons and spiritual devotion were nothing.

Kevin would be annoyed, sure. He’d give her that look, the one that said he was disappointed but not surprised. But he’d forgive her. Because he understood what she was, what she needed. He’d claimed her as his mate. That meant something.

It meant everything.

And mates protected each other.

Kevin needed protection from Imelia’s manipulation. From her pretty words about divine will and sacred purpose that made him forget what he really was. What they really were together.

Trish moved to the door. Then she was through it, free of her cage.

The corridor beyond was darker than before, the glowing wall-flowers dimmed to barely visible points of light. Late evening, maybe even night. Most of the temple would be asleep by now, lost in their meditations and prayers.

She could do this quietly. Slip through the halls like she’d been trained, find Kevin’s room, and—

Two figures stepped out of alcoves on either side of the corridor.

Temple guards. They’d been waiting for her.

The one on the left spoke first, his voice polite but firm. “High Priestess Imelia said you might attempt to leave your quarters.”

Said. Not warned. Not worried. Said.

Like it was expected. Like Imelia had planned for this.

The elf had known. Was it a vision?

Rage flooded through Trish’s body like liquid fire. Her vision sharpened, her muscles coiled, every combat instinct she’d honed over years of training snapping into focus.

“For your safety and comfort,” the second guard continued, “we must ask you to return—”

Trish’s assessment was automatic. Instantaneous. The guard on the left favored his right side. Was it an old injury, maybe, or just poor training? She’d rush him first, use his body as a shield against the second. Drop the second before he could raise an alarm. The corridor branched twenty feet ahead, left toward the exit, right toward the central chambers where Kevin had to be.

There’d be others between her and him.

She’d go through them too. Paint these sacred halls red before they stopped her.

Her claws extended fully. The guards saw it, saw the shift in her posture from annoyed to lethal. The one on the right’s hand moved toward something at his belt. A horn, probably. An alarm.

They were afraid of her. Good. They should be.

Kevin’s face flashed in her mind.

Not angry. Not frightened. Just...disappointed.

The way he’d looked at Sister Brigette when the zealot had attacked Imelia. That quiet judgment that hurt worse than any blade. The way he’d stepped between them, protecting the elf even though she didn’t deserve it, because violence wasn’t the answer he wanted.

Her claws retracted slowly. The movement felt wrong, like pulling against her own nature. Every instinct screamed at her to fight, to eliminate the threat, to carve a path to what was hers.

But Kevin wanted her to cooperate. To prove she could be more than just a weapon pointed at problems. He wanted her to try this alliance, this cooperation, this impossible dream of three kingdoms working together.

Killing her way to him would prove Imelia right about everything. About Trish being too savage, too dangerous to be trusted. Would prove that catpeople solved everything with claws and rage instead of reason.

Would disappoint Kevin.

“Fine.” The word came out rough, forced through clenched teeth. “I’ll return to my quarters.”

Both guards blinked, their surprise visible even in the dim light. They’d expected a fight. Had probably been dreading it.

The one on the left moved toward her, hand extended like he was going to take her arm and escort her like a prisoner. Trish jerked away from his touch, her lip curling.

“I can walk myself.”

They escorted her anyway, hovering close on either side. Their relief was palpable. She could smell it on them, could hear it in the way their breathing steadied. They hadn’t wanted to fight her. Knew they’d probably lose.

But they’d been prepared to try anyway, because Imelia had ordered it.

Trish noted everything as they walked. She wasn’t giving up. Just... adapting her approach.

The guards practically shoved her back into her tiny room, all their nervous politeness evaporating now that the danger had passed. One of them muttered something as the door closed, too quiet for human ears, but Trish heard it clearly.

“Savage catpeople.”

Her claws were out again before she’d consciously decided to move. One motion. That’s all it would take. She could pin his tongue to his skull before he finished turning away.

The door closed with finality.

Trish stood frozen, her hands flexing, her breath coming fast and shallow. She’d done it. She’d controlled herself. Proven she could be civilized, could follow Kevin’s wishes, could be the partner he wanted instead of just the warrior he needed.

And her reward was being locked in a cell while Imelia made her move.

Trish paced again, but differently now. Not random. Purposeful. Thinking.

Imelia was with Kevin right now. Had to be. All that talk about “separate quarters” had been theater. The elf had never intended to stay away. She’d just wanted Trish contained first, isolated, unable to interfere while Imelia proved herself worthy.

While Trish was being good and civilized, Imelia was being calculating and manipulative.

And Kevin wouldn’t see it coming.

Her imagination painted the picture without permission. Imelia slipping into Kevin’s room after the lights went out. Her flowing robes, her careful movements, that serene expression that hid everything. She’d probably use some excuse…checking on his comfort, ensuring the accommodations were adequate, offering spiritual guidance.

Kevin would be polite. Would listen. Because that’s what he did. He gave people chances, believed in their better nature, tried to see the good even when it wasn’t there.

And Imelia would exploit that kindness.

Those delicate hands finding reasons to touch his arm, his shoulder. Soft voice weaving spiritual nonsense that sounded profound in the darkness. Making herself seem different from “aggressive” Trish, from “possessive” Daphyse. Just a humble servant of divine will who only wanted to help the hero fulfill his destiny.

Who happened to want him for herself.

Trish’s claws extended again, scoring deep lines in the bedpost. The wood splintered under her grip, satisfying and useless. She wanted to destroy something. Wanted to fight something. Wanted to prove that she was stronger, better, more worthy than any flower-crowned elf who hid manipulation behind pretty words.

But she’d made her choice. Had proven she could control herself. Had been good.

And her reward was to be trapped in a closet, imagining Kevin’s hands in Imelia’s hair, Kevin’s mouth on Imelia’s lips, Kevin’s body warming Imelia’s bed while Trish suffered alone.

The narrow bed creaked as she threw herself onto it. She stared at the ceiling. Her mind wouldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

What were they doing right now?

Was Imelia touching him the way Trish wanted to touch him? Was Kevin responding? Did his hands grip the elf’s waist the way they’d gripped Trish’s? Did his breath catch when Imelia pressed close?

Trish’s hand moved without conscious decision, and her mind kept painting pictures she couldn’t stop. Why was she wet? She could smell herself, harsher than usual, edged with musk and sweat. Her thighs were sticky. The heat between her legs was almost painful now, thick as hunger.

This was Imelia’s fault. The elf was probably already on her knees for him, whispering prayers as she sucked his cock, pretending each slick swallow was some kind of sacrament. Or maybe Kevin had her bent over, robes hiked up, her back arched in perfect surrender, those perfect, useless hands clutching the wall while the real holy work happened behind her.

No. The elf wasn’t one to rut. She’d lie on her back, arms and legs dangling daintily, just wanting Kevin to do everything.

He’d hate it. Especially when he could have Trish instead. And he would. As many times as he wanted.

Her hand burrowed under the waistband of her panties, claws retracted, just flesh and want. She rubbed her pussy in tight, angry circles. It wasn’t enough. She pressed harder, grinding her palm against her clit, teeth bared at the empty ceiling. There.

She settled into a rhythm. Quick and vicious. Every electric bit of joy a fight against the elves, the guards and the priests, against Imelia and her pretty lies. Thoughts of Kevin fueled her. Pushed her on.

Trish imagined his weight on her again, the way his muscles bunched and flexed when he pinned her down. The heat of his breath against her neck, his hands rough and greedy, too big for an elf’s dainty bones. He’d hold her wrists above her head, growl her name into her ear, take her the way she wanted to be taken. None of that Dynasty garbage about mutual devotion and sacred bonding. Just raw, animal rutting, sweat and bruises, and the sweet sting of dominance.

She came so fast it was almost embarrassing. Her breath hitched, vision white-hot for an instant, every muscle drawn tight. The orgasm rolled through her with a growl and a shudder, hips arching off the mattress. She bit down on the edge of her hand, hard enough to nearly break skin, needing the pain to anchor her as the pleasure knifed through. It made her toes curl and her tail whip the wall again, a final loud thump.

She lay on her back, panting, slick and spent, heart hammering in her chest so hard it hurt. Sweat soaked her shirt and it stuck to her skin in a way she usually liked but now only reminded her how pathetically alone she was. The hunger was still there, gnawing, but sated for a moment. She licked her palm clean, savoring the tang of herself, the salt and musk.

But it wasn’t enough. It never would be. Not unless it was his hands, his teeth, his body pressing her down and making her feel small and safe and owned. Not unless she could mark him back, leave him gasping and spent and knowing he was hers. Not the Dynasty’s. Not the priestess’s. Hers.

Trish rolled off the bed and paced the cell, not caring about the sweat or the streaks she left on the floor. She scraped more gouges in the furniture, in the walls. Let them send a cleaning crew. Let them see what she’d done. The Dynasty was all about control, about neatness and order. She’d leave her mark everywhere she could.

Kevin would understand. Maybe even applaud her.

Then he could bend her over and claim her again.


Chapter twenty-six
Full House


I woke up to the sound of claws scraping against wood and the distinct feeling that someone was staring at me. My eyes opened to find Trish standing beside the bed, her tail lashing back and forth like an angry whip. Her brown eyes were fixed on where Imelia was still curled against my chest, head on my shoulder and one arm draped across my waist.

The nearest bedpost was filled with deep scratches. Trish’s hand gripped it, her claws fully extended and buried in the wood.

“Good morning.” Trish’s voice was dangerously quiet.

I felt Imelia stir against me, her breathing changing as she started to wake up. She had flowers in her hair again now, which seemed to confirm to me that it was a subconscious thing. Elf nonsense, one might say.

“Trish,” I said carefully, not moving yet. “How did you get in here?”

“None of the doors in this place have locks.” She glared down at me, her claws biting into the bedpost again with a harsh crunch. “Good thing, too, or I might have missed…this.”

Imelia’s eyes fluttered open, and she immediately tensed when she saw Trish standing there. But she didn’t pull away from me, which I appreciated. The last thing this situation needed was for her to activate Trish’s predator instincts.

“Good morning, Champion Trish,” Imelia said with that serene tone, though I could feel the tension in her body. “I trust you slept well in your quarters.”

“Oh, just fine.” Trish’s tail lashed harder. “Right up until I realized my mate was spending the night with someone else. Funny how that works.”

I sat up slowly, careful not to dislodge Imelia too abruptly. “Nothing happened, Trish. We talked and went to sleep. That’s it.”

“Right. Talked.” Trish’s laugh had no humor in it. “Is that what you call it when you’re naked under those covers?”

I looked down. I was still fully clothed in the same outfit I’d worn yesterday. Imelia was wearing her simple sleeping robes, also completely decent. “We’re both dressed, Trish.”

“Now you are. How convenient.” She leaned closer, as if the clothes might prove to be an illusion under inspection. “But you spent the night together. Alone. In the same bed. What exactly am I supposed to think?”

“That I’m an adult who can make his own decisions?” I gently disengaged from Imelia and sat up, staring Trish down. “Even if we had done something, that’s not your business to control.”

Her ears flattened against her head. “Not my business? I’m your mate. The War Chief herself blessed our union.”

“The War Chief approved of our pairing. But that doesn’t make me your property.”

Trish took another step forward, her whole body coiled like she was ready to pounce. “So you did sleep with her.”

“Only in the most literal sense that we were both asleep. But we didn’t have sex, and even if we did, you don’t have any grounds to control my choice to do so or not.” I kept my tone low and even, meeting her aggressive posture with calm firmness. “That’s not how this works.”

“Then how does it work?” Her voice was rising now, her possessive nature filling her tone with fury. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re playing favorites. She gets to spend the night in your arms while I’m stuffed in a closet.”

“You want to know how this works?” I said, starting my argument before I knew how I was finishing it. The answer came to me before I had time to really think about it, and so I just followed through, reaching out and putting my hand on Trish’s shoulder while my other arm wrapped around Imelia. “This is how it works. All of us. Together.”

Trish blinked, her aggressive stance faltering slightly. It seemed I’d confused the anger out of her for a second, at least. Something like guilt crossed her face for just a second. “What?”

“You heard me.” I looked from her to Imelia, who was sitting up beside me, watching our exchange with wide eyes. “This isn’t about one of you winning and the others losing. This isn’t about competition or who gets to claim me. This is about all of us working together to save the world, right?”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Imelia said, her voice so soft compared to Trish’s.

“Whether or not you like it, the prophecy requires all three Sacred Gems to work together. All three of you need to channel your power through me, or else this world is doomed.” I couldn’t pause here. I wasn’t sure either of them was totally on board with that claim yet, and I couldn’t let them seize on that as their objection. I pressed on: “How can we join forces and save the world if all three of you are enemies? Why can’t you be teammates instead of rivals?”

Trish’s claws retracted. Just an inch. “We can cooperate when it’s time to fight Beegus. That doesn’t mean—”

“Can you?” I interrupted, and the sudden argument caught Trish off-guard again. “Because every time you’re in the same room, you start arguments about who’s more worthy or who gets my attention now. You’re so busy fighting over me that you’re forgetting why I’m here.”

Imelia made a soft sound in her throat. “The prophecy says—”

“The original prophecy says I need all three of you. Not one. All three. It’s the only way to counter the darkness when it’s backed up by the planetary alignment.” I looked directly at each of them. “And if you can’t figure out how to share, then maybe you don’t want to save this world after all.”

The room went quiet except for the sound of Trish’s tail swishing through the air. Imelia’s hands were clasped in her lap, her serene expression replaced by uncertainty.

“Share,” Trish repeated, like she was testing the word.

“Yes. Share.” I leaned back, looking back and forth between them. “Look, I care about both of you. I’m attracted to both of you. And I feel the same way about Daphyse too, whenever I can break through the stuffy noble charade and get at the woman she is underneath.”

Imelia’s flowers dimmed. “You want all three of us.”

“Yes. I want all three of you to stop trying to eliminate each other and realize you can coexist. The world ends in two days. We don’t have time for this high-school jealousy bullshit.”

Trish was quiet for a long moment, her ears swiveling as she processed what I’d said. “You want…a harem.”

Did I? I didn’t let myself linger on that too long. “If that’s what you want to call it, fine. The point is, we’re all in this together or the world is screwed. Your choice.”

“The Dynasty’s teachings speak of spiritual unions transcending worldly concerns,” Imelia said slowly. She didn’t sound convinced, but she sounded genuinely curious. “Perhaps divine will intends for us to find harmony through shared purpose rather than competition.”

“See? She gets it.” I looked at Trish. “What about you? Can you handle sharing, or are you going to keep picking fights every time I talk to someone else?”

Trish’s tail stopped lashing. She stared at me for a moment, then at Imelia, then back at me. “I don’t like it.”

“I’m not asking you to like it. I’m asking you to make it work. For the fate of the world.”

“Fine.” She uncrossed her arms. “But if we’re sharing, then I want my share.”

“Your share of what?”

“Of this.” She gestured at the bed where Imelia and I had been cuddled together. “If she gets to sleep next to you and wake up in your arms, then so do I.”

“Fine then,” I said, nudging Imelia gently. “Make room.”

Imelia shifted uncomfortably. “The bed is quite small for three people.”

“It really isn’t,” I said. It wasn’t totally accurate. A queen sized bed was a little small for three people, but considering the last time I’d had a girlfriend on Earth we’d been making do with a twin, there was absolutely enough space. “Scoot over.”

Trish kicked off her boots and climbed onto the space I vacated as Imelia and I moved over. “Now lay down like normal, Kevin.”

I laid back as Trish settled beside me, her body warm and solid against my other side. She immediately wrapped an arm around my waist, mirroring Imelia’s position from the night.

Imelia tried to settle back in on the other side, struggling slightly with only a few inches between her back and the edge of the bed.

“This is ridiculous,” Imelia said, but she didn’t move away. If anything, she pressed closer, as if afraid she might fall off the bed if she didn’t keep a firm grip on me.

“I think it’s kind of nice,” I said, finding myself pleasantly sandwiched between them. The earthy smell of the warrior and the floral scent of the priestess filled me with a peculiar sense of nostalgia for a city park I couldn’t remember the name of. “And it’s what we’re going to have to get used to if we want to save the world.”

Trish’s purring started up, that low rumbling sound that vibrated through her chest. “I suppose I can tolerate the elf if it means I don’t have to sleep without my mate.”

“How generous of you,” Imelia replied, though her tone was more amused than annoyed.

Both women spent a moment adjusting to accommodate the arrangement. Imelia’s hand lay across my chest for a moment before Trish decided that’s where she wanted her hand, switching places so Imelia held onto my waist. It was definitely crowded, and I was acutely aware of every point of contact between our bodies. Trish’s muscled frame pressed against my left side while Imelia’s softer curves molded to my right. Both of them had their heads on my shoulders, their hair tickling my neck.

“Comfortable?” I asked.

“Better than that tiny bed I spent the night in,” Trish purred, gripping my chest possessively.

“It’s...adequate,” Imelia said, though I could hear the smile in her voice as she nuzzled in a little closer with a quiet sigh.

We lay there in the increasingly bright morning light, and I felt some of the tension that had been building between them start to ease. Trish’s purring continued, a steady vibration that seemed to relax all of us. Imelia’s breathing slowed and deepened, her body going limp against mine.

“Kevin?” Trish’s voice was softer now, less aggressive.

“When you said you cared about both of us...did you mean it?”

“Yeah, I meant it.”

“Good.” She nuzzled against my neck, her breath warm on my skin. “Because I meant it when I said you were mine.”

“We’re sharing him,” Imelia corrected gently. “That’s different from owning him.”

“Is it?” Trish’s tail curled around my leg under the covers. “Because it feels the same to me. He’s still my mate. I still get to have him. I still get to plan for our rematch. What’s the difference?”

I was about to dispute the point when I realized that might start another argument. Instead, I just pulled both of them a little closer. “Let’s just focus on staying friendly for now. We can iron out all the specifics once the world is saved.”

The morning stretched on a little longer, and we stayed tangled together in the impossibly soft bed. Occasionally one of them would shift position, or Trish would make a comment about Imelia taking up too much space, or Imelia would quietly suggest that Trish’s claws were getting a bit too close. But for the most part, they seemed content to just lie there with me.

It wasn’t until the light outside had grown considerably brighter that I finally spoke up. “We should probably get moving. This new arrangement is going to complicate getting Daphyse to work with us.”

Both women groaned simultaneously.

“Do we have to?” Trish’s grip on me tightened. “Can’t we just leave the pampered princess out of it?”

“I need all three gems,” I said. “That means all three women.”

“She’s going to hate this,” Imelia said. “The Empire’s nobility places high value on fidelity, both to the crown and to a single partner. The idea of sharing will be...challenging for her.”

“Considering the world is on the line, we don’t have a choice.” I started to sit up, but both women resisted, holding me down. “Come on, we can’t stay in bed all day.”

“Why not?” Trish’s purring intensified. “The world doesn’t end for a few more days. We have time.”

“We have two days. That’s not a lot of time when it comes to sorting out a relationship like this.”

Imelia sighed and reluctantly loosened her hold on me. “He’s right. Our personal comfort cannot take priority over our sacred duty.”

“Speak for yourself,” Trish muttered, but she also released me. “Fine. But I’m not happy about it. Once the world is saved, I want a whole week of cuddles as a reward.”

I finally managed to sit up, both women following suit reluctantly. It was a challenge to get out of bed without anyone flopping out and slamming into the floor, but we managed it by going slow and careful.

“So what’s the plan?” Trish asked, stretching like, erm, a cat. “March into the Empire and announce that their beloved princess needs to join a harem?”

“Something like that.” I stood up and started looking for my shoes. “We should use more diplomatic language. And mention that it’s for the hero of the realm to save the world.”

“Good luck with that,” Imelia said, smoothing down her sleeping robes. “Princess Daphyse struck me as someone accustomed to getting her own way.”

“You’re not wrong, but she’s going to have to learn to compromise.” I found my shoes and started putting them on. “Just like both of you did.”

Trish snorted. “You put the fate of the world on the line. What was I supposed to do?”

I looked at both of them, sitting on opposite sides of the bed looking rumpled and sleepy and beautiful in completely different ways.

My life had gotten weird. But looking at Trish’s satisfied expression and Imelia’s shy smile, I had to admit it was getting weird in some pretty good ways.

“Come on,” I said, motioning at the door. “Let’s get dressed and go collect our fourth wheel so we can save the world.”


Chapter twenty-seven
Royal Pain


The imperial guards at the palace gates recognized me immediately, which saved us from having to explain why we were all here. They escorted us through the halls with their polished marble floors and purple-and-gold decorations, but something felt different this time. The servants we passed kept their eyes down, and the guards maintained rigid posture instead of the relaxed professionalism I’d seen during my previous visit.

Everyone was silent. Not a single person coughed or shifted or dropped anything. Picture perfect in every way.

“She’s pissed,” I said to Trish and Imelia as we followed our escort.

“Good,” Trish replied with a smirk. “I’m looking forward to seeing her get the talking-to she deserves.”

Imelia walked by my other side, her hands clasped in prayer position. “We need to approach this diplomatically. As much as you may enjoy antagonizing her, Kevin believes we need Princess Daphyse. For his sake, we must make this as easy as possible for her.”

“Because her life hasn’t been easy enough already?” Trish’s tail lashed once. “She gets handed everything she wants because of who her father is. Can’t I enjoy watching her realize she isn’t the center of the universe for the first time?”

The guard leading us cleared his throat. “The Princess is holding formal court today. You’ll need to wait for an appropriate moment to address her.”

That explained the atmosphere. Formal court was probably a big deal. Daphyse was likely putting on the biggest show of royal authority she could manage. With days until the end of the world, she had to be a calming balm for everyone. Focused to the task and pushing herself to be the perfect noble host. Even when we got in to speak with her, it was going to be a hard effort to get past the Princess and reach the woman underneath.

The throne room doors opened to reveal exactly what I’d feared. Princess Daphyse sat on the imperial throne wearing full regalia—crown, ceremonial robes, the works—with at least fifty nobles arranged in precise formations around the huge chamber. Every piece of gold in the room seemed to catch the late morning light through the windows, creating an overwhelming display of wealth and power that made my blue-collar instincts want to find the nearest exit because I clearly didn’t belong here.

Daphyse’s eyes found mine immediately, but her expression remained perfectly neutral. Royal mask firmly in place. She didn’t acknowledge our arrival beyond that single glance, turning her attention back to whatever official business was being conducted.

“The merchant guild requests permission to expand the eastern trade routes,” a man in elaborate robes was saying. “The increased revenue would benefit the imperial treasury significantly.”

“The request is noted,” Daphyse replied in that formal tone I’d heard before. The same voice she’d used to propose our marriage in front of many of these same nobles. “The Crown will consider the proposal and provide a response within the customary timeframe.”

I caught her eyes drifting to Trish…and right to the gold chain I’d put on her from the pile of gifts Daphyse had left in the carriage for me.

The sudden fury in her eyes could have melted steel.

She still didn’t say anything. It was honestly pretty creepy.

We stood there for what felt like hours while various nobles presented petitions, trade agreements, and administrative reports. Every few minutes, Daphyse’s gaze would flick to us, linger on that damn necklace, then return to whatever bureaucratic nonsense was being discussed. She was making us wait on purpose, forcing us to stand there like supplicants while she demonstrated exactly who held the power in this room.

Trish was getting increasingly agitated, her ears flattening against her head as the tedious proceedings dragged on. Imelia maintained her serene composure, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. Both of them understood this was a show meant to diminish them and elevate her.

Finally, after the last noble petitioner had been heard, Daphyse turned her attention to us.

“Kevin Matthew Brown,” she said, her voice carrying across the throne room with authority and command. Her tone was so cold that I swear I saw some of the nobles literally shiver. “You return to our court accompanied by...uninvited companions.”

The way she said ‘companions’ made it sound like I’d brought a couple of stray dogs.

“Princess Daphyse,” I said, stepping forward. “We need to talk to you about the prophecy.”

“The prophecy is quite clear,” she said, her blue eyes cold as winter. “The prophesied hero will unite with the Sacred Gem Bearer to save this world from the coming darkness. I am that Gem Bearer.”

“We’ve been over this before, last time I was here,” I said, feeling the start of a headache coming on. “The original prophecy mentions three—”

“The true prophecy,” she cut me off again, “speaks of one true Gem Bearer chosen by destiny to stand beside the hero. These...individuals...may have convinced you otherwise, but their claims are obviously false.”

Murmurs rippled through the assembled nobles. I could see them watching this exchange with fascination, probably wondering why their hero-to-be was starting an argument with their beloved princess.

“Daphyse, we talked about this last time. I need—”

“Princess Daphyse,” she corrected sharply. “And we did talk. We discussed lies and falsehoods. I’ve heard enough to understand that these pretenders seek to diminish my destined role through deception and manipulation.”

Trish took a step forward, her claws extended. “Pretenders?”

“Silence,” Daphyse commanded, her voice ringing with imperial authority. “You will not speak in this official space without permission.”

That was exactly the wrong thing to say to someone like Trish. Her whole body coiled like a spring, ready to launch herself at the throne.

I grabbed her arm and pulled her back before she could lash out.

“Your Highness,” Imelia said, her voice carrying that serene tone that somehow made everything sound like a religious pronouncement. “Perhaps we could discuss this matter privately, away from—”

“There is nothing to discuss.” Daphyse rose from her throne, every inch the imperial princess. “I am the Crown Gem Bearer, heir to eight centuries of royal bloodline, and the prophesied partner of the chosen hero. These false claimants will not be permitted to spread their lies in my presence.” She gestured to her guards. “Escort these individuals from the throne room immediately.”

“Wait,” I said, but the guards were already moving. “Daphyse, you don’t understand—”

“I understand perfectly.” Her voice was ice. “You have been deceived by clever manipulators who seek to use you for their own purposes. But I will not allow their corruption to take root in my court.”

The guards surrounded us, not roughly but with clear intent.

We were being thrown out, and there wasn’t much I could do about it without starting a fight in front of fifty imperial nobles.

“This isn’t over,” I said as they guided us toward the doors.

“It is,” Daphyse replied, settling back onto her throne. “When you are ready to fulfill your true destiny, you know where to find me. Otherwise, I hope you enjoy the fall of this world being on your hands.”

The throne room doors closed behind us with a sound like thunder.

“Well,” Trish said, her tail lashing violently as the guards guided us back the way we’d come. “That went better than I expected.”

“That was better than you expected?” I asked.

“The roof stayed on the place this time,” Trish said. “An improvement from our last meeting, for sure.”

“She’s frightened,” Imelia observed. “Her authority has been challenged in her own court. She’s responding with the only power she knows how to wield.”

One of the guards gestured toward the palace courtyard. “Please wait here. The Princess may have further plans for your dismissal.”

I almost left right then.

Fuck her and fuck this.

Maybe Trish’s way of things wasn’t so bad. I could make a scene and either force Daphyse to answer to me, or I could just ride out the end of the world on a vacation or something. Were there beaches in this world? I hadn’t seen any signs of them yet, but there had to be, right? Landmasses met oceans. Beaches were formed from those. I could keep walking in one direction until I found a beach and just kick my feet up.

I didn’t need this bullshit.

And yet… A nagging in the back of my head told me I did. Not because of prophecy or to do what was right, but to help these women. They’d all been so fucked by this broken-ass world, and I wanted to make it right.

I cared about them. Gave two shits about the elves of Matron, the catpeople of Corean, or the humans of Pador. But Trish? Imelia? Even the snot-nosed brat who had thrown us out like she was a toddler with a tea party, and we weren’t invited? I cared about them.

So we waited. We didn’t exactly have a lot of options if we wanted to save the world. It was almost mid-day. I didn’t like waiting at the worst of times, but now it was far beyond that. Two days until the end of the world, and we were wasting time re-treading a debate I thought I’d already won yesterday.

“I should have challenged her to single combat,” Trish muttered, pacing back and forth like a caged animal. “Would have settled this quickly.”

“Violence is not the answer to every problem,” Imelia said, settling onto one of the stone benches with perfect posture. “Though I admit her response was disappointing.”

“Disappointing?” Trish spun to face her. “She called us liars in front of her entire court. That’s not disappointing, that’s insulting.” Her claws popped in and out as she flexed her fingers. “Should have shown them all the power of our Sacred Gems. Seen the looks on her little friends’ faces when their precious princess isn’t the only one with divine power. Proved her wrong.”

“Violence might have solved that problem, but that’s not the real problem at hand,” I said, leaning against the fountain. “I resolved this yesterday when I was talking to her about the prophecy, because I broke through the royal bullshit before bringing you two up. She’s in full princess mode right now, with the added threat of public humiliation in front of her own kingdom.”

“So we’re supposed to just accept being humiliated because her feelings are hurt?” Trish’s claws popped out and stayed out as she continued pacing.

“You weren’t so different this morning,” Imelia pointed out. “You were ready to escalate to violence when Kevin suggested we need to share him. Just as you fell back on the threat of single combat, Princess Daphyse has fallen back on exercising royal authority.”

“That’s different,” Trish said, but struggled for a moment to figure out how.

“It’s different because I let her out of my sight,” I grumbled. “I talked you both into accepting that I need the power of all the Sacred Gems, and then neither of you were apart from me to fall back into your old way of thinking. She’s been stewing on me leaving her behind for a whole day. Of course she’s gone back to her old way of thinking.”

“So what do we do?” Trish asked.

Before I could answer, the courtyard doors opened. Princess Daphyse strode through them, but this wasn’t the composed imperial figure from the throne room. Her decorated crown had been traded for a glittering tiara and her formal robes replaced with a gorgeous violet dress, but her expression was even more flushed with anger.

“How dare you,” she said, marching straight toward me. “How dare you bring them here.”

“Daphyse—”

She got up close, shoving a finger against my chest. “You made me look weak in front of my nobles. You brought these pretenders into my own throne room to challenge my authority.” Her eyes blazed with fury. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

Trish growled, but I held up a hand to stop her. “I brought the other Sacred Gem Bearers so we could work together to save the world.”

“Other Gem Bearers?” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “These frauds convinced you to betray our destined partnership, and you fell for it completely.”

“I thought we were past this, Daphyse,” I said calmly, trying to placate her anger with an apologetic tone. “The power of the Crown Gem alone isn’t enough. The original prophecies in the temple make it clear that I need-”

“And I thought we were past this, too. I know you felt the connection in our resonance pathways. Only the true Gem bears such power. And this!” She stepped closer to Trish, her gaze fixed on the gold necklace. “A brute like this. Wearing my gift like some kind of trophy.”

Before anyone could react, Daphyse reached out and snatched the necklace from Trish’s throat, the chain snapping under the sudden force.

“Hey!” Trish snarled. She reached out to try to snatch it back, but Daphyse moved like a fencer, dancing away and establishing distance immediately.

“This belonged to my grandfather,” Daphyse said, holding the broken golden chain up like an accusation. “It was meant to symbolize the bond between us, Kevin. Our connection. Our future together.” She turned those blazing eyes on me. “Why did you give it to her?”

That was it.

I’d had enough of the jealousy, the possessiveness, the constant fighting over who owned what piece of me. The world was ending in two days, and she was arguing over jewelry.

I couldn’t play along anymore. I had to take control.

“Because I wanted to,” I snapped, letting my anger boil over. “Because she’s important to me, just like you are, and just like Imelia is. That’s what we need to discuss. The real objective here isn’t a single marriage or mating or divine romance. Or did you already forget that I’m here to save the world? Maybe if you stopped treating me like your personal property for five minutes, we could have a proper—”

The temperature in the courtyard dropped twenty degrees in an instant.

“No.”

The fountains froze solid, ice spreading across the stone pathways in crystalline patterns. Every plant in the garden shuddered, withering and dropping its leaves.

How? My head whipped around, trying to find her. Beegus. How the hell was she here? This was a capital city. She wasn’t supposed to be here!

That voice, like grinding stone, filled the air, supernaturally amplified and coming from everywhere at once.

“Kevin Matthew Brown, so-called hero of prophecy.”

At the far end of the courtyard, a column of dirt erupted from the ground, spewing flames and ice shards along with it. When it dissipated, Beegus the Destroyer stood there in her terrifying armor, eight feet of nightmare made manifest, rimed with frost and pointing a gauntleted finger right at me.

“I come to offer you a second chance,” she said, her voice carrying that supernatural echo that made the air itself vibrate. Her heavily armored boots thundered against the frozen ground as she advanced. “Kneel before me willingly, or watch me burn your Gem Bearers to ash before I bring you to your knees myself.”

All the possessive infighting evaporated in an instant. The only thing that mattered was the armored figure advancing toward us with slow, inevitable steps. Even in her fury, Daphyse recognized that this threat to take me away was much more pressing than anything she feared from Trish and Imelia.

Daphyse dropped the broken necklace, her hand moving to the dagger at her side. Trish crouched low, claws extended and ready to fight. Imelia’s hands began to glow with that green light.

I knew from our previous encounter that none of them were strong enough to stop her alone. Maybe this was a good thing, then? The only way they could save me was to work together. With my life on the line, this could be just the thing to help them realize that they needed to work as a team.

Or maybe the world was about to be doomed to darkness.


Chapter twenty-eight
Priorities


I watched the three women position themselves around me. This was our moment. The three Sacred Gem Bearers working together to protect the prophesied hero. The dramatic reversal that made them realize that they were meant to be partners instead of rivals. That perfect display of coordination and teamwork that paved the way to saving the world and bringing peace to the land.

Instead, it immediately turned into a pissing contest.

“Stand behind me,” Daphyse commanded, stepping forward with her dagger drawn. The blade gleamed with purple light as the Crown Gem’s power flowed through it. “I am the primary defender here. This is my palace, my kingdom, and my destined partner.”

Trish snarled, her claws extending as she crouched low. The War Gem’s yellow corona started to crackle around her. “Primary defender? You’ve never fought anything more dangerous than an undercooked crab. I’ll take point. Follow my lead.”

“The sacred duty falls to me,” Imelia said, her hands glowing with green energy. “Divine will has prepared me for this moment. I am meant to lead this fight.”

I stared at them in disbelief. An eight-foot armored nightmare was advancing on us with the power to end the world, and they were arguing about who got to be in charge of the defense.

“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” I snapped. “She’s twenty feet away and getting closer! Work together!”

Beegus paused in her advance, tilting her helmet. “How fascinating. Even facing annihilation, they cannot cooperate.” Her voice was genuinely amused. Clearly pleased by her assured victory.

Daphyse raised her dagger higher, purple light streaming from the blade. “I need no cooperation from pretenders. The Crown Gem’s power is that of a true Sacred Gem!”

She launched herself forward, the dagger trailing purple fire as she struck at Beegus’s armored chest. The blade connected with a shower of sparks, but barely scratched the black metal.

Beegus backhanded her casually, sending the princess flying across the courtyard to crash into the frozen fountain. Daphyse hit the surface with a crack that I hoped was the ice and not a bone.

“Daphyse!” I started toward her, but Trish grabbed my arm, pushing me behind her.

“Stay back. This is warrior’s work.” She released me and charged, moving faster than I’d ever seen her move, empowered by the crackling aura around her. Her claws raked across Beegus’s armor, searching for gaps in the plating.

But instead of supporting Trish’s attack, Imelia immediately hurled a spell into the fray. Glowing green flames washed out of her hands and toward Beegus, heedless of Trish being in the way.

“Stop that!” Trish howled.

“Wait for an opening!” I shouted. “Coordinate your attacks!”

Neither of them listened. Imelia’s magic closed the distance just as Trish’s claws raked at Beegus’s helmet. The green flames forced Trish to abandon her attack, yowling at the heat as she scrambled away from flames that did the same amount of damage to Beegus’s armor as Trish’s claws had… None at all.

“What the hell was that?” Trish rolled to her feet, whirling to face Imelia. “You hit me!”

“You were in my line of fire,” Imelia said with serene calm that was all the more infuriating. “You must not charge in like a mindless beast—”

“Mindless beast?” Trish’s ears flattened against her head. “I’ll show you a beast!”

Trish lunged back toward Imelia, forcing her to back off and dance away before the storm of claws coming at her.

“Can we focus? Beegus is here to kill you all already! You don’t need to be helping her! Help each other instead!”

Daphyse finally struggled to her feet, and with a shout of rage, the purple energy around her dagger expanded, sheathing her in the Crown Gem’s power. With that power surrounding her, she shook off the damage Beegus had dished out, and stood tall and ready to fight again.

“Typical,” Trish snarled, still locked in combat with Imelia. “The princess only helps herself.”

“I am the head of this operation,” Daphyse said dramatically. “Unlike some people, I understand our priorities. I see the two of you are engaged in the most useful activity you could find: leaving Kevin undefended!”

Beegus laughed, the sound like grinding stone. “I expected to amuse myself by destroying you all, but watching you fight is more entertaining by far. Please, continue. I promise to leave your precious Kevin alone until you’ve finished killing each other for me!”

The armored figure settled back to watch, stopping her advance.

Trish and Imelia broke away from each other only long enough to rush at Daphyse and start the fray all over again over by the fountain. Trish’s claws tore a hole in Daphyse’s dress. Imelia’s magic scorched Trish’s hair. Daphyse’s dagger cut away a flap of Imelia’s robes.

And Beegus only watched with obvious amusement. But she wasn’t just enjoying the show. She was treating this like an exercise, studying their weaknesses while they handed her victory on a silver platter. Making ready to seize the tactical opportunity if the trio could break away to mount a real fight.

“Stop fighting each other!” I yelled, but my voice was lost in the commotion.

The hell was I supposed to do? I didn’t exactly have some supernatural ability to get them to listen to me. Were we doomed? It felt like we were doomed.

Imelia broke away from Trish and began another casting, this time finally aiming for Beegus. But Daphyse deliberately stepped into her line of sight, blocking the attack.

“The Empire doesn’t need you tree-huggers interfering in our defense,” Daphyse snapped. “We can handle our own fights.”

Crackling green lightning deflected off of Daphyse’s corona of purple energy, cutting a gouge into the stone walkway beside me.

“Careful!” Trish hissed. “You almost hit Kevin!”

“She almost hit Kevin,” Imelia said, here serene tone taking on an edge of agitation. “It’s not my fault she’s made herself an obstacle to progress. Let me fix her mistake.”

Imelia’s healing magic flowed out in a wave of green energy, but just like Daphyse’s empowerment ability, it only touched herself. Her own minor cuts and bruises faded while Trish and Daphyse were offered no support at all. The wave of energy that washed over me found no harm to heal, and so was entirely a wasted effort.

“Some High Priestess you are,” Daphyse spat. “Hoarding your power while your allies suffer.”

“I serve divine will, not political convenience,” Imelia said. “Perhaps if you showed devotion to our cause instead of being consumed by worldly ambition—”

Daphyse laughed bitterly. “You mean the kind that steals a woman’s husband and turns him from his destiny?”

“He’s not your husband!” Trish snapped. “He’s my mate! But you’re right, I caught her in his bed this very morning!”

“Ugh!” Daphyse’s lip curled with disgust. “It sounds like when you complain about our worldly ambitions, you’re projecting your own sick desires onto us!”

Imelia’s face turned bright red. “How dare you question my purity!”

Green energy lashed out, not at Beegus, but at Daphyse again. The princess barely got her dagger up in time to deflect the magical attack. Deflected green flames raked over the fountain, melting some of the ice and leaving black scorch marks across the stone.

“Now we see your true nature,” Daphyse said. “A jealous pretender hiding behind religious nonsense.”

They were all totally focused on fighting each other now. Trish seemed to revel in the fray, her claws seeking any target within reach as her crackling yellow aura filled the air around her with excited energy. Daphyse wielded her dagger and royal authority like weapons, issuing commands and insults in equal measure as her purple power kept her just barely safe from the others’ attacks. Imelia’s green energy crackled between her fingers as she abandoned all pretense of cooperation and tried to strike the others down with green fire and lightning.

Beegus watched with obvious amusement, nodding along like she was following a game of chess. “Such fools. Eight hundred years to learn to cooperate and they’re ready to kill each other to clear the path for me. All my father’s fears come to nothing.”

“Stop it!” I shouted again, but they couldn’t hear me over their own battle cries.

I had to do something. The world was ending in two days, and the only people who could save it were too busy trying to prove their superiority to each other to fight the actual threat. If I couldn’t get them to work together, everyone was going to die.

Would putting myself in danger work? It sounded…really fucking stupid. But I had no other avenues to try.

I stepped as close to the crackling clash of energy as I dared, trying to get their attention by proximity if nothing else. “Listen to me! Beegus is the real enemy!”

“Get back, Kevin!” Daphyse swung her dagger in a wide arc, trying to drive off Trish’s claws. “I can handle this!”

“No, I’ve got this!” Trish leaped over the blade, aiming for Daphyse’s throat. “Let me clear this up with blood and then we’ll get to business properly!”

“Both of you lack the spirituality required!” Imelia’s magic crackled between her hands. “Only divine power can win the day!”

Well, that didn’t work. I needed to break up the fight. I was pretty sure if I physically stepped into the middle of all of them, I was going to get ripped to shreds before they even realized it was me they were hitting.

But how else could I get through to them?

A plan came to me. It was a terrible idea and I didn’t like it at all, but it was a lot less likely to be fatal than stepping into the shitstorm of the three of them.

I ran right at Beegus and punched her in the face.

It absolutely hurt me more than it hurt her. It was like driving my fist into an inch-thick layer of ice around a car door handle. The pain of the impact was numbed by the bite of freezing cold.

Just the same, Beegus recoiled, not in pain, but surprise.

“Don’t interrupt me, Kevin dear,” she growled. “I’m enjoying the show.”

“Yeah, but are you here for the show?” I demanded, holding up my fists in front of my face like I’d seen in boxing movies. “Or are you here for me? Come take me on, if you think you can beat me.”

There was a moment where I could literally feel the incredulity in Beegus’s expression through her heavy helmet.

“Kevin Matthew Brown,” Beegus said in an approving tone, the rumble of her voice vibrating in my chest. “I underestimated you. Maybe you’re a real man after all.”

I wasn’t aware of any motion between her standing in front of me and her gauntleted hand closing around my throat. There was no way to defend against her speed. One moment I was standing there pretending I knew how to win a fight, and suddenly there was an icy clamp of metal choking me.

I grabbed at her armored hand, trying to pry it off my throat, but I couldn’t get any grip. My hands slipped off the rime-coated metal like it was greased.

“You’re coming with me now,” Beegus said, her voice low and satisfied. “I’m going to have fun breaking you.”

For a moment, I was pretty convinced my gambit had failed. My hands were going numb trying to pry her fingers off my throat. Beegus was lifting me off the ground one-handed to carry me off and doom this world.

Then everything changed.

“NO!”

The word came from three throats simultaneously, filled with such fury and desperation that it seemed to shake the very foundations of the palace. Three different kinds of energy—purple, yellow, and green—erupted from the women like geysers.

But this wasn’t like their previous attacks. This wasn’t three separate powers competing for dominance. The energies flowed together, weaving around each other in perfect harmony. The Crown Gem’s purple light merged with the War Gem’s yellow sparks and the Blessed Gem’s green radiance, creating something entirely new.

The combined energy struck Beegus’s chest, racing over her armor and making her spasm and scream. I hit the ground and scrambled back away from her, but the energy didn’t stop. It crawled over her armor, seeking every joint and gap in the plating. The black metal began to crack and warp, like an ice sculpture hit with a cup of heated fondue cheese.

For just a moment, I saw through the armor.

A warped part of the helmet showed a woman inside. Not some eight-foot monster demon, but just a woman with dark hair, pale skin, and striking red eyes. Through the crack in her chestplate, I could see that she didn’t actually fill the armor. The chest was more like a cockpit for a mech than an armored suit. She couldn’t be that much over five feet tall and fit comfortably in there. I could see her normal body clad in a red and black unform that looked almost like a business suit. She filled it well, with curves proportionate to her small stature.

If I wasn’t already gasping for air after her chokehold released, I’d have gasped in surprise.

“Impossible,” she said, her voice no longer supernaturally amplified. It was just a girl’s voice, high and frightened. “The gems cannot work together. The surface dwellers lack the unity required for—”

The armor began to reform around her, systems whirring back to life as the cold became heat. Flames engulfed her, hid her true form as the armor turned red-hot and started to repair itself.

But the damage was done. We’d all seen what she really was underneath the intimidating exterior.

“You’re just a person,” I said, struggling to my feet. “You’re not some unstoppable force of darkness. You’re just a cute girl with a suit of power armor.”

Beegus’s helmet warped back into place, hiding her face once more. When she spoke again, her voice boomed so loud it shook the ground, but she couldn’t cover the fear with volume.

“This changes nothing. You achieved momentary cooperation through desperation, nothing more. I’ll know better than to trigger their base instincts in our next battle. When the planetary alignment comes, this paltry display will do nothing to stop my victory.”

The ground beneath her feet began to crack and crumble. She was opening one of her tunnels, preparing to retreat.

“Mark my words, Kevin Matthew Brown. Your precious Gem Bearers cannot maintain unity when their hearts are filled with jealousy and competition. I will return when they have torn each other apart, and you will kneel before me willingly or watch them die.”

She dropped through the opening tunnel, disappearing into the earth. The cracks sealed themselves behind her, leaving only scorched stone to mark where she’d stood.

The courtyard fell silent except for our heavy breathing. The three women stood around me in a protective circle, their combined energy still crackling in the air between them. For the first time since I’d met them, they weren’t looking at each other with suspicion or hostility. They were all focused on me, their faces filled with the same desperate concern.

“Are you hurt?” Daphyse asked, her royal composure completely gone. She looked like she was about to cry. Her hand trembled as she reached for me, as if afraid she might shatter me with a touch.

“I’m fine,” I said, coughing to clear my throat and rubbing my hands together to try to warm them. “Thanks to all of you. Thank you for working together.”

“We almost lost you,” Trish whispered. “When I saw her grab you...”

“Divine will would not permit such a tragedy,” Imelia said, but her voice shook too. “But for a moment, I feared...”

They’d done it. They’d actually worked together, joining their power together as prophecy required. And they’d been strong enough to crack Beegus’s armor, even if it wasn’t enough to defeat her for good.

But looking at their faces now, I could see the unity was already starting to fracture. The immediate threat was gone, and the old suspicions were creeping back into their eyes. They were already trying to shift their position to be the one standing directly in front of me, stopping just short of actively shoving each other out of the way like unruly children.

“We need to talk,” I said. “All of us. About what just happened, about what we learned, and about what kind of arrangement we need to form to win this fight.”

Because Beegus was right about one thing. We’d achieved cooperation through desperation, nothing more. And in two days, when the real battle came, we needed actual cooperation, or we were going to have all the suffering the prophecy promised, along with whatever harm they did to each other on the way down.


Chapter twenty-nine
Herding Cats


The carriage ride back to the Neutral Temple should have been a victory lap. We’d just seen that the three Sacred Gems could work together, cracked Beegus’s armor, and sent her running with her tail between her legs. Instead, I was sitting across from three women who were all pretending the other two didn’t exist.

“So,” I said, trying to break the silence that had stretched for the last ten minutes. “That went well back there. When you all combined your power—”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Daphyse interrupted, adjusting her torn dress with imperial dignity. “The Crown Gem’s power was more than sufficient to drive off that pretender. I hardly needed assistance.”

Trish snorted. “Right. That’s why you were flat on your back in a fountain when I charged her.”

“I was repositioning for a better angle of attack,” Daphyse said coldly.

“You mean hiding behind other people while they do the actual fighting?”

“Both of your approaches were insufficient,” Imelia said. “Only divine power could have achieved what we witnessed. The Blessed Gem’s energy was clearly the decisive factor.”

I stared at them. Just mouth-gaping, eyes-bulging stared. “Are you kidding me? You all saw what happened. Your powers combined into something completely different. Something stronger than any of you could manage alone. Until that moment, everything you threw at her bounced off her armor like you were throwing marshmallows at her.”

“You clearly saw wrong,” Daphyse said. “The Crown Gem is the one true Sacred Gem. Any appearance of cooperation was simply my power being better-lit by the addition of inferior copycats.”

Trish’s tail started lashing. “I’ll show you who’s inferior, princess.”

“Please,” Imelia said. “Your aggression only proves my point.”

I rubbed my temples, feeling a headache building. “We literally just proved that Brother Thomas was right about the prophecy requiring all three gems. You saw Beegus’s armor crack when your powers worked together.”

“I saw my power crack her armor,” Daphyse corrected. “The fact that these two happened to be there at the same time is coincidence.”

“Coincidence?” Trish leaned forward. “My power did the cracking. You were just standing there crying.”

“Divine will guided the outcome. I’m happy you two were there to see it.”

The carriage hit a bump, jostling the three together for a moment before they immediately shifted apart again. I watched them carefully avoid eye contact with each other while simultaneously trying to position themselves closer to me without touching each other.

This bullshit was getting old. I was supposed to be a hero, not a cat herder.

Not that I’d ever say that phrase outloud, for risk of Trish getting ideas where to stick those claws.

“Look,” I said, “I get that you all have different perspectives on what happened. But the important thing is that it worked because you all did it at once. We need to put all this arguing aside to do it again when Beegus comes back for the real fight.”

“There won’t be a real fight,” Daphyse said. “Once she realizes the futility of opposing the Crown Gem’s power, she’ll surrender or flee permanently.”

“She’ll come back,” Trish said. “Warriors like her don’t give up after one defeat. She’ll be angrier and better prepared next time.”

I waited for Imelia to say something about divine whatever. But she just sat there, hands folded in her lap. She looked smug, like she knew exactly what I was thinking.

Great.

I slumped back in my seat. They’d all witnessed the same battle, but each of them had somehow convinced themselves that they were the sole reason for our success. Getting them to acknowledge each other’s contributions was like trying to nail Jell-O to a wall. It was bad enough that I couldn’t get Daphyse on board with the plan, but now Trish and Imelia had abandoned all pretense of cooperation as well, seizing the opportunity to jockey for position.

I was back to square one thanks to Beegus’s attack.

The temple came into view through the carriage window, its mismatched architecture looking more welcoming than usual. At least there we’d have Brother Thomas to back me up about the prophecy requiring all three gems.

“We’re here,” I said as the carriage rolled to a stop.

The women filed out, still maintaining their careful distance from each other. Daphyse smoothed her torn dress and tried to look regal despite the battle damage. Trish stretched her arms high above her head, working out the kinks from sitting still too long. Her tail lazily curled behind her, as if she knew my eyes were on her. And meanwhile, Imelia took up her favorite position, with her hands clasped prayer position as she gazed up at the temple with reverent eyes.

Brother Thomas met us at the entrance, his face lighting up when he saw all four of us together. His arm was still in is sling, but he’d taken the splint off it. Guess the temple did have some healing properties. “Kevin! Thank goodness you’re all safe. I’ve been worried about you. Is everything all right?”

“No,” I said. “Beegus attacked us at the palace. But we drove her off.”

“We?” Thomas raised an eyebrow.

“The Crown Gem’s—”

“I fought her—”

“Divine intervention—”

I waved a hand through the air and the words died on each of their lips. “Don’t get them started. We’ll be here for ninety minutes while they all argue over who was better, which tactics are right, or what gem is real or not.” I sighed. “It’s been a long few days, man.”

Thomas looked between them, then at me with an expression that clearly mirrored my frustration. “I see. Well, come inside. You all look like you could use some rest.”

The temple’s meeting hall felt spacious after the cramped carriage. I settled into one of the chairs and tried to figure out my next move. Forcing them to acknowledge their cooperation wasn’t working. Maybe I needed a different approach.

“You know what?” I said, leaning back in the chair. “Forget the analysis. We won. That’s what matters. Maybe we should celebrate instead of picking apart every detail.”

The three women perked up at that suggestion, though their ideas of celebration were predictably different.

“An excellent proposal,” Daphyse said, straightening her tiara. “We should arrange a proper feast. Something befitting the magnitude of our triumph. I can have the palace kitchens prepare a seven-course meal with appropriate ceremony and have it brought here by a fleet of courtiers.”

“Or,” Imelia said, “we could take a peaceful walk through the temple grounds. Reflect on the divine guidance that led us to victory. Connect with the spiritual significance of this moment.”

Trish grinned, showing her sharp teeth. “I know exactly how warriors should celebrate victory. Kevin and I should go somewhere private and mate until our legs give out.”

Daphyse’s face went red. “That’s completely inappropriate!”

“What’s inappropriate about it?” Trish asked. “We won a battle. Victorious warriors celebrate by chasing their desires. It’s natural.”

“Natural?” Daphyse sputtered. “There are proper protocols for intimate relations. Ceremony. Commitment. You can’t just...breed like animals!”

“Why not?” Trish’s tail swished. “Kevin’s my mate. I’ve got every right to celebrate with him however I want.”

“He’s not your mate,” Daphyse snapped. “He’s my fiancé!”

“Kevin is a representative of divine will. Any physical union must be accompanied by appropriate deference. Not materialist ceremony or selfish desires. Only selfless giving of the self to the divine. Clearly neither of you are equipped for that.”

“And you are?” Trish snapped.

I watched them gear up for another argument and decided to head it off. “How about we compromise? We should have some food here, from the temple, and just relax together. No formal arrangements , no spiritual walks, and no...breeding.”

“That’s not much of a celebration,” Trish said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“It’s better than listening to you three argue about whose contribution was most important,” I said, running my hand through my hair.

“That’s because my contribution was most important,” Daphyse said immediately. “The Crown Gem’s power—”

“Was useless without my claws finding the weak points in her armor,” Trish interrupted.

“Both of you lack the spiritual insight to understand that divine will orchestrated our victory,” Imelia added.

And they were off again.

“Oh my god.”

Daphyse stood up, her ceremonial dagger appearing in her hand as purple light began to gather around the blade. Trish crouched low, claws extending as that yellow aura started crackling around her. Imelia’s hands began to glow green, flowers in her hair brightening as she prepared to cast.

“Not again,” I groaned.

“I’ll prove the Crown Gem’s superiority once and for all,” Daphyse declared, raising her dagger.

“Bring it on, princess,” Trish snarled. “Let’s see how your fancy moves handle in a real fight.”

“Violence will not resolve spiritual inadequacy,” Imelia said, but her magic was building just as aggressively as theirs.

The three energies began to interact, purple and yellow and green light filling the room. But instead of combining like they had against Beegus, the powers clashed and competed. Sparks flew where Daphyse’s purple energy met Trish’s yellow aura. Green lightning crackled when Imelia’s magic touched either of the others.

And, of course, things repeated themselves in other ways, too. The ancient stone walls of the temple began to crack under the pressure. Chunks of masonry fell from the ceiling as the competing magical forces tore at the temple’s structure. The floor started to buckle beneath our feet.

“Stop!” I shouted, but they were too focused on proving their individual superiority to listen.

The temple doors burst open and Brother Thomas stormed in, face twisted with fury. “What in the name of all that’s holy are you doing?”

The magical energies flickered as all three women turned to stare at him in surprise. They’d been ready to ignore me, but someone bursting in popped that fragile bubble, and they all seemed to simultaneously realize that the temple was falling apart around them again.

“You’re going to destroy the world yourselves!” he said, gesturing at the cracked walls and fallen debris. “Beegus won’t even need to show up! You’ll cost us everything if the temple is destroyed!”

“We were just—” Daphyse started.

“You were just proving that you care more about being right than about saving anyone,” Thomas snapped. “This temple has stood for a thousand years. It’s survived wars, magical catastrophes, and diplomatic crises. It just fixed itself from your last tiff. But apparently it can’t survive three women trying to prove who deserves Kevin’s time more.”

The magical energies died completely as all three of them looked ashamed. Thomas’s anger had cut through their competitive frenzy in a way my shouting couldn’t.

“Brother Thomas is right,” I said, standing up and brushing stone dust off my clothes. “This is exactly what Beegus was talking about. We can’t maintain unity when we’re consumed by jealousy.”

“I’m not jealous,” Trish muttered. Her tail kept swishing angrily, but her claws retracted.

“Nor am I,” Daphyse said, sheathing her dagger carefully. “I simply wished to clarify the hierarchy of contribution.”

“Divine will requires no clarification,” Imelia said, but her hands only stopped glowing after the other two had already backed down.

I looked around the damaged room, then at the three women who were all avoiding each other’s eyes again.

Okay, so forcing them to work together wasn’t working. Trying to make them admit they needed each other just made them more defensive. Every strategy I’d tried had failed.

But there was one thing that actually calmed them down, one thing that made them stop fighting even if it didn’t solve the underlying problem. Physical contact. Shared attention. When they were all focused on me instead of each other, the competition seemed to fade into the background.

It was a band-aid on a bullet wound, but right now I’d take what I could get.

“Come here,” I said. Near one of the walls was a larger bench that had managed to avoid getting too much debris rained down on it. “All of you.”

They approached cautiously, still maintaining distance from each other. I patted the seats on either side of me. “Sit.”

Daphyse and Imelia took the spots on either side of me, sitting as close as possible. Trish looked at the lack of remaining space and frowned.

“Where am I supposed to sit?”

“How about the floor right in front of me,” I said, patting my knee. “Put your head right here.”

Trish’s expression brightened immediately. She settled cross-legged on the floor and rested her head in my lap, purring as I started stroking her hair. Daphyse and Imelia both leaned against my shoulders, with the priestess nuzzling my shoulder and the princess heaving a big sigh against my neck.

There was still a lot of tension in the air for a second, but moment by moment, they all seemed to turn their focus away from each other and toward me. And for the first time, all three of them seemed genuinely relaxed despite sharing the same space.

“This is nice,” Imelia said softly.

“Better than arguing,” I agreed, running my fingers through Trish’s silver hair while my other arm wrapped around Daphyse’s shoulders.

“I suppose it’s adequate,” Daphyse said, but she snuggled closer.

Trish’s purring was a steady vibration that seemed to calm everyone down. The early evening light streaming through the windows was warm and peaceful. For a few minutes, it actually felt like they were friends instead of three rival factions held together by mutual need for me to save the world for them.

But as comfortable as the moment was, I couldn’t shake the growing uncertainty in my chest. We had one full day left before the prophesied confrontation with Beegus. One day to figure out how to make their cooperation permanent instead of just a desperate reaction to immediate danger. Because there was no way Beegus was going to provide the violent inspiration to get them to react without thinking again.

Looking down at Trish’s contented expression and feeling Daphyse and Imelia’s warm weights against my sides, I tried to convince myself that things would work out. That proximity and shared affection would eventually overcome their competitive instincts. Moments like these were what we needed. Sharing space—sharing me—was the key to making this work.

Beegus’s words kept echoing in my head, however.

Their inability to establish unity and cooperation under pressure had almost doomed us all. Getting them to calm down with a temporary display of physical intimacy was one thing. Keeping them unified when the time came was going to be the real challenge.

I needed a plan. Some way to get them actually working together instead of just tolerating each other when I was in physical contact with them. But sitting there with three beautiful, dangerous, obsessive women cuddled against me, I had no ideas. At least, no ideas that were the product of my brain instead of other, less intelligent parts of me.

The clock was ticking, and I was running out of time to figure out how to unite three people who were convinced the other two were unnecessary obstacles to their individual happiness. How was it this hard to teach three grown women how to share?


Chapter thirty
Royal Privileges


I woke up suddenly. Something was wrong. I didn’t know how I knew that, but it was true.

It was dark. My room at the temple had a small window, and there was no light visible around the corners of the plain sheet I’d set up like a curtain my first night. The temple was quiet, eerily so. No sounds from the halls or the wind outside.

But as I woke up more and more, I realized there was weight against my side, warm and solid. And dampness soaking through my shirt. My arm was pinned under a weight, and something soft was tickling my neck.

I blinked a few times, trying to make sense of it.

Was one of the gem bearers in here with me?

I took a deep breath. No flowers or musk. No pointed ears, feline or elven, either.

Daphyse?

My eyes adjusted enough to confirm it. What the hell was she doing here?

She was curled up tight against me, her face pressed into my chest. Her breathing was ragged, not the steady rhythm of sleep. The wetness on my shirt had to be tears. She wasn’t making any noise, but her shoulders shook every few seconds, like she was fighting to keep it all inside.

I shifted a little, enough to free my arm without pushing her away. “Daphyse? What’s going on?”

She went still, then lifted her head. Even in the low light, I could see her eyes were puffy. Strands of hair were stuck to her cheeks, and now that she was exposed, she sniffled. Daphyse looked nothing like the confident princess with all the power in the throne room. Instead she looked like someone who’d just lost everything and was positive it wasn’t coming back.

“Kevin,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I just... I couldn’t stay away.”

I sat up a bit, propping myself on one elbow. She didn’t pull back, just adjusted to stay close, her hand clutching the front of my shirt like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. “Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

“P-promise you won’t tell them?”

My pulse thudded in my ears. “Tell them what? Who?”

She was quiet for a long moment, just breathing against my chest. Then, so soft I almost missed it: “That I’m useless.”

“What? Daphyse—”

“I saw them today.” Her fingers tightened in my shirt. “Trish and Imelia. The way they just... They knew what to do. They were so strong and I was just—” Her voice cracked. She pressed her face harder against me, like she could hide from the words. “My dagger didn’t even scratch her armor. And I was so reckless. If they hadn’t been there...”

I lifted her chin, forcing her to look at me. Her eyes were full of desperate despair. “You think you’re useless because you’re not a warrior or a priestess?”

“I’m just a title, Kevin. A crown and some political training. That’s all I have.” She sniffed, rubbing at her eyes. “I thought my bloodline and gem made me special, but how can I be worth of you when all I have is a name and a quick temper?”

“That’s bullshit.” The word came out harsher than I meant, but it got her attention. “You want to know what I saw today? Trish was slow to jump in, trying to figure out the best way to attack before committing to it. Imelia was focused on her spiritual stuff, waiting for some divine sign. But you? You didn’t think twice. You saw a problem and you attacked it head-on.”

“I nearly got you killed—”

“You nearly got yourself killed trying to protect me. There’s a difference.” I kept my eyes locked on hers. “Yeah, maybe it wasn’t the smartest move in a fight. But that’s what we need. Someone who isn’t afraid to make the call and lead the charge. You’ve got the strategic mind. I’ve seen it. You’re three steps ahead of everyone in that throne room. Once the three of you can work together instead of tearing each other apart, you could direct all that power.”

She searched my face like she was looking for the lie. Slowly, something shifted in her expression. The tears stopped. She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, and that imperial bearing started creeping back into her posture.

“Leading the way,” she said quietly. Then, with more confidence: “Yes. My strategic expertise is unmatched.” A small smile. “Of course you’d recognize that.”

“You just need to learn to get along,” I said warningly. “You can’t lead if you keep making your teammates your enemies.”

“Of course, of course,” she said dismissively, her tone telling me that she didn’t quite absorb that bit. She sat up fully now, adjusting her hair away from her face. The vulnerability was gone, replaced by that confident gleam in her eyes. “In fact, as your future empress, I should be directing our efforts more actively already. Starting right now.”

I raised an eyebrow, amused by how fast she’d bounced back. “Oh yeah? And how do you plan to do that?”

She turned to face me, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “As Crown Princess Daphyse Aurelius Pador, I hereby decree that you must show appreciation for your strategic superior.”

I grinned. “There she is. Feeling better?”

“Much.” She leaned in, her voice dropping to a playful command. “In fact, as your future empress, I believe you should kiss me, Kevin. That’s a royal decree.”

The shift caught me off guard, but I liked it. This was the Daphyse I’d glimpsed during our date in the artisan quarter. She was confident and teasing, but with that vulnerable edge still there under the surface.

I pulled her close and kissed her, slow and thorough, letting her set the pace. Her lips were soft, tasting faintly of salt from the tears, but she pressed in with growing insistence.

We broke apart, and I smiled up at her. “Is that enough, Your Highness.”

“Imperial. It’s Imperial Highness, and no.” She sat up straight, thrusting her breasts forward. “Touch me. Over my gown. Shown me how much you value your princess.”

I pushed up on one elbow, eye level with her chest, and dragged my hand along the curve of her breast. The fabric was thin, a deep purple so dark it looked black in the half-light, and I could feel the heat of her skin underneath. She shivered, the shroud of imperial poise not quite enough to mask her hunger.

Daphyse made a small sound in her throat, encouraging, and I squeezed lightly, thumb brushing over the peak through the thin material. She didn’t break eye contact, not even for a second. Her hands balled the bedding, white-knuckled, like she was holding on to the last vestiges of control. I let my fingers trace lazy circles over her nipple, feeling it pebble through the fabric. Her cheeks flushed, her breath coming faster now, and she rocked her hips forward just enough to make it unmistakable. She wanted more, and she wanted it from me.

“Remove it,” she ordered, voice trembling in a way that made her sound both regal and desperate.

I peeled the gown down, slow, exposing the delicate skin beneath. Her breasts were perfect, pale and freckled, nipples pink and tight. She shivered, but her chin stayed up, daring me to look away. I didn’t. I couldn’t. I cupped them with both hands, feeling the heat pulse through her. She gasped, arching into my grip.

I leaned in, resting my mouth to her collarbone, nipping and kissing there as my hands kneaded her tits. Daphyse sighed, back arching further. “Lower. You will obey. You will worship.”

I laughed, but did as she said anyway, since it was what I wanted. Her skin broke out in gooseflesh as I kissed down her chest and over her breast. I flicked my tongue over her nipple before sucking it between my lips. She jerked, then moaned, biting down on her own fist to muffle it. The taste of her skin—clean, a little salty, intoxicating—made my cock throb. I flicked my tongue faster, then switched sides, not stopping until she was panting, her whole body trembling.

“L-lower. Keep going.”

I grinned against her breast, the movement making her hiss. “Demanding, aren’t we?” But my other hand was already sliding lower, skating over the silken skin of her belly.

Daphyse’s hips bucked, just a little, like she was fighting the urge to drag my hand down herself.

I pushed the gown further, bunching the heavy fabric around her hips. She wore nothing underneath, which meant she’d come to my room in the dead of night in nothing but her sheerest royal nightgown and a plan.

The thought made me hard as steel.

I let my fingers wander, slow, down the sharp cut of her hip bones to the bare skin between her legs.

She was already soaked. Not just damp, but wet enough I could feel it on my fingertips before I even touched her slit. Daphyse shuddered as I dragged two fingers along the length of her lips, teasing, not quite dipping inside. “Is this what you want, Princess?”

She glared at me, cheeks flushed, hair wild and tangling around her face. “Y-yes, and you will not stop until I am satisfied. That is an order.”

“Understood.” I slipped my fingers between her folds and stroked her clit, gentle at first, then picking up the rhythm that made her thighs tremble. She tried to be composed, regal, but the way her hips bucked and her breathing broke into whimpers ruined the act. I circled her with my thumb and pushed two fingers slowly inside her, and the tightness made my cock twitch. She was hot, clenching, every muscle tensed around my fingers.

I leaned forward and kissed her leg, and Daphyse practically leapt off the bed. The groan she elicited was delicious.

“L-lick me.”

I grinned against her skin and licked her thigh just below her hip with one quick flick of the tongue.

“Not like that!” she hissed, grabbing at my head. She forced my face between her legs. It was the wrong angle, and we both knew it. “N-now. Do it now.”

I kissed the top of her mound, flicking her clit with my thumb. “What’s the matter, Your Highness?”

“Imperial,” she whined, making a needy sound as she thrust her hips forward, squishing my nose against the soft curls of her pubic hair. “Like the royal pussy. We demand it.”

I grinned, nuzzling her mound. “You’re going to have to sit on my face if you want something, princess.”

Daphyse’s eyes glittered in the dark, and she actually did it. She pushed me away and onto my back before climbing my body. It took her a moment to get her bearings, then her thighs bracketed my head. She hesitated—just for a second, just long enough for the power trip to catch up to her, for her to realize she was really doing it—then she lowered herself the rest of the way, and her pussy landed right against my mouth.

The taste hit me first, tangy-sweet and so wet. I licked up the slickness, ran my tongue flat along her slit, and she made a strangled sound that might have been my name. She gripped the bedframe behind me, bracing herself like she was riding a fucking wild animal. Her thighs clamped tight, suffocating but so goddamn sexy I was half afraid I’d come in my pants just from the pressure.

She bore down, grinding against my nose and tongue with zero subtlety; the sliver of her face I could see above me twisted in only the most perverse delight. Her thighs flexed, trapping me, and she started rocking, using my tongue like it was a goddamned vibrator. All the while, she kept up a running commentary that was half imperial pronouncement, half debauched prayer. “There, right there. More. Harder. Prove your devotion, p-peasant.” She gasped out the last word like it wounded her pride to even say it, but her pussy didn’t care about pride. It only cared about being worshipped.

I licked upwards, focusing on her clit with slow, deliberate flicks, then faster, then sucking it between my lips until she shook so hard her knees nearly crushed my head. She rode my face shamelessly, chasing the high, smothering both of us in heat and slick. She was so wet I could hear it, and the pulse of her hips said she was close.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she hissed, voice nearly gone. “I’ll have you—oh, Kevin—executed if you stop.”

I didn’t stop. I slid my tongue inside her, then back to her clit, alternating until she started babbling, the words breaking apart into groans and noise. Her thighs trembled, tremors running up her whole body, and she lost control for a second, wailing loud enough I worried we’d wake half the temple.

She collapsed forward, almost crushing me. It was cute, kind of hot, and also really fucking difficult to breathe. I tapped her leg, and she cursed, sliding away so I could take a big, gasping breath of air.

With concentrated effort, Daphyse sprawled next to me, tits rising and falling with each desperate breath. Her hair fanned over her face, half hiding her sly smile. “You will be given a place of honor… later. Once I recover. And possibly again, immediately.”

She looked so smug, except for the angry flush in her cheeks and the way her thighs still trembled. I couldn’t help but admire it.

“Anything for my Empress,” I said, and meant it. I reached over and brushed a strand of hair from her face. She was beautiful, even when she was a mess. “So what’s the reward for pleasing the princess?”

She laughed haughtily. “You haven’t pleased us yet.” Her hand snuck down to my crotch, fingers gripping me through my pants. “Or, rather, you will continue to do so unless we say otherwise.”

Daphyse slid her hand into my sleep pants, wrapping around my cock. She stroked me, slow and deliberate. Her grip wasn’t gentle; it was like she was testing the boundaries, seeing how hard she could push before I broke. I groaned, the sound deep in my chest, and she grinned at me, baring teeth.

“I want to ride you until I come.” She said it like she was daring me to object, but my cock pulsed in her grip and that was all the consent she needed. Daphyse let go of me and jerked the waistband of my pants down, freeing me. Then she sat up straddling my hips. Her hair was a wild, poofy mane around her face, lips wet and parted, eyes bright with hunger. She looked, in that moment, less like royalty and more like a lady.

I reached up, hooking my fingers behind her knees, and pulled her closer. Her thighs clenched around my waist as she lined me up. She was so wet that when the tip of my cock pressed against her, it slid through easily, deluged in her heat.

Daphyse didn’t lower herself right away. Instead, she leaned forward, hands flat on my chest, and stared down at me, like she was memorizing the angles of my face before she ruined it with pleasure.

“You’re mine, Kevin. Say it.”

I didn’t. My brain screamed at me to say whatever was needed for sex to happen. But it was dangerous. “You’re wrong, princess.” I lifted my hips, giving her another half an inch. “You’re mine.”

The groan she gave was delicious. “P-please. I…need this. Call me Daph. Choose me. Be with me because you want me.”

Then, with a single, deliberate motion, she dropped her hips. I sank into her, inch by tight, desperate inch. She gasped, arched her back, and for a split second the hard lines of her jaw melted into nothing but sensation. I grabbed her hips, steadying her, feeling the way her pussy stretched around me.

She started moving, slow at first, rolling her hips in lazy circles. Daphyse’s hands slid up my chest, nails raking lightly, then locked behind my neck as she leaned in close. She leaned down, mashing her lips against mine, barely letting me breathe as she rode me. My mouth was still coated in her juices, and she moaned against my lips, grinding her hips with increasing speed.

Under her, I was just a length of flesh for her to fuck herself on, and I loved every second of it. She took me deep, all the way, each downstroke getting sloppier as she soaked us both. Wet slaps and little hiccupping gasps filled the room, and every time her clit grazed my pubic bone she twitched and squeezed, milking the head of my cock like her body was trying to pull the words out of me.

“Say it,” she demanded again, a whimper and a command at the same time. She grabbed my jaw and forced me to look up at her, eyes wild and wet with need. “Say you’re mine, Kevin. I want—no, I need—”

“I’m yours, Daph,” I ground out, and her face went slack with relief.

She slammed herself down, taking me so deep I thought she’d split herself. Her pussy clamped down, heat and wet and velvet pressure, and her eyes rolled back as she came. It hit her hard. She shook like she’d been shocked, hands clawing at my chest, a strangled cry ripping from her throat. I couldn’t hold back either; she just felt too damn good. With a groan, I gripped her hips with both hands and thrust up hard as I emptied myself inside her. Every pulse of release made her contract, wringing me for everything, like her body wanted to keep part of me.

Daphyse sagged down, chest heaving, face slack with satisfaction and exhaustion. For a long moment, we just stayed like that. She eventually peeled herself off, collapsing to the side and dragging the covers with her. I stared at the ceiling, wiped out, but holy shit, it was the good kind of wiped out. My breathing finally slowed, brain catching up with the fact that the princess of the empire had just come in my bed, and that her thighs were shaking like she’d run a marathon.

“Was that satisfactory, Your Highness?” I teased, side-eyeing her.

“Imperial,” she snapped. “It’s Your Imperial Highness. My father is the emperor.”

“Yeah, sorry. I’m a hero, not a historian.”

She didn’t say anything else. Instead, she burrowed further under the blankets, rolling so her back was to me, and let out a little contented sigh.

“As my next decree… We should do that again. And again and again and again.” She snuggled back against me, so I rolled over and wrapped my arms around her. Daphyse made a contented little sound. “You will be my royal consort. You’ll live in the palace. We’ll have private chambers overlooking the gardens. You’ll advise me on matters of state, and we’ll host grand balls where everyone will see how perfectly matched we are.”

I chuckled, still coming down from the high. “Sounds fancy.”

“It will be. And children, naturally. Heirs to continue the bloodline. You’ll teach them all the skills you’ve

brought from your world, and I’ll ensure they understand imperial traditions from this world.” She nestled closer, her voice turning dreamy. “We’ll be unstoppable together. The perfect union.”

She kept going, planning out this whole future, including state dinners, diplomatic trips, and even what our bedroom would look like. It was sweet in a way, but intense. Like she was already mapping out every detail without asking what I wanted. Her obsession hadn’t faded; if anything, the intimacy had made it stronger.

Daphyse was building this perfect life around us, assuming I’d fit right in because that’s what she needed.

I listened, holding her close, but part of me wondered how to handle it. She was still the same Daphyse, edges and all. For now, though, in the afterglow, it felt good just to be there with her. We’d figure out the rest tomorrow.


Chapter thirty-one
Like A Little Prayer


Daphyse drifted off quickly. She was snuggled back against me, the blankets pulled high up under her chin. I waited until I was sure she wouldn’t stir, then eased my arm out from under her. The room felt stuffy, and my throat was dry. Body was telling me I was dehydrated, which was already too late.

I slid off the bed, careful not to make the frame creak, and grabbed my sleep pants. Once they were on, I padded over to the door in my bare feet. The stone floor was cool under me, and I was glad it wasn’t wood. Didn’t want to risk waking up Daphyse.

The door was open. Just a tiny crack, but I could see a sliver of the hallway beyond. Did Daphyse not close it behind her? Ah shit. I pushed it open, wanting to check down the hall and make sure we hadn’t disturbed anyone.

But there was something blocking it.

I shoved with all my might, stumbling out into the hallway. Catching myself before I hit the opposite wall.

There, behind the door, sitting on the floor, was Imelia. Her robes were bunched up around her knees and her hands were clasped tightly in her lap. She looked up at me, her eyes wide in the dimly lit hallway. Her cheeks were flushed, and her breathing came quick, like she’d been running.

Or like she’d been doing something else entirely.

I froze for a second, piecing it together.

Daphyse hadn’t fully closed the door when she’d snuck in. Imelia must have heard us. Hell, she might have seen us. She was right here, after all. Did that…

I stepped out fully and pushed the door shut with a soft click, not wanting to wake Daphyse. The hallway was quiet, and I gave it just a moment before I started talking.

“What are you doing here?” I kept my voice low, crossing my arms. “Were you listening to us?”

Imelia scrambled to her feet, smoothing her robes with shaky hands. She wouldn’t meet my eyes at first, staring at the floor instead. “I... I came to check on you. To ensure your safety through the night. But then I heard... I… The door was already open a crack so I just… To make sure you were safe.”

“And?”

“And… I saw you with her. With the princess.” She finally looked up, and her expression twisted into anger. “How could you? How could you share yourself with her like that?”

I felt my expression darken. Imelia must have noticed because she coiled away from me. “Who I decide to spend my time with is none of your concern.”

“But it is! The divine—”

“Fuck your divine.”

Imelia either didn’t hear me, or didn’t care. “—says you are made for a higher purpose. For me!”

“The world’s ending in one more day if we don’t figure this out. You can’t get mad every time I spend time with one of the others.”

She shook her head, her brown hair shifting with the motion. Flowers woven into it caught the light, but they looked wilted, like her usual calm had taken a hit. “I just don’t understand! Help me understand!”

“Lower your voice,” I hissed, looking back at the door. “Understand what?”

“Why you choose them! Why… Why you don’t choose me!” That perfect calm shattered and Imelia lowered her face into her hands. “Why don’t you want me?”

My brain spun in circles trying to keep up with her. “What?”

“I came to you last night and you did none of those things! You didn’t give yourself over to me. There was no worldly desire, only duty!” She sobbed, clawing at her face. “What have I done to make you hate me so?”

“That’s… Imelia, I don’t hate you.” I stepped forward, trying to put my arms around her. She shrieked and batted me away.

“You do! Otherwise you would have taken advantage of me last night! Done unspeakable things, taken my body as you wanted…”

I grimaced. “What kind of man do you think I am?” I grabbed her arms and she looked up at me, shocked. “That’s not how I do things. You were vulnerable. Upset. I wasn’t going to force myself on you just because you were in my bed.”

“But you did her! She came to you upset and you touched her!”

“She asked!” I hissed, feeling crazy. “Also, how long were you watching?”

“L-long enough!” Imelia tried to back away from me, but I didn’t let her go. “It’s wrong. Your union. A perversion. You’re mine. Divine will chose me as your consort. It… It should have been me in there.”

Her voice cracked on that last part, and she crossed her arms tight over her chest, like she was holding herself together. But there was something off about how she said it.

Her flush wasn’t just from anger. Imelia’s breathing was still quick, and her eyes kept darting to my mouth, then lower, like she was remembering what she’d seen.

It hit me then.

She wasn’t just mad, she was worked up. The way her thighs pressed together, the slight tremble in her hands. She’d been out here the whole time, listening, watching through that crack in the door. And maybe not just listening and watching.

“Imelia,” I said, keeping my tone even, “did watching us turn you on?”

Her eyes went wide, and she shook her head fast. “What? No! How could you suggest such a thing? I would never find pleasure in...in s-seeing you… Especially not with her! You’re destined for me alone. This is...sacrilege. I was horrified. Disgusted, even.”

But her words came out too quick, too defensive, and without any real heat. She glanced away, biting her lip, and I caught the way her hands clenched at the front of her robes.

She was lying, or at least fighting it. The denial was there, but so was the want, plain as day in how she leaned just a fraction closer toward me without realizing it.

“You don’t have to pretend. If it got you going, that’s fine. We’re all teammates, right? No shame in appreciating seeing one of your allies enjoy herself.” I reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her face. She flinched but didn’t pull back. Her skin was warm under my fingers.

She swallowed hard, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I don’t... I wasn’t... It’s not like that. I serve a higher purpose. Physical desires are beneath me. Watching you two was...educational, perhaps. To understand visions I might have. Nothing more.” But her cheeks burned brighter, and she shifted her weight, pressing her thighs together again. “You belong to me. Seeing her take what’s mine...it was infuriating. Not arousing. I definitely didn’t enjoy it.”

I nodded, playing along, but I could see through it. The way her eyes flicked to my lips, the slight parting of her mouth. “Do you really think it’s right to lie to me?”

She flinched, but set her jaw, crossing her arms tighter. “I think it’s right to tell you what you need to hear. Now stop this nonsense. We should discuss spiritual preparations for tomorrow instead.” But she didn’t move away, and her gaze lingered on my chest.

I decided to test it. I leaned in slow, giving her plenty of time to stop me, and pressed my lips to hers. Soft at first, just a brush. She froze, her hands coming up to my chest like she might push me away, but instead, they flattened there, feeling the warmth. She kissed back, hesitant, her mouth opening slightly. No pulling away, no protest. Just a small sound in her throat, like relief as she leaned in against me.

When I broke the kiss, her eyes were half-lidded, her breathing quicker. “Thank you, Imelia,” I said quietly. “That was nice.”

She blinked, like she was coming out of a daze. “That... That proves nothing. I was merely...allowing it for unity’s sake.” But her voice was breathy, and her hands didn’t leave my chest.

I moved my hand to her side, sliding it up slowly until I brushed across her breast through the robe. She gasped, arching into the touch without meaning to. Her nipple hardened under my palm, and she melted against the wall, her hands gripping my arms now. “Kevin... what are you...”

“It’s okay,” I murmured, keeping my voice low. “If you don’t want this, just say so. I promise I’ll stop if you ask.”

She bit her lip, her eyes fluttering shut for a second. Then she nodded, just barely, lips still parted. “Don’t stop.” Her hands pulled me closer, and I felt her shudder. “Please.”

Her words were the green light I needed.

I pressed my hand in, palming her through the thin fabric, and was surprised by how soft she was. Delicate, sure, but there was a heat under her skin I hadn’t expected. Her breathing hitched higher as I kneaded her breast. My thumb flicked over the nipple until she whimpered and clutched at my arms like I was her last anchor to the world.

She pulled in tight, burying her face in my neck. “I hate you,” she whispered, but her tongue traced my pulse like she wanted to taste my heartbeat. Her hips pressed forward, seeking friction. I slid my hand down, trailing the curve of her waist, the robe parting where the sash had come loose. She was naked underneath, skin flushed down to her chest, and I caught the scent of her.

Imelia let out a desperate little moan and grabbed my wrist, pushing my hand lower until my fingers found the heat between her thighs. I slid one finger through her folds, feeling how ready she was. How her body clenched at the contact. She was drenched, slick and shivering with anticipation, all her prim denials dissolving under my touch. Imelia’s breath hitched as I circled her clit with my thumb, and her knees nearly gave out.

I caught her, bracing her against the wall with my hip, and she clung to me, one hand twined in my hair, the other tangling desperately in the front of my shirt.

The corridor was so silent that the sound of her panting, the wet sound of my fingers working her, was like the roar of a waterfall. She tried to bite back her moans, but they came out anyway, soft and frantic, each one more desperate than the last. Her head lolled sideways, cheek pressed to the wall while I stroked her, and the look in her eyes was pure animal want.

“Can’t believe you were out here,” I muttered into her hair. “Listening to me fuck Daphyse.” I pinched her clit and she jerked, eyes rolling up for a second before she glared at me, wild and humiliated and hungry all at once.

“I… I had to know,” she gasped. “Needed to see what she did to make you…” Her voice broke off into a muffled cry as I slipped two fingers into her, curling them up. Her body seized on them, hips pumping shamelessly, her whole composure shattered. She was a mess, hair wild, face glazed with sweat, eyes glassy with need.

I set a ruthless rhythm, my palm grinding against her, my other hand cupping her jaw to keep her looking at me. “I want you,” I said, letting the words buzz in her ear. “Want you to feel what she felt, and more.”

That snapped something inside her. She kissed me, hard and awkward, teeth clacking, tongue wild. Her hands pawed at my back, nails digging through the thin cotton. I could feel her legs starting to shake, every muscle in her thighs going tight with the effort to stay standing.

I fucked her with my hand, relentless, until her moans started to break into urgent little yelps. The whole time, she never stopped moving her hips, never stopped grinding herself against my palm. She was insatiable, desperate, and I realized with a dark pulse of pride that she was hungry for me, for this, for the thing she’d tried so hard to deny.

She came with a cry that she smothered against my shoulder, body convulsing around my fingers. Her face was wet with tears, but she was smiling, a crazed, shattered smile that said she’d finally found something she’d been searching for. I eased her through it, slowing my hand until the shudders faded and she sagged forward, boneless, into my arms.

For a long moment she just clung to me, shivering, her breath rapid in my ear. Then she kissed me again, softer this time, her lips moving hungrily against mine. “You…bastard,” she whispered, resting her forehead against my cheek. “I should... I should condemn you for this. For making me want you so much. For making me feel this.”

“Oh, come on,” I said, grinning like a bastard. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

But then something shifted. I could see in real time that reality crashed down around her. Her eyes snapped open, wide with sudden horror. Shame flooded her face. Her cheeks burned and she looked down at herself like she’d somehow become Beegus herself. “What… What have I done?”

“Enjoyed yourself.”

“I… Shouldn’t. Can’t. This is… This isn’t right! I can’t… I watched you with her, and then this? I… What’s wrong with me?”

She backed away from me, grabbing her robes and forcing them shut.

“Imelia? Wait.”

I reached for her, but she slipped out of my grasp.

“No. I need…to pray. Or something. I can’t… I can’t face this right now.”

She turned and fled down the hallway, her footsteps quick and uneven, disappearing around the corner before I could follow.

I stood there for a second, trying to think. She’d wanted it, no question. The way she’d begged, the way her body had responded…it was all clear consent. There was no way to fake that kind of desire.

But the post-climax clarity had hit her with a giant hammer of shame.

Maybe it was the way she’d been prepared by the church to be without desire, or maybe the added context of my time with Daphyse right before had touched on more specific religious hang-ups.

Either way, I couldn’t just let her run off like that, stewing in whatever guilt was eating at her. It had been a mistake to leave Daphyse alone two days ago so that she could push aside what we’d discussed and gone back to the Empire’s version of the prophecy. Letting Imelia go was taking the same risk, but on an even tighter timeline to correct.

I had to follow her. I had to talk her down.

With a moment to peek back in the door to my room, I saw Daphyse was still asleep. She might be upset if she woke up alone, but she should be fine for a bit. Imelia wouldn’t be. I started down the hallway after Imelia, resolved to catch up and talk this through before it spiraled worse.


Chapter thirty-two
Running From Myself
Imelia


Imelia ran.

Her bare feet slapped against cold stone as she fled down the hallway, robes tangling around her legs with each desperate stride. The temple corridors blurred past, alien and hostile. This place of neutrality was a trap. She needed out. Her lungs burned and her heart hammered against her ribs like it was trying to escape her chest.

What have I done what have I done what have I—

The thought repeated endlessly, a prayer with no answer, a question with no solution. She couldn’t stop seeing it. Kevin’s face. The way he’d looked at her when his fingers had—

No. No, no, no.

She burst through a doorway and stumbled, catching herself against the wall. Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking. She could still feel where he’d touched her. The ghost of his palm against her breast. His fingers inside her, curling, finding places that made her—

She shoved away from the wall and kept running.

The main hall opened before her, moonlight streaming through the tall windows. The doors to the garden stood open, beckoning. She plunged through them into the night.

Cold air hit her flushed skin. She gasped, almost doubled over from the shock of it. The garden path stretched ahead, neat rows of vegetables creating shadows in the moonlight. Behind her, the temple loomed.

She could go back. Could turn around right now and run to him—

Stop.

She forced her feet forward, away from the temple, away from him. Her vision blurred with tears she didn’t remember starting to cry. The stone path gave way to soil, cold and damp between her toes. She stumbled through the vegetable garden, her robes catching on plants.

A sharp stone bit into her heel and she welcomed the pain. Yes. That was good. Pain was clarity. Pain was real. Pain could burn away the terrible warmth still pulsing through her core.

She sought out more stones, deliberately stepping on them. Each small hurt was a point of focus, something concrete to hold onto when everything else felt like it was dissolving.

But it wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough to quiet the chaos in her mind.

Her hands found the hem of her robes. She shouldn’t. She couldn’t. But she had to be punished, didn’t she? The vessel had failed. The sacred body had betrayed its purpose.

Imelia stripped the robes off with jerky, violent movements, practically tearing them away. The fabric caught on her shoulders, tangled in her hair, and she yanked it free with a sound that was half sob, half snarl.

She stood naked in the moonlight, every inch of skin exposed to the cold night air. Goosebumps rose along her arms. Her nipples hardened from the chill, and the sensation made her want to scream because it reminded her of how they’d felt under Kevin’s touch, how they’d tightened and ached when he—

Her hands moved before conscious thought could stop them. She pinched her upper arm, hard enough to leave marks.

The pain flared bright and immediate.

“Stupid,” she whispered. Her voice sounded wrong, raw and broken. “Stupid flesh. Stupid worldly needs.”

She pinched again, her thigh this time. Then her other arm. Her fingers found every soft place on her body and punished it. Each mark was an attempt to drive out the desire still burning inside her like unholy fire.

But it didn’t work. The pain somehow made her more aware of her body, not less. More conscious of her skin, her nerve endings, the heat pooling low in her belly that hadn’t fully dissipated even now.

She could still feel the wetness on her inner thighs. Proof of what she’d done. What she’d wanted. What she’d begged for.

The sound that tore from her throat was inhuman.

Her knees gave out and she fell forward, catching herself with her hands in the damp soil. The cold earth clung to her palms, her knees. She assumed the prayer position automatically, muscle memory from decades of devotion. Hands clasped, head bowed, eyes closed tight enough to see stars behind her eyelids.

“Divine guide me.” The words came out broken, barely a whisper. “Please. I am lost. I have strayed. Show me the path back to—”

Nothing.

Silence pressed in from all sides, heavy and complete.

She tried again, squeezing her clasped hands tighter. “Blessed light, I am your vessel. I am your instrument. I serve only—”

Nothing.

Imelia’s eyes flew open. She stared at the dirt beneath her, not really seeing it. In that sacred space in her mind where the divine voice had lived for twenty years, where guidance had flowed like a constant stream since she was five years old, there was only emptiness.

Not quiet. Not distant.

Gone.

“No.” She shook her head frantically. “No, no, no. Please. I need—”

But there was no one listening. She was alone inside her own head for the first time in her adult life, and the silence was deafening.

Panic crashed over her in waves. This wasn’t shame anymore. This was existential terror, the kind that made her fingers dig into the soil until dirt wedged under her fingernails. She was nothing without the divine. She was no one without her purpose. The prophecy was her identity, her reason for existing, the foundation of every thought she’d ever had.

What was High Priestess Imelia Therel without divine guidance?

Just... Imelia.

Just a woman.

A woman kneeling naked in the dirt, covered in self-inflicted marks, her thighs still sticky with evidence of her sin.

She doubled over, pressing her forehead into the cold earth. The position was one of ultimate supplication, the deepest form of prayer taught to the highest-ranking priests. If anything could reach the divine, surely this—

Silence.

“This is a test,” she whispered into the dirt. “This is a test of my faith. You’re testing me. I understand. I can pass this. I can be worthy again.”

But the words felt hollow even as she spoke them. Because deep down, in a place she’d never had to examine before, she knew the truth.

The divine hadn’t abandoned her.

She had abandoned the divine.

By wanting Kevin—not as the prophesied hero, not as the sacred vessel of salvation, but as a man. By craving his touch on her skin. By watching him with Daphyse and feeling not holy indignation but jealous hunger. By begging him to touch her, to make her feel, to give her what he’d given the princess.

She’d chosen worldly pleasure over spiritual purity.

And now she was paying the price.

Imelia sat back on her heels, lifting her head to look at the moon. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. She’d never had to think for herself before. Every decision, every choice, every moment of her life had been filtered through one simple question: What does the divine will?

Now there was just...her.

And she didn’t know who “her” was.

The person kneeling in this garden wasn’t the High Priestess. Wasn’t the Blessed Gem Bearer. Wasn’t the sacred instrument of prophecy. That person would never have done what she’d done tonight. Would never have felt what she’d felt.

But she had felt it. Still felt it, if she was being honest. Her body hummed with residual pleasure even now, even through the shame and terror. The memory of Kevin’s hands on her skin made something clench deep inside her, made her thighs press together involuntarily.

She wanted him.

Not because the prophecy said she should. Not because divine will had ordained their union. She just...wanted him.

Wanted his hands on her again. Wanted his mouth on hers. Wanted to be the one in his bed, to feel what Daphyse had felt, to hear him say her name in that low, rough voice he’d used when he’d—

The want was a living thing inside her, sharp and vicious and utterly selfish. She’d never felt anything like it before. Emotions this raw, this personal, this hers.

And it terrified her as much as it thrilled her.

Because if she could want this, what else might she want? What other desires lurked inside her, waiting to betray her sacred purpose? How much of her devotion had been real, and how much had been programming?

The questions spiraled too fast, too chaotic. She couldn’t process them. Couldn’t organize her thoughts into neat theological frameworks. Her mind, trained for two decades to channel divine wisdom, was utterly unprepared for the task of simply being human.

A new thought crystallized through the chaos, sharp and clear as broken glass:

This was Daphyse’s fault.

Imelia went still. Yes. Yes, that made sense. The logic assembled itself with beautiful simplicity:

She had been pure before Daphyse arrived. Devoted. Certain. The divine voice had been strong and clear. But then the princess had come with her worldly beauty and her entitled arrogance, and she’d corrupted Kevin. Made him choose flesh over spirit. Made him see women as objects of desire rather than sacred vessels.

And Imelia had watched. Had seen them through that crack in the door. Had witnessed Daphyse’s pleasure, Kevin’s passion, the primal connection between them.

Daphyse had tempted her. Had shown her what she was missing. Had wanted this to happen.

This was an attack. A deliberate assault on the Blessed Gem itself. The princess wanted to weaken Imelia, wanted the prophecy to fail. Maybe she was working with Beegus. Maybe this was all a plot to—

The paranoia bloomed like poisonous flowers in her mind, beautiful and terrible. It felt right. Felt like purpose, like divine inspiration even though she knew the divine had abandoned her.

Or had it?

Maybe the divine was still there, just waiting for her to correct this mistake. Waiting for her to remove the source of corruption.

If Daphyse was removed, the rot was removed. Kevin would see clearly again. The divine voice would return. Everything would go back to how it should be.

Imelia stood slowly, soil clinging to her knees and palms. She bent to retrieve her robes, pulling them on with shaking hands. The fabric stuck to her damp skin. She didn’t bother brushing off the dirt.

Her mind was full of dark visions now. Daphyse’s face. That perfect, porcelain skin. Those entitled blue eyes. Maybe Imelia would just scar her. Mark that face so Kevin could see the ugliness beneath. Or maybe—

Maybe something more permanent.

Maybe the divine would return if the princess was simply...gone.

Sacred violence. Purifying violence. The kind justified by higher purpose. She’d never considered such a thing before, but it felt natural now. Right. Like a missing piece clicking into place.

“I will cut out the rot before it spreads,” she whispered to the night.

She started back toward the temple, her steps slow and deliberate.

It would be easy. A pillow over that smug face. Or perhaps she could use divine power, make it look like an accident. A blessing gone wrong. These things happened sometimes, when the divine will demanded sacrifice—

Imelia froze.

A voice. Kevin’s voice, coming from somewhere ahead in the darkness.

She hadn’t heard words, just the sound. But he didn’t sound happy. He sounded tense. Worried, maybe?

But why was he outside? Had he followed her? And who was he talking to?

She moved forward silently, her bare feet making no sound on the path. Years of ritual processions had taught her to walk without disturbing even fallen leaves. She flowed through the shadows like water, following the sound of his voice.

As she drew closer, she heard another voice responding to Kevin. Not Daphyse’s aristocratic tones. Not Trish’s rough warrior accent.

Something else. Someone else. A voice that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

Imelia pressed herself against the wall at the corner of the building and carefully, carefully peered around the edge.

What she saw drove every other thought from her mind.


Chapter thirty-three
The Devil You Don’t Know


Following Imelia wasn’t hard. The simple layout of the temple meant there weren’t a lot of directions she could go. After a few moments walking down the hall she’d fled down, I was out in the main meeting hall, where one of the doors to the outside stood open.

She’d proposed a walk in nature earlier, in order to meditate and get in touch with some spiritual stuff. The details hadn’t stuck in my memory. But it sounded like the sort of thing she might try to use as an escape from her religious guilt.

I didn’t see Imelia anywhere when I stepped outside the temple, just shadows and stairs. My bare feet hit the cold stone, and I realized I was still only wearing my sleep pants. Not exactly the outfit for chasing someone through the night, but I didn’t have time to get dressed. It was a warm night anyway.

“Imelia?” I called softly, not wanting to wake up anyone else or cause a big scene. “Come on, we need to talk.”

No answer. I headed down the stairs and looked around the bushes there. Nothing. The carriage we’d arrived in was still parked at the end of the road, so I jogged over and looked inside. Empty. She hadn’t tried to hide in there.

Where the hell had she gone?

I picked my way around the side of the temple. There was a pretty robust vegetable garden here, with rows of tomatoes, onions, and basil. The low-growing plants didn’t leave anywhere to hide, so I was about to turn to check the other side of the temple. But something made me pause at the wall, scanning the darkness.

There. In the darkness at the far end of the garden. A flash of something moving around the back corner of the building. A dark shape. Imelia?

I climbed over the garden wall and started after her, the soil wet and cold under my feet. Each step sent little shocks of discomfort up my legs, but I kept going. I just had to catch up to her. If I could just talk her down from this, we could at least go back inside and discuss it without mulch squishing between my toes.

“Imelia, wait up!” I called, louder now that I was away from the side of the temple with the sleeping quarters. “Just listen to me.”

The path out of the garden finally got my feet off the soil, and took me around the back of the building. The path split, with one leading back toward the doors of the temple kitchens. That door was closed, so I instead looked to the other path, leading off and away from the temple, lined with scraggly trees that cast weird shadows in the moonlight. I took off in that direction, expecting to see her white robes ahead of me shortly, but the road stretched empty into the darkness.

That’s when I heard the voice.

“Kevin Matthew Brown.”

I spun around, my heart jumping into my throat. Standing in the middle of the road behind me, blocking the way back to the temple, was Beegus the Destroyer. The black metal of her suit seemed to absorb the moonlight, making her look like a hole cut out of the night itself. Frost spread across the cobblestones around her feet.

“Shit,” I muttered, backing up a step. I cleared my throat, trying to project confidence. I wasn’t sure if I was succeeding, because being out here in my underpants was not necessarily the most comfortable way to confront a demon. “Nice night, huh?”

“It is now.” Her voice had that supernatural amplification again, but quieter than before. More conversational. “I’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this. You, alone and vulnerable, away from your precious gem bearers. Only a nice night like this could deliver such an opportunity.”

I glanced around, looking for any sign of Imelia, but saw nothing. She’d gotten farther ahead of me than I thought. Or she’d gone a different direction than I’d followed. Either way, I was on my own now.

“So what are you doing out here tonight?” I tried to keep my voice steady, like having a conversation with a woman wearing an eight-foot armored nightmare mech suit was totally normal. “I don’t suppose you’re here to surrender?”

“A terrible guess, hero,” she took a step forward, and I could feel the air growing colder as she approached. I was going to freeze my damn nipples off if she got too close. “You can do better.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” I said, standing my ground. “I guess you’re here to drag me off to be tortured.”

Beegus tilted her helmet, and I could swear I heard amusement in her voice. “Nothing so crude. I came to talk.”

I crossed my arms, trying not to shiver. “Right. Because that’s what people in terrifying armor usually want to do.”

“You saw through my armor yesterday. You know what I really am underneath all this.” She gestured at her imposing form. “Just a woman. Someone who understands what it’s like to have impossible expectations placed on your shoulders.”

I thought about the glimpse I’d gotten when the gem’s combined power had cracked her armor. A girl who was not eight feet tall, wearing a snappy uniform, with dark hair and red eyes. She’d looked scared when her armor had exposed her, but more afraid of the threat of failure than the threat to her life.

“So why the armor now, if you’re not here to fight? Why not just show up as yourself?”

“Because I’m here to secure cooperation, not pity. Surface dwellers respond best to power. Fear. Authority.” She took a step closer, and I fought the urge to back away as the air grew colder and colder. “But you’re different, aren’t you? You see past the surface.”

This was going nowhere fast. “If you want to talk, then talk. What do you want, Beegus?”

“To offer you a choice.” Her voice dropped, losing some of that supernatural echo. “You’ve been trying to unite three people who fundamentally hate each other. How’s that working out for you?”

I thought about the constant fighting, the way they’d rather destroy the temple than admit the others had value. How the only time they had a moment of peace was when I was giving them all physical affection. “It’s going great, actually.”

“Not much of a liar, are you?” She laughed, and the sound was genuinely amused rather than threatening. “Let me tell you what I see. I see a human princess who thinks her bloodline makes her superior to everyone else. She’ll never truly accept the catgirl or the elf as equals because her entire identity is built on being above them. That’s what humans do. They create hierarchies and convince themselves they belong at the top.”

I tried to dispute it, but couldn’t really come up with anything. She was right. Daphyse had called the others pretenders, had dismissed their claims even after seeing their power work together. Even now, she saw her relationship to me as the inevitable endgame, with me as her royal consort and the others nowhere to be seen.

“Then there’s your warrior,” Beegus continued. “Catpeople respect strength above all else. She’ll never follow anyone she sees as weaker, and she’ll never trust anyone who won’t prove themselves through combat. She thinks the princess is soft and the elf is useless because neither of them earned their power through blood and pain.”

I remembered Trish’s dismissive comments about inherited power, her insistence that only strength mattered. It was one of her core values, and the central reason she was so attracted to me. She recognized me as someone who had a rough life, in a way that neither Daphyse nor Imelia had ever experienced.

“And the elf.” Beegus’s voice turned almost pitying. “Raised from childhood to believe she’s divinely chosen, head filled by an obsession with spiritually superiority. She’ll never see the others as anything but obstacles to her sacred destiny. That’s what elves do; they wrap their arrogance in religious language and call it holy.”

I couldn’t dispute that, either. I wasn’t happy with how the High Priest had prepared Imelia for her duty here, but it was almost worse that their myopic view of the prophecy had set me up for failure with her as well. And her obsession with me was derived from some unavoidable destiny that didn’t have room for unexpected guests.

Beegus was three for three. Not one untrue word.

I’d seen all of those attitudes, fought against them to convince each woman that the others had value. But every time I made progress with one, the other two slipped back into their old patterns.

“You’re trying to force cooperation between people whose entire cultures are built on believing they’re better than everyone else,” Beegus said. “It’s not their fault. It’s just who they are. Humans, catpeople, elves. They’ve been enemies for centuries because they can’t see each other as equals.”

“So what’s your solution?” I asked, though part of me already knew where this was going.

“Join me.” She spread her arms wide, the gesture somehow managing to look welcoming despite the intimidating armor and the way the gesture dropped the temperature by another five degrees. “Try your hand on the winning team for a change. I don’t need you to fix me or change me or unite me with people I hate. I just need you to get out of my way so that I can make this world a better place.”

“By conquering the world.”

“No. By bringing order to chaos. By ending centuries of pointless squabbling between kingdoms that refuse to cooperate.” Her voice grew more passionate. “You’ve seen how they live up here. Isolated, suspicious, wasting their potential on petty grudges. The only way they can experience unity is by force. Let me give that to them.” She reached out a hand to me, and in that gesture, I could see the woman beneath the armor. Dreaming of a better world even if she had to wade through an ocean of blood to get it. “Help me give that to them.”

I stared at her, trying to process what she was offering. Partnership instead of servitude. Recognition instead of being treated like a tool for someone else’s destiny. Forcing unity instead of repeatedly failing to negotiate it. And with someone else at the wheel. It wouldn’t fall to me to talk three incompatible people into working together.

“Why try to make a deal then?” I asked. “Your whole proposal doesn’t make sense. If cooperation is impossible, you should be able to steamroll us when the planetary alignment comes. And if cooperation is possible and we can stop you, then your whole justification for conquest is wrong. So why try to talk this out? Why come to me like this?”

“Because you understand struggle. You know what it’s like to be underestimated, to have people write you off because of where you come from.” Her voice softened. “I’ve studied the prophecy, Kevin. I’ve read about your life as much as they have. You know what it’s like to be alone in a world that gives you nothing and vilifies even the smallest disobedience.”

I physically flinched at that. She was right. I did know what it was like to be dismissed, to have people assume I was worthless because of my background. To be looked down and neglected by a society that thought I was a lost cause because of one slip-up that spiraled my whole life into the toilet.

“I’m offering you respect,” she said. “Partnership. A chance to build something better instead of trying to fix something that’s been broken for centuries. You’re right; I don’t need you. But I want you. You don’t have to choose between three women who see you as a means to an end. You can choose the one person who sees you as an equal.”

For a moment, I actually considered it.

It was draining. The constant fighting, the way each gem bearer kept circling back to insisting she was the only real one, the impossible task of using three incompatible “happily ever after’s” at the only motivation they’d accept for saving this world… And all to save a world I didn’t have the full picture of.

Maybe Beegus was right. Maybe I was wasting my time trying to fix something that was broken in ways too deep for me to even understand.

But then I thought about Daphyse’s genuine smile when she’d shown me around the artisan quarter. Trish’s fierce protectiveness when she’d thrown herself at Beegus to save me. Imelia’s shy vulnerability when she’d admitted she wanted something for herself.

“They’re not just their cultures,” I said. “They’re individuals. People. And people can change.”

“Can they? Because from where I’m standing, they’re exactly what their societies made them. Arrogant, violent, and fanatical. How many times do they have to prove that before you accept it? How many times do they have to fail to change before you recognize it’s not going to happen?”

Before I could answer, a blazing column of green light erupted from the trees beside the path. Imelia stepped out of the shadows, her robes billowing around her. Her eyes burned with fury, and the air around her crackled with power.

“Release him,” she commanded, her voice carrying an authority I’d never heard from her before. “Release him now, or face the wrath of divine justice.”

Beegus turned toward her, and I could feel the temperature drop another ten degrees. “Ah, the little priestess. Come to save your precious hero?”

“I have come to defend what is sacred,” Imelia replied, her hands beginning to glow with that green energy. “You will not corrupt him with your lies.”

“Corrupt him?” Beegus laughed. “I’m offering him truth. Freedom from the impossible task you’ve burdened him with. Freedom from trying to unite people who will never accept each other.”

“We will accept each other,” Imelia said, though I could hear the doubt in her tone. “We are united in purpose, when that purpose is protecting Kevin from you.”

“Very convincing.” Beegus gestured at me. “You have him out here alone in his underpants, chasing after you because you’re just so unified?”

Imelia’s glow flickered, doubt growing by the moment. But then she looked at me, standing there in my sleep pants, vulnerable and exposed, and her fury returned full force.

“Because we are learning,” she said. “Because growth requires struggle. I know Kevin will guide us through it. And so I won’t let you take him.”

The green energy around her intensified, and Beegus actually took a step back.

“Interesting,” the armored figure said, though I could tell she was trying to put up a brave front. After getting blasted in our last encounter, she’d learned she wasn’t invincible. “Perhaps there’s more to you than I thought, little priestess. But this changes nothing. The hero will come to me eventually, when he realizes the futility of his task. Or he will be crushed under my heel when I step over him to take your power from you.”

“He will not,” Imelia said firmly. “Because he’s too strong to let you win.”

Beegus was quiet for a moment, studying Imelia’s blazing form. Then she nodded slowly. “Maybe. Maybe not. But know this: when your unity fails, when your precious cooperation crumbles under the pressure of who you really are, I’ll be waiting. And next time, the aligned planets will let me take what I want.”

The ground beneath her feet began to break apart as she opened one of her tunnels.

“One day, Kevin. That’s all you have left. Make it count.”

She dropped through the opening, disappearing into the earth. The cracks sealed themselves behind her, leaving only scorched cobblestones to mark where she’d stood.

The moment Beegus was gone, Imelia’s divine fury collapsed. The green light faded and she crumpled to her knees on the road. Tears streamed down her face as all the shame and fear and overwhelming pressure of the last few minutes hit her at once.

I rushed to her side, dropping down beside her on the cold stones. “Hey, it’s okay. She’s gone. You did it.”

“I was so scared,” she sobbed, her whole body shaking. “When I saw her with you, I thought... I thought I was going to lose you. And after what we did, after how I ran away... I thought you’d choose her because I’m too weak, too broken...”

“You’re not weak,” I said, pulling her into my arms. She melted against me like a chocolate bar in July. “You just faced down the most dangerous person on this continent to protect me. That’s the opposite of weak.”

She clung to me, her tears falling onto my bare chest. “I heard what she said. About us never being able to work together. About how we’re just what our cultures made us. What if she’s right? What if we really can’t change?”

I held her tighter, feeling the cold night air bite at my skin. Beegus’s words still echoed in my head. How accurately she’d read all three of the Gem Bearers and outlined the obstacles they’d put before me. But looking down at Imelia, seeing how she’d overcome her own shame and fear to save me, I knew the demon was wrong about one thing.

People could change. They could grow beyond what their societies expected of them.

The question was whether we had enough time to prove it.


Chapter thirty-four
Absolution


Holding Imelia like this was strangely pleasant. Yeah, I was out here in the cold in my undergarments, and she was crying. But the way she clung to me for support, for reassurance, for comfort made it clear that I was important to her. Sure, from my perspective, I was just some guy from Akron, Ohio, but to her I was a hero. Maybe I could navigate us through this, if I just said the right things at the right time.

“I’m sorry,” I said, stroking her hair. “I shouldn’t have put you in that position. Following you out here was dumb. I just didn’t want you to be alone while you’re working through things.”

She pulled back, her eyes wide with tears dampening her cheeks. “No. No, you shouldn’t apologize. I should be the one saying sorry.” Her hands came up to frame my face, her touch gentle but desperate. “I’m the one who ran from you. I led you into danger. You needed me to be strong, and I failed. We needed to stay together. It’s our destiny, and I fled from it.”

“Imelia—”

“Please, let me finish.” She took a shaky breath. “I’ve spent my whole life being told that my purpose was to serve the prophesied hero. To be the pure and selfless priestess you needed me to be. And now that you’re here... I’m falling apart. I’m failing you. Because of my…desires.”

Her hands slipped down to grasp mine, and the gesture felt unique. It was devotional, like she was grasping prayer beads instead of my fingers.

“I understand now,” she said at last. “About the arrangement. About sharing you with the others. After what Beegus said, it all makes sense now. The prophecy must require all three gems, or she wouldn’t be gloating about our infighting. You need all three of us. I must accept that, or the world is doomed.”

I squeezed her hand, nodding. “It sounds like this isn’t easy for you.”

“It isn’t.” A small smile touched her lips. “But watching you with Princess Daphyse... S-seeing how you cared for her, how gentle you were... I realized something. There is a desire I need to be free of. It isn’t my desire to be by your side. Or how badly I wanted what we did in the hallway. Those desires are pure. They are right. But the desire to separate you from the others, to destroy them and have you to myself. That’s what’s wrong. I finally truly understand the prophecy. The parts that were unclear to me.”

“Right, the Dynasty’s version of the prophecy,” I said, nodding along. I was elated to finally be making progress here. “The High Priest didn’t get into it with me. But you’ve studied it, right?”

She looked down at our joined hands, her cheeks flushing. “Of course. And there were passages that I may have… Misinterpreted before. But I see them with clarity now.”

“What did those passages say?”

Her voice took on that formal tone. “‘The Gem Bearer shall become a vessel for the hero’s power, and she shall open to him as the flower does for the bee, and he shall work in her, in and again.’” A flush spread across her face.

“Good prophecy,” I said, unsure what else to say.

“My personal desires aren’t unholy. They aren’t selfish. In fact, they are the divine will.” Her grip on my hands tightened. “I want that with you, Kevin. Not because the prophecy demands it, but because I want it. The only unholy and selfish part of that desire is my unwillingness to share you. To accept the world as it is and give you the support you need to save us all.”

I looked at her kneeling there in her white robes, flowers popping into existence among her brown hair, eyes bright with the clarity of absolute faith. The exhaustion was catching up to me, this constant emotional and physical demand of trying to manage three women who each needed something different from me. They each saw me as the solution to their problems, and each constantly looked for opportunities to remove the others with violence. Finally having one of them absorbing what needed to be done into her pre-existing worldview was almost enough of a relief that I could pass out on the spot.

Looking at Imelia, seeing the vulnerable need in her expression mixed with that spiritual intensity that made everything she did seem like her sacred duty... I found myself genuinely attracted to her in a way that ran deeper physical desire. She was pushing past her need to possess me or control me or fit me into some predetermined role.

Imelia just wanted to connect. She just needed acceptance.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m so glad to hear you say that.”

Her smile was radiant. She leaned forward and kissed me, soft and sweet at first, then deeper, casting off her inhibitions and leaning in. My hands found her waist, pulling her closer, and she made a small sound of pleasure against my lips. Her body pressed against mine, warm and yielding, and I could feel her heart beating fast.

The kiss grew more heated. Her hands slipped under my arms to grip my back, her nails digging in slightly. I moved my lips down over her, traced the line of her neck with my lips, tasting the salt of her tears, breathing in the floral scent that always surrounded her. She arched against me with a gasp, and I could feel the soft curves of her body through the thin fabric of her robes. Her exploring hands traced my muscles, reveling in the sensation of bare skin under her fingertips.

But then she pulled back suddenly, her cheeks flushed and her breathing quick. “Wait. I... We shouldn’t. Not here. Not like this.”

“What’s wrong?”

She looked around at the road, the scattered stones, the darkness surrounding us. “This isn’t proper. I need to…prepare myself. To purify myself before we...” She bit her lip. “I’m sorry, I know it sounds silly, but I need to be clean. Fresh. Worthy of what you’re offering me.”

I understood. After everything that had happened tonight—the fight with Beegus, the emotional breakdown, the tears and fear—she needed to feel like herself again before we went further.

“That doesn’t sound silly at all,” I said. “Actually, I could use a wash too. It’s been a long night, and I’m probably not smelling my best after chasing you around in my underwear.”

Her eyes lit up. “You’d join me? In the cleansing ritual?”

“If you want me to.” I stood up and offered her my hand. “We could both use a chance to wash away all the stress and conflict from today. Start fresh as partners.”

She took my hand and let me help her to her feet. “Yes. Yes, I’d like that very much.” Her smile was shy but eager. “The temple has private bathing chambers. We could... We could cleanse each other.”

“Lead the way.”

We walked back toward the temple together, her hand in mine. The building looked peaceful in the moonlight, its mismatched architecture somehow comforting after the chaos of the evening. Imelia led me around to a side entrance on the far side from the garden. I wondered how she’d known they were here, but this definitely didn’t feel like the time for questions.

“The private baths are this way,” she said, opening the door quietly. “At this hour, we’ll certainly have complete privacy for…our cleansing ritual.”

Imelia moved with confidence through the passages, either clearly familiar with this part of the temple or just being really good at faking it. Had she been here before? I found myself watching the way her hips swayed as she walked, the way the glowing flowers in her hair caught the light.

“Here,” she said, stopping at an ornate door carved with flowing designs that reminded me of the Dynasty’s construction style. “This is the largest chamber. It has a pool fed by a natural hot springs that a Dynasty priest called up here five hundred years ago to serve our emissaries here for centuries.”

Ah. Well that explained the familiarity.

She opened the door to reveal a room that took my breath away. The bathing chamber an oblong room constructed from stone blocks, with a sunken pool in the center that steamed gently in the cool air. The walls were covered in intricate mosaics depicting scenes of nature, great tree trunks and blooming gardens. Clearly intended to make residents of the Dynasty feel at home even so far from their forest.

Soft light came from stones embedded in the ceiling, casting everything in a warm, golden glow.

“This is incredible.”

“The Dynasty believes that cleansing the body is inseparable from cleansing the spirit. It’s why they built this chamber, so that after travelling here for peace summits and other official business, our emissaries could cleanse themselves of the hardship of their travels.” Imelia moved to a cabinet along one wall, pulling out a pair of fluffy towels and a collection of bottles of what looked like oils and soaps. “Every detail is designed to promote peace, renewal, and spiritual purity.”

I nodded along, still taking in the details here. There was a faint trickling sound that made me think there was some kind of pump and filter at work to keep the pool fresh and clean. The amount of work that went into building this place, decorating it, and keeping it maintained was growing more impressive by the moment. It was a feat of engineering that outpaced almost everything else I’d seen in this world so far.

She set the supplies beside the steaming pool, then turned to face me. Her cheeks were pink, but her eyes held steady. “Are you ready?”

I felt my face flush, suddenly feeling a little underdressed, even though we were probably about to undress entirely. This wasn’t just a display of physical intimacy, but of emotional vulnerability and spiritual connection. She placed enormous trust in me to share something this sacred to her.

“I’m ready,” I said.

She smiled and began to untie the sash of her robes, her touch slow and deliberate. “Then let us begin.”


Chapter thirty-five
Sacred Waters


Her robe parted, revealing the pale skin underneath. I could have watched her do that in slow motion for every. Imelia shrugged the garment off her shoulders, letting it slide down her arms and pool at her feet. She stood there naked, her body slim and graceful, with small breasts and a narrow waist that flared into her wider hips. Her skin looked smooth in the golden light from overhead, and a faint flush colored her cheeks as she met my eyes.

I realized I was just standing there staring. She motioned to me and I and quickly pulled down my sleep shorts, kicking them aside. It felt much less elegant.

The air in the chamber was warm from the steam rising off the pool, but I still felt exposed standing there with nothing on. Imelia’s gaze dropped to my body, lingering for a second before she looked away, her flush deepening.

“The water is ready for us,” she said, stepping toward the pool. She dipped one foot in, testing it, then lowered herself down the shallow steps until she was waist-deep. The steam swirled around her as she turned back to me. “Join me.”

I followed her in. The water was hot, almost too hot at first, but it eased the chill from being outside. I sank in up to my chest, feeling the heat soak into my muscles. Imelia moved closer, picking up one of the bottles from the edge. She poured some oil into her palm and rubbed her hands together.

“We start with cleaning,” she said. Her voice carried that formal note, like she was leading a ritual. “To wash away the impurities of the day.”

I nodded. “Sounds good. You first?”

She shook her head. “No. You are the hero. I will cleanse you.”

Imelia reached out and touched my shoulder. Her oily hands slid over my skin. It smelled like herbs, fresh and clean. She started with my shoulders and neck, working the oil into my skin with slow, expert circles. Her palms were warm and sure, every touch both careful and intimate. I closed my eyes for a moment, letting myself be in the moment, letting her take care of me. I’d never had anyone wash me before, at least not since I was a kid.

Imelia moved down my arms, her fingers wrapping around my biceps and then sliding down to my forearms, working the tension out of each muscle. Her body pressed close, her breasts brushing my chest as she leaned in, and her hair tickled my shoulder when she bent to reach my hands. I was already half-hard, but I felt myself stirring more, lighting me up from inside.

I tried to focus on her, the kindness in her touch, but my mind kept wandering, kept getting stuck on the way her body moved in the water.

After my arms, she moved to my chest. She started back up at my collarbones, fingers tracing the lines of muscle and bone before moving lower, splaying her hands flat over my pecs and then sliding down over my torso. She was methodical, like she was reciting a prayer with her hands.

I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was biting her lip, her cheeks pink, but she didn’t shy away from my gaze. If I wasn’t hard before, I was now. It was the way she looked at me, like she was seeing more than just my body. Reverence and hunger. Pure need.

She worked her way down to my abs. I wasn’t cut, but she didn’t mind. Her hair brushed my thigh as she knelt lower, hands gliding down my stomach toward my hips. Her gaze, brave now, followed the motion of her hands.

Imelia didn’t go for my cock right away, though the tension was thick enough to cut with a knife; instead, she circled the base of my hips, kneading the muscles there like she was trying to work a curse out of me. Then she moved forward, breasts sliding up my legs. Her fingers slid over my ass, squeezing, testing the way the flesh yielded under her touch.

It was clear she was taking her time, working up to it. A kind of religious foreplay.

“My turn?” I asked, voice rough. The urge to reach out and take her right then was almost overwhelming, but I held back, letting her have the lead she clearly wanted.

She shook her head again, wet hair scattering droplets against my chest. “Not yet.” It came out as a whisper, like she was confessing a secret. She poured more oil into her hands and let them float below the surface, reaching forward. This time one hand circled my cock and the other cupped my balls. The sensation was electric. Her hands were slick and yet she gripped me tight. She stroked me with both hands in unison, slow and deliberate, eyes never leaving mine.

“You’re being very thorough,” I said, forcing a grin, but my voice cracked with need. I could barely keep my hands to myself.

“The cleansing must be complete,” she murmured, working me in slow, steady motions. “The hero’s vessel has to be honored.” Her thumb swept over the tip, and even underwater, I felt my whole body shudder. I bit back a groan. Her movements weren’t just erotic, they were reverent. Slow, lingering, almost worshipful. It was like she thought every inch of me deserved her full attention. Even with half my body below the waterline, I felt exposed and sacred at the same time.

She watched my face, gauging my every reaction. Her grip firmed, her strokes faster, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I reached out and caught her by the waist, pulling her into my lap. The move wasn’t gentle, but she gasped and pressed into me, her legs straddling mine underwater, body flush to mine from chest to groin. My cock throbbed between us, and there was no hiding it.

“You’re not supposed to distract the priestess during ritual,” she murmured, but she nuzzled into the crook of my neck, her lips grazing my jaw.

“Sorry,” I said, grinning. “But you’re making it impossible not to.”

She didn’t protest when I ran my hands up her back and into her hair. I gathered the wet, flower-laced length in one hand and kissed her, hungry and possessive. Her body responded instantly. Her nipples hardened against my chest, her hands found my shoulders, then my face, fingers kneading like she needed to memorize the shape of me.

She pressed her hips forward. I felt the slick heat of her pussy grind against my length, just once, then twice. I was throbbing and she was already so wet against me that I could feel it even in the water. Her brow knit with something like pain, but she didn’t stop grinding. I wanted her more than I’d wanted air in the last minute, so I broke the kiss, held her face in both hands, and looked her straight in the eyes.

“Do you want this?” My voice was hoarse.

She nodded, and for a second, I thought she’d dissolve into some kind of priestly apology. But then her eyes blazed, and she said, “Yes. I want to be purified with you. Let me... Let me take you inside me.”

I angled my hips, sliding up into her.

But her hands splayed on my chest and she gasped. “I am not worthy of t-this. A vessel should never... I am not above the hero.”

“Yeah, but it’s hot to watch you come undone above me.”

Imelia let out a breath. “I beg you. Another way. At least... This time.”

It wasn’t like I could perform missionary in the water, and I did want to watch her face when she came. At least now, this time, when she wouldn’t run from me immediately. So I reversed us, guiding Imelia so her back pressed to the stone pool wall. The heat of the water made her skin slick and rosy, and I lined myself up with her, letting the length of my cock slide up and down her slit without entering, teasing her, setting both of us on edge.

Imelia braced herself with both hands behind her, arching her chest out so her breasts floated barely above the water. I bent to take one nipple in my mouth, swirling my tongue slowly, relishing the taste of her. She moaned, her head falling back. Her legs, strong for someone who seemed so frail, locked around my waist and pulled me in close. Every time I rocked forward, the head of my cock crushed against her clit. She whimpered, nails digging into my shoulders.

I reached between us and slid a finger inside her once more. She almost screamed, the sound sharp against the stone, ecstatic. She was already so tight, so impossibly wet, that I had to fight the urge to just rail her right then and there. Instead, I worked her with my finger, thumb circling her clit with slow, patient pressure. Her hands clapped over her mouth, stifling another cry, and then she was losing it. Spasming around my fingers, hips jerking, all the tension that had coiled in her finally breaking loose.

“Divine,” she whispered, “hear me. Forgive me. This vessel is weak. The hero, oh the hero is so good…” Her head rolled back as her hips started moving. Fucking my hand like she couldn’t wait for another. “Corrupt me, hero. Sanctify me, dirty me, I don’t care. Just don’t stop—”

She convulsed again, gripping my wrist with both hands, riding out a blinding, primal orgasm. Her nails left indentations, but she wasn’t in her body at that moment, not really. Her thighs quaked against my hips. I slowed my hand, letting her enjoy the feeling.

And then, when she opened her eyes, I saw nothing but raw, unfiltered devotion.

She reached for me, lips seeking mine, and I gave her everything. My lips, my teeth, my breath, and during it, my cock. I slid my hand away and replaced it with what she craved.

Imelia was impossibly tight. Even after coming twice, her pussy was like a vice. But it felt so good, like velvet and fire and a need that went so far past rational it circled back around to sacred. She clung to me as I entered her, hands digging into my shoulders hard enough that I wouldn’t have been surprised to see blood. The way she moaned, the way she writhed…there was nothing priestly about it, and yet it was the holiest thing I’d ever seen.

I braced a hand against the wall behind her for leverage and drove into her, slow at first but building as her body urged me on. Every thrust had her gasping my name. Sometimes in a whisper, sometimes a strangled cry. She wanted this, needed it, not as a duty or prophecy but as an answer to a craving she hadn’t known before now.

“Kevin,” she gasped, “it’s—oh, Divine—never stop, just—never—” Her voice broke, and she buried her face in my neck. My hips snapped faster, urged on by her. The slick pressure was pushing me closer to the edge than I wanted to admit.

She shook, her whole body tensing, and then she shattered. Her pussy clamped down so hard around my cock that it took everything I had not to lose it right there. She screamed my name into my skin, not once but again and again like it was a mantra.

I pumped, thrust, determined to not let go. But I wasn’t some legendary hero. Only a man. My balls drew up so tight I thought I might pass out. I buried my face in Imelia’s hair, breathing her in, tasting the steam off her skin. And then with a ragged groan I emptied myself inside her, not caring that we were in a sacred bath or that I was supposed to be some chosen hero. The only thing I cared about was her, the way her body milked every last drop out of me like it was what she’d been made for.

We collapsed together, Imelia’s arms cradling the back of my neck as she slumped against me, boneless and shivering. I held her, letting us enjoy the moment for what felt like forever. Somewhere in the background, the gentle trickle of water from the pool filter marked the slow return to reality.

Imelia was the first to move, pressing little kisses into my shoulder, her breath warm and shaky against my skin. “You are the only impurity I want left in me,” she whispered, which was the least priestly thing I’d heard all day.

I barked out a laugh, and she giggled against my neck, the rare sound tickling something deep in my chest.

Then she reached down between us, her fingers dipping inside herself. She gathered a little of our mingled slick on her fingertip and brought it up to her waiting tongue. The little pink muscle poked out and she licked the combined cum from her fingers, never breaking eye contact, daring me to react. It was filthy and so incredibly hot. My cock twitched between us, still sensitive, and she gave it a slow, appreciative squeeze.

“So good,” she said, giving an appreciative little hum. “I want more. Again.” Her eyes blazed. “How do you want me next? On my knees? Bent over?”

I was spent, my body heavy from the exertion and the earlier time with Daphyse. “Imelia... that was incredible, but I need a minute. Or ten.”

She pouted, but her eyes were bright. “But I want to worship you, hero. Feel you fill me everywhere. Bring me close to the divine.”

I pulled her close, kissing her forehead. “Later, I promise.”

“Do you think I am with child?”

The words—and almost child-like innocence of the question—caught me off guard and I sputtered a laugh. “I mean… I’ve heard of weirder things. But it usually takes more than once.”

Imelia cradled her belly. “I hope I am. The divine bless me with the hero’s child. I would make an excellent mother.”

We floated there as she talked about motherhood like it was a guaranteed thing. How she’d care for the pregnancy, what our life could look like after saving the world. It calmed her, shifting her focus from immediate need to future possibility.

I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about that. Being a father was something I’d wanted, but when I was on Earth it has seemed tremendously likely that I could ever get my life in order to take care of myself, let alone a kid. But I wasn’t on Earth anymore, was I? I didn’t have to worry about the effects of poverty on my child. Or of how my past failures would stunt their future opportunities.

This world could give me that dream life that always seemed too far out of reach to ever have.

I listened to Imelia lay out that perfect life, holding her, until her energy settled.

Eventually, we climbed out. She helped dry me off, her touches lingering on my skin, tracing muscles with her fingers. “You’re strong,” she said. “In body and spirit.”

I returned the favor, toweling her dry, taking my time with her hair and the curves of her body. She dressed me in a simple robe from the cabinet, then slipped back into her own clothes.

“We should sleep,” I said. “It’s late.”

She nodded. “Would you like to sleep my room? Since Daphyse is in yours.”

I considered it, but shook my head. That sounded dangerous. Imelia had accepted the need to share me into her worldview. She was fully on board with the harem as the only path to saving this world. Daphyse… I wasn’t so sure of her yet. “Actually, why don’t you come sleep with us? In my room. I don’t want Daphyse to wake up alone. It’ll be a tight fit in that bed, but we can make it work.”

She paused, then smiled. “Yes. That feels right. Starting our unity tonight.”

Hopefully Daph wouldn’t freak out in the morning to be even less alone than expected.


Chapter thirty-six
Showtime


I woke up a few hours later in a sandwich. Daphyse was curled against my left side again, her hair spilled across my shoulder. Imelia had pressed herself against my right side during the night, her hand resting on my stomach. Both women were breathing steadily, still asleep, and both were very much nude.

That thought should have excited me, but my body felt heavy with exhaustion. Tomorrow was the day. The cosmic alignment. A final confrontation with Beegus.

Sometime very soon, the clock was rolling over to 24 hours remaining. If it hadn’t already.

And I still had no fucking idea how to get these three women to actually work together.

Imelia stirred first, her eyes fluttering open to meet mine. A smile spread across her face as she remembered where she was. “Good morning, my beloved hero.”

Her hand started sliding lower on my stomach, heading south with obvious intent.

I caught her wrist gently.

“Morning, Imelia. Maybe we should—”

“Kevin?” Daphyse’s voice was groggy as she lifted her head from my chest. She blinked in confusion for a moment before focusing on Imelia pressed against my other side. “What is she doing here?”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop at the question. Daphyse sat up abruptly, drawing the blanket up with her to cover her breasts. It meant the blanket fell away from Imelia’s nudity, as well as revealed her hand dangerously close to my rapidly hardening cock.

Damnit man, not the time!

“How dare you!” She pointed an accusing finger at Imelia. “I came here for a respite from your nonsense, and you... You slithered into our bed like some kind of serpent!”

Imelia sat up as well, but only so she could press her breasts against my chest. “I was invited. Kevin asked me to join you both for the night. As part of our divine unity.”

“Divine unity?” Daphyse’s voice pitched higher. “You mean your twisted attempt to steal what belongs to me!”

“What is supposed to be shared can never be stolen,” Imelia said serenely.

I released Imelia’s hand so that I could put myself between them. The elf immediately took advantage of that and ran a finger up my length, but I slapped her away. “Okay, let’s all take a breath here. Daphyse, remember what we talked about yesterday? The harem arrangement? How we all need to work together? The prophecy?”

Daphyse’s eyes snapped to mine, hurt and anger warring in her expression. “I remember agreeing to tolerate their presence during the crisis. I don’t remember agreeing to share my bed with anyone but you! Especially not one of these pretenders!”

“She’s not a pretender, Daphyse.” I tried to keep my tone patient and even, despite the frustration welling up all over again. “You saw her magic work with yours against Beegus.”

“Coincidence. Nothing more.”

Imelia’s eyes darkened. “Princess, I understand your concern, but divine will has shown me that we must unite in all things. Kevin belongs to all of us, as we belong to him.”

“I belong to no one but Kevin,” Daphyse snapped. “And he belongs to me. This is destiny!”

I could see this spiraling out of control fast. “Daphyse, listen to me. Last night, after you went to sleep, Beegus found me. She tried to convince me to join her instead of trying to make this work with you three. And she did it by pointing out that you three refuse to cooperate.”

That got Daphyse’s attention. The anger in her eyes shifted to concern. “She said what? Why didn’t you wake me?”

“Because Imelia showed up and fought her off. Saved my life. She put herself at risk to protect me, just like you did at the palace. And she promised to work together with you and Trish.”

Daphyse looked between Imelia and me, her jaw working as she processed this. “She... saved you?”

“Divine power guided my actions,” Imelia said. “Just as it guides me to serve Kevin in all ways he requires.”

“Fine.” Daphyse crossed her arms, but some of the fire had gone out of her voice. “I suppose... if she truly helped protect you, then I can tolerate her presence. But this doesn’t change anything. I’m still your fiancé, Kevin. Your destined empress.”

“We’re all his partners,” Imelia said gently. “That’s what makes it work.”

Daphyse shot her a withering look. “For now.”

Great. Crisis averted, but barely. And we still had the small matter of saving the world to deal with.

I climbed out of bed and started getting dressed. Imelia watched me with barely contained hunger, even after I was safely tucked away in a pair of jeans. “Come on, both of you. We need to find Brother Thomas and figure out exactly what we’re supposed to do when this cosmic alignment hits.”

But it wasn’t that easy. We found him in the kitchens, dining on breakfast, while Trish cooked a meal for me. As soon as she saw Imelia and Daphyse behind me, everything devolved into arguments. She didn’t seem to actually care that I’d slept with either woman, but she did very much care that she wasn’t invited. There were a lot of demands for mating. Accusations were thrown around and at one point some literally arm pulling as they tried to yank me in different directions.

I watched them fight over me like I was the last slice of pizza, and something in my brain just... snapped.

Not in an angry way. More like when you’ve been trying to force a stubborn bolt and suddenly realize you’ve been turning it the wrong direction the whole time. These three couldn’t even stand in the same room without turning it into a territorial pissing match. But back home, when work crews couldn’t get their shit together, the foreman would make them do some stupid trust fall exercise or whatever until they figured out how to not kill each other.

Worth a shot, right? At this point, what did I have to lose?

“Okay, stop.” I pulled my arms free from Trish and Daphyse’s grip. “New plan. We’re doing something together. Right now. All of us.”

Brother Thomas looked up from his tea, eyebrows raised.

“We’re gonna bake a cake,” I said.

The arguing stopped. All three women stared at me like I’d just suggested we all strip naked and dance in the courtyard.

“A...cake?” Trish’s ears flattened against her head.

“Yeah. One recipe, one cake, four people working together without trying to murder each other. It’s a thing we do back home when people need to learn how to cooperate.” I grabbed the nearest bowl and held it up. “Thomas, you got a recipe around here somewhere?”

“I...suppose?” Brother Thomas set down his tea and crossed the room so he could start rummaging through a wooden box. “There’s a traditional honey cake that uses ingredients we have on hand...”

“Perfect. We’ll make that.” I looked at each woman in turn. “Simple rules: everybody contributes, nobody fights, we end up with something edible. Think you three can handle that?”

“Warriors don’t bake,” Trish muttered, but she was already rolling up her sleeves like she was preparing for a fight.

Daphyse crossed her arms. “I’ve overseen imperial banquets with fifty courses. I hardly think a simple cake will prove challenging.”

“All acts of creation reflect divine purpose,” Imelia said. “If this is what you require of us, beloved, then we shall serve.”

Brother Thomas produced a stained piece of parchment and handed it over. I scanned the recipe. It was basic stuff, nothing too complicated. Flour, honey, eggs, some kind of fruit juice.

“All right.” I set the recipe on the counter where everyone could see it. “Let’s do this.”

For about thirty seconds, it actually seemed like it might work.

Then Daphyse picked up the flour canister. “The imperial standard is three level cups, measured precisely—”

“We’re not making an imperial cake,” Trish interrupted, reaching past her to grab the honey. She stuck her finger directly into the jar and tasted it. “Needs more sweetness. And probably some kind of meat.”

“Meat? In a cake?” Daphyse jerked the flour away from Trish’s reaching hand. “Are you insane?”

I opened my mouth to redirect them back to the recipe, but Imelia had already moved to the oven and was building up the fire like she was preparing to smelt iron. The temperature in the kitchen spiked.

“Whoa, hey, that’s way too hot—”

“Purification requires intense heat,” Imelia said serenely, adding another log. “The oven must be cleansed of all spiritual corruption before—”

“The recipe says moderate heat!” I grabbed the recipe and waved it at her, but she was already lost in some kind of prayer-trance, stoking the flames higher.

Behind me, Daphyse had apparently decided to just make her own version of the cake, measuring ingredients with exacting precision into a bowl while completely ignoring the recipe I’d put on the counter. Trish had her own bowl going and was just...throwing shit in. Randomly. I watched her crack three eggs directly into the mix without even checking what she already had in there.

“Okay, wait, everyone stop—”

“Kevin, could you hand me the—” Daphyse started.

“Does this smell right to you?” Trish shoved her bowl under my nose. It smelled like raw eggs.

“Beloved, I require your spiritual guidance on the proper blessing for—”

“One at a time! We’re supposed to be making one cake, not three separate—”

“She put milk in it,” Daphyse said, pointing at Trish’s bowl with genuine horror. “The recipe doesn’t call for milk!”

“It was too thick,” Trish shot back.

“It was flour! You hadn’t added the wet ingredients yet!”

“Well it’s wet now, isn’t it?”

I turned to see Daphyse literally put her hand on Trish’s face and shove her backward. Trish’s ears flattened and she bared her teeth, still clutching her bowl with one hand while trying to grab the flour canister with the other.

“The spiritual imbalance is intensifying,” Imelia announced, throwing open the oven door. A wave of heat rolled out that made me take a step back. “I must increase the purification temperature to compensate for the conflict.”

“Do NOT make it hotter!” I yelled, but she’d already added more wood.

The kitchen had descended into complete chaos. Daphyse and Trish were now actively wrestling over the flour while trying not to spill their respective bowls. Imelia was chanting something at the oven. I tried to get between Daphyse and Trish before someone ended up wearing raw batter, but—

Too late.

Trish’s bowl tipped, splashing her questionable mixture across Daphyse’s pristine dress. There was a moment of perfect silence.

“You... You BEAST—”

And then it really went to shit.

Somehow, despite everything, we ended up with something in the oven. I’m still not entirely sure how. I think at some point I just grabbed all three bowls, dumped them into one pan, and shoved the whole mess into the inferno Imelia had created before anyone could stop me.

The result was...technically a cake.

“Well,” Brother Thomas said, poking at the charred lump with a knife. “It’s certainly...solid.”

The outside was black. Like, completely carbonized. When I scraped that off, the inside was a dense, incomprehensible mess that tasted like someone had tried to make bread, honey candy, and some kind of meat pie all at once, then given up halfway through each one.

“How did fennel seeds get in this?” I asked, staring at the cross-section.

All three women looked away.

I set down what might charitably be called a “cake” and took a deep breath. Okay. So that didn’t work. At all. But I couldn’t just give up after one failed attempt, right? The world was ending in less than twenty-four hours, and these three needed to figure out how to function in the same room without turning everything into a competition.

The problem with the cake was that they’d all been doing different tasks. Too much room for them to go off and do their own thing. I needed something where they had to actually depend on each other. Where one person couldn’t succeed without the others.

“Alright,” I said, brushing flour off my jeans. “That was... a start. But I’ve got another idea.”

“Another cake?” Trish asked, eyeing the charred lump with obvious distrust.

“No, something simpler. Back home, when people needed to learn to work together, they did these exercises. Trust falls, they called them.” I looked around the kitchen, trying to figure out where we could do this without someone cracking their skull open. “You fall backward and trust your team to catch you. Can’t get more straightforward than that.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Daphyse said, wiping batter off her sleeve with a disgusted expression.

“It’s perfectly safe if everyone does their job.” I headed for the door. “Come on, let’s find somewhere with more space. And maybe fewer flammable things.”

Brother Thomas had wandered off at some point during the cake disaster. Probably a smart move on his part. We found him in the temple’s main hall, and he managed to scrounge up some soft mats from somewhere while I explained what we were doing.

“So you simply...fall?” Imelia asked, studying the mats with concern. “And trust that others will prevent injury?”

“Yeah, that’s the whole point. You have to trust them.” I arranged the mats into a padded area. “I’ll show you how it works.”

I positioned myself in front of Trish, crossed my arms over my chest, and let myself fall backward. She caught me easily, those muscles making it look effortless.

“See? Simple. Safe. Just requires trusting your team.” I straightened up and gestured to the three of them. “Now you try. Daphyse, why don’t you go first, and—”

“I’ll do it.” Daphyse stepped onto the mat before I could finish, her posture radiating confidence. She crossed her arms and looked back over her shoulder at Trish and Imelia. “I’m trusting you both to act with honor and dignity.”

She fell.

Neither of them moved.

Daphyse hit the mat with a solid thud that made me wince. The impact knocked the wind out of her, and she rolled onto her side, gasping.

“What the—” I started toward her, but she was already pushing herself up, her face red with fury and embarrassment.

“What is wrong with you?” she wheezed, glaring at both of them.

“I was going to catch her,” Trish said, completely deadpan. “But then I thought, ‘what if the elf tries to grab her at the same time and we end up fighting over her? Better to let her have the chance to prove she can actually—’”

“You deliberately let me fall!”

“I was waiting to see if Champion Trish would move first,” Imelia said, her voice calm and utterly reasonable. “I didn’t want to interfere with her moment to demonstrate her strength. Surely the warrior should be the one to—”

“You’re both liars!” Daphyse struggled to her feet, still trying to catch her breath. “You wanted me to get hurt!”

“Nobody wanted—” I tried to step between them, but Trish cut me off.

“If I wanted you hurt, princess, you’d know it. That was barely a fall.”

“Barely a— I could have been seriously injured!”

“On a padded mat? From a few feet up?” Trish’s ears flicked dismissively. “I’ve seen human children survive worse.”

“Perhaps if you had more faith in divine protection—” Imelia began.

“Oh, don’t you start with that mystical garbage.”

“Okay!” I raised my voice over all three of them. “New plan. Clearly the trust fall needs some work. Let’s try something different.”

It would have to be something where they couldn’t just stand there and watch each other fail. Something that required actual cooperation, actual problem-solving.

“Hypothetical situation,” I announced, pulling them away from the mats before Daphyse could demand another attempt. “There’s a village trapped by flooding. Limited resources, people in danger. You need to coordinate a rescue effort. How do you handle it?”

For about five seconds, they actually seemed to consider the problem.

Then Daphyse cleared her throat. “The empire’s emergency protocols are the obvious solution. It will provide command structure, organized resource allocation—”

“Planning doesn’t save drowning people,” Trish interrupted. “You get your strongest swimmers in the water and start pulling people out. Direct action.”

Daphyse scoffed. “Oh, so your plan is to just jump in blindly and hope for the best?”

“My plan is to save lives while you’re still drawing your flowcharts!”

“Your plan is to waste resources and probably drown yourself in the process!”

“I don’t drown.”

“Everyone drowns if they’re stupid enough—”

“Both of you are ignoring the spiritual dimension entirely,” Imelia said, and they both turned on her.

“Spiritual dimension?” Trish’s tail lashed. “People are dying and you want to stop and pray about it?”

“Divine guidance would reveal the proper—”

“The proper response is immediate action!”

“The proper response is organized command structure!”

“The proper response,” I said loudly, “is to combine your approaches and work together!”

They all looked at me like I’d suggested something obscene.

“The imperial protocol is comprehensive,” Daphyse said slowly, like she was explaining something to a child. “It doesn’t need other approaches. It’s designed to handle every contingency.”

“Except it takes too long,” Trish shot back. “People die while you’re organizing.”

“And people die when warriors charge in without thinking!”

“I think plenty. I just do it fast!”

I watched them argue for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of hypothetical flood victims drowning while they debated whose method was superior. Not once did any of them suggest combining ideas. Not once did anyone say “what if we used Daphyse’s organization with Trish’s speed and Imelia’s...whatever the hell divine guidance actually does?”

Every suggestion was a competition. Every idea was a challenge to the others.

By afternoon, I was ready to scream. We’d tried collaborative storytelling (they created three separate stories that contradicted each other), group meditation (Trish fell asleep, Daphyse got impatient, and Imelia kept trying to “guide” the others), and a simple game of passing a ball around in a circle (which predictably turned into a dodgeball game).

Brother Thomas pulled me aside while the women argued about optimal throwing techniques as a guise for trying to nail each other in the face.

“Kevin,” he said quietly, “perhaps we should focus on the practical aspects of tomorrow’s ritual. The Inner Sanctum chamber, the positioning of the gems, the specific—”

“Thomas, they can’t even agree on how to throw a ball. How are they supposed to channel combined magical power to save the world?”

He looked as frustrated as I felt. “I’ve studied every text, every prophecy, every historical account. The power is there, Kevin. you’ve even seen it work. When Beegus threatened you directly, they united instantly.”

“Right. Crisis mode. But we can’t count on Beegus providing motivation at exactly the right moment. She told me as much herself.” I ran my hands through my hair. “What if the cosmic alignment happens and they’re all standing there still arguing about which one gets to take me home afterwards?”

“Then we’re all doomed,” Thomas said with a shrug. “I suppose the prophecy is clear on that much, at least.”

The rest of the day continued as a parade of failed attempts at cooperation. Every exercise started the same way, with all three eager to please me by following my direction, right up until the moment every exercise ended the same way, with all three declaring the others to be obstacles to progress.

As evening approached, I gave up on team building and followed Brother Thomas’s advice. I decided to focus on the practical details of whatever we were supposed to do. If we could only work together one time, I knew what that one task had to be. Thomas led us down to the temple’s lower levels, through corridors that were equal parts hidden hallway and secret door, until we reached an ancient stone door carved with symbols from all three kingdoms.

“The Inner Sanctum,” he announced, producing an ornate key. “The chamber where the cosmic alignment will focus its power tomorrow.”

The door opened to reveal a square room carved from the solid rock of the temple’s foundations. Three alcoves were set into the walls, each containing a pedestal clearly designed to hold a Sacred Gem. In the center of the room stood a complex array of crystal formations and metal conductors that looked like some kind of magical focusing device.

“This is where it happens,” Thomas said. “When the planets align tomorrow, their combined influence will flow through this chamber. If the three gems are properly positioned and their bearers are working in harmony, the focused power should be more than enough to banish Beegus and her forces permanently, saving this world.”

I walked around the central array, noting the intricate patterns carved into the floor. “And if they’re not working in harmony?”

“Then the alignment will draw the power out of the gems for a brief time, and if Beegus is ready, she will seize that power. It will not return to the gems, and the three kingdoms—and all their people—will be lost without their guiding power.”

Fantastic.

We ran through positioning tests, with each woman standing at her designated alcove while focusing on the pedestal. Nothing was going to happen, obviously, since the cosmic alignment wasn’t for another twelve hours. But even trying to organize the practice runs immediately created problems.

“I should stand in the primary position,” Daphyse announced, moving toward the central alcove that faced the chamber entrance. “The Crown Gem’s leadership role—”

“Point position goes to the strongest fighter.” Trish was already stepping into the same alcove, physically blocking Daphyse’s path. “I need clear sight lines to the entrance.”

Daphyse tried to shoulder past her. “This isn’t about your tactical preferences, it’s about—”

“Divine will has shown me—” Imelia joined them, somehow wedging herself between the other two in a space barely big enough for one person.

“Oh, here we go with the divine will,” Trish muttered.

“—my proper place at the center,” Imelia continued serenely, ignoring the interruption. “To guide your conflicting energies toward—”

“I don’t need guidance from a tree-hugger,” Daphyse snapped, trying to reclaim space in the alcove with her shoulder.

I stared at all three of them packed into the same alcove like they were trying to share a phone booth. Two perfectly good alcoves stood completely empty on either side of them.

“You know what? You each have your own alcove. You’re all equals here. That’s literally the whole point—”

“Equal?” Daphyse’s head whipped toward me, genuine offense in her eyes. “The Crown Gem has been the foundation of—”

“The War Gem is obviously the most powerful in actual combat—” Trish started.

“Physical power means nothing without spiritual purity—” Imelia cut in.

“Are you calling me impure?” Trish’s ears flattened.

“I’m saying the Blessed Gem represents—”

“The Crown Gem’s historic precedence makes it clear—”

They were all talking over each other now, none of them listening, all of them still crammed into the same damn alcove like three cats fighting over the one warm spot in the house.

At least they weren’t calling each other frauds anymore. We finally settled on letting them take turns in all the different positions—with lewd approval from Trish—and went through the motions a half-dozen times.

As expected, there was no response from the gems or the chamber, since the alignment wasn’t for hours yet. But even knowing that didn’t stop them from bickering amongst each other when the dress rehearsal wasn’t rewarded with fireworks of power and divine intervention.

Eventually we called it a night, although I couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t until sometime after midnight that I actually passed out, exhausted and no closer to a solution than when we’d started.

The morning of the cosmic alignment arrived with a sick feeling in my stomach. This was it. Do or die time. And we still had no real plan beyond “gather in the inner sanctum and hope they can pretend to get along for long enough to make this happen.”

I found the three women already awake and preparing in their own ways. Daphyse with two servings of a fancy breakfast, Trish putting on war paint, and Imelia mediating quietly alone.

“It’s almost time,” I said, testing the air with the reminder.

“The calm before is always the hardest part,” Trish grumbled, flexing her fingers to pop her claws in and out. “Once it starts, you’ll see how I outperform the two of them when under pressure.”

“Once it starts, we will work together,” Imelia said serenely, not opening her eyes. “The divine light inside of Kevin will guide us all, once you two decide to start listening to it.”

“With me at his side, he can’t fail,” Daphyse said firmly. “You two just try not to get in our way.”

I managed not to slap my hand against my forehead. The end of the world was coming, and while we’d made some progress toward coordination, it was still a far cry from cooperation. I needed to try to speedrun this “enemies-to-allies” thing before-

The chamber doors burst open with tremendous force. Brother Thomas stumbled in, his face white with terror and his usually calm composure completely shattered. He whirled and slammed the doors shut, pressing his back to them like he was holding someone back.

“Kevin!” he gasped, struggling to catch his breath. “They’re here! Beegus and her entire army! They’ve erupted from tunnels all around the temple! Hundreds of them, maybe thousands! They’re got us totally surrounded and are advancing on our position right now!”


Chapter thirty-seven
The Magic Words


“We’re out of time,” I said, rushing to help Thomas brace the doors as something heavy slammed into them from outside. “How do the gems actually work?”

The three women looked at each other, then at me, then back at each other. The thunder of armored fists came through the door.

“Well,” Daphyse said, her voice tight with stress, “the Crown Gem responds to royal bloodline and—”

“That’s not what he means,” Trish interrupted, her claws popping out as she made ready for a fight. “The War Gem’s power can—”

“Both of you are missing the spiritual component,” Imelia said, flowers in her hair beginning to glow. “The Blessed Gem needs divine communion and—”

“Stop.” I held up both hands as another impact shook the doors hard enough to drive me back a step. “None of you actually know, do you? Your versions of the prophecies are all flowery language and a happily ever after, aren’t they?”

The awkward look that passed between the three of them was answer enough.

“Great. Fantastic.” I looked around main chamber, finally spotting a thick wooden bar. Moving quickly, I grabbed it and slotted it into the bracket to hold the door closed. “So we’re supposed to save the world using magic we don’t understand, with gems that might not even work, while an army of demons tries to break in and tear the place down.”

A roar of magical flames from outside made the whole chamber vibrate. Thomas’s face had gone completely white even as he staggered back from the door.

“How long do you think this will hold?” I asked him.

“Against a normal attack? Probably a few hours. The magic of the temple will slowly regener—” He flinched as the barred door made an angry splintering noise at the next impact. “Against this? Maybe minutes.”

“Then we start trying things.” I grabbed him by the shoulders and started pushing him ahead of me to lead the way. “Everyone with me to the inner sanctum. We need to get this figured out right now, before this whole place gets turned into a gravel pit.”

Thomas had moved quickly yesterday when we’d visited the sanctum, but he was almost at a full sprint this time. Flinging open hidden doors and them slamming them shut behind us like the demon army was literally on his heels instead of barred outside of the temple.

When we burst into the oblong chamber, Brother Thomas practically collapsed with exhaustion, gasping for air. He gestured vaguely between breaths, but we were already moving. The aura in the room was different here from yesterday. There was a faint vibration to the array of crystals in the center.

“The alignment,” I guessed. “This stuff is responding to it already.”

“The temple’s protective magics are failing,” Brother Thomas explained, putting his back to the door as he sagged down to the floor, catching his breath. “But the secret passages should hold them back until the moment of the alignment. This world’s demons shouldn’t be able to enter.”

I suddenly remembered my theory about Beegus from reading the prophecy. If I was right, she was from another world like me. Protections against this world’s demons wouldn’t stop her.

“It’s now or never. Get to positions!”

Daphyse moved to the nearest alcove and put her hands on the pedestal. Nothing happened. She stared at the crystal-laced stone for a moment, leaning down close to examine it. She didn’t seem to find anything useful there.

“Perhaps if I channel imperial authority through it,” she said, closing her eyes and focusing. I assumed it was the way she operated the gem under normal circumstances. But nothing happened. “W-what if we’re too far from my lands? I can’t activate it like I normally do…”

Trish had better luck getting her War Gem to respond. It flickered with yellow light when she raised her fist, and that crackling energy ran up and down her arms, making her look physically larger. But the pedestal didn’t do anything. It was entirely unresponsive to the gem’s power.

“This is ridiculous,” she growled, thumping a fist against the pedestal like it was a broken jukebox. “Work, damn you!”

Imelia knelt before her pedestal, murmuring prayers as she pressed her forehead to the stone. Green light pulsed gently around her, her flowers flaring open in a beautiful display. But the stone seemed unmoved by her efforts.

“Divine powers, hear my plea,” she whispered. “Grant us the strength to—”

There was a booming crash right above us. We were directly below the main chamber, and we could hear dozens of armored boots clanking and clattering across the stone floor. The front doors were done for. It was only a matter of time before Beegus herself walked in on us here to take the gems’ power.

“Faster,” I said. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it faster.”

“I’m trying!” Daphyse was leaned in close to the pedestal, as if she might find instructions on it in itty-bitty tiny letters on it somewhere. “There has to be something we’re missing.”

“Try activating your gems all at once,” I suggested. “The key before was unity of purpose. I want you all to focus completely on saving the world. On the danger coming for us and for your people.”

The three focused on that for a long moment, and I thought I felt something. The array of crystal in the center seemed to be vibrating just a little stronger. Or maybe it was my imagination. It was hard to tell. Having never seen it happen before, I had no idea what to expect. No idea what meant it was working and what didn’t mean anything at all.

Then Trish opened her eyes first. “This isn’t working. I can’t focus on something like that. I need to focus on something real, not just the idea of saving the world.”

“Because you’re an uneducated brute,” Daphyse snapped. “You need to be able to visualize abstract thoughts. Think about your people and—”

“Abstract thought? Is that supposed to mean something?” Trish shot back. “We need unity of purpose against a shared enemy, not—”

“We need spiritual purity,” Imelia said, not opening her eyes. “Both of you are focused on worldly concerns, and not what’s truly at stake.”

I got an answer at least when the extra vibration in the room died down again. It was definitely responding to something, but whatever it was wasn’t near enough to activate the chamber. Another crash came—farther away this time, but no longer from above—letting me know that the demons were bashing through the secret doors on this floor, searching for our location.

“Maybe we need to be touching each other,” I said desperately. “Physical contact while you channel the power.”

We tried that. I stood in the center while all three women arranged themselves around me, each holding one hand to my shoulder or chest, and the other reaching back to touch the pedestal. This didn’t even have the effects of the previous attempt. All it managed to do was give Trish an excuse to gently run her hand down my chest while failing to suppress the purr building in her throat.

“There has to be something we can do,” I reasoned. “Maybe if the gems were here? Do you have… Physical items?”

“The gems exist in a superposition—” Daphyse began, taking an academic tone.

“What does that even mean?” Trish interrupted. “I don’t know about them. But the War Gem is actually a weird ghostly thing. It’s in two places at once, if that makes sense.”

“That’s what I was saying,” Daphyse snapped.

“They exist back at our homes,” Imelia continued, ignoring their bickering. “But also within us at the same time. But it is more of a spiritual sense than literal. We don’t carry actual physical gems on our person.”

“I could though,” Daphyse muttered, more to herself than to me. “This dress does have pockets.”

The sound of splintering wood made us all turn. The impact had come at the door to the inner sanctum itself. Brother Thomas had barred and barricaded the door, but one of the panels was cracked, and I could see shapes moving in the darkness beyond.

“Kevin Matthew Brown!” Beegus’s voice boomed through the gap, supernaturally amplified. “Your time is up! Surrender now and I might let your precious gem bearers live on as my caged pets after I claim their power!”

“We need more time,” Daphyse whispered, staring at the cracked door.

“We don’t have more time.” I looked at the three women, their faces pale with fear and frustration. “There has to be something we’re missing. Some key that makes this work.”

“Maybe we need to be afraid,” Trish said, her ears flat against her head. “Fear makes warriors fight harder.”

“Or angry,” Daphyse added, gripping her gem tight enough that her knuckles went white. “Righteous fury at the threat to our people.”

In the last few seconds we had, we tried everything we could think of. We tried fear. We tried anger. We tried praying to Imelia’s faceless divine.

Nothing happened. The pedestals didn’t respond to any of it.

I was about ready to whip my dick out and slap it along the pedestals to see if maybe I could offend the chamber into a response.

The doors crunched again, louder this time. The head of a giant mechanical axe jammed into the crack, and an angry whirr of a peculiar chainsaw attachment tore at the ancient wood, turning the crack into a real hole. The axe pulled back and was immediately replaced by a familiar helmet with glowing red eyes.

Here’s Beegus.

“How disappointing,” she said, surveying the scene through the hole she’d opened, though most of her attention was on the barricade, her tactical mind puzzling through how to gain entry to the room. “Still playing with toys that don’t work. Still pretending you can achieve unity when you can’t even achieve a peaceful conversation.”

“The gems work,” I said, backing toward the central array. “We’ve seen them work.”

“Yes, for a few seconds, when pure desperation overrode their selfish little minds.” She pulled back a little to try to angle her view of the room to encompass all of us. “But the only thing that can unite them is directly threatening you. I’m sure they’ll be totally unable to find any unity of purpose if I start by killing their little rivals before I even look at you, Hero.”

She pulled back and that chainsaw-headed axe smashed into the opening again, sawing it open another half-inch in only a few seconds.

“You have only moments before the cosmic alignment reaches its peak,” Beegus continued, raising her voice to be heard over the chainsaw sound of the motorized axe. “After that, the planetary influences will drain the power from those gems. And when they don’t pass into you, I’ll be here to catch every drop.”

Moments. I looked at Daphyse, at Trish, at Imelia. They were all staring at their hands like they might find the answer written on the backs of their hands.

“There has to be something,” Daphyse whispered, and I realized she was crying. Tears ran down her cheeks as she clutched her pedestal, gripping it for support. “There has to be something we haven’t tried.”

“Princess—” I started.

“No.” Her voice cracked completely. “Don’t you see? We’re going to fail. We’re going to stand here and watch the world end because we’re too stupid and selfish to figure out how to work together.” She sobbed, her imperial composure crumbling. “My people are going to die. Everyone is going to die. And it’s my fault.”

I’d never seen Daphyse like this before. Not the angry princess or the passionate woman. This was raw terror mixed with devastating guilt, stripping away every defense she’d ever built. This was the girl who was worried about not being enough, finally having her worst fears realized.

Without thinking, I moved to her. My arms wrapped around her as she immediately clung to me by a lifeline.

“Hey,” I said softly, ignoring Beegus and the demons and the cosmic alignment bearing down on us. “Hey, it’s going to be okay.”

“It’s not.” Her face was buried against my chest, her whole body shaking. “We tried everything. Nothing works. Everyone’s going to die and it’s because I couldn’t stop fighting with them long enough to—”

I kissed her. Not passionately, not desperately, just gently. A kiss meant to comfort and reassure, to tell her she wasn’t alone even if the world was ending.

When our lips parted, she looked up at me with those blue eyes overflowing with tears and fear and…something else I’d never seen there before.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I really do. Down to the deepest parts of my heart. Not because you’re the prophesied hero. Not because you’re supposed to save us. Not because of our destiny together. But for the man you are. I love you. Kevin of Akron, Ohio, who holds traffic signs and thinks he’s not worth anything. Who, in his last seconds of freedom, just wanted to give me a moment of comfort. I love you so much it terrifies me. And I’m sorry I failed you.”

The Crown Gem blazed to life.

Purple light poured out of Daphyse’s throat, brighter than the sun, filling the chamber with power that made the air itself hum. Daphyse gasped as the energy flowed through her, her tears drying as divine force coursed between us. Right before my eyes, the spectral form of a princess-cut diamond the size of two fists together flowed out of her. With a flash, the spectral gem whirled away from her, settling onto the pedestal. As soon as it touched the stone there, the whole chamber suddenly hummed with power.

“That’s it,” I breathed, looking around at the purple light suffusing the crystal array in the center of the room. “That’s the key.”

“Kevin!” Imelia was suddenly there, her hands on my face as she pulled me into a kiss that tasted like desperation. When she broke away, her eyes were bright with understanding.

“I love you too,” she said, her voice steady despite the calamity around us. “Not because I’m a vessel for divine will. Not because it’s my sacred duty. I love you for me. You showed me I could want things for myself, and I’ve never wanted anything more than I want you.”

Emerald light burst from Imelia’s forehead, streaming out and weaving together into the shape of that same spectral gem I’d seen in the heart of the Dynasty. The ghostly gem spun free from Imelia’s body and settled on the opposite pedestal, and green energy flowed into the crystals to join the purple. The two energies danced around each other, creating patterns of power that made the whole chamber thrum.

We turned to Trish, who was standing frozen in her alcove. She stared back at me with sudden apprehension.

“Trish,” I said, crossing the room to her side. “You see what we need. You understand what makes them work.”

She stared at me, her brown eyes wide with something that looked like panic. Her ears had flattened against her head, and her tail was lashing back and forth with agitation.

“I...” she started, then stopped. Her grip on the stone pedestal was so tight I was afraid she might crack it.

“Say it,” Daphyse urged, purple light still pouring from her gem. “Whatever you’re feeling, just say it.”

“Listen to your heart,” Imelia said serenely, hands clasped before her. “Speak aloud whatever you find there.”

“We don’t have long,” Brother Thomas called, grabbing one of the chairs from the barricade and trying to wedge it into the opening Beegus was carving into the door.

“Your little priest is right. The alignment is reaching its peak,” Beegus announced as her chainsaw-axe reduced Brother Thomas’s chair to sawdust, though she sounded less confident now that two of the gems were blazing with power. “You’re running out of time.”

Trish’s hands were shaking. She looked at me, then at the mingling power of the other two gems in the crystal array, then back at me. Her mouth opened and closed several times without any sound coming out.

“I can’t,” she finally whispered, and the words hit me like a gut shot. “I can’t say it.”


Chapter thirty-eight
Code Red


“You can’t say it?” Daphyse’s voice cut across the room like a blade. “Are you kidding me right now?”

The princess stepped toward Trish, her throat still glowing with the Crown Gem’s power. The energy crackled around her, making the air itself hum.

“You fought me for him,” Daphyse continued, her voice rising. “You claimed him as your mate. You were straddling him on the altar the same day he arrived here. And now you’re telling me you can’t say you love him?”

Imelia moved to stand beside Daphyse, her own emerald energy swirling around her like a serpent made of light. “You boasted constantly about your physical bond. About being first to experience physical intimacy with him. About how it made you superior to us. About how we were just hangers-on who couldn’t understand your true partnership.”

“That’s not—” Trish started, but Daphyse cut her off.

“You made me feel like a fool for caring about emotional connection. You told me I was weak for wanting something deeper than just physical attraction.” The purple light around Daphyse flared brighter, and I heard stone crack somewhere above us. “And this whole time, you’ve been the one who didn’t feel anything real?”

The magical energy from the two active gems was starting to interact in ways that didn’t look stable. Purple and green light crashed together like opposing waves, sending sparks throughout the chamber. Each collision made the ancient stone walls groan and shift.

“I feel things!” Trish shouted back, her claws extending as yellow energy started crackling around her. “I fought for him! I protected him! I chose him over everything else in my life!”

“I see now. It is your warrior tradition,” Imelia said, though her serene tone was edged with something sharper now. “Any warrior can claim a prize. Any predator can mark territory. But love requires vulnerability. Requires admitting that someone else has power over you.”

With the power of the gems fighting against each other again, the temple was starting to shake. Chunks of ceiling mortar rained down on us as the competing energies grew stronger. These powers were supposed to work together, supporting each other. But instead they were poisoned by resentment and anger. And we were in a much smaller room now, without any space to dodge if giant chunks of sone started coming down on us.

The internal conflict wasn’t even the most immediate threat. Beegus’s chainsaw-axe bit deeper into the door, carving through the ancient wood like it was made of paper. The opening was wide enough now that I could see her whole body from the waist-up through the gap. One of her armored hands reached through and grabbed a chunk of splintered wood, ripping it free.

“Having trouble with teamwork?” she called out, still calm and conversational despite the intensifying destruction from every side. “How surprising. If only someone could have warned you that your unity would crumble. If only someone had offered you the chance to surrender peacefully several times before this moment.”

“Shut up!” Trish snarled toward the door, then whirled back to face Daphyse and Imelia. “You two don’t understand anything about me. About how my people work. Physical bonding is how we show commitment. Fighting together is how we prove loyalty. I don’t need to put it into pretty words like you do.”

“Pretty words?” Daphyse stepped closer, her imperial composure completely gone. “You think confessions of love are pretty words? Love is terrifying! It’s admitting that you need someone so badly that losing them would break you completely. It’s giving someone the power to destroy you and trusting them not to use it.”

“It’s surrender,” Imelia added, her flowers blazing so bright they cast shadows on the walls. “Complete surrender of the self to something greater. To connection that transcends individual desire.”

Trish backed against her pedestal, looking cornered for the first time since I’d met her. Her ears were flat against her head, and her tail lashed back and forth like she was preparing to fight or flee. I could feel the crackling yellow power of the War Gem growing, but in instinctive preparation to fight, not rising up to emerge for the ritual.

“That’s not—I can’t—” She looked between them, then at me, her brown eyes wide with something that might have been panic. “I don’t know what to do.”

The stone beneath our feet cracked audibly as another surge of unstable magical energy rippled through the chamber. Brother Thomas paused his efforts to wedge a piece of sawed-through chair into the barricade to look down at the cracks spiderwebbing across the floor, his face pale as he watched the structural integrity of the inner sanctum deteriorate.

“You need to be honest,” Daphyse said. She was trying to soften her tone, but she couldn’t hide her frustration. “For once in your life, stop hiding behind your muscles and say what you actually feel.”

“I am being honest!” Trish’s voice cracked on the words. “I want him. I want to protect him. I want to keep him safe and happy and mine. I fought everyone who tried to take him away from me. What else is there? How is that not enough?”

“Because wanting isn’t loving,” I said, finally stepping between them before the magical feedback tore the whole chamber apart.

All three women turned to look at me, their argument dying mid-breath.

“Wanting isn’t about a connection,” I continued, meeting Trish’s eyes. “It’s a personal pursuit. It’s what you need, what makes you feel good, what you get. But love is a two-way street. It’s when their needs and wants and successes become your goals. It’s when you add their priorities to your own. It’s when their happiness becomes a reward you want to chase.”

Trish stared at me, her warrior confidence visibly cracking. “That doesn’t make sense. Mating isn’t about goals. If you care about someone, you want them. You want to be with them.”

“Yeah, you do. But there’s more to it than that.” I moved closer to her, ignoring the way the competing magical energies in the chamber made my skin tingle. “Do you know what my favorite thing about Daphyse is?”

Daphyse blinked, surprised to suddenly be part of the conversation.

“It’s not that she’s beautiful or powerful or destined to rule an empire. It’s the way her whole face lights up when she’s explaining something she’s passionate about. The way she genuinely cares about every single person in her kingdom, even the ones who never get to meet her. It makes me want to take care of them, too. It makes me want to fight for this world to protect them on her behalf.”

Daphyse’s anger melted away in an instant. She blushed and looked away.

“And Imelia,” I continued, turning toward the priestess. “My favorite thing about her isn’t the magic or the divine connection. It’s how she hums when she thinks nobody’s listening. How she touches flowers like they’re old friends. How she’s spent her whole life serving everyone else but still manages to find wonder in small, everyday moments. It makes me want to find what makes her happy and provide it for her. To give her back some of the kindness she’s given to the world.”

Imelia’s emerald light flickered as tears started forming in her eyes.

“Those aren’t things that benefit me,” I said, turning back to Trish. “I don’t want them for myself. Those goals don’t give me any personal reward. But I want those things for them. I’ve made their priorities mine.”

Trish looked down at her hands, her claws retracting slowly. “I don’t... I’ve never thought about things like that.”

Beegus’s chainsaw-axe carved another section out of the door. Through the widening gap, I could see power-armored demon adjusting her grip before jamming the axe through the hole to ward off Brother Thomas’s last-ditch efforts to slow her down. The priest leaped back from the roaring chainsaw-bladed mechanism with a yelp.

“The War Gem is powered by desire,” I said to Trish, trying to ignore the panic-inducing situation we were in the middle of. “Your whole life revolves around your own desires. I understand that. You grew up with nothing, and so your survival relied on working hard to get what you needed. I know how that feels. And I know how dangerous it feels to put your own desires behind someone else’s. To compromise your own goals to take care of someone else.”

“I don’t…” The words came out small and confused. “Warriors don’t... We don’t focus on things like that. We can’t. We have to prove ourselves. We have to earn our place through combat. We can’t be thinking about the desires of others. Other people need to fight to earn their own rewards.”

“Right. So you know how to want someone. You know how to claim someone is yours because you fought for them. But you’ve never learned how to really care about them. How to desire their happiness, and not just their presence.”

She nodded slowly. It was weird to see all her confidence and bravado gone. Instead of a fierce feline warrior, I was faced with an uncertain kitten.

“I don’t even know how to start to change,” she admitted. “When I watch you, I want to touch you. When I see you in danger, I want to protect you. When other people try to take you away, I want to fight them. But your desires aren’t on my mind. If you want something, you should ask for it. Fight for it. Try to take it.”

The competing magical energies surged again, and a large section of the chamber wall cracked from floor to ceiling. At the same time, Beegus let out a triumphant laugh as she ripped out another section of the failing door with her gauntleted hand. We were running out of time in every possible way.

“Let’s start simple. What do you notice about me when we’re just sitting together?” I asked. “Not when we’re fighting or arguing or trying to save the world. Just when we’re quiet and comfortable.”

Trish frowned, thinking hard. “You... You touch that scar on your palm when you’re worried about something. And you always check the exits when you enter a room, even when you know it’s safe. And sometimes you get this look like you’re remembering something that makes you sad.”

“Okay. How do those things make you feel?”

“The scar thing makes me want to hold your hand so you don’t have to worry alone. The exit thing makes me proud because it shows you’re smart about danger. And the sad look...” She paused, her voice getting quieter. “The sad look makes me want to kill whatever hurt you before I met you.”

“That’s a good start,” I said. “That’s caring about me as a person, not just as a prize. But it’s still about your wants. You want to be the one to comfort me. You want to be the one to protect me. You want to be the one to shield me from the hardships of my life. Think a little bit harder about that. What about my wants? What do I want that you can do for me?”

Beegus’s assault on the door reached a new level of intensity. The chainsaw-axe was moving so fast it looked like a blur, carving through the remaining wood at an alarming rate. The opening was almost large enough for her to shove her way through.

“The planets are reaching perfect alignment,” she called out conversationally. “I do hope you’re making progress in there, because by the time I’m done with these last few splinters, the world will be ready for me to take what’s mine!”

“Try this,” I said to Trish, talking faster now. “Forget about what you want to do for me. Just tell me something about me that makes you happy. Something that doesn’t require any action from you.”

Trish stared at me, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Something that makes me happy but doesn’t involve doing anything?”

“Right. Just something about who I am that you enjoy.”

She was quiet for a long moment, thinking so hard I could practically see the gears turning in her head. Around us, the vibrations of the room were getting worse. The planetary alignment was upon us and we only had two out of three gems providing their power. I could hear Brother Thomas muttering prayers under his breath.

“You laugh at my jokes,” Trish said uncertainly. “Even the stupid ones. Even when they’re not actually funny. You laugh because you want me to feel good about myself, not because you think the jokes are clever.”

“Okay, good. How does that make you feel?”

“Warm. Like... Like there’s something good inside me that I never noticed before. It makes me want to make more jokes. I want to hear you laugh more.”

The unstable magical energy flickered, and for a moment the purple and green lights seemed to harmonize instead of competing.

“So focus on that,” I said. “You want to make me happy. To make me laugh. That’s what love feels like. That warm feeling when you realize someone sees good things in you that you can’t see yourself. When they make you feel like you’re worth something beyond what you can do for them. When you respond to that by wanting to do things for them just to witness their joy.”

Trish shook her head. “But that’s still for me. I want to hear that laugh. I want you to make me feel good. How can that be for you when I’m focused on my enjoyment?”

“It’s both. It’s caring about someone else’s happiness when the only benefit you get is that happiness, and it’s feeling like they make you a better version of yourself just by seeing you clearly.”

The chainsaw-axe finally broke through the last major section of door. Beegus ripped the remains of the door open one-handed. Brother Thomas tried to fling a chair at her, and she tossed her chainsaw axe at him. It wasn’t a deadly throw. She just tossed it underhand into his arms and he collapsed under the tremendous weight of the horrible machine, pinned to the floor by its haft. Beegus set to the task of tearing apart the rest of the door and kicking her way through the barricade with just her power-armored fists and feet.

“How touching,” she said. “A lesson in emotional development while the world ends around you. I’m almost impressed by your priorities, Hero.”

Trish looked at me, then at the other two women, then back at me. “I want to try,” she said. “I want to understand this. But I don’t know if I can feel that way about someone. And I don’t want to lie. I don’t know if I know how to love like you do.”

The magical feedback from the two active gems was reaching critical levels. Parts of the ancient chamber were literally crumbling around us, and I could feel the cosmic alignment pulling at something deep in my chest. We were out of time, with Beegus bypassing the temple’s protections, only slowed down by a pile of broken wood fragments.

I looked at Trish’s confused, desperate expression and felt something crack open inside me.

She’d spent her entire life learning to be strong, independent, self-sufficient. Having to fight for what she wanted from a place where sacrificing her own desires could cost her life.

Asking her to suddenly understand unconditional love was like asking an abused dog not to flinch when I touched her.

And whose fault was that? Who put her in this position? Who let everyone believe he was worth dying for?

The weight of it all—the crumbling temple, the failing ritual, the three women who’d risked everything for someone who couldn’t even save himself back on Earth—it crushed down on me like the ceiling was about to do.

I’d been pretending this whole time. Pretending I was someone worth saving. Someone who deserved their devotion. Someone who could actually pull this off.

But I couldn’t. I never could.

And now they were all going to die because of it.


Chapter thirty-nine
Real Heroes


“You know what?” I laughed, but it came out bitter and cracked. “Don’t worry about it. Don’t try to force yourself to feel something that isn’t there.”

The magical energy from the other two gems flickered in response to my rising voice, desperation bleeding through every word.

“You want to know the truth? The real truth?” I spread my arms wide, gesturing at the crumbling chamber around us. “I’m not the hero. I never was. I’m nobody. I’m some asshole from Akron who got arrested for being in the wrong car with the wrong friend when I was sixteen. I spent two years bouncing between group homes because my mom was too strung out to take care of me and my dad split when I was twelve.”

Daphyse’s purple light wavered. “Kevin, what are you—”

“I worked traffic control for twelve bucks an hour!” The words poured out like poison I’d been holding in my chest for weeks. “I lived in a studio apartment with a broken heater and ate ramen noodles for dinner six nights a week because that’s all I could afford. I got hit by a truck because I was standing in the rain holding a stop sign. I never believed that made me the chosen one, and you shouldn’t either!”

Trish backed against the wall, her eyes wide with something that looked like fear.

“You think you can’t love me?” I laughed again, the sound echoing off the stone walls. “Good. You shouldn’t. None of you should. Because I’ve been lying to everyone this whole time. I’m no hero. I never was. I was born a nobody and I’ll die a nobody.”

Beegus’s gauntleted hands tore through another section of the barricade, the crunching of metal against wood mixing with my voice as I kept talking.

“I’m just some screwup who’s been pretending to be something he’s not because everyone was looking at me with these hopeful faces, expecting me to save them. And it was an attractive idea! All these hot women throwing themselves at me because I’m actually the most important man in the world. I literally couldn’t believe it, but… I was selfish. I let you believe it because I wanted it to be real. And now here we are, about to die for it.” I shook my head with a snort of rueful laughter. “And you know what the worst part is? People are going to die because of me. Your people, all of them, are going to suffer because you trusted someone who was never worth trusting in the first place.”

The vibrating magical energies in the chamber grew more unstable as my voice cracked.

“I couldn’t even keep my own life together on Earth, and now I’m supposed to save an entire world? You’ve been fighting each other over someone who doesn’t deserve any of it.”

Tears were running down my face now, hot and humiliating. Imelia’s emerald light dimmed as she stared at me in shock. Daphyse’s purple glow started to fade as she feebly tried to stammer out a rebuttal, but couldn’t find the words.

“So don’t worry about not being able to love me, Trish. You’re the smartest one here. At least you figured out that I’m not worth it before—”

The remaining section of the barricade gave way in a cascading shower of splinters and stone dust. Beegus stepped through the opening, her giant armored form filling the doorway. The supernatural cold that surrounded her made my breath fog as she surveyed the room. I knew what she saw. Two gems blazing with unstable energy, me crying in the middle of the room, and Trish pressed against the wall looking lost.

“I wish I could say I was disappointed,” Beegus said, her voice carrying that amplified quality that made the stones vibrate. “I wish I could say I was expecting more of a challenge. But this right here? This is how I knew it would end. I’m as unsurprised as you are doomed.”

Behind her, I could see shapes moving in the corridor. Dozens of them, maybe hundreds. Her demon army had finally caught up, their armor clanking as they filled the passages leading to the Inner Sanctum. Red eyes glowed in the darkness, and I saw the front line of them stop short about six feet back from the door. The protection Brother Thomas promised was there, keeping the demons of this world out. But as I’d feared, Beegus wasn’t of this world. She wasn’t affected by the protective magic.

“The cosmic alignment has reached its peak,” she continued, stepping into the chamber. Frost spread across the floor with each footfall. “I can feel the power beginning to drain from those two gems. In moments, it will flow to me instead of your broken vessel.”

She was right. I could see something pulling at the purple and green energy swirling around the crystal array. The planetary influences Brother Thomas had described were drawing the magical force away from Daphyse and Imelia. According to the prophecy, it was supposed to flow through the array and into me to cast down the darkness.

But without the array powered by all three gems, the power was bleeding away. Beegus was already starting to steal it.

“You know,” Beegus said conversationally, “I take it back. You came far closer to succeeding than I ever expected. Two out of three gems activated, a partial unity achieved. Two-thirds better than you should be capable of. But still not enough.”

Brother Thomas struggled to get out from under the weight of the chainsaw-axe she’d thrown at him, his face pale as he watched the power drain from the gems. The device that was his charge—the sole duty of his life—failing right before his eyes.

The cosmic energy was pulling harder now, and I could see the purple light around Daphyse beginning to fade. Imelia’s emerald glow flickered like a candle in the wind. In seconds, all that power would belong to Beegus, and she’d become exactly the kind of evil goddess the prophecy had warned about.

“I suppose I should thank you,” Beegus continued, raising one armored hand toward the mysterious machinery at the center of the room as the magical energy began to flow toward her. “Your complete failure makes it all that much more obvious that my ascension is this world’s true destiny. No final battle, no dramatic confrontation. Just—”

“You’re wrong.”

Trish’s voice cut through Beegus’s monologue like a spotlight in the dark. The catgirl pushed off from the wall, her brown eyes blazing with fury as she stalked toward me.

“You’re completely, totally wrong,” she said, her voice getting louder with each word. “About everything.”

“Trish—” I started to turn, to try to protect her from Beegus, but she grabbed my face in both hands, forcing me to look at her. She wasn’t charging at Beegus.

She was talking to me.

“Shut up and listen to me,” she said fiercely. “You think you’re not a hero? You think you’re just some screwup who doesn’t deserve anything?”

Beegus paused in her dramatic victory speech, watching this development with interest.

“You showed up in a world you didn’t understand and immediately started trying to help people,” Trish continued, her claws extended but gentle against my skin. “You could have run away. You could have let us fight each other while you hid somewhere safe. Instead, you threw yourself between three women who were ready to kill each other, over and over again, until we started listening.”

“That’s not—”

“You think heroes are supposed to magically know everything? That destiny gives them instructions and instincts to always do what’s right?” She shook her head, her silver hair catching the fading light from the gems. “True bravery is when you take on a fight you don’t know for sure that you can win. Heroes are people who care more about protecting others from danger than protecting themselves from failure.”

The War Gem’s yellow energy began to stir around her, faint at first but growing brighter.

“You stood up to Princess Daphyse when she was being possessive. You faced down Imelia’s entire temple when they tried to strip her of her position. You put yourself in danger to convince me of the truth when I was being rock-headed. You did all of that without any powers, without any weapons, without any instructions, and without any guarantee that it would work.”

Beegus’s absorption of the magical energy slowed as she focused on what was happening between us. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking in this moment. Was the demon about to step up and strike us down? Or was there some endgame we were playing into?

“And last night? When the most dangerous creature on this continent offered you an easy way out, you said no. She told you were so far from cooperating that the world was doomed, but you chose to stay with us even though we’d done nothing but make your life harder. Even though we kept fighting and arguing and making everything more difficult, you stood by us. Like a warrior. Like a hero.”

The yellow light around Trish was getting stronger, responding to the passion in her voice. She pulled my face down toward hers. The kiss was brief, and uncharacteristically gentle from her. I had gotten used to Trish expressing her affection with force, but this was so kind and tender. Almost chaste.

“I wanted to know what love feels like,” she said, leaning her forehead against mine. “And it turns out I do already. It feels like watching someone care more about saving people they barely know than about their own safety. It feels like seeing someone refuse to give up even when everything seems hopeless. It feels like watching someone hold three broken, dangerous women together with nothing but stubborn kindness and a skilled tongue.”

The War Gem blazed to life in her chest, yellow light pouring out so bright with sudden radiance it made the rest of the room look dim. The spectral gem emerged from her chest, spinning through the air to settle on the final pedestal with a resonant chime.

“I love you,” she said, her voice steady and sure. “Not because you’re perfect. Not because you have all the answers. I love you because you’re brave enough to keep trying even when you’re terrified. Because you care about people you barely know. Because you see the good in everyone, even when they can’t see it themselves. Because you make me want to be better.”

The three gems pulsed in unison, their combined light filling the chamber with power that made the air itself sing. Purple and green and yellow energy swirled together, no longer competing but harmonizing in ways that made the crystal array glow like a star. The power stopped draining from them, and instead formed a latticework pattern inside the crystal machinery, each gem’s glow binding the other two together. Strengthening them. Resisting the planetary alignment’s pull to gather their strength.

Beegus stepped back, her confident demeanor cracking as she realized the one fear she’d never expected to face was right in front of her now.

“Impossible,” she said, her amplified voice carrying a note of uncertainty for the first time. “His spirit was broken. They weren’t supposed to unite. This wasn’t supposed to happen!”

All three women moved toward me at once. Daphyse’s arms went around my left side, her face pressed against my shoulder as the Crown Gem’s power flowed through her. Imelia embraced me from the right, her emerald energy wrapping around us like living light. Trish kissed me fiercely, her hands tangled in my hair as the War Gem’s yellow fire danced around us. The crystal veins running through the inner sanctum’s stone started to glow brilliantly.

And then the power hit me.

It wasn’t painful, exactly, but it was overwhelming. Three different types of magical energy poured into me simultaneously: the Crown Gem’s community-building force, the War Gem’s raw power, and the Blessed Gem’s healing energy. They mixed and combined inside me in their own ways, running through me with a feeling that was somehow an echo of how it had felt to be with each of the three of them intimately. The binding of mirrored destiny. The heat of endless desire. The smoothness of pure devotion. It raced over my skin, through my bones, and into my heart.

I could feel the cosmic alignment pulling at the energy, trying to draw it away toward Beegus. But instead of draining toward her in a trickle, the power was gathering in me, amplifying and focusing into something far greater than the sum of its parts.

It was still about to be delivered to her. But in a form she couldn’t handle.

“No,” Beegus said, backing toward the door. “Not like this. Not like this! My destiny! My future! I was—”

The combined energy built to a crescendo, and I felt it coil up like a spring within me. It was aimed at its target, fully combined, empowered, and charged up. Like my heart was an archer holding the arrow at full draw, waiting for my signal to let fly.

I looked at Beegus, at her army of demons filling the corridors behind her, and gestured toward her.

The blast that erupted from my chest lit up the entire chamber like the sun. Purple and green and yellow light twisted together into a beam of pure white magical force that struck Beegus dead center. Her armor, which had seemed invincible before, simply dissolved under the assault. The woman inside—defiant and dark-haired and suddenly very small-looking—had just enough time to look surprised before the energy enveloped her completely.

She didn’t scream. She didn’t fight. She just...stopped. Her power armor dissolved around her and she dropped to her knees, defeated.

The light washed over and past her down the hall, and her army was washed away like a sandcastle under a tsunami. I could feel the power carry my awareness with it at it ran over the whole temple and into the countryside beyond, scouring the area of the amassed forces Beegus had brought to ensure her victory here.

As I snapped back into my own body, the demon princess’s supernatural cold that had filled the chamber for the past few minutes disappeared instantly, replaced by warm air that smelled like flowers, warm bread, and fresh rain.

The magical beam cut off as suddenly as it had begun, leaving the four of us standing in sudden, ringing silence. The three gems still glowed on their pedestals, but the frantic energy was gone. The glow in the crystals flowed back up the pedestals into the spectral gems. They pulsed gently now, in perfect harmony with each other.

Brother Thomas finally managed to push the chainsaw-axe off his chest and sat up, staring at us with wonder.

“The prophecy,” he whispered, tears in his eyes. “After all these years, the prophecy is finally fulfilled.”

“We couldn’t have done it without you,” I said, my voice sounding weak and distant. Without the combined power of the gems coursing through me, I felt strangely both exhausted and energized. Like I’d just run a half-mile and gotten my second wind right before stopping.

I looked around at the three women still holding onto me, all of them glowing with residual magical energy. Daphyse’s blue eyes were bright with tears of relief. Imelia’s flowers had bloomed into a crown of living color. Trish’s ears were perked up with satisfaction, and she was purring so loudly I could feel it vibrating through my chest as she hugged me.

“Is it over?” I asked. “Are they really gone?”

“The gems’ power, when properly unified, banishes evil,” Thomas said, climbing to his feet. He looked to the fallen Beegus. “They have been defeated utterly. We won’t be seeing them again.”

The door to the inner sanctum was choked with magical vapors. The aftermath of the gems’ unleashed power left behind an obscuring mystical mist that blocked our view. But just the same, the tension was gone. When I’d unleashed the power, I had felt it drive the demons out, destroying their armor and sending them back where they belonged.

I felt something loosen in my chest, a tension I’d been carrying since the moment I’d woken up on that altar. The world was safe. The three kingdoms could start working together. And somehow, despite everything, I’d managed not to completely screw it up.


Chapter forty
Cleanup


Brother Thomas brushed stone dust off his brown robes as he surveyed the aftermath. The magical mist was starting to clear from the doorway, revealing empty corridors where moments before an army of demons had filled every inch of space. But it wasn’t totally empty. There was a small figure slumped on the floor. Thomas picked his way through the debris to look closer, but I could see perfectly well from here as the mist cleared.

It was Beegus.

Without her power armor, she looked impossibly small. Her eyes were closed, and she breathed in shallow, uneven gasps. The formal military uniform she wore underneath the armor was torn and scorched, but she was definitely alive.

“What do we do with her?” I asked, still catching my breath from the magical overload.

Thomas crouched beside Beegus, checking her pulse. “I’m not entirely sure. The prophecy is clear that through you, the power would cast down the darkness. I had assumed she would be banished with the others. I never planned to deal with survivors. Or prisoners.”

“Prisoner? She terrorized our people for months,” Princess Daphyse said, stepping forward. Purple light still flickered around her fingertips, residual energy from the Crown Gem. “Killed innocent civilians in her raids. Threatened to enslave the whole world.” Her dagger appeared in her hand. “We should execute her right now, while she’s too weak to fight back. It’s what she deserves for what she’s done.”

Trish moved to Daphyse’s left side, her claws extending with metallic scrapes. “The princess is right. Enemies who surrender after they’ve lost don’t get to negotiate terms. This demon tried to conquer our world. She made her choice to set her life against ours. Let her pay the price.”

“My partners and I are in agreement. Divine justice demands accountability,” Imelia added, green energy swirling around her as flowers in her hair blazed with renewed light. “Those who would oppose divine will must face the consequences of their actions.”

All three women surged forward at once, their unity of purpose startling after days of competition and conflict. Trish and Imelia each grabbed one of Beegus’s arms, hauling her up between them as Brother Thomas scrambled out of the way. The demoness’s feet barely touched the ground as they lifted her, making her look even smaller and more helpless.

Beegus’s red eyes snapped open, focusing on the three faces around her. I expected defiance, rage, maybe some final threat about her demon army coming for revenge. Instead, tears started running down her cheeks as she looked past the gem bearers to meet my eyes.

“They’re right,” she said, her voice firm and strong even without the supernatural amplification of her armor. “You should kill me while you have the chance. Please make it quick.”

That wasn’t the response any of us had expected.

Daphyse hesitated, her dagger still raised but her certainty shaken by the resigned tone in Beegus’s voice.

“I deserve it, for barging in here with intent to… To kill all of you,” Beegus continued. She started strong but her voice cracked and I could see the tears welling up in her eyes. “I was supposed to. That was my mission, my duty to the Underground Kingdom. To my father the Demon King. I was supposed to destroy you all and conquer the surface world. And I wanted to do it. I wanted to grind you all under my heel for enjoying a power denied to the demon peoples. For the health and strength and prosperity the Sacred Gems gave to you but denied to them. But then I read the prophecy. The whole prophecy. And… And I wanted something else. Something more.”

She took a shuddering breath, holding her tears back by force of will, looking directly at me with those burning red eyes.

“I want you. I have since I first read the prophecy. Every detail about your life, your struggles, your character, and the way you were going to be yanked into this world to serve it. Just like I was. As soon as I heard there was a man of strength and conviction who would understand what it’s like to wake up in another world with a destiny shoved onto him, I knew I needed to know you. I knew I would be okay if I had someone who had been through what I’d been through. Before I ever set eyes on you, I fell in love with the man in the prophecy. With you, Kevin. That’s why I defied my orders. I left you alive again and again. I worked to bring you to my side instead of doing the Demon King’s bidding and killing you to assure my victory. Because I don’t want to face life in this world without you!”

The emotional energy in the chamber shifted rapidly as her confession hung in the air. Daphyse lowered her dagger slightly, uncertainty replacing her righteous fury. Even Trish and Imelia seemed to let their guard down, relaxing their hold enough for Beegus’s feet to touch the ground again.

“I kept thinking if I could just prove that my cause was right and these three could never work together, maybe you’d join me,” Beegus said. “I thought if I showed you how the surface kingdoms would never truly cooperate, how their prejudices ran too deep, you’d see that joining us was the only real solution. And if I could show you the demon kingdom and how the neglect of the Sacred Gems has made them suffer, maybe you would… Maybe we could be together.”

“You tried to kill us,” Trish growled, her grip on Beegus’s arm growing firm again, claws popping out and poking holes in the sleeve.

“Only to prove my point. To demonstrate superior force without actually harming Kevin. To spur the three of you into more of your inevitable infighting. With all your disunity, if I’d wanted to kill you, I could have, but not without unleashing enough power to kill him, too.” Beegus looked back at me, desperation creeping into her voice. “I never wanted to hurt you. I just wanted to win. To save my people. And maybe to earn the love of the one man in this world who can understand what I’ve been through.”

Her shoulders shook as the tears finally spilled from her eyes.

“But now I’ve failed completely. Not just the Demon King’s mission, and not just the demon kingdom’s people. I’ve failed my side of the prophecy. I have no destiny anymore. And when my father finds out what I’ve done, how I let personal feelings compromise everything...” She looked up at Daphyse with something like gratitude. “Death at your hands would be a mercy compared to what he’ll do to me.”

I stared at this small, crying woman who minutes earlier had been an eight-foot armored nightmare threatening to end the world.

Her tears looked genuine, her fear real. And something about her confession reminded me uncomfortably of the other three women in this room. Each of them had also started out obsessed with me for reasons that had nothing to do with who I actually was.

“Wait,” I said, stepping toward Daphyse. “Don’t kill her.”

The princess whirled to face me, incredulous. “Kevin, she almost destroyed everything. She would have enslaved all of us if we hadn’t stopped her.”

“Yeah, she would have. But look around this room.” I gestured at the three gem bearers, their combined power still humming softly through the crystal array. “Two days ago, you three were ready to tear each other apart rather than work together. Your kingdoms have spent centuries convinced that humans, elves, and catpeople were natural enemies who could never coexist. What’s the difference between any one of you and her?”

Trish’s ears flattened against her head. “The prophecy. We had that bringing us together.”

“Did we? Because every version of that prophecy your kingdoms preserved told you that only one gem bearer was needed. That the other two were pretenders or obstacles.” I looked at each of them in turn. “You were taught to believe the worst about each other’s people from birth. Daphyse, you called Trish a violent brute and Imelia a primitive mystic. Trish, you dismissed Daphyse as weak and Imelia as useless. Imelia, you saw both of them as spiritually inferior for dismissing your would-be guidance. I bet all three of you would have something similar to say about Beegus and her demon people if she had a fourth Sacred Gem we’d needed for this ritual.”

The three women shifted uncomfortably, unable to deny the accuracy of my words.

“But you were all wrong. And still are. Once you got past the prejudices and cultural assumptions, once you actually worked together, you accomplished something incredible and saved the world.” I gestured at Beegus, still held between Trish and Imelia. “So if we were wrong about each other, if centuries of hatred and mistrust turned out to be bullshit, why should demons be treated any different?”

Daphyse’s grip on her dagger loosened. “You’re saying we should give her a chance to prove she’s more than her worst impulses?”

“I’m saying everyone deserves that chance. Besides,” I added with a playful grin, seeking to inject a little levity into the moment, “she’s got great tits. Seems reason enough to consider offering clemency.”

Beegus’s eyes widened in surprise, a faint blush coloring her tear-stained cheeks despite everything. Trish snorted with amusement, and even Imelia looked like she was fighting back a smile.

“That’s hardly a theological argument for mercy,” Imelia said, but her grip on Beegus’s arm had already loosened.

“Maybe not, but it’s an honest one.” I looked at the three women who had become the most important people in my new life. “What do you think? Do we continue moving forward with cooperation and understanding? Or do you all still believe that some people are irredeemably evil based on where they come from?”

Trish was the first to release Beegus’s arm, stepping back with a thoughtful expression. “The way she fought us was honorable, even if her goals were wrong. She could have killed us in several of those encounters, but she held back.”

“She showed vulnerability in confessing her feelings,” Imelia added, also releasing her grip. “That suggests capacity for growth and redemption. More than anyone, we know that Kevin can be a good influence.”

Daphyse stared at her dagger for a long moment, then sheathed it with a sharp click. “I accept. But she’s your responsibility, Kevin. If she betrays that trust, the consequences fall on you.”

Brother Thomas had been listening to this exchange with growing amazement. Now he stepped forward, straightening his robes with renewed purpose.

“The temple has holding cells in the lower levels,” he said, moving to help Beegus to her feet with surprising gentleness. “They were built for diplomatic prisoners during the old wars, and then converted for refugees during natural disasters. Comfortable enough to live in, but secure enough to keep her in place. We can keep her there while we figure out what to do long-term.”

Beegus accepted his assistance, swaying slightly as she found her footing. She looked at me with hope and also disbelief.

“You’re really not going to execute me?”

“We’re really not. Though if you try anything stupid, I’m pretty sure without your armor, any one of these three could turn you into demon paste before you got two steps.”

A small, genuine smile crossed her face for the first time since I’d met her. “Thank you. I know I don’t deserve mercy, but I’ll try to prove worthy of it.”

Thomas began guiding her toward the chamber’s exit, his pace careful and supportive. “Come along then. Let’s get you settled somewhere safe while we all process what’s just happened.”

As they disappeared into the corridor, I felt some of the tension that had been building in my chest finally released. The immediate threat was over. The world was safe. The prophecy was fulfilled. And we’d managed to choose mercy over vengeance. If this could result in a peace that went beyond the three kingdoms, maybe even Beegus could be happy with this outcome.

“So what happens now?” I asked.

The three women looked at each other, then at me. They weren’t competing for position or arguing about who belonged where. It was weird. But they stood together, united, looking at me with nothing but love.

“Now,” Daphyse said, her imperial composure returning but softer than before, “we figure out how to make this work. All of us. Together.”

“Together,” Imelia agreed, her voice carrying that serene quality but touched with genuine warmth.

“Together,” Trish echoed, then grinned and showed her fangs. “Though I still get first dibs on breeding.”

“Trish!” both the other women said in unison.

I laughed, really laughed, for the first time in what felt like months. Maybe I wasn’t the hero they’d expected, but apparently I was the one they needed.


Chapter forty-one
New Management


The temple transformed over the next few hours. What started as a few cautious military scouts arriving to verify the prophecy’s fulfillment—or negotiate terms of surrender with Beegus if she’d been victorious—turned into something nobody expected.

Hundreds of people from all three kingdoms gathered together in peace and harmony.

Brother Thomas had been hard at work all morning since the battle, sending messages to every relevant organization on the continent about our victory. The responses came faster than I’d thought possible. Imperial carriages rolled up the mountain roads alongside Corean warriors jogging in formation and elven transport carts pulled by what looked like magically enlarged beetles. By mid-afternoon, the neutral ground was packed with people who’d spent centuries convinced the others were their inferior rivals, and regardless of race or nationality, everyone was all smiles, hugs, and handshakes.

“This is unprecedented,” Thomas said, his voice shaking as he stood beside me in the main hall’s entrance. “Two hundred years. Two hundred years since the three kingdoms shared the same space peacefully.”

“Unite the leaders, unite the people.” I watched a human merchant hesitantly offer a sample of dried fruit to a catperson warrior, who accepted it with surprised gratitude. “At least for a little while.”

Daphyse appeared at my left side, her red hair freshly brushed and her imperial bearing restored after the mess of a morning we’d been through. She’d changed into a formal gown, all purple silk and gold embroidery that screamed Empire royalty.

“My father’s delegation just arrived,” she said. Her hand found mine without hesitation, fingers interlacing with mine. “He’ll want to speak with you formally. To thank you for saving the Empire.”

“He’ll want to figure out what happens next, you mean.” I squeezed her hand anyway. “Can’t blame him. His daughter just helped fulfill an ancient prophecy with two women he probably considers barbarians.”

“They’re not barbarians.” Her tone was sharp, defensive in a way it wouldn’t have been a week ago. “Trish is a strong warrior and Imelia is a wise priestess. Anyone who dismisses them is a fool. If I have to grab my father by the shoulders and shake that kind of foolishness out of him, I’ll do it without hesitation.”

I looked at her, surprised by the vehemence in her voice. “You really mean that.”

“Of course I do.” She turned to face me fully, her blue eyes bright with conviction. “You were right about everything, Kevin. About cooperation, about prejudice, about how we’re stronger together. I was too blind to see it before, but now...” She smiled, and it was genuine and warm. “Now I understand. You showed us the truth.”

That should have felt good. It did feel good, honestly. But something about the absolute certainty in her voice made me uncomfortable in ways I couldn’t quite name yet.

Trish arrived from the other direction, wearing what looked like formal parade armor, leather and metal polished to a shine, with ceremonial markings I didn’t recognize. It looked uncharacteristically decorative rather than practical. Even so, she moved through the crowd like a crocodile through the water, people instinctively stepping aside to let her pass.

“War Chief Nao just arrived,” she said without preamble, stopping at my right side. “She brought the Circle of Champions and half the warriors in Ironhold. Says she wants to honor the hero who saved our people.”

“More like she wants to make sure she doesn’t miss any more of the excitement,” I said.

Trish grinned, showing her sharp teeth. “That too. She doesn’t trust humans or elves not to try something during the celebration to consolidate power now that the threat is gone.” Her hand settled on my shoulder, possessive but gentle. “But you were right all along. They won’t. Not anymore. You proved that cooperation works. Everyone can see that now.”

There it was again. That absolute faith, that unquestioning belief that I had all the answers. I couldn’t put my finger on why, but it made me intensely uncomfortable.

Imelia emerged from a cluster of elven diplomats, her white robes somehow still pristine despite the morning’s battle. Flowers bloomed fresh and bright in her brown hair, and she moved with that flowing grace that made her look like she was gliding instead of walking.

“High Priest Vesryn has arrived with the Temple Council,” she said, facing me head-on with a respectful bow. “They wish to formally recognize your divine power and the fulfillment of sacred prophecy.”

“I’m not divine, Imelia.” I kept my voice gentle. “I’m just the guy who got the job done.”

“You’re far more than that.” She looked up at me and her green eyes held mine with quiet intensity. “You’re the prophesied hero who united us. Who showed us that true wisdom is in peace and love, not fear and hate. Everything you’ve said and done has proven your divinity.”

I wanted to argue, to point out that I’d spent most of the past few days frantically improvising and hoping something would work. But I couldn’t deny the results. More people were still arriving, and the celebration was starting to pick up momentum around us. Human musicians set up a collection of string instruments while Corean drummers arranged their percussion kits beside them. Elven singers began a rhythmic chant that met both music styles in the middle and created a peculiar kind of harmony.

Food appeared from everywhere at once. Crews of imperial servants set up a collection of comfort food ranging from pasta shapes I’d never seen before to whole roast fowl. Corean street merchants rolled up with a fleet of little grill carts, handing out skewers of hardy root vegetables and chunks of game meat slathered in a savory-sweet sauce. Baskets that looked to be woven from still-living wood were filled with fresh elven fruits being passed around, and I saw a small squad of elves making their way through the crowd in an orderly fashion, generously distributing glasses of honey wine.

“People are getting along,” I said, watching a group of human nobles tentatively sampling Corean trail rations while a catperson warrior examined elven fruit with obvious curiosity. “They’re actually mingling and talking.”

“Because you made it possible,” Daphyse said. She was still holding my hand, her grip firm and warm. “Before you arrived, a scene like this would have become a riot by now. Now look at us.”

“Your wisdom is as otherworldly as it is inspirational,” Imelia added as she took up a more unobtrusive position behind me. “Old grudges and prejudices were the true darkness you dispelled.”

Trish’s tail swished with satisfaction. “You made an example of us. You held us together with your strength, and now everyone sees that this is how it should have always been.”

The three of them stood close, their attention fixed on me with an intensity that probably should have been flattering. Instead, it felt like pressure building in my chest. I finally put my finger on the feeling. I’d expected them finally talking sense to be accompanied by an end to their peculiar obsession with me. That didn’t seem to be the case at all. If anything, putting an end to their irrational prejudices had made them even more fixated on me.

“I need to talk to your leaders,” I said, partially to distract myself and partially because it was true. “If we’re going to make this cooperation thing permanent, we need to get them on board before everyone goes back to their homes and back into their old ways of thinking.”

“An excellent idea,” Daphyse said immediately. “Let’s go, girls.”

They moved as one, leaving me standing alone in the increasingly crowded hall. Brother Thomas appeared at my elbow like he’d been waiting for the opportunity.

“They’re very devoted to you now,” he observed mildly.

“No kidding.” I watched them split apart as they moved into the crowd, each heading toward their respective kingdom’s delegation. “Is it weird that it feels more intense than before?”

“Before, they were competing for your affection and trying to fight their own insecurities.” Thomas adjusted his brown robes, looking thoughtful. “Now that you’ve guided them through all those insecurities and made clear that there is no competition to be had, they’ve united in the belief that you’re infallible.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“Absolutely not. But I’ve seen the kind of man you are. Your job is done and you’re already looking for a new one.” He gestured toward the mixing crowds. “Getting three hostile kingdoms to come together despite centuries of cultural prejudice is no small task. Having the three most important magic users to each nation absolutely convinced you’re right about everything? That’s social capital that can get you a long way to that dream.”

I wanted to argue that using their devotion felt manipulative. Or that I wasn’t looking for a new job. But he wasn’t wrong. Even after all I’d been dragged through, I did still see work to be done.

And he was also right about needing their support if I was going to make it happen. That unity might be necessary in the coming weeks.

Without Beegus to occupy their military forces, the tentative truce between the three nations might break. Not to mention Beegus’s warning that the Demon King would be furious at her failure. If he continued the battle against these people, they would need to stand united against him.

A human woman in expensive-looking diplomatic robes approached, bowing formally. “Hero Kevin? Princess Daphyse has arranged the meeting you requested. Emperor Perthil, War Chief Nao, and High Priest Vesryn are waiting in the east conference chamber.”

“Great. Thanks.” I didn’t feel the need to correct her that Trish and Imelia had taken part in the arrangements as well. Baby steps. I looked at Thomas. “You coming?”

“Of course.” He fell into step beside me as we followed the diplomat through the crowded hall.

The east conference chamber was smaller than the main hall but still maintained that cool architectural mix that defined the temple. Stone walls gave way to carved wooden beams that supported a ceiling decorated with painted tiles. A round table dominated the center, probably on purpose, since no one could claim the head position at a circle.

Emperor Perthil Aurelius Pador sat with impeccable posture, his graying auburn hair and formal attire no different from before. He studied me with careful assessment as I entered. He didn’t look hostile, exactly, but he definitely didn’t regard me with the same friendly confidence as our first meeting.

War Chief Nao had claimed the seat across from him. Her ears swiveled toward me as I approached, and her expression was unreadable. At our first meeting, she’d been personable and friendly, but she was sharp and focused now. From a sheathed blade to a naked sword.

High Priest Vesryn sat between them, looking ancient and serene in elaborate ceremonial robes. Back in the Dynasty he’d been very calm and nearly unflappable, but in this room, he was visibly on edge. I hoped it was because of the presence of the other leaders, and not that his opinion of me had reversed.

The three gem bearers stood behind their respective leaders, and seeing them positioned that way drove home just how much political weight this meeting carried. This wasn’t just about celebrating our victory. They were focused on deciding what came next.

“Hero Kevin Matthew Brown.” Perthil’s voice carried formal authority, the kind of tone that expected obedience. “Please, sit. We have much to discuss.”

I took the open seat, with Thomas settling into a spot behind me, a mirror to the Gem Bearers. The circular table put me across from all three leaders at once, which felt both fair and extremely intimidating, now that I had their undivided attention.

“First, allow me to express the Pador Empire’s gratitude.” Perthil inclined his head slightly—probably the closest thing to a bow I’d get from an emperor. “You saved not just my kingdom, but the entire continent from destruction. The empire will honor you appropriately.”

“The Kingdom of Corean owes you a warrior’s debt,” Nao added. Her voice was rougher than it had been when we’d met at the arena. It was less a casual conversation and more barked battle orders. “You fought alongside our champion and proved yourself worthy of respect. We don’t forget that.”

“The Maton Dynasty recognizes divine favor in your actions,” Vesryn said. His tone was gentle but authoritative. “You fulfilled prophecy and brought light to darkness. Our people will remember your service for centuries to come.”

“Thanks. All of you.” I looked between them, trying to read their expressions. “But we need to talk about what happens now. Because defeating Beegus was just the first step.”

Perthil’s eyebrow raised slightly. “Oh? I believed that the prophecy was clear that once the planetary alignment had passed, the threat was over. What would you suggest comes next?”

I took a careful breath. Here went nothing. “We need to permanent cooperation. Not just one big party that fades into memory as soon as everyone goes home.”

“The kingdoms have maintained separate governance for centuries,” Nao said. “That separation has served us well.”

“Has it?” I leaned forward. “Because from where I’m sitting, that separation almost got everyone killed. Beegus wouldn’t have gotten as far as she did if you’d been sharing intelligence and coordinating defenses instead of treating each other with total indifference.”

“The Hero speaks wisdom,” Daphyse said from behind her father. “We were vulnerable because we were divided.”

Perthil glanced back at his daughter with something that looked like concern, but didn’t contradict her.

“The tunnel networks are still out there,” I continued. “Beegus might be imprisoned, but the Demon King is still out there and angry. Who knows what he may do now? We need a coordinated effort to share resources, communicate, and cooperate in the defense of all people.”

“The boy makes a fair point,” Nao admitted grudgingly. “No matter how mighty our warriors, we cannot be everywhere at once.”

“The demons’ underground activity has been a thorn in all our backs, too far out of reach to pluck,” Vesryn added. “By working together, we can each reach where we can’t alone.”

“I propose we establish a centralized defensive pact here at the Neutral Temple,” I said, pushing forward while I had the momentum. I was pulling it all out of my ass, but everyone was nodding like I was the greatest most brilliant mind that had ever lived. “Not replacing your kingdoms’ internal governance, but creating a unified authority that can handle threats affecting everyone. Shared military intelligence, coordinated resource management, and permanent diplomatic channels.”

The mood of the room shifted immediately, and not in the right direction. All three leaders stiffened at that, their expressions shifting from curious to guarded.

“You’re suggesting we surrender control of our military,” Perthil said carefully. “Allow outsiders to influence imperial policy.”

“What does ‘outsiders’ even mean in this context?” I kept my voice level. “You’re all living on the same continent, dealing with the same threats. Why are you looking at your friends as enemies?”

“Because humans can’t be trusted with Corean security,” Nao said bluntly. “No offense to present company, but your empire has been trying to expand into our territory for decades. You think we’ll just hand you access to our defensive strategies?”

“And the elves?” Perthil looked at Vesryn. “The Dynasty has spent centuries calling all of us ‘worldly corruption.’ Forgive me if I’m a little suspicious about sending my soldiers to be antagonized by their priesthood.”

“The Grove’s spiritual traditions are complex,” Vesryn replied with careful neutrality. “We would need assurances that continental authority wouldn’t force secular values on the faithful.”

This was spiraling fast. I wasn’t surprised, though. Centuries of mistrust didn’t evaporate just because we’d faced down a single threat one time. They were already regressing, finding reasons why cooperation couldn’t work, putting themselves on top of the heap and airing old grievances.

“Father.” Daphyse’s voice cut through the tension. “You need to listen to Kevin. Everything he’s proposed makes sense.”

“Daph, I appreciate the support, but—” I began.

“War Chief.” Trish stepped forward, her voice carrying command despite addressing her superior. “Kevin’s right about strategic cooperation. You taught me that strength isn’t just physical, it’s knowing when to form alliances. The strong become stronger when they can add others’ strengths to their own.”

“Trish, hold on—” I started, trying to refocus the table on me.

“High Priest.” Imelia moved to stand beside Vesryn. “Divine will has shown us that Kevin’s guidance leads to salvation. To doubt him now would be to doubt the very teachings you seek to protect.”

“Imelia, that’s not—” I struggled to correct her connecting me to the divine will the elves worshiped.

But all three women were moving now, positioning themselves between me and their leaders. They spoke over each other, their voices rising as they pressed their respective arguments with absolute conviction, tailored to their more extensive knowledge of their cultures’ needs.

“Kevin saved the empire when our traditional approaches failed,” Daphyse insisted. “His judgment has been proven correct in every instance. Would we be so ungrateful as to ignore his wisdom now that the prophecy is done?”

“Warriors respect proven strength, and Beegus’s defeat was the greatest show of strength the continent has seen in years,” Trish argued. “That strength earned my loyalty, and deserves to be followed by others, too.”

“To reject Kevin’s guidance is to reject the truth,” Imelia said firmly. “Divine will didn’t only bring him here for the prophecy. He has come here to stay in this world. He only wants to make it a better place for us all, just as you taught me was our duty.”

I watched the three most powerful magic users on the continent gang up on their own leaders, and something cold settled in my stomach. This wasn’t the healthy cooperation of intelligent future leaders I’d been hoping for. This was something else entirely.

Instead of talking about the good of the world or of their people, their arguments were focused on me. On raising me up as their infallible leader. And whenever they stole glances across the table at me, I could see that wild, frenzied devotion in each one.

Perthil looked past his daughter to meet my eyes, and I saw understanding there. Maybe concern. “You have quite the advocates, Hero Kevin.”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t quite keep the discomfort out of my voice. “Look, I’m not trying to undermine anyone’s authority. I just think we need to figure this out before—”

“Before the kingdoms retreat to their old patterns,” Daphyse finished. “Before we waste the opportunity Kevin has gifted us.”

“Before another threat emerges and finds us divided again,” Trish added. “Kevin’s strength can’t protect us from everything.”

“Before we fail to honor the divine will that saved us,” Imelia concluded. “If we don’t heed Kevin’s wisdom, than we are responsible for the fruits of that failure.”

The three leaders exchanged looks that I couldn’t quite read. Some kind of silent communication that came from decades of political experience. Finally, Nao spoke.

“You’ve unified our Gem Bearers well,” she said dryly.

“My daughter has always been passionate when she believes in something,” Perthil said carefully. “Though I’ll admit I’ve never seen her quite this committed to someone else’s vision.”

“And Priestess Imelia serves divine will above all else,” Vesryn said. “If she believes your guidance is sacred, then I must take that under advisement in my meditations.”

They were backing down. Not because I’d convinced them, but because their Gem Bearers were refusing to let them refuse. It seemed each nations’ reliance on the Sacred Gems was going to get me what I wanted.

“I propose a trial period,” Perthil said after a long moment. “Six months of these joint operations based at the Neutral Temple. Shared military intelligence, coordinated tunnel security, regular diplomatic meetings. The power of the Empire can surely guide this council with ease. We all commit to those six months, and evaluate the results before anything becomes permanent.”

“The Kingdom of Corean can agree to that,” Nao said. “Assuming that neither the Empire nor the Dynasty squanders the strength we offer.”

“The Dynasty accepts those terms,” Vesryn added. “But any failures would never fall on our hands. We follow divine guidance, after all.”

It was a strong start. A concrete commitment rather than empty promises that would evaporate once everyone went home. And each nation had tied their honor to the task.

“That’s a good start,” I said. “Thank you. All of you.”

“Thank my daughter,” Perthil replied. “And your other advocates. I suspect this meeting would have gone very differently without their... enthusiasm for your proposal.”

That uncomfortable feeling in my chest grew stronger. He was right. This had worked because the gem bearers had pressured their leaders into agreeing, not because I’d made a convincing political argument. Which meant I was building cooperation on a foundation of their absolute faith in my judgment, not the objective merit of my suggestion.

What happened when I was wrong about something?

But that was a problem for later. Right now, we had an agreement, and that was more than the three kingdoms had managed in two centuries. If we could just maintain that single point of contact, maybe we could keep this going.

“We should announce this to the celebration,” Daphyse said. She was practically glowing with satisfaction. “Show everyone that this cooperation is real and lasting.”

“Encourage them to form bonds and friendships between the nations,” Trish agreed.

“Demonstrate the unity that will guide this world for the next age,” Imelia added.

The three leaders stood, their body language suggesting resignation mixed with resolve. I could see that they were still reluctant to make this arrangement, but they were determined to not be the one who caused its failure. That was going to have to be good enough.

We filed back toward the main hall, where the celebration had grown even larger. More people had arrived while we were meeting. Merchants, soldiers, priests, and citizens from all three kingdoms mixing and talking like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Brother Thomas took up position at my elbow again as we entered the crowd. “That went better than expected.”

“Did it?” I watched the three gem bearers walk ahead of us, moving together now instead of competing for position. “Or did I just accidentally create a political bomb with three incredibly powerful women who think I’m always right about everything?”

“You can do something right in a weird way and still affect positive change.” He gestured toward the mixing crowds. “Look around, Kevin. This is the first time in living memory that citizens of all three kingdoms are sharing food and conversation without violence. Whatever concerns you have about the future, you’ve accomplished something remarkable today.”

Maybe he was right. All three races were singing and dancing and talking and trading and eating like they were a single unified people. Even from my perspective as someone from another world, it was a miracle.

Emperor Perthil took position at the center of the hall, his voice carrying without magical amplification through sheer force of presence. “Citizens of the Three Kingdoms! We gather today to celebrate not just the defeat of a terrible enemy, but the beginning of a new era.”

The crowd quieted, hundreds of faces turning toward the three leaders as they stood together.

“For too many years, our kingdoms have existed in isolation and suspicion,” War Chief Nao continued, taking up the task of the speech. “But today, thanks to the courage of our champion and the wisdom of a hero from beyond our world, we have seen what cooperation can accomplish.” War Chief Nao stepped forward. “The Kingdom of Corean recognizes that strength comes not just from individual prowess, but from alliances. Strength joined to strength. We pledge our participation in a new continental cooperation based here at the Neutral Temple.”

“The Maton Dynasty acknowledges that divine will works through unity rather than separation,” High Priest Vesryn added. “Together, we can serve each other properly, and build a better world, one worthy of the divine sanctity of each life among us now. We commit to this trial of shared governance for the good of all peoples.”

The announcement rippled through the crowd. Some people cheered immediately, caught up in the celebratory atmosphere. Others looked confused or concerned, like they weren’t sure what this meant for their lives. But no one was raising a complaint or pushing back. And there wasn’t even a suggestion of violence or distrust.

That was progress.

The easy part was convincing everyone to work together when the threat was immediate and obvious. The hard part would be maintaining that cooperation when things got complicated.

But that was tomorrow’s problem. Tonight, we were celebrating. And for just a little while, I could let myself believe that maybe—just maybe—I could be responsible for making the world a better place.


Chapter forty-two
Death By Snu Snu


The main hall was still packed even though the party was winding down. People from all three kingdoms clustered in little groups, picking at leftover food and talking in voices that had dropped from celebration-loud to tired-but-happy. The musicians were playing slower stuff now, something mellow that didn’t demand dancing. Nobody was calling it a night yet, though. They lingered like they were waiting for one more speech or toast or something.

I stood near one of the stone columns with a cup of that honey wine the elves had brought. Sweet but strong. I was taking it slow. The last thing I needed was to get sloppy after the day we’d had.

Brother Thomas worked the crowd nearby, shaking hands with diplomats and looking pleased with himself. He caught my eye and gave me a small nod. The mix of races getting along without any fights breaking out still felt surreal. A week ago, these same people would’ve been looking for excuses to start shit.

Trish appeared first, cutting through a cluster of Corean warriors who slapped her back as she passed. She’d loosened some of the straps on her parade armor, making it look less formal and more…ready. Her silver hair caught the lamplight, and when her eyes locked on me, I felt it.

“Kevin.” She stopped close enough that I could smell the leather of her armor and something warmer underneath. Her hand brushed my arm, casual but deliberate. “This party’s dragging. All these people standing around talking politics. We should get out of here. Find somewhere private to celebrate like proper warriors.”

Daphyse materialized on my other side before Trish could steer me anywhere. That purple silk dress hugged every curve, and she knew exactly what it did to me. Her hair was pinned up now with a few strategic strands loose around her face. She stepped in close and took my free hand, lacing our fingers together.

“Trish is right.” She glanced at the catgirl with something that might’ve been respect or might’ve been conspiracy. “Let the diplomats handle the rest. We’ve earned some time alone. All of us.”

Imelia joined us before I could respond, her white robes flowing as she moved. She stepped right up in front of me, close enough that I had to look down to meet her eyes, and that quiet intensity of hers hit me full force.

“It would be rude to preach cooperation to High Priest Vesryn and then refuse Trish’s suggestion,” she said. Her hand rested on my shoulder, light but possessive. “We should retire to your chambers. Away from all this noise.”

“And make some noise of our own,” Trish added with a grin that showed teeth.

I looked between the three of them. No arguing. No competition. They stood there together, coordinated in a way I’d never seen before, and it finally clicked what was happening.

Oh.

Oh.

The party did feel like it was running long. And after everything that had happened today—saving the world, uniting kingdoms, the whole nine yards—some time alone sounded good. Really good. I glanced across the room and spotted Brother Thomas again. He was talking to some human nobles, but he looked my way and gave another nod, this one more deliberate. Yeah. The man had eyes.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”

They didn’t waste time. Trish took point, leading us through a side door into one of the temple’s quieter corridors. Daphyse kept hold of my hand, walking beside me. Imelia followed close behind, her steps light on the stone.

The sounds of the party faded as we moved deeper into the temple. Our footsteps echoed off the walls. We passed closed doors, empty rooms, and the mood between us grew heavier in the quiet. Thicker. Trish slowed her pace. Imelia sped up. Suddenly they were sandwiching me, practically pressed against me from front and back. Daphyse’s hand slid from mine to my waist.

Someone squeezed my ass.

I couldn’t tell which one of them did it with them crowded around me like this, but the quiet laugh that followed could’ve come from any of them. All of them.

Nobody spoke until we reached my room. Trish pushed the door open and stepped inside first. “Finally,” Trish said, shrugging her leather pauldrons off with twin thuds. “No more waiting.”

Daphyse pulled me through the door next, finally releasing me so that her hands could flutter over the ties on her gown. “We’ve been patient all day to let the people show how much they appreciate your heroism. Now it’s our turn to appreciate you.”

Imelia closed the door behind us, the click of the latch loud in the quiet room. She moved to my side, her fingers tracing down my arm. “This is right. A proper expression of our bond. As a team, like you always wanted.”

They closed in together, hands everywhere at once. Trish tugged at my shirt, pulling it up over my head while Daphyse worked on my belt. Imelia’s touch was lighter, sliding over my shoulders to remove the hi-vis vest that had started to feel like a vital part of the hero uniform. Their bodies pressed close, the heat from them mixing with the cooler air in the room. Fabric rustled as Daphyse’s gown loosened, Imelia’s hands danced over the tie fastening her robe, and Trish kicked off another piece of armor.

“Wait,” I said, catching my breath as my shirt came off. “We can take our time. No rush.”

But they weren’t listening. Imelia dropped to her knees, her eyes fixed on me. “I need to taste you.” Her hands went to my pants, pulling them down just as Daphyse got my fly undone. I braced myself against the wall and nearly knocked over a lamp as Imelia nuzzled her face into my crotch, mouthing at the bulge through my underwear while Daphyse helped her tug my pants down to my ankles. The two of them exchanged a silent, conspiratorial glance that probably communicated a bunch of high-level strategy, but all I could focus on was the hot, wet pressure of Imelia’s tongue as she traced an outline over the fabric.

Trish was behind me in a flash, her armor clattering onto the floor in a messy puddle. She pressed her chest flat to my back and nipped my ear, her tail wrapping my waist like it was staking a claim. “You’re gonna have to stand up for this, hero,” she purred, hands running over my chest as she started undoing the last straps of her breastplate, then shoving it aside. “Wouldn’t want you to miss a second.”

Imelia finally slid my underwear down, and my dick bobbed out, already hard and leaking. She wasted zero time, licking a stripe from base to tip and then taking the head into her mouth with a hum of pure satisfaction. My knees buckled. Daphyse steadied me, her cool fingers pressing into my hips as she knelt next to Imelia, studying the whole process like she was prepping for a test. “You’re a natural, High Priestess,” Daphyse said, voice just a little shaky, “but it’s only fair I get a turn.”

Imelia popped her lips off me, giving a little gasp that was almost a moan. “You may, but I’ll have him back soon.” There was a little edge to her voice that made Daphyse raise her perfect eyebrows. I did not like the idea of them fighting that close to my dick. But Daphyse gave a gracious smile and moved right in, licking at the head with slow, deliberate care, swirling her tongue like she was savoring the world’s most decadent dessert. I gripped Daphyse’s shoulder and almost slumped, but Trish’s arms caged me, forcing me upright.

Imelia didn’t yield the space for long. Their rivalry—restrained and ceremonial during the party, but now stripped bare and raw—turned every second into a contest.

Daphyse took me deep, rolling her eyes up to meet mine, lips spread wide and smug. Imelia countered by flicking her tongue in quick, precise circles that made my vision fuzz white. They alternated, sometimes overlapping, sometimes both working me at once. Tongues twined and lips brushed against each other and my skin with frantic hunger. They started to get competitive, each trying to outdo the other, until my legs actually started to shake. Trish noticed. I could tell because she laughed softly in my ear, breath humid and sharp. “They’re going to break you, Kevin,” she whispered, hands kneading my ass. “Better let me have a taste before you melt.”

Then she hooked her arm under mine, spun me around, and then knelt right next to the other two women.

I’d seen a lot of things since coming to this world, but nothing as obscene as the three of them, shoulder to shoulder, crowding around my cock like it was the last drink of water in the desert. Imelia and Daphyse were elbowing each other, trying to angle for the best position, but Trish just grabbed the base and aimed it toward her own mouth like she was threading a crossbow. She licked the underside, then sucked at the tip with a growl. Her tail flicked behind her.

Daphyse laughed—actually laughed—like a bratty princess who’d just lost a game but was still a good sport about it. “Typical barbarian. No finesse, just brute force.” She pushed Trish aside with her shoulder and deepthroated me, nose pressed firm at the root, her hands pillowed under her chin as she held there for a heartbeat. Then she pulled off, gasping, saliva stringing from her lips. “But effective,” she admitted, shooting Trish a sly look. “Very effective.”

Imelia didn’t say a word. She waited for the gap, then dove in, tongue flicking so fast and precise it was almost surgical. She didn’t give a fuck about the competition, or maybe she did and just played to win. Her hand curled around my shaft, squeezing with just the right pressure, and she looked up straight into my eyes. The look was everything. Worship, reverence, and a burning hunger that made the air in the room feel tight.

They started to sync. It stopped being a scramble and became a kind of obscene relay, each one knowing exactly when to pass me off. Trish worked the base with one hand, stroking in slow, greedy pumps, while Daphyse kissed and teased my balls, hair tickling my thighs, her breath warm and frantic. And Imelia, the picture of priestess purity, just took me past her lips again and again, humming like she was channeling a hymn straight through her throat.

I couldn’t last. I mean, nobody could. My vision narrowed, and I felt myself tighten up, ready to blow. “Shit. I’m—” They all felt it. Trish grinned, fangs bared, and pushed me deeper into Imelia’s mouth. The priestess gagged around me, and I emptied myself, pulse after pulse, into her. She swallowed, eyes fluttering shut, and even when I tried to pull away, she held me there, draining every last drop.

“I wanted to taste him!” Daphyse said, swatting Imelia across the backside. It was obviously supposed to be playful, but it made Imelia’s teeth come down together.

“Fuck!”

I jumped away before my oversensitive cock could be bitten in two.

“What’d you do that for?” Trish asked, shoving Daphyse.

“Because she hogged him!” Daphyse shot back, cheeks flushed and lips shiny. She looked both furious and impossibly turned on. “It was supposed to be a team effort.”

Imelia wiped her lips with the back of her hand, then leaned in and, to my shock, laid a soft, lingering kiss on Daphyse’s mouth. “Some for you,” she murmured, and Daphyse melted into it, her cheeks blooming red.

Trish was not about to be left out. She grabbed both their heads and mashed them together, making them kiss again, harder, until I thought they might bite each other’s lips off. Then she pulled back with a snarl and rounded on me.

“You better have more of that,” she said, snarling.

“I mean… I’m not superhuman.” The laugh that came out of me felt desperate. “You’ll have to give me a moment.”

“Allow me,” Imelia said, touching my leg. Green magic flowed out of her fingers and into my cock. The sensation was like being struck by lightning, except the electricity pooled in my groin instead of frying my brain. My cock sprang right back to full hardness, red and throbbing, veins bulging like angry roots. Every nerve ending in my body was screaming for more, and for a second I was genuinely terrified I’d never be able to go soft again.

Trish’s jaw dropped, and she cackled. “That’s cheating, priestess! Shoulda shared that spell with the class.”

Imelia just smiled, the corners of her lips still glossy, and shrugged with her usual infuriating serenity. “I’m invested in the result.”

They were going to kill me.

Daphyse tugged my arm, drawing me closer, already working my cock with one hand as she angled her lips toward my ear. “You’re a marvel, Kevin. But I want more than just your strength.” Then she bit—actually bit—the lobe of my ear, not enough to hurt but enough to make me yelp, and dragged me sideways toward the edge of the bed.

I landed heavy, sprawled on my back, and she followed, hiking her dress up with both hands. It bunched at her waist, and for the first time I noticed she’d ditched her underwear somewhere along the line, probably in the hallway outside the party. Daphyse straddled me, her thighs pale and smooth and trembling a little, and lined herself up above my cock.

Then she paused—not for drama, but because Trish’s arm had whipped around her waist, tugging her off balance. “Wait your turn, princess,” Trish purred. She made it sound like she meant to negotiate, but the next second she jerked her up, flipping her onto the mattress beside me. Daphyse squealed, legs kicking, and landed face-down with her ass in the air. Trish climbed onto her back, pinning her, and the two of them wrestled for dominance, limbs tangled and lips just inches from each other. It was like watching two predators fight over the same kill, except the kill was me and I was hard enough to hammer nails by the time they finished.

Imelia sat on the edge of the bed, watching with studious interest, legs crossed primly under her robe and hands folded in her lap. Only the smile on her face, hungry and rapt, betrayed how much she was enjoying this.

I got up onto my elbows, trying to catch my breath, but the sight of Trish and Daphyse grappling for position on my bed airlocked my lungs. Every so often, one of them would manage to grind her hips into the other, and then they’d both freeze, eyes wide, like neither wanted to admit how much it turned them on. Daphyse’s dress was hiked all the way up, exposing her bare ass and the slickness between her legs. Trish’s armor was a memory now; she was naked except for the leather straps around her thighs, and her skin glistened with sweat.

“Get off of me, you crazy cat!” Daphyse laughed, but she was wriggling her ass in the air. The sight of her glistening pussy was too much for my magically reanimated cock. Thrumming desire coursed through me, leading me to the promised land. I lined myself up with Daphyse’s slit and pushed in, surprised at how easily she took me. She was hot and tight, squeezing so good I thought I might pop before I even bottomed out. Daphyse arched her back, grinding her ass up to meet me, hair falling across her eyes as she looked back over her shoulder, lips parted in a gasp.

“Gods, Kevin, yes—” Her voice was a high keen, torn between pleasure and indignation as Trish kept her pinned. I braced my hands on Daphyse’s hips and drove into her again, slow at first, then picking up the pace as the urge overtook me. She clenched around me with each thrust, making little strangled noises that sounded very undiplomatic for a princess.

Trish seemed to approve.

“Look at you,” Trish said, still straddling Daphyse’s lower back. She reached down, splayed her hands on the small of Daphyse’s back, and pressed her down until her face was mashed into the sheets.

I must’ve made a sound, because Trish grinned at me, eyes fierce and hungry. “Like what you see, hero?”

I nodded, unable to trust myself to speak while I pounded away at Daphyse.

I grabbed a handful of Daphyse’s ass, squeezing hard, and she whimpered and pushed back against me, greedy for every inch. The sensation was insane, almost too much after the magical recharge, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from coming right then and there.

“Let me lick you,” I said to Trish. Her eyes went wide, and for half a second she looked almost bashful, but then her mouth split into a fangy grin.

“About time you got some initiative,” she purred, tail flicking electrically behind her. She knelt against Daphyse’s back, causing the princess to swear. With her face buried in the mattress, was kind of hard to tell what she said. But then Trish presented her slick pussy like it was the prize in some weird gladiatorial contest. Maybe it was.

She arched her back almost painfully high. I bent and buried my face in her, licking up her arousal in slow, greedy strokes. Trish made this strangled little noise, half-moan, half-growl. Her legs shook. The muscles in her thighs were ropy with tension, every bit as powerful as I remembered. I sucked at her clit, flicked it with my tongue, and she shivered all over, then started grinding against my mouth, forcing my face deeper.

Daphyse, meanwhile, hadn’t stopped clenching around my cock. She was still pinned under Trish but managed to writhe just enough to keep the friction going, her gasps muffled by the bedsheets. I could feel her trembling, and the way she kept trying to throw Trish off her back, but the catgirl was too strong.

“Unfair,” Daphyse managed to spit out between moans. “You—you’re—gah!”

Trish purred, a sensation I felt against my tongue. “Priestess. Join us.”

“H-how?” came a quiet question from behind me, and I realized I could hear squelching. I twisted around. Imelia was on the bed behind us, her robe hiked up, and she was already slicking her fingers between her legs. The sight made my knees weak. She caught my gaze, and I watched her cheeks flush, pupils dilate. Her other hand braced her against the bedpost, knuckles white. Her eyes never left us, wide and shiny and hungry.

She slipped her robe off one pale shoulder, exposing more and more until both tits were out. She pinched one exposed nipple, then the other, her breathing going ragged. “I want to feel you,” she gasped. “All of you. At once.”

Trish looked back over her shoulder, and the glint in her eye was pure predator. “You’ve got a mouth, priestess,” she said. “Use it.”

Imelia scrambled across the bed, dove between my legs, and started licking everything Daphyse didn’t cover. She tongued my balls, lapped at the slickness trickling down Daphyse’s thighs, then ran her tongue along the crease where Daphyse and I were joined. The sensation was so intense I nearly folded in on myself.

“Fuck, Imelia,” I groaned, my voice barely human.

Nobody complained about the lack of dignity. Not even Daphyse, who I half-expected to lecture us on royal comportment while getting railed into the mattress. All three of them just lost themselves in it. Moans, gasps, the slap of skin on skin. The noises blurred together into one long, obscene anthem. I was drunk off the smell of them, the taste of Trish’s pussy, the way Daphyse’s insides gripped me like she was never letting go.

Imelia’s hands slid up from my legs to cup my balls, her tongue hot and greedy underneath. She took them into her mouth, one at a time, humming as she sucked them gently. It was like being worshipped by a goddess who didn’t care about rules anymore. I could feel every muscle in my body winding tighter, pleasure stacking up inside me like it was going to overflow and short-circuit my brain.

Trish started to shake, thighs clamping around my head, and I felt her whole body go rigid. Then she let out a wild, guttural yowl that could probably be heard three rooms away and came all over my mouth.

That was enough for Daphyse. Her moans went higher, turned into a long, keening wail as she clenched so tight around my cock I thought she was going to snap it off. I held her hips, grinding as deep as I could against her, and black stars burst across my vision as I shot off inside her. Every nerve ending from my toes to my scalp lit up, and I gasped, head spinning, as Daphyse milked every drop from me with greedy, possessive spasms.

Imelia didn’t stop. She kept licking, slurping up everything that leaked out, her hands stroking my thighs like she was calming a wild animal. I was trembling, so oversensitive I thought I might cry, but she drank it all, humming with satisfaction.

Trish peeled herself off my face—her legs wobbly, her whole body twitching—and flopped flat on the mattress, panting like she’d just run a marathon. Sweat plastered her hair to her cheeks and her eyes glittered with a cat’s lazy, post-hunt smugness. She licked her lips and grinned at me. “I want next mating.”

Without the cat on her back, Daphyse was able to free herself. She looked disheveled and undignified. So unlike the imperial princess and just like a woman that’d gotten positively fucked silly. The look she shot me was pure accusation. She was breathing so hard her whole body shook. “You let her do that on purpose. You enjoyed that…that…”

“I sure as fuck did,” I said with a crazed chuckle. “Your fault for encouraging Imelia to zap me with healing magic.”

“So if I encourage her next, you’ll mate with me?” Trish was all grins.

“My turn next,” Imelia said. “It’s my magic.”

“But you already got a load!”

Imelia pointed at her face. “In my mouth! I want it inside me. Kevin promised he’d get me pregnant.”

“I did?”

“HE DID?” Daphyse glared at me.

“I swear I didn’t!”

“We just need to go again and again until it sets,” Imelia said, lost in her own thoughts.

Trish snarled. “I want mating before she gets baby crazy.”

Imelia growled and dove forward, clinging to my arm with both of hers. “I’m not baby crazy! I just want to carry and birth the hero’s offspring!”

“That’s baby crazy!”

Daphyse shoved Imelia away. “If anyone is getting pregnant, it’s me. We need a new heir for the empire.”

I laughed, feeling like I was losing my mind. “No one’s getting pregnant because this cock is closed for business.”

The crazed elf turned to me, grinning. “I can change that.”

I didn’t even have time to panic. Imelia’s hands were on my chest, pinning me back against the bed with surprising strength. The green glow from her hands lit her face up like some spooky Halloween mask from below. “I can heal you again and again, never releasing you from this torment. Not until all of us have had our fill.”

Fuck. Why was that so hot and yet so incredibly scary? They would literally drain me dry.

I didn’t get a chance to say anything in response because, just then, the door behind us burst open with a crash.

All three of us turned to look. Beegus stood in the doorway, her face twisted in fury, her dark hair wild and red eyes blazing. How the hell had she escaped her prison cell? Did Brother Thomas know?

“What is this?” she demanded, pointing an accusing finger at the four of us on the bed. “You defeat me, destroy my army, imprison me, and then celebrate without me? I confessed my love too! I deserve my time on that cock same as all of you!”

To say that the room erupted in chaos was a bit of an understatement.
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I believe the best stories come from real places, the kind of love that builds slowly, where characters earn their happiness through hard work and heart.

Thanks for reading, and I hope my stories bring a little magic to your everyday world.

[image: image-placeholder]

Leon’s work can be found on Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/stores/Leon-West/author/B0CMJC56GQ

You can find him on Patreon at: https://www.patreon.com/leonwest


Things From Places


You can find other Romance For Men and HaremLit in the following places:

Romance for Men 
(https://linktr.ee/romanceformen)
Includes Discord, Subreddit, and Goodreads.

r/haremfantasynovels
(https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/)

Dukes of Harem
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/530402720977171)

Royal Guard Publishing Discord
(https://discord.gg/JXxTd5cAbB)

Pulp Romance For Men Discord
(https://discord.gg/Dt5j2HmSK3)

Pulp Romance for Men (Facebook)
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/pulpfantasy)

Romance for Men (Facebook)

(https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052)

Harem Lit
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/)

HaremLit Readers
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/)

Harem Gamelit
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit/)

r/HaremGameLit
(https://www.reddit.com/r/HaremGamelit/)

Monster Girl Fiction
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction)

Monster Girl Books (Facebook)
( https://www.facebook.com/groups/monstergirlbooks)

r/Harem
(https://www.reddit.com/r/Harem/)

r/HaremLit
(https://www.reddit.com/r/Haremlit/)

HaremRec 
(https://haremrec.softr.app/)

You can find other LitRPG and GameLit in the following places:

LitRPG Books 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.book)

LitRPG Forum 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/)

LitRPG Releases 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases/ )

Gamelit Society 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety)

r/LitRPG 
(https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/)

r/ProgressionFantasy 
(https://www.reddit.com/r/progressionfantasy)
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