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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “One, two, three! Heave!” 
 
    The men pulled on the rope in unison, leaning weight and muscle into a task that undoubtedly required it. The wall of the building attached to the other end gave a woody creak that bit off into a snap before finally tipping sidelong, plumes of dust billowing outward from the heft of its landing. 
 
    Avina, for the most part, had taken a discretionary role in Gladetown’s reconstruction, rarely committing herself to physical labor outside of the first few days after the dustwalker’s attack. Her mother would have said something to the effect of it is not an underqueen’s place to do such labor, and Avina would have scoffed. In truth, her direct presence had seemed to make the workers a little uncomfortable. 
 
    It’d been a different story with Koa. He tossed the rope down and slapped the man beside him on the back, the two of them chuckling at another worker’s impression of the way the building’s wall had wobbled on the way down. 
 
    He fell into place as the rope was reset on another corner of what remained of the structure’s façade. The countdown was reset, and Koa began straining alongside the other workers, sweaty and shirtless, and grimacing from the exertion under the late-afternoon sun in an oddly handsome way. 
 
    It’s more than just the work, thought Avina. His injury still pains him. The scar is so obvious across his shoulder. 
 
    “I shall remind you of this moment next whence you mock me for my own admiration of Makoa,” said Petra. 
 
    Avina’s mouth twitched as she glanced sidelong at her esper. Petra was wearing her dark cloak over one of Avina’s own outfits, a tight black bodice with short pants that Avina herself had actually never taken into public before. It fit Petra so tightly that the cloak seemed to offer a necessary amount of modesty over the full curves of her bosom and hips, exposed pale purple flesh. 
 
    “Your admiration of my son extends to a degree that threatens to corrupt me alongside you,” muttered Avina. “I… simply wish to make sure that he’s not overstraining himself.” 
 
    “Not in this task, at least,” said Petra, knowingly. 
 
    Ruby came up alongside Koa as the next section of wall came down, her red hair pulled up into a tight little twist. She was wearing a plain servant’s gown and slippers, but she might as well have been naked for the smile Koa gave her as she stood up on tiptoes to whisper something in his ear. 
 
    “They have certainly been spending more time together over the past few weeks,” muttered Avina. “Not that they were lacking for moments with one another beforehand. I thought it might seem cruel to play sentry over his personal life during his recovery, given the stress of his wound.” 
 
    Petra favored him with a look that needed little interpretation. Koa, sweaty and shirtless, flirting with one of her handmaidens. There was allowing him room to have a personal life, and then there was rolling the dice on siring a bastard love child. Avina scooped up her son’s water flask from where he’d set it down and made her way over. 
 
    “Mother,” said Koa. “Do you approve?” 
 
    He gestured to the collapsed building with a boyish grin, and Avina couldn’t help but smile back even as she eyed Ruby. The young handmaiden, aware of her queen’s moods, immediately faded into the background. 
 
    “It’s coming along,” she said, with a nod. “Rebuilding will be slow, but every lot cleared is a step forward. Thirsty?” 
 
    “Unbelievably.” He stepped nearer as he accepted the flask and popped the cork loose. “I sent Verity off on a survey of the area for more targets for myself and the others in the demolition crew to take down next. I hope you don’t mind?” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “As long as she’s keeping busy.” 
 
    He was still sweaty and gave off that musky man-scent that she’d never thought she’d associate with her own son. Koa rolled out one of his shoulders, frowning slightly. 
 
    “How is your injury?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s healing.” 
 
    “It would heal faster if you didn’t insist on putting such strain on—” 
 
    “Mother, I’m aware.” He put an arm around her. “How are things on the political side of the coin?” 
 
    “We’re still waiting to hear back from King Kendall,” said Avina. “Until we do, it’s impossible to tell how the situation will play out.” 
 
    In truth, she didn’t want to make any assumptions in that direction. If Harvestglade’s debts were truly as substantial as Underqueen Lassius had implied, Avina would likely have no choice but to seek the funds for reconstruction from the king himself. The idea of having to throw herself at King Kendall’s mercy barely a month into her reign twisted her stomach into knots. 
 
    Koa pulled her closer in his arm, seeming to sense her unease. “We’ll find a way. We handled the dustwalker, and that was a threat of an entirely different magnitude.” 
 
    You handled the dustwalker, she wanted to say. But she didn’t. His ego was large enough already, and it felt easier to just stand there against him, smell his intoxicatingly perfect sweat scent, and feel proud. Koa’s hand slipped a little lower, edging down toward the side of her hip. She let it slide, in both senses of the word. 
 
    “Have your spell studies been progressing as quickly as the collapse of these broken buildings?” asked Avina. 
 
    Koa let his thumb play with a line of embroidery along the hip of her skirt. “They have fallen a bit to the wayside, as of late.” 
 
    She lifted her chin, sensing he wasn’t telling her everything. He’d been more secretive in recent days, mostly in small ways, discounting his rendezvous with her freckled handmaiden. But she knew how to take a stab at getting a secret out of him. 
 
    “Talk to me,” she whispered, letting her hand touch his bare chest.  
 
    She both saw and felt him react to the contact, a quick blink of the eyes as he turned his body more toward her. His hand slid lower still, nearly cupping half her ass, and he pulled her even closer, his crotch grazing her thigh. Gods, it made her think back to the night she’d spent with him after he’d eaten the spellbook, the way he’d groped her so freely in the dark of his bed. 
 
    “Progress has been slow,” he said. “There’s so much to Sabantian sorcery that at times it feels like I’m still just testing the waters.” 
 
    “Do you find them warm?” she said, with a hint of a smile. 
 
    “Inviting, at times. Burning hot, breathlessly cold, at others.” 
 
    “Give me some details.” She rubbed his chest again and tried one of those pouts she’d seen Ruby use on him so often. “You forget your mother is a learned woman.” 
 
    “Oh, trust, I’m aware of both ends of that fact.” He chuckled, finger teasing the embroidery up the small of her back. “I’m still building a… foundation, I suppose you could say. The precision I need to open rifts properly and control them once they’re open.” 
 
    “Is it so complicated, in truth?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Flow, size, direction, all things I have to take into account. Along with the geography of the realm on the other side and the nature of its magic. This is aside from the casting itself, which requires me to hold so much within my mind and body.” 
 
    “I believe in you,” said Avina, letting her fingers rub the side of his scar. “Just take it slow. There’s no rush, Makoa, none worth risking yourself over.” 
 
    He met her gaze as he nodded, and the way they were embracing each other seemed to come into focus, in public and with him shirtless, no less. Avina watched his gaze shift past her as she pulled back. She turned, expecting Ruby, or Verity, even, who Koa had also clearly begun to notice across the past few days. 
 
    Instead, she saw a sincerely comely young woman in a serving girl’s dress walking up the steps leading to Gladewater Tavern. The evening rush would be in full swing within the hour. Avina frowned as she saw Koa start in that direction and had half a mind to chew him out. 
 
    “The tavern, Makoa?” she said. “Why not simply head back to the castle and—” 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking.” He pulled his shirt on and gave her that boyish smile of his. “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Koa was taking the tavern’s porch steps when Verity caught up with him, all but sneaking into existence at his side in that padfoot way of hers. He moved to the right of the door and folded his arms. 
 
    “Verity,” he said. “I thought I sent you off to—” 
 
    “Look for more buildings to pull down?” Verity brushed a few strands of her long, dark hair out of her face. “I found several. In that direction, Your Highness.” 
 
    She had a way of addressing him with respect that made it clear said respect was rather conditional. Tall and lean, Verity was undeniably pretty. Her face was pale, with sharp cheekbones and dark brown eyes.  
 
    She was far more than she seemed. Koa knew that firsthand. Even now, he suspected that the belted dress she wore, while currently in fashion in Harvestglade, likely hid a dagger somewhere underneath. Not to mention his mother had it on good authority that she was a spy, though the question of who her master was still remained unanswered. 
 
    She saved your life, he reminded himself. You owe her at least some level of trust. 
 
    “I’m taking a break,” he said. 
 
    “An ale break?” she asked, unamused. 
 
    “No.” He pushed the door to the tavern open. “Well, not exactly.” 
 
    The place was already bustling, as it had been most afternoons since the dustwalker attack. Koa supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised by that. There were still dozens of men and women whose lives were displaced or disordered by the damage the monster had wrought. Drinking in the company of others was one of the few small indulgences they had left. 
 
    Koa took the seat at the bar, picking a spot that allowed Verity to drop down beside him. He did order them each an ale, but it was more to support Ashton, the tavern’s friendly and bald-headed proprietor, rather than out of a desire to get drunk. 
 
    “Do you see the pretty serving woman across the floor?” he whispered to Verity. 
 
    “An old flame of yours, milord?” she asked, with a sigh. 
 
    “No.” He turned and held Verity’s eye for a second. “Beatrice. She was my friend Brin’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “…Oh.” Verity blinked a couple of times, aware of Brin’s death if not familiar with the man himself. 
 
    “Well, she was one of his girlfriends,” he amended with a smile. “The main one. The one he cared for most deeply. I went looking for her right after Brin’s death, but I never managed to track her down in the chaos or directly after. She’s probably the closest thing to family he has unless there’s some cousin or uncle in the far background.” 
 
    Verity stayed quiet, stealing one more glance at Beatrice as she brought a pitcher of ale to a table. Koa stood up without waiting for her response, walking over to catch the attention of what amounted to his best friend’s widow. 
 
    Her mouth tightened into a thin line as she saw him, which he’d been expecting. Brin had undoubtedly told her about the quest, not that Koa wouldn’t have explained the truth of it if needed.  
 
    “Beatrice,” he said. “Hello. May I speak with you for a minute?” 
 
    She’d already set the ale pitcher down, which left her free to slap him with full strength. Koa hadn’t been expecting that, but it would have been a lie to say he hadn’t imagined the possibility. 
 
    “He’s dead,” she said, across the sudden quiet that’d taken hold within the bar. “I already know that. You think I want to hear you say it?” 
 
    “I didn’t just come to confirm it.” Koa lowered his gaze, finding it nearly impossible to make himself meet the pain in her eyes. “I wanted to… make sure you received the money I’d promised him.” 
 
    He didn’t have it on him, but hearing the bitterness in the laugh Beatrice responded with made him wonder if that even mattered. 
 
    “The money?” She let out a wavering breath. “The last thing he said to me was about how excited he was to help you become king! If you think money is what allows you to take advantage of the man I love, then you still have a great burden of shame left waiting for you. I hope you someday hurt even half as much as I hurt! I hope you lose sleep!” 
 
    She spun and stormed off, and it was all Koa could do to stand there, not defending himself against the onlookers in the tavern. He wasn’t sure he wanted to defend himself, whether the impulse was just his own senseless reaction to the shame and the grief. 
 
    “Prince Makoa.” Verity touched his arm, but Koa brushed her aside.  
 
    He left the tavern and headed straight back to the castle, not bothering to check in with Ruby or his mother. Harvest Castle had been spared much of the damage that the rest of the town had suffered, its gray granite bulwark providing a sense of certainty to the people in their time of need, if not their prince. 
 
    Closing himself off in his chambers, Koa took out his sketchbook. He’d drawn Brin before, though he’d never really taken any of the illustrations seriously. It pained him to look at them now, but he made himself do it, rather than the alternative. 
 
    Dinner came and went. He wasn’t in the mood to eat and brushed aside Verity’s inquiries when she knocked at his door. Beatrice’s words echoed continuously in his head. Had Brin really cared so much about helping him realize his ambition? 
 
    Of course he did. You knew he did it. That’s why you asked him, why you trusted him. 
 
    Koa ran a hand through his hair and finally gave in to the temptation. He picked up his casting cane and took a position in the center of his room. Everything he’d told his mother about the complexity of studying the spell book was true enough, but those difficulties weren’t the only thing distracting him from expanding into new spells. 
 
    Koa exhaled, putting himself into a blank, expansive state, and then slowly cut downward through the air with his cane, slicing through the veil which separated realm from realm.  
 
    The initial spell he’d learned was the first within the spell book for good reason. It served as an example of the potential of Sabantian rift sorcery, as much as a useful casting in its own right. Koa had deemed the vague, white abyss he had just opened a door to as his pocket realm, as that was the primary purpose it served. 
 
    Or the purpose it would serve, had it not been occupied currently by the very same monster that had devastated his hometown. Koa took a breath and stared into the bright endless expanse of the pocket realm, counting his heart beats as he waited. 
 
    It didn’t take long. The dustwalker seemed to walk up an invisible staircase as it came into view from below. Its body was a swirling mess of sandy particles which slowly pulled inward, shifting into a more human color with a much more familiar human face. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” said the dustwalker… in Brin’s voice. 
 
    “Ser Brin.”  
 
    Koa smiled, despite it only reflecting a fraction of his true mood. He’d conversed with the dustwalker numerous times in the days since the attack on Gladetown, though he never truly knew what drew him to the interactions or what he hoped to gain from them. 
 
    There would, of course, always be the risk of the monster escaping. He could mitigate it to a degree by making sure the rift always had the right amount of flow in an inward direction.  
 
    His explanation to his mother about his focus being on the basics of rift mechanics was the truth — he’d sought to expand his control as quickly as possible after first seeing Brin’s face in the dustwalker. He’d been seeking the truth, and he still felt he’d only scratched the surface. 
 
    “What brings you to my doorstep on this particular night?” asked Brin — asked the dustwalker. Koa wasn’t sure who he was truly talking to. He chuckled and gave an empty shrug. 
 
    “Losing sleep, I suppose,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Avina made her way back to the castle shortly after Koa’s strange departure. She trusted him well enough to know he most likely did have other reasons for pursuing the young woman who’d pulled his attention beyond the obvious, but it still chafed her to not get an explanation. 
 
    Numerous petitioners were awaiting her presence outside the audience chamber, and she saw them each in turn. Their needs and concerns were all variations of the same story. They were coping with the damage inflicted by the dustwalker, unsure of a path forward, in need of help in the truest sense. 
 
    There was only so much Avina could do, knowing what she knew about the queendom’s finances. The gold caelins they had on hand within the castle’s vault were already stretched thin simply attending to the basics. Gladetown’s bank still presented them with a modest line of financing, but she only wanted to take that route as a last resort. 
 
    “One more, Your Highness,” said Magister Argon.  
 
    The old attendant had seemingly aged a decade in the time since the dustwalker’s attack. Avina found herself worrying that he might fall ill before taking an apprentice, a selfish concern in some ways, but also a practical one. 
 
    “I thought that was the last?” Avina glanced at Petra, who gave a single shoulder shrug. 
 
    “Just arrived,” said the magister. “I do believe you’ll wish to see him. He’s carrying a missive with the king’s seal.” 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    A messenger in the king’s colors, gold and black, strode into the audience chamber. He bowed respectfully and placed the sealed missive in Magister Argon’s outstretched hand. Argon passed it to Avina, who eyed the messenger as she unrolled the vellum. 
 
    “Did King Kendall advise you to wait for a reply?” she asked. 
 
    “He did not,” said the messenger. 
 
    “Then you may take your leave, ser.” 
 
    Another bow, and the messenger departed. Avina waited until the door was shut before committing herself to reading King Kendall’s response to the account she’d sent him of Harvestglade’s recent struggles. 
 
    Underqueen Avina Gladefoot, Queen of Harvestglade, Consort to the Heralder King, 
 
    I wish to extend my sincerest condolences on the passing of your mother. I believe you will serve faithfully and loyally, one day stepping forth from the shadow of her achievements. I knew her well and will miss her dearly. 
 
    At this time, I wish to extend an invitation to yourself and Prince Makoa to join me and your fellow underqueens for the Autumnal Great Hunt. We can speak in person at that time. 
 
    Sincerest regards,  
 
    Kendall Mavostrian 
 
    Avina read the words twice through and even flipped the page over. No mention of the dustwalker, Gladetown’s perilous situation, the destruction of Vestus, any of the troubles she’d detailed in her own message to him. She passed the note to Petra, who read it quickly and offered a sympathetic frown. 
 
    “It is possible that your messenger was delayed,” suggested the esper. 
 
    “Delayed, or dead,” sighed Avina. “Someone could have intercepted the message.” 
 
    They did still have at least one spy that they knew of within the castle, though Verity’s intentions were clearly mixed. She’d saved Koa’s life, and it was hard to square that fact with a desire to hinder Harvestglade’s communications with the heralder king. 
 
    “This could also be an intentional slight on the king’s behalf,” said Avina. She hated saying it, but she had to, rather than for them all to simply think it. 
 
    “Not a slight, perhaps,” said Petra. “He mentions wishing to speak in person. He may have his own spies to guard against.” 
 
    “Even setting aside the greater context, this puts us in somewhat of an uncomfortable position.” Avina shifted her crossed legs and fidgeted with her crown. “The king’s implication by including Makoa in this invitation is for him to participate in this great hunt.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Petra. 
 
    Most, if not all, of the other princes of sufficient age within Osteanus would undoubtedly be taking part, given the renown the hunt’s winner would be showered with. But Koa was still recovering from his assassination attempt.  
 
    He might be well enough to lead workers in collapsing broken buildings, but a hunt in the wilds of the Inner Forest across many hard days and nights was an entirely different matter. Not to mention the inherent treachery that often reared itself when politics and swords and bows met at a crossroads. 
 
    “The appropriate move would seem to be to have Koa politely pass, citing recent events as our reason, and still attend the Great Hunt as observers,” said Avina. “Right?” 
 
    “It is a move,” said Petra. “I… am uncertain whether Koa will oblige you in it.” 
 
    “I’m his mother,” said Avina. “And his queen.” 
 
     She waited until the next morning before broaching the subject. Koa entered the dining hall looking rather tired, which worried her, on top of everything else. He took a seat across from her and managed a smile as one of the servants slid a full plate in front of him. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother,” he said. 
 
    “Good morning, Koa. There’s a… matter which we need to speak of.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Avina drummed her fingers on the table, aware of how many people were around. Mav and Ruby, Verity and Petra, Magister Argon, Captain Lauric at the far end of the chamber near the door to the barracks. If Koa didn’t take the news of the Autumnal Great Hunt and her desire for him to sit out from it, well, their ensuing argument would have quite the audience. 
 
    “Let’s take a walk through the gardens,” she suggested. 
 
    Koa nodded and obliged her, though he did snag a piece of bread to wrap around a sausage as a carry meal. Avina eyed her servants, even Petra, emphasizing that this was to be a private moment with the intensity of her gaze. 
 
    “I received a missive from the king late yesterday,” she said, slowly.  
 
    “About time,” said Koa. “Did he offer to send us some aid for Gladetown and Vestus?” 
 
    Avina frowned. It was a beautiful morning, and some of the late blooming trees within the garden had begun to give off that radiant fall pollen glow with their fragrantly sweet scent. The mismatch with her mood was annoying. 
 
    “He made no mention of our troubles, but he invited us on this year’s Autumnal Great Hunt,” she said.  
 
    “That… seems very much like an intentional slight,” said Koa. “I suppose you’ll be able to get to the bottom of the situation while I’m out chasing after whichever mythical beast has decided to take up residency within the Inner Forest this time around.” 
 
    “Makoa…” Avina sighed. “You aren’t well enough yet for this hunt. Your shoulder may have healed on the surface, but I see the way it still pains you. Your general fatigue level, even.” 
 
    “That’s from lack of sleep, not my injury.” He rolled out his arm, hissing with a contradictory wince. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “These hunts aren’t a game,” said Avina. “People regularly die on them. Remember Prince Federyn? There’s no shame in—” 
 
    “Bowing out from what amounts to an essential political contest for an aspiring heir to the throne?”  
 
    “Taking heed of one’s own health during a time of recovery. There’s plenty of precedent for it. Many of the older princes don’t bother with these hunts. The king himself only joins in on the final day. You’ll likely be afforded with more opportunities to play politics back at camp than out in the wild.” 
 
    Koa stepped in front of her and playfully stopped her forward stride by the shoulders, smiling in a way that made her smile too, if only in frustration. “Mother. I love you more than words, but I have no intention of backing down from this challenge.” 
 
    She set her hands on top of his, trying to emphasize her love for him through her gentle touch as she spoke words she knew would land like arrows. “I’m not asking you, Makoa.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He leaned in slowly. Avina blinked in surprise, thinking for a moment that he intended to kiss her, but no. His breath tickled her ear, and he spoke in a low voice, though it was still playful, almost flirtatious. 
 
    “Because if you did ask me,” he whispered. “My answer would be no.” 
 
    “Koa.” She tightened her mouth into a line. “I am your mother and your queen.” 
 
    “And I love you beyond words. When I take this beast’s head, I’ll deliver the prize money to you with a smile on my face.” 
 
    “I will order you if I have to!” she snapped, surprising herself with her own anger. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll keep the prize for myself if you’re going to be that way about it.” 
 
    She let out a haughty sigh and swatted him on the arm. Koa caught her wrist and pulled her closer. Then, he did kiss her, and even though it was only on her cheek, his lips lingered and made the spot they’d touched into a genesis of heat that spread through all of her body. 
 
    “I love you more than anyone in the world,” he whispered, voice against her ear again. “I love you enough to keep you from letting your concern tangle and trip both of our futures, if not the future of the entire queendom. The realm, even.” 
 
    “There is no future for us if you get yourself killed on a pointless hunting expedition!” 
 
    “What is life without risk?” he asked, with a smirk. “I think our future burns bright in the face of this challenge.” 
 
    What do you see, Makoa? Are you sitting on the heralder throne? Where would you place me in that vision? 
 
    He took her hand again, and Avina felt herself losing in a battle of the wills that should have been her given. Worse, still, was that she felt herself wanting to lose, wanting to believe in his confidence even if it meant questioning her own. Gods, her son was growing up in ways that she’d never known she’d wanted him to. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to use your Sabantian sorcery on the hunt unless it’s absolutely necessary!” she said, clearing her throat. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “And any request you have of my handmaidens, Mav and Ruby, goes through myself or Petra,” said Avina. “I don’t want you so much as speaking to either of them without explicit permission.” 
 
    “Explicit permission,” he echoed. “Got it.” 
 
    “And you had better listen to my every word while we’re beyond the castle walls!” She prodded a finger into his broad chest. “We will be in danger, regardless of how much you make light of it.” 
 
    “Every word. I’ll even do my best not to talk back.” He took her hand and threaded his fingers through hers. “Thank you, Mother. This means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Oh, Koa.” She grinned and pulled him into a hug. “You mean a lot to me. Everything to me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Makoa bristled with excitement as he finished his breakfast and considered what the coming days would hold. Politics and banquets and hunts, even, had always made him feel bitter, like Koa of Sabantius, the outcast on the sidelines from a backwater queendom with no bonded esper. But now, things were different. 
 
    His sorcery was such a monumental boon that it put every aspect of the political games of the Ostean court into new perspective. He supposed he wasn’t surprised that his mother couldn’t see it over her concern for him, but she would come to, in time. 
 
    He could easily keep his promise to refrain from revealing his sorcery while on the hunt. It made good sense to, if he truly wanted to stand a chance at eventually being elected heralder king after the end of King Kendall’s reign. But just because he wouldn’t be using it, didn’t mean there wouldn’t be ample opportunities for him to identify places where it would be effective. 
 
    Theoretically, even just using a rift to his pocket realm, he could tackle a large enough swathe of problems to very quickly make himself a very popular man within the realm. There was the obvious, proven application of making inconvenient monsters or people, even, simply disappear inside an endless magical void.  
 
    More interesting was the prospect of using it for trade. He could load up, say, a few hundred panes of fine glass windows within his pocket realm and transport them wherever the price was the most compelling at a fraction of the normal cost. Veering into more unscrupulous territory, it was also the perfect means for any thievery he might wish to attempt. 
 
    Though in both cases, I’d have to account for the dustwalker already being within it. 
 
    He frowned as he made his way back up to his chamber, thinking of the monster that wore his best friend’s face. His conversations with the dustwalker were typically very brief and basic. It spoke like Brin, sharing in quips and inside jokes that only his old friend would have known, but struggled to stay comprehensible, like Brin after a long night of drinking, with fewer slurred words. 
 
    He'd spent far longer than he should have the previous evening trying to tell Brin about his encounter with Beatrice. Brin, or the dustwalker, or whatever it was he’d been talking to, kept circling back to the same bawdy jokes. 
 
    She was someone else’s wife when I met her, and she’ll be someone else’s wife when I’m gone! 
 
    “Are you gone, Brin?” he muttered. “Why do I still see your face in this creature?” 
 
    It was a larger question than he could answer, at least with anything more than guesses. He found himself strangely annoyed at Haza, of all people. The old, hobbling Sabantian sorcerer would probably be able to tell him everything he wanted to know about the dustwalker if he was in the right mood. 
 
    He pulled his focus back to the looming Autumnal Great Hunt. They’d need to set out almost immediately, tomorrow or the day after, to arrive in Asterius, the town nearest to where the event was to take place. Asterius was one of those places where numerous roads intersected, a prosperous little hamlet long considered a neutral ground between the queendoms due to its central location within Osteanus. 
 
    The greatest factor in the hunt itself would be the nature of the beast or monster the king intended them to pursue. Koa felt safe, however, on the assumption that he’d need to brush up on the basics — spearplay, archery, and riding. 
 
    He headed down to the training hall with his spear, a polished shaft of oakwood with a steel tip about the length of his hand. A set of wings jutted outward from where it connected to the wood to keep it from penetrating too deeply into whatever he intended to stab at. Captain Lauric had once explained to him that they were also to keep particularly dangerous beasts from crawling their way forward to attack the wielder while still skewered. 
 
    Koa took some practice pokes with it. His left shoulder and arm were still pained by his injury and effectively limited in how much they could contribute to a two-handed stance. He’d likely be on horseback for much of the hunt, but that might present his own challenge, with his left arm encountering a similar struggle to control his mount while he stabbed with his right. 
 
    He ran into similar troubles as he shifted skillsets, taking his bow out to the practice targets in the back of the castle’s gardens. Getting a full pull out of the weapon sent a hideous stab of pain through his shoulder, muscles in his arm and back contracting involuntarily from the shock. 
 
    He could still manage quick shots, arrows intended for short range at about half strength, but that would do him almost no good in a hunt unless he proved to be exceedingly lucky at stumbling upon his quarry.  
 
    At the very least, he could still ride. Koa looped around to the stables to check on his faithful mount, Lazy. He frowned as he realized he hadn’t been in to see the horse since just after his very first encounter with the dustwalker on the road to Vestus with Ruby. 
 
    “The animal is more or less recovered, Your Highness,” said the stablemaster. 
 
    “More or less?” Koa pursed his lips and ran a hand along Lazy’s flank. “There’s a Great Hunt coming up. I’ll need him in shape to bring me to Asterius, not to mention ranging down the forest paths.” 
 
    “The traveling, I’m sure he can handle, as long as you’re mindful not to overtax him,” said the stablemaster. “The hunting… I would be careful about. He’s an older animal, and after the dust up with that monster, he’s begun to favor one side a bit.” 
 
    “You’re saying he’s gone lame?” 
 
    “Not just yet, but you’ll want to be mindful to keep it that way,” said the stablemaster. “Horses have needs just as people do.” 
 
    Koa nodded and thanked the man. He technically had the option of securing a different mount for the hunt, though it would be in a rush given how soon they’d need to depart. Lazy had served him well for years, and he’d developed a bond with the animal. He suspected the horse would enjoy getting out for a time, and if it meant having to go easy on him during the hunt, so be it. 
 
    I’ll be going easy on myself, given my injury, he thought. We’ll both be taking it slow. 
 
    He found himself almost immediately wishing he hadn’t so quickly agreed to his mother’s promise about limiting his sorcery. He knew she wouldn’t begrudge him for calling upon it in a life-or-death situation, which given how dangerous the hunts could often get, might be the loophole to carry the day. 
 
    Her other restriction on fraternizing with her handmaidens was one he knew he’d find equally challenging to uphold. He found Verity upon returning to his chamber and had her draw him a bath. 
 
    “Thank you.” He stepped behind one of his changing partitions as the last bucket of hot water was poured. “I’ll also need you to track down Ruby and bring her here. I need to… discuss several matters with her.” 
 
    “Ruby is your mother’s handmaiden, my prince,” said Verity. 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “The queen would undoubtedly wish for such a request to go through her.” 
 
    “She’s actually forbidden me from so much as talking to her handmaidens during the hunt without her explicit permission.” He leaned his head out from the partition and gave Verity a cheeky smile which she did not return. 
 
    “I feel as though this request is one which still strides that same line of authority,” said Verity. “Also, pardon me for any impertinence in this observation, but there is a level of… power imbalance between your interactions with this handmaiden that’s unbecoming of someone of your station.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to carry a message to her,” said Koa. “To perform a duty. I’m not asking for your blessing.” 
 
    “Arranging for another servant to provide you with sex isn’t among my duties,” said Verity. “…My prince. You do her a great disservice by defiling her, young and unmarried.” 
 
    Koa’s patience reached its limit, and he stepped out from behind the partition, still in the nude. “Go and tell Ruby where I am and what I’m currently doing. Let her make her own choice based on that information. I won’t ask you again. Go.” 
 
    He let his tone snap at the end, expecting her to wilt and avert her eyes like most of the other castle servants would. Verity didn’t, which surprised him, especially given his current lack of clothing. 
 
    “Unless you’d rather assist me in the bath?” he said. 
 
    Her nostrils flared as she breathed out hard, spinning around and slamming the door on her way out. Koa shook his head, more curious than annoyed. She was a spy, and he knew he was already taking a risk by allowing her so deep into his confidence… But why did she care so much? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Koa had been in the bath for only about ten minutes when Ruby arrived at the door. Her smile immediately told him enough about her intentions, not that the fluffy bath slip and towels she carried left much question regardless. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” she said, striding toward him. “I thought you might need someone to keep you company while you cleaned yourself up.” 
 
    “Not someone,” said Koa. “You.” 
 
    “Me?” Ruby stepped out of her slippers and closer to the tub. “What could you possibly need from little old me? I’m just your mother’s handmaiden.” 
 
    “She made me promise to not even speak with you without her permission on this hunt,” said Koa. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard, as I’ll be staying behind to assist Magister Argon and Captain Lauric with governing in her absence.” 
 
    Koa was fairly certain that the disappointment showed in his expression, given how Ruby’s own smile wilted. 
 
    “That feels… remarkably like a punishment.” 
 
    “It isn’t.” Ruby bent over to pick up a bowl of soap, rising slow enough to offer him a view of her cleavage. “She broached the topic with me in a way that left it as an open choice, and I… decided it might be for the best. Serving your mother well here will go a long way toward repairing the fractured trust she has in me.” 
 
    “She’s very nearly come around to our special relationship, you know.” 
 
    “She hasn’t, and she never will.” Ruby sighed. “I doubt the rest of the world will, either.” 
 
    “So… what? You’ve had enough, then?” 
 
    “Gods, you’re so quick to sulk.” She put a hand in the water and splashed him. “I know you better than you know yourself, Makoa. You’d make it two nights, maybe three at most, before breaking your promise to your mother and upsetting her opinion of us both.” 
 
    “I… bet I could last at least four.” 
 
    “This will be good for us, I think. We’re never going to marry, Koa. We need to mind the ebb and flow of our… special friendship. If things get too intense…” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence, and she didn’t need to. They would end up hurting one another if they started acting too much like a pair of passionate newlyweds.  
 
    “Our special friendship,” he repeated. “You know, Brin and I shared a bath once.” 
 
    Ruby’s smile burst to life again. “I’m not sure I wish to know the context of that.” 
 
    He smiled even through the grief he still felt for his friend. “It was far larger than this one, and we were both rather drunk.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I suppose there’s no reason why you and I couldn’t do the same, no?” 
 
    Ruby pulled the slip up and over her head. Koa began fondling himself into a harder state as the hem rose up and revealed her pale, nude body like a curtain opening the start of a play. 
 
    “How in the world did you ever get away with passing for a boy?” he muttered.  
 
    Ruby leaned forward, bracing herself against the tub’s lip and letting her mid-sized breasts dangle in an impossibly erotic manner. “I simply let my guard down with you. If you didn’t know me while I was wearing boys clothing, you’d never assume otherwise.” 
 
    “My ass.” He pulled her closer, lifting his mouth to kiss the pale flesh of her left breast.  
 
    Ruby giggled and slid back, grabbing a washcloth as she lowered herself down into the tub’s other side. 
 
    She made as though actually concerned with getting him clean, working the cloth over his feet, calves, up his leg, until finally reaching his manhood. Koa leaned back, massaging one of Ruby’s feet while she slowly stroked him off, hand lubricated by the soapy water. 
 
    “Does this need to be cleaned as well?” whispered Ruby. 
 
    “Mmm,” he sighed. “It might take a bit of extra polish.” 
 
    “You’re so spoiled,” she whispered, the water churning as her soft hands pumped faster. “I’m not even your servant anymore.” 
 
    “A mere technicality.” 
 
    He gave her ankle a gentle yank, and Ruby let out an exaggerated squeal in response. She slid close enough for him to get his hands involved, gently touching the folds of her womanhood and working inward from there. 
 
    For a minute or two, they just stared at each other’s lewd faces and played with each other, feverish from both their own lust and the heat of the bath. Koa pulled Ruby closer, and as she turned around to sit down in his lap, on his cock, he wondered if perhaps Verity had made a valid point about the power dynamic. 
 
    It’s always been this way between us, he thought. Is it really so different now? 
 
    It was, and it wasn’t. They’d grown apart, grown up into different roles, really. But whatever distance existed could be rubbed by the friction of their bodies in the moment. Koa kissed Ruby’s neck, lips grazing her earlobe, and guided her movements, bouncing her up his staff. She was so tight, and the water almost seemed like a hindrance rather than a help, giving her buoyancy when all Koa wanted to do was sink her down. 
 
    The water splashed, and Ruby moaned. Koa remembered a time when they’d been kids and they’d had a splash fight while swimming in one of the ponds within the glade. They’d put all their energy into getting each other wet. 
 
    Ruby leaned into him and rocked her hips back and forth, pulling his cock at an angle that was both almost painful and impossibly pleasurable. Koa cupped her breasts and let his fingers sink into their plumpness. She turned her face, seeking a kiss, and as he leaned in to give it to her, a knock came at the door. 
 
    They both panicked, but no possible reaction of any speed could have saved them. The door swung open without waiting for an invitation. Ruby covered her breasts and tried to sink lower into the tub. Koa, still drunk on lust, kept his hands on her hips, his cock still buried deep within her crush. 
 
    Petra poked her head in, eyes first blinking, then widening. “My prince. Your… mother sent me in search for her missing handmaiden, who I appear to have found.” 
 
    “You didn’t lock the door?” Koa hissed in Ruby’s ear. 
 
    “I forgot.” She tried to rise from his lap, but he held her hips and pulled her down, closing the space in a motion that made Ruby let out a tiny, residual breath. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Petra, now smiling and leaning against the door frame. “You should not keep your mother waiting.” 
 
    “She’s coming.” He met Petra’s gaze while smothering his own annoyance and started moving Ruby again with small movements. It was petulant defiance of his mother and her esper. It was horny and desperate. It was… incredible, and he felt his mouth lolling open drunkenly as Petra rubbed her index finger along her lower lip, still watching. 
 
    “I’m coming!” echoed Ruby. 
 
    Koa burst upward, taking Ruby with him and leaning her so she had no choice but to support her weight with her arms on the edge of the tub. He speared into her bent-over body, the position not at all uncommon for the two of them, but somehow new and wild under the peeping gaze of Petra. 
 
    Why was she watching? There was only one reason why people watched anything willingly — to see it. The fact that they’d had their own sexual episode made it all the hotter, even if it’d been forced by his addled state and Zentallion’s meddling. He’d felt her mouth on his cock, tasted her folds, and now… she was watching him with his lover. 
 
    Each thrust made Ruby’s breasts jiggle, though he could only see it from the motion of her shadow. Bits of soap and water flew in all directions. Steam billowed upward, calm against the rhythmic clap, clap, clap of his body into hers. Petra watched, eyes now less amused and calculating and more transfixed, almost hypnotized. 
 
    Ruby was outright moaning, too pleasured to stop herself, or perhaps trying to stop herself fed too much into the pleasure. Koa grunted as he heard her reach her peak. He took hold of one of her arms and shifted to focus on his own sensations, looking at Petra, for whatever reason. He was close. Gods, he was close. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to unload into Ruby, despite being rightfully terrified of what it might eventually entail. He wanted to make a statement, shout his defiance and virility from the rooftops. It was what being a prince was all about! 
 
    But he also wasn’t stupid, and knew that it would be unbearably cruel to do that to Ruby, if not his mother, in how it would give her both a scare and a major problem. He pulled out and let his cock nestle between Ruby’s buttocks as he came, the pleasure making his shoulders tense and the left one ache. His seed came out in small, sticky strips within the small of her back. 
 
    “I will tell the underqueen you are on your way,” said Petra, breathing like she’d just run a lap around the castle. “Makoa, please make sure your servant locks the door next time.” 
 
    “Don’t just barge on in unless you want a show,” he countered. 
 
    She did want a show. She’ll get more than that soon if she stays curious. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Avina was furious in a way that she doubted people other than queens ever rightly experienced. She was lying in bed, breathing heavily, in her underclothes and covered only by her thinnest sheet. Her entire body pulsed with a sensation that could only be described as an intense erotic tease. 
 
    Petra had gone looking for Ruby, and Ruby was undoubtedly visiting Makoa in his chamber. That easily followable trail told Avina all she needed to know. The fact that the emotions coming through the bond were still coursing through her after a solid minute meant the esper was still there, watching if not involved herself. 
 
    She hissed through her teeth, kicking the thin sheet off in an attempt to free herself of the sudden heat pressing down on her. The heel of one of her hands was gently pressing into her thigh as though trying to work out a muscle cramp. She couldn’t let herself give in. 
 
    Gods, she couldn’t decide whether she was madder at Petra or Koa, or perhaps herself for lacking the will to tune it out. If she did give in, indulge in her desire, there was no telling what would happen.  
 
    The bond between her and Petra created a feedback loop of sorts, where her emotions fed into Petra’s and vice versa. When they were of a mind of one another, feeling something strongly, both their emotions could quickly get out of hand. 
 
    The thumb of the hand she had against her leg brushed the side of her womanhood, a not-so-accidental accident. She was already concerned enough that Petra’s fascination with Koa might be corrupting her own thinking, her own boundaries, at the edges. This was worse than torture. It was simply unfair. 
 
    She could picture it so easily, as well, understand so much of the thoughts and feelings of two young lovers about to be temporarily split apart. Koa probably stripped her naked as soon as he’d heard the news, and even Petra showing up at his door wouldn’t be enough to stop him from taking her, chasing the culmination of their burning passion. 
 
    It was so like him, a proud young prince bucking up against boundaries, striding the line of propriety. Avina’s fingers grazed the fabric of her underwear, sending a horrible shock of pleasure through her. Koa, her son, kissing Ruby once on the mouth and then gently guiding her down to her knees in front of him. Revealing his member for her to serve him as needed. 
 
    She’d never done that herself. There were limits for a princess or queen, even in sex. It annoyed her to think that within a few years, Koa might be more experienced than she was, if he hadn’t crossed that pitiful high-water mark already. She rubbed again with her fingers and cursed Petra for letting this go on for so long and pictured Koa, shirtless and smirking as Ruby began bobbing her head, sucking on his tool. 
 
    Oh, Koa, foolish son of mine. You and I… need to have a serious talk! 
 
    He’d take her on his bed, without question. He wouldn’t be able to resist. Avina still remembered the night they’d shared after he’d eaten the spellbook, her son’s sleepy, humping motions. Gods, there’d be no sleepiness in what he did to Ruby, oh no. He’d… he’d… 
 
    “Oh!” Avina kicked one leg outward and then squeezed her thighs inward against her own hand as her release stole up on her. The pleasure was like a rogue wave, slamming into her without warning, the water like warm wine over her body, through her heart and hips. It was an orgasm unlike any she’d had before. Her ears were ringing, and there was a rather unqueenlike bit of drool dangling from her bottom lip. 
 
    The sensation coming through the bond had, rather embarrassingly, come to a stop before she had. A knock came at her door and she rushed to pull the thin sheet up and over her, shifting to face sideways, miming sleep. 
 
    “Avina?” whispered Petra. “I found your handmaiden, if you still wish to see her.” 
 
    Avina stayed silent, trying to still her breathing to a convincingly slow pace against the pleasured pounding of her heart. Petra closed the door after a few seconds. 
 
    I’ll speak with her tomorrow, she thought. Not now. Not… like this. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina’s handmaidens, along with a small group of the few guards the castle could spare and a handful of miscellaneous servants, were all in motion the next morning. They were set to depart for Asterius, a journey of perhaps three days if they made good time across the glass road which stretched into northern Harvestglade. 
 
    Ruby and Mav and Reese, finally back to service after breaking her arm, helped Avina get dressed. The temptation to confront Ruby first and foremost was a hard one to tamp down on, but her handmaiden’s status in comparison to her own made it feel cruel to blame her overmuch. 
 
    She found Petra instead, pulling her aside from the dining hall into her audience chamber. Avina sat atop her throne with her crown on, no less, eyes narrowed at her esper. 
 
    “What happened last night?” she asked. 
 
    “Last night as in… after you sent me in search of your handmaiden?” asked Petra, with what must have been feigned innocence. 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” snapped Avina. “We’ve spoken of this before. Your… fascination with Makoa is unbecoming. I feel safe in my assumption that you were somehow involved last night while he was intimate with Ruby.” 
 
    “You sent me to find Ruby!” Petra raised an arm in exasperation. “Would you have preferred that I not interrupt them and leave your order unfulfilled?” 
 
    “This isn’t about you following my request to the letter! This is about your feelings. Petra, you cannot let yourself get stirred up so easily.” 
 
    “I would disagree.” Petra lifted her chin, expression taking on a rare edge of defiance. “I have explained to you before how different sexuality is for espers, particularly of my element. We do not view intimacy in the same caged way of you, Osteans. It can be a tool for us, a way of becoming stronger, or even just casual play.” 
 
    “That’s irrelevant while you’re here within my castle!” shouted Avina. “My home! Petra… He is my son!” 
 
    “Again, I question why you are speaking with me and not him. I have no more control over the rise and sway of my emotions than you do, my queen. I stayed at the door, never even entering your son’s room. Whatever response you had to the flutter of our bond was just that — your response.” 
 
    She turned and strode out of the audience chamber without waiting for a reply. Avina took her crown off and pressed her palm against one of its pointed peaks, furious and well aware that Petra could feel it, too. 
 
    She stewed in that feeling of frustration. It hadn’t been her response. Petra’s emotions were clearly the primary corrupting influence. Makoa was her son! She wouldn’t have pictured him in the way she had with Ruby on her knees in front of him, his eyes fluttering as she gave over her mouth for his pleasure, without Petra stirring her up in such a way. 
 
    She took a breath and went in search of him, deciding that even if most of what Petra said was clearly a poorly cobbled excuse, her esper was at least correct in stating that they should talk. She found Koa outside the dining hall clad in his riding clothes, speaking with Ruby in a quiet voice while holding one of her hands. 
 
    “Makoa,” she said. “A word.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother.” He grinned at her, stepping away from the handmaiden and drawing in close to Avina. “In private?” 
 
    Avina hesitated, mouth open as she tried to figure out a good approach. “Perhaps… we could just walk through the gardens together.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He was still smiling as he extended the crook of his arm for her to loop hers through. “Beautiful weather for the start of our journey, no?” 
 
    Avina nodded. She waited until they were outside before recollecting her thoughts. As he’d pointed out, it was truly a beautiful day. 
 
    Focus, she told herself. Confront him directly and be honest about your frustrations. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” she asked. 
 
    “Well enough,” he said. “Better than in recent nights. I… still spend a lot of time thinking about Brin, how things might have gone differently.” 
 
    “You mustn’t rake yourself over the coals for what’s happened in the past,” she said, touching his arm. “He was your friend. He wouldn’t want you to sulk over him, I think.” 
 
    “True enough.” 
 
    They passed between a pair of dueling trees to either side of one of the garden’s well-trodden footpaths. Avina steeled her will, trying to form a question that would absolve her heart’s confusion. 
 
    “You aren’t cross with me for insisting that Ruby stay behind on this journey?” she heard herself ask. 
 
    You are the underqueen, hissed a desperate voice in her head. Stop acting like a doting mother and confront him properly! 
 
    “I understand your reasoning.” He touched her arm and gave it a squeeze with his strong hand. “It might be good for us to spend some time apart and clear our heads. It’ll let me focus more on politics, and maybe even give you and I a chance to spend some time together.” 
 
    “…I’d like that.” She was smiling, even though it felt like giving up. “Our duties to Harvestglade must come first, but it will be nice to get out of the castle after all we’ve been through.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it the same way I do.” She hesitated, again searching for the right approach. “You’re… well-rested ahead of the journey?” 
 
    “Remarkably well-rested.” He smiled again, and Avina’s hopes of a proper confrontation melted away like snowflakes on warm skin.  
 
    She didn’t need to be inserting herself into her son’s sex life, even if ideally, as a prince, he should refrain from having one. Perhaps there would be time for her to help him come up with better strategies for coping with that frustration, but it was secondary to their journey and the new challenges that would come along with it. 
 
    They rejoined the others and eventually made their way down to the stables for the trip’s final preparations. Avina would be taking Mav and Reese with her inside her carriage, and Ruby was still there to see them off and doing a surprisingly good job at not looking too much in Koa’s direction. 
 
    “Your main focus will be on listening to Magister Argon and Captain Lauric and documenting all decisions made,” Avina told Ruby. “Most important ones will be deferred until my return, but I need to know about everything that happens outside of that.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” said Ruby.  
 
    “We’ll be back soon. These hunts usually stretch for no more than a week, with a few days travel on each end.” 
 
    Ruby nodded, but her attention had shifted to Koa, who was next to his horse, rubbing one of the animal’s flanks with gentle consideration. Verity was next to him with a loaned mount, the two of them speaking in low voices, exchanging small smiles. 
 
    “Speak your mind,” Avina said to Ruby. 
 
    “I just… It’s the prince.” She shrugged, dropping her gaze with the half-certainty of a servant overstepping. “He’s barely healed from his injury, regardless of how he tries to play it off. Can he even ride yet for long stretches? How is he supposed to compete in a great hunt?” 
 
    Avina watched as Verity laughed, or came as close to it as she’d allow herself, at some comment from her son. 
 
    “Koa is willful,” she said. “I doubt there’s much that would have convinced him to stay behind.” 
 
    She put special emphasis into the word much, still curious if Ruby might have been able to if she’d leaned into her feminine charms. Then again, Avina would still have needed to attend for political reasons, and leaving her son and his lover behind for such a period of time was all but daring the fates for a bastard. 
 
    “May I ask a question about my own duties, Your Highness?” asked Mav. 
 
    Avina nodded. 
 
    “Do you have any specific wishes in regard to the king?” she asked, bluntly. “He’ll be there at the hunt and… you are one of the underqueens.” 
 
    It was another problem Avina honestly wished she could simply ignore. Petra had joined her retinue and seemed equally keen on hearing her answer. 
 
    “Just keep me aware of his movements,” said Avina. “Don’t let him sneak up on me. Rumors of King Kendall’s ill health persist, and he’s also known to be rather eccentric in personality. I doubt he’ll be looking to take me to his bed at this juncture.” 
 
    It was possible he’d try, but unlikely. The timing of the great hunt was telling in itself. The king might well be using it as an opportunity for his potential heirs to better distinguish themselves if his health truly was failing. 
 
    “I will always be near, in any case,” said Petra.  
 
    She gave Avina a thin smile that made her feel as soothed as it did unnerved. Her esper had made it abundantly clear, since her time as a little girl when she’d first felt pressured by the dynamic of the underqueen, that she would never stand by and allow Avina to be raped. The stakes felt so much higher for that particular promise now, and they were, in every way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Koa was at the head of the small traveling party as they set out from Harvestglade at an easy pace. He could have made it to the Inner Forest where the great hunt was to take place in perhaps a day and a half of hard riding, but matching the speed of his mother’s carriage would bring the journey up to a little more than three. They would travel faster upon reaching the glass road, but until then they were beholden to the bumps and divots of the dirt. 
 
    Lazy seemed to be fairly well recovered, not favoring either side or complaining as they trotted down the main path leading out of the glade. Koa was glad he didn’t have to push the animal hard, feeling a strong sense of sympathy for how it felt to be hindered by an injury that wasn’t visible. 
 
    We all recover as much as we can and continue on. 
 
    Verity was riding at his side on a loaned mount, looking fairly comfortable in the saddle despite not having disclosed any past riding experience. She seemed in no worse mood over how he’d enlisted her help in his romantic rendezvous the night before. 
 
    “What are your thoughts on the Autumnal Great Hunt, Verity?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it speaks to the king’s desire to reinforce the connections amongst his nobles,” she said, after a moment. 
 
    “That applies to any event with the draw to attract the various underqueens, princes, and princesses of Osteanus.” 
 
    “True enough.” 
 
    “I mean to ask how you would approach this hunt if you were in my position,” said Koa. 
 
    “You’re asking my advice on… hunting, milord?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” Koa smirked, watching her closely out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “I’ve no experience in such things,” said Verity. “I doubt my words would be of much help to you.” 
 
    She’s a worse actor than I’d originally thought, though maybe she’s simply used to not having to try, he thought. I suppose we should both play our roles. 
 
    “I’d have your opinion, regardless,” he said with a somewhat entitled princely snap. 
 
    Verity narrowed her eyes in another passing slip of her mask, and Koa held his smirk right back at her. 
 
    “Given the nature of the great hunts, you’ll be up against the other princes,” said Verity. “Most, if not all of whom are bonded to espers.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Then you must also be aware that most men would feel rather… impotent arriving to a battle of espers without one of their own to deploy.” 
 
    “Most men would.” Koa snagged an apple from a passing branch and took a bite out of it. 
 
    Verity stared at him for a few seconds with altogether too much consideration in her expression. “If you find the monster first, you’ll have a chance, assuming you can find a way to defeat it. Arriving late to the party will probably mean defeat.” 
 
    “It’s a monster we are to hunt, then?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m already deep within the realm of assumption, milord.” 
 
    “Take a few more steps for the sake of your prince.” 
 
    She seemed to let out a tiny, silent laugh and turned her head sideways. “There was a rumor prior to the announcement of this hunt that a monster escaped from captivity on the way to the royal menagerie in Twinfalls. Given King Kendall’s personality, one might take that to mean this creature is particularly intelligent.” 
 
    “Interesting. Thank you, Verity.” He snagged another apple from another tree and tossed it to her. She caught it without turning her head. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They traveled for the entire day, buoyed by the fair weather. The path of their journey took them through several towns, including a close pass by Vestus, still empty and ruined and a problem to be solved at a later date. 
 
    The road was moderately busy, perhaps traversed by fewer trade caravans and migrants than normal, but Harvestglade’s reputation as a slow paced and far-flung queendom was an earned one. The glass road drew into view in the distance as they found a place to camp for the night. 
 
    The road emerged from underneath the ground itself, and had in fact been mostly buried in the days prior to the uniting of the four queendoms. It was translucent teal in color, a hundred feet wide, and made of pure tree glass. Its surface wasn’t as smooth as it looked from a distance, though that was more of a feature than a flaw, given how treacherous footing across it could already be during wet weather. 
 
    Koa helped the guards construct a fire and sat back as Avina’s handmaidens cooked a simple meal over it. He spoke with his mother about nothing particularly important as they ate, and then retired to his tent for bed. 
 
    He felt Ruby’s absence twice over, as a friend and a lover. He made himself believe that the time apart would be good for them as he shifted on his bedroll, pulling his quilt tight against the fall’s growing cold.  
 
    There was a rustle as the flap of his tent pulled open. He sat up, surprised he hadn’t heard anyone coming, though the feeling faded as he noted Petra’s horned silhouette against the light of the fire. 
 
    “Ah,” said Petra. “You’re still awake.” 
 
    “Did my mother send you to make sure I’d be found in my own tent?” 
 
    “Not in so many words, but yes. Is there anything I can help you with while I’m here, Prince Makoa?” 
 
    There was no deeper insinuation in the question, but he still rose to his knees within the tent and reeled her in by the hand. “One thing, yes.” 
 
    “My prince.” Petra let out a patient sigh even as he began running his hands over her body. “Your mother is, in fact, expecting me back.” 
 
    “That’s not an outright no.” He let one of his hands tease the side and back of her strong thigh, feeling Petra’s body respond on its own page. 
 
    “Even if she’d given me leave… there is the matter of the bond.” She touched his chest as he leaned in closer. “She’s very sensitive to my moods.” 
 
    The thought of his mother lying on her own bedroll, fidgeting as passionate sensations flooded through the connection from her esper was oddly exciting. “I’ll talk with her after.” 
 
    “And say what?” Petra gently rubbed one of his pecs, kissed him on the cheek, and stepped backward. “Good night, my prince.” 
 
    He was both annoyed and encouraged, and again, he thought of Ruby as he returned to bed. There was an aspect to their secret relationship that almost seemed to discourage any sense of true exclusivity, the gap between their stations as it was. 
 
    When I marry, it will likely be for the sake of Harvestglade, bride-to-be confirmed by my mother. 
 
    That was, of course, assuming he didn’t manage to secure the heralder throne for himself. Once upon a time, that assumption would have been so near to a certainty that it would have hardly borne consideration. Now, with his newfound sorcery and rekindled sense of ambition… Perhaps it was a hair less audacious. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Koa awoke early the next morning and helped strike down camp. The traveling party continued onto the glass road, following it to the north at almost twice the speed they’d managed across the ordinary dirt roads of Harvestglade. They crossed the border into the crownlands, which were ostensibly communal territory between the four queendoms of Osteanus, though the king collected the taxes. 
 
    The sound of horse hooves and wagon wheels against the glass was a resonant chorus of soft pings, like rain against a window during a windy storm. It was the background ambience of the next two days of traveling. Koa rode his horse and chatted with Verity across the mornings and afternoons, taking dinner with Petra and his mother each evening, and sleeping alone in his tent each night. 
 
    The small hamlet of Asterius finally drew into view on the afternoon of their third day on the glass road. The town was on a plain midway up a hill, slope both below and above, and about as far inland as one could get within Osteanus, given the realm’s long border with the ocean. 
 
    The Flintrock mountains were visible in the distance, far beyond Asterius to the west, giving the settlement a deceptive sense of low ground. The Inner Forest stretched to the north and east, split by the glass road, but otherwise untamed and intimidating.  
 
    Harvestglade’s congregation appeared to be a late arrival, given the density of campsites already arrayed across the field at the bottom of the hill. Koa heard his mother give the order for them to shift off the glass road and onto the grass, and he could feel the attention of various eyes falling upon them expectantly. 
 
    He caught sight of a group of men on foot with hunting bows and immediately picked out a few familiar faces of his fellow princes. Prince Harriston, the presumed heir frontrunner, was among them, but so were others that Koa had met before. Prince Yarrow, Prince Adam, Prince Bombi, and at least half a dozen others. 
 
    His eyes were drawn to an odd-looking young man in the back of the group. His hair was long and jet black, tied into a simple ponytail, but it was the subtle blue coloring to his skin that tipped Koa off to his identity. 
 
    The so-called Demi Prince, Hetrix. Supposedly born to Underqueen Esanor’s esper and adopted in the Ostean tradition. 
 
    There were no espers with the princes, which made Hetrix stand out all the more. Koa could only assume the group was out practicing archery, given their equipment, and had opted to leave their servants behind or send them elsewhere on hunt related business. 
 
    “Ah!” called Prince Harriston, turning toward the party from Harvestglade. “Makoa the Sabantian. Safe to assume the lovely Underqueen Avina is within the carriage, then?” 
 
    It took a force of will on Koa’s behalf to smile and greet the other man like an esteemed counterpart. “Prince Harriston. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    Harriston was tall and large in a way that had the effect of making him look pudgy, like a pinched sausage. His hairline was already receding despite being the same age as Koa, and an unfortunate lack of jawline lent his face and neck a lengthy, conjoined quality. Still, it was immediately apparent why Captain Lauric had once advised Koa away from the idea of attempting to challenge the presumed heir to a duel. 
 
    He was slightly surprised when Harriston continued past him, instead falling into step alongside Avina’s carriage, where she was frowning out one of the window slits. Harriston cleared his throat with a pompous amount of intensity. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina!” he said, in an overloud voice. “I wish to…” 
 
    Avina slid the window shut, and the carriage sped up by a measurable degree. Harriston frowned, but simply shook his head and walked back over to the group of princes. Koa chuckled and spurred his horse to catch up with his mother’s carriage as the window reopened. 
 
    “That was uncharacteristically rude, my queen,” he said, with a teasing edge. 
 
    “I like him less than his mother, and I despise Underqueen Lassius,” said Avina. 
 
    “Still,” said Koa. “He could be king one day.” 
 
    The words felt like a betrayal of his own hopes, and his mother’s raised eyebrow at him seemed to beg the question. Koa shook his head. 
 
    “I just mean that regardless of anything, he would make for a powerful enemy,” he said. 
 
    “His mother claims to have our queendom so deeply in debt that it hardly matters,” said Avina. “Until we settle the issue of Harvestglade’s finances, their opinion of us is entirely secondary to the amounts on the books.” 
 
    They’d continued on, passing carefully around the archery targets before rejoining the trail leading toward the main camp. A shout came from the direction of the princes, but Koa barely had time to turn his head their way before Lazy let out a horribly pained whine, bucking uncontrollably. 
 
    He fell and landed hard, banging the back of his head on the grass with enough force to daze himself. When he regained his balance to see what’d happened, the sight that greeted him made his heart break in two. 
 
    The fletching of an arrow jutted from Lazy’s flank, shaft buried deep. The horse tried to rise to its feet in a panic and thrashed, falling again and doing even more damage to his body. Koa hurried to the animal’s side, despite the risk of being kicked in the chaos. 
 
    “Lazy!” He made soothing noises and rubbed a hand along the horse’s back. “Easy, big guy.” 
 
    “Are you all right, Prince Makoa?” Harriston and several of the other princes came bounding up. “Oh, Gods. We take full responsibility for this little mishap. I saw a passing quail and suggested we take aim at it without giving overmuch thought to where our missed arrows would fall.” 
 
    It was a plausible story, but only just. Koa felt cold as he stared into Prince Harriston’s emotionless eyes. None of the other princes spoke up to contradict their apparent leader, despite the time Koa gave them before issuing his own reply. 
 
    “You should take more care with your aim in the future,” he said, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “It’s impossible to know which bow the arrow even came from, but as the leader of this jovial band, I will of course take responsibility.” 
 
    He wanted to attack Prince Harriston, kill him, even, in that furious moment, but of course, that was exactly what Harriston wanted. A reaction, enough to generate a rumor to run ahead of Harvestglade’s sole prince and potential candidate for king. The arrow may have even been intended for him in place of his horse. A dark possibility, but not one Koa could rule out. 
 
    “I will pay you, of course,” said Harriston. “Twenty gold caelins. A fair price for even a fine young animal of similar breed, one with years left in comparison to your own.” 
 
    The reality of Lazy’s injury only dawned on him then, not just the arrow, but the way one of the horse’s knees had twisted during the fall. He’d likely never walk again, let alone carry a rider. Koa ran a hand through his hair, sorrow taking precedence over anger as he stared at his friend and companion and faithful mount. 
 
    Play your role, he reminded himself. React like a prince. 
 
    “Thirty gold caelins seems closer to a fair price, ser,” he said, stiffly. 
 
    “Thirty caelins is enough for two fine horses!” balked Harriston. 
 
    “Still, it’s far less than the matter would likely be settled for by the king’s judgment. We are on neutral ground and would have to refer to him in the case of a disagreement over such a payment, as you well know.” 
 
    Harriston’s eyes flashed with something hateful, but it was only there for an instant before he was grinning back at the other princes as though the entire matter was a joke. “I suppose that is a valid point. So be it, Sabantian. Thirty caelins for your inconvenience.” 
 
    Harriston made a show of drawing forth his purse and counting out the coins on the spot. It was a small fortune, ten times what Koa would typically carry on him while out and about in Gladetown, but he treated it casually as he accepted the payment and tucked it away in his pocket. 
 
    Rebethia, Harriston’s younger sister and one of the most eligible young princesses in Osteanus, had found her way upon the scene. She shared in her brother’s pudginess, but her expression was one of surprising concern as she eyed Koa and his maimed horse. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “For your horse and for my brother.” 
 
    Her esper trailed in her wake, unlike the princes who’d sent theirs elsewhere. Koa couldn’t remember its name, but its hair was long and strangely eel-like. 
 
    “That’s kind of you,” he said. 
 
    “…Do you want a candied cherry?” 
 
    “Not especially, but I know someone who might.” 
 
    He accepted it from her and shifted to crouch next to Lazy’s head. The horse was still very much alive, but clearly in shock, glassy-eyed and unresponsive. Koa pressed the candy to his lips and felt the animal lick it into its mouth with a quick tongue movement. 
 
    Pounding footsteps from behind alerted him to the arrival of Avina and Petra. Koa stood up as his mother pulled him into a tight hug, making a noise that shared in his own despair. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, not waiting for an answer. “I should have come immediately. I didn’t realize, with the windows up in the carriage.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” He looked at her carefully and spoke with the same consideration. “It appears to have just been an accident.” 
 
    “The animal will need to be put down, milord,” said the carriage driver, looking apologetic. “I have done it a few times before. If you’d allow me some room?” 
 
    Koa sighed and shook his head. “Lazy… sometimes nips at people he doesn’t know. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Avina was still pressed into his side, and he rubbed a hand against her back before pulling away and crouching again by Lazy’s side. Part of him desperately wanted to wait, to just put the mercy and its finality off for another evening as though the animal might make a miraculous recovery. They’d been through so much together, so many rides and adventures. 
 
    Harriston stepped forward again, and his esper had rejoined him. Rathos was cut from the same ugly cloth as his master, a massive male esper that was clearly of the fire element. He wore a black loin cloth, skin an orange hue with a gleam that made him seem perpetually sweaty. The esper had no mouth, and its hair grew in octagonal patches like the pattern on the back of a turtle. 
 
    “Ah, Underqueen Avina!” said Harriston, sweeping into a bow as he approached Avina. “I’m so grateful to have found a chance to speak with you after all, even if it is under such unfortunate circumstances.” 
 
    “Petra,” said Avina, in a slightly annoyed voice. 
 
    Out of the corner of Koa’s eye, he saw a sudden rush of ethereal power, like a spell of conjured silhouettes and energy. He had seen it once before — during the banquet, when he’d found Petra and Zentallion in the gardens. 
 
    She’s skirmishing Rathos beyond the veil, he realized. I suppose there might be a lot of that this week, with so many espers attending the hunt. 
 
    He was still new to the nature of skirmishes, but even he could tell that this had been a quick one, over nearly as fast as it started. Which could only mean it had been incredibly one sided. 
 
    “My queen requires her space,” said Petra, in a low voice. 
 
    Rathos turned and dragged Harriston back by the shoulder, ignoring the outrage in the prince’s face. 
 
    “Hold, a moment!” snapped Harriston. “I was… speaking with the underqueen! Rathos!” 
 
    Koa would have taken more pleasure in the man’s confusion if not for the task he still had ahead of him. Verity had come to stand nearby, expression present, if not emotive. 
 
    “He seemed like a proud animal, from what little I saw of him,” she said. “I think a horse like this would have chosen a death like this, on a journey with purpose instead of wasting away in a stable.” 
 
    “I suppose he would have,” muttered Koa. 
 
    The carriage driver showed him where to make the cut. Koa’s dagger was sharp and, while perhaps not the ideal tool for the job, opened the animal’s artery all the same. The blood came out in wild, uncontrolled pulses, so much of it that it made him feel like he’d done something wrong even though he’d done the only thing he could. Lazy breathed his last breath with his eyes still open. 
 
    “Oh, Makoa,” said Avina. She hugged her arms around his shoulders from behind him, and he felt her body pressing into him, soft and feminine. He touched her hand, half wishing he didn’t need the gesture, her love, in that moment as much as he did. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said. “Truly. I am.” 
 
    One of the guards accompanying the party made his way forward, expression tentative. “Milord, if you’d prefer, my men and I could dispose of the animal.” 
 
    “…Dispose of him?” 
 
    “Well, seeing as how there’s still a fair amount of meat, and we won’t be eating with the main feast party.” The man shrugged, looking as though he already regretted speaking. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” snapped Koa. “…Though I mean, I suppose Lazy wouldn’t really miss a few choice cuts, here and there. Bury what’s left and leave a marker.” 
 
    “Yes, milord!” 
 
    Avina took his hand with hers and gave it a small squeeze. “You can ride in the carriage with me the rest of the way, Koa. It shouldn’t be far from here.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.” 
 
    He’d noticed one of the princes lingering after the quick departure of Harriston and the others. Hetrix, the Demi Prince, raised his head in acknowledgment as he caught Koa’s gaze.  
 
    “Could I speak with you for a moment, Prince Makoa?” he asked. 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Hetrix glanced both ways before leaning in to whisper close. “There was no quail. From my perspective of events, that arrow came from Prince Harriston’s bow.” 
 
    The significance of the strange young man’s words left Koa frowning and thinking. 
 
    Was he aiming for my horse, or…? 
 
    “Thank you,” said Koa. “It’s good to know at least one other prince of Osteanus is honorable.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be too quick to jump to that conclusion,” said Hetrix. “Be careful who you trust.”  
 
    Hetrix hurried off. The grass rustled from beside Koa, and Verity was suddenly standing close to him. 
 
    “You should take his advice,” she said. “You’d be a fool to simply accept his words without scrutiny.” 
 
    “Lacking any further evidence or knowledge of him, perhaps so.” Koa rubbed his hands together, bits of dried horse blood flaking off. “But I won’t simply discount his words based on his appearance, either. People are rarely what they seem, in my experience.” 
 
    He stared at her, letting his gaze linger for long enough to instigate a flash of doubt. He had to be extremely careful of whom he trusted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    The carriage’s interior was silent as it rolled onward, toward the communal campsite at the bottom of the hill below Asterius. Avina sat next to Koa, letting him think, despite wishing they could talk. She’d already tried twice to gently pull him into conversation, but her son wasn’t in the mood, and not for no reason. 
 
    She was angry on his behalf, heartbroken at the loss of his trusted horse. It was, unfortunately, a facet of the game they’d arrived to play. Politics within the king’s court was as much about forcing others to make mistakes as it was attempting to secure one’s own position. 
 
    “Including Harvestglade, I see banners flying from all four queendoms,” noted Petra. “This will be as much of an event as any formal gathering within Twinfalls.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” Avina let out a long sigh. “Which is less than ideal. I would have preferred to speak with the king under more focused circumstances. Relating to him the gravity of the situation with the dustwalker will be more difficult with the other underqueens bandying their own petty problems forward.” 
 
    “Not to mention the issue of Harvestglade’s finances.” 
 
    Avina nodded and did her best not to sulk as the campsite below the town came into closer view. A massive fire burned at the center, actively fed by servants pushing handcarts filled with wood or carrying entire tree trunks in tandem. 
 
    There was an obvious and large gap around the center that seemed intended for their party. Avina signaled the carriage driver to begin taking them in that direction. They’d made it only halfway when the boom of thunder, accompanied by an intense flash of lightning, striking just in front of them. 
 
    Thunderclaw, the king’s esper, rose up from one knee atop a patch of scarred ground directly over where the blast had struck, eyes still glowing harsh white. Avina glanced at Petra for a moment before climbing out of the carriage to greet the esper. 
 
    There was an air of nobility around Thunderclaw that made it hard to imagine any other esper ever being as suitable for the role. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome in that curated, overdone way that gave off a vague sense of androgyny. He wore a blue robe with impossibly intricate and expensive white embroidery. His hair hung past his shoulders, true gold in color and only slightly lighter than his bronzed skin. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Thunderclaw,” said Avina, extending her hand. 
 
    “My Lady Underqueen.” Thunderclaw bent to kiss the back of her knuckles, lips cold as ice. “Allow me to welcome you to this year’s Autumnal Great Hunt. I apologize that my liege cannot be here to greet you in person.” 
 
    “I can only imagine how busy he must be,” said Avina, gesturing. 
 
    In truth, she wondered if the lack of the king’s direct presence lent more credence to the rumors she’d heard of his poor health. There were other rumors, older ones, that dared to imply that Thunderclaw was the true power and mind behind the Ostean throne, though she’d always taken those with warranted skepticism. 
 
    “As you are new to being an underqueen, I thought I might explain the order of things here,” said Thunderclaw. “The village of Asterius is open to all by day. You and your people may shop, drink and enjoy yourselves in town. By night, only the king, his immediate retinue and those he affords permission to are allowed to seek lodgings, given that demand greatly outstrips supply.” 
 
    “That’s entirely reasonable, all things considered,” said Avina. 
 
    “As one of the underqueens, you of course already have a room at The Unicorn’s Mane, the largest inn within the village,” said Thunderclaw. “Kendall asks only that you bring none other than your esper, should you choose to occupy it.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. Thunderclaw was already walking away, apparently unconcerned about being dismissed or even offering more than a smile and a wave in goodbye. She was unsure what to make of the offer of the room, whether it was simply tradition for the king to provide for the underqueens, if she’d be offending Kendall by not accepting the invitation. 
 
    Until I know more, I’ll remain in my tent. 
 
    “Thoughts, Petra?” she asked. 
 
    “It is hard to say,” replied the esper. “I think if Kendall’s intention was to insist upon your company, he would have come to greet you in person.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she muttered. “He’s always been eccentric, sometimes to an egregious extent. I stumbled into him wrestling Thunderclaw once as a girl, you know.” 
 
    “…Wrestling his esper?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was no more than eight or nine and with my mother at the king’s palace in Twinfalls. I think I’d just been wandering around the castle at the time.” 
 
    It was an odd memory, and she found herself questioning why it’d come to mind as she considered their greater situation. She needed to speak with the king, regardless of anything else. She simply hoped she’d find a better opportunity to do so than having to walk into the inn that, for the time being, would serve as the center of his sphere of power. 
 
    The sun was already well on its way to setting, and Avina’s attention turned toward helping her retinue set up their campsites. Koa lingered next to her, face set into a scowl that drew her attention as his mother. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “My field tent was in my saddlebag and became soiled in horse blood,” he said. “A small loss, compared to Lazy, but it means I’ll be bedding in my tiny hunting tent for the duration.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Avina. “My own field tent is more than large enough to share. You can set your bedroll up inside.” 
 
    She expected a chorus of complaints from him, some of them probably justified. It would open him up to potential ridicule and mockery from the other princes, sharing a tent with his mother, unable to carouse late into the night with anything resembling freedom. 
 
    “If you’re comfortable with it, I’d gladly take you up on that,” he said, with a curious smile. 
 
    “It’s settled, then.” Avina stared back at him, an odd tension ebbing and flowing. “We haven’t… shared quarters since you were young.” 
 
    “Aside from the night after I ate the spellbook.” 
 
    When you humped yourself against me in your sleep? You’d bring that night up, Makoa? Gods, even now, the memory makes my cheeks feel hot. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, biting her lip. “Aside from… that.” 
 
    Mav led the servants in setting up her field tent, leaving Avina and Koa free to slowly make their way over to extensive makeshift log seats surrounding the fire. Dinner was just beginning as they found a spot to settle in. 
 
    Rows of spitted pigs hung over one side of the enormous fire, tended to by servants brave enough to bear the heat of the flames at such a close distance. The meat was further cut from there and skewered into smaller portions that servants carried out to each of the underqueens and their retinues in turn. 
 
    It seemed as though lesser servants and guardsmen were left to fend for themselves as far as food went. Avina would make sure her people were all fed, but for the moment, she was happy to relax and accept her own food after the long, arduous journey. 
 
    It was only as she began to eat that she felt attention swing her way. The youngest of the underqueens, recently crowned, newly arrived to the gathering. A procession of nobles, princes and princesses, a few affluent merchants, a prominent esper or two, began to approach her one after another.  
 
    It was as though they were in an invisible queue, each waiting for their turn as dictated by their awareness of their own status. Avina smiled and did her best to be polite, avoiding answering the sorts of questions that would lock her into an obligation or give insight into Harvestglade’s current turmoil. Each one of them seemed to read from the same hackneyed script. 
 
    “My most sincere condolences on your mother’s passing, Underqueen Avina.” 
 
    “I hope we can find new avenues to cooperate for the prosperity of all, my queen. 
 
    “…Already standing tall and graceful in the place of your esteemed mother.” 
 
    “…sincerest wishes for a bright and prosperous future for Harvestglade, in the spirit of friendship and cooperation.” 
 
    Avina was polite, but kept her answers short and ambiguous. It was a skill she’d learned from her mother that, when done correctly, left supplicants feeling as though she’d read straight through to their hidden intentions. There was an aspect of quiet disdain in the approach that she’d never had to work hard at projecting. 
 
    She knew that both the other underqueens and the king would wish to speak with her eventually. It felt slightly anticlimactic that they hadn’t reached out to her already, beyond Prince Harriston’s clumsy introduction and Thunderclaw’s appearance. Though she had just arrived, and perhaps as the new underqueen, the onus was meant to be on her to seek out her contemporaries. 
 
    Koa roamed the edges of the fire, speaking with a few of the other princes and a princess here and there, but seeming to struggle to do much more than that. Avina wasn’t sure whether she’d been hoping that the other princes would welcome him into the fold, or if perhaps she preferred him being on his own, maintaining his independence by default. 
 
    Part of you enjoys having him circle back around, she silently admitted. Part of you craves that influence over him. 
 
    His expression was difficult to read by firelight, shadows dancing across his visage that made her think of his budding sorcerous potential. He stood out, perhaps in part due to his ancestry, but also simply due to who he was, how he walked his path. She suspected that she wasn’t the only woman around that fire watching him, curious about what was on his mind. 
 
    “This is a new experience for Koa,” said Avina. 
 
    Petra seemed to emerge from the darkness next to her, and in the same moment, the esper answered. “He has been around other princes before, no? Was he not educated in the capital?” 
 
    “Taking it seriously, I mean,” said Avina. “Seeing how he fits into the world… and how he doesn’t.” 
 
    “He is stronger than you sometimes give him credit for, Avina.” 
 
    “I don’t want him to have to be all strength.” She sighed and held her mostly empty plate out to a passing servant. “Find me a bottle of wine. Two bottles, actually. I feel ready for bed.” 
 
    “Have you any thoughts on how I should occupy myself tonight, or am I free to roam?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Keep the core of your focus around our campsite for now,” said Avina. “See if any of my fellow underqueens tries to take an unnecessary interest in us. Or gods, perhaps the king himself.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Avina rose from her bench and slowly made her way over to Koa. Even with just the immense fire lighting the area, she felt multiple sets of eyes pulling toward her. Perhaps it was just the hour, her inability to look back at those faces and hold their gazes, but the attention felt more lustful than curious. 
 
    “Koa.” She touched his shoulder as she came to stand next to him. “I… was going to head to bed?” 
 
    He kept staring into the fire as though he didn’t hear her. Why did she find that so infinitely infuriating? More than a dozen men had approached her that night and all but groveled at her feet, and yet her own son could still act deaf to her. She quirked her mouth sideways and summoned her authority as a mother. 
 
    “Makoa,” she said, tone dire. 
 
    “…Sorry.” He turned and grinned at her, and everything seemed right in the world. “Lost in my own thoughts. Shall we?” 
 
    He took her hand and began pulling her off toward the tents. Again, she found herself contrasting his ease and confidence against the numerous begging supplicants. There were still people watching them, even now. If any other man had taken her hand in such a way, led her off with that confident stride, what would they have thought? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Avina’s field tent was the size of a small room, but she still hadn’t fully accounted for what sharing it with Koa would entail. She sat down on one of the wooden folding chairs inside, wondering exactly how she’d change into her nightclothes in front of her son, or whether she’d simply forgo them altogether. 
 
    Koa chuckled as he poked his head in through the canvas flap. “It’s cozy in here. And remarkably well-lit.” 
 
    “Petra, or perhaps one of my handmaidens,” said Avina, gesturing to the lamp on the table.  
 
    Two bottles and two glasses sat near the lantern, along with a cork slide and a plate of pitted olives. Koa took his cloak off and hung it from a convenient hook on one of the tent supports by the door. 
 
    “Was I always intended to be your guest tonight?” he asked, eyeing the wine and olives. 
 
    “What? Yes, of course! I just…” She felt a traitorous smile sneaking onto her face. “I asked Petra to bring some wine, and I suppose she decided to throw in a snack.” 
 
    “Pour me a glass.” 
 
    She poured them both one. The tent seemed far quieter than it should have, as though there were true walls around them and not just sealed leather.  
 
    “Did any of your grovelers have anything interesting to say?” he asked. 
 
    “Not a one,” said Avina. “How did dinner go on your side?” 
 
    “It was remarkably uneventful.” Koa took a sip of his wine, still standing, pacing slightly. “I don’t think the other princes quite know what to make of me yet, aside from Hetrix.” 
 
    “The Demi Prince? Did he reach out?” 
 
    “He did. He warned me about Prince Harriston and said the stray arrow which struck my horse came from Harriston’s own bow.” 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” said Avina. 
 
    “Idiots can attempt murder as easily as anyone.” 
 
    Avina’s first impulse was to try to smooth the situation over, calm Koa down, and make sure that he at least wasn’t primed for further instigation. Except… he was already calm, speaking of the incident with a calculated, patient tone. 
 
    “We still don’t know exactly why the assassin with the red eye had been sent to target you, specifically,” said Avina. “I suppose if we assume that Lassius sent him, there might be a deeper justification behind a conveniently stray arrow.” 
 
    “It’s certainly possible, but as you said, Harriston is an idiot. For now, I actually do lean toward assuming that it wasn’t an attempt at premeditated murder, despite him clearly meaning me harm.” Koa took a seat next to her, spreading his legs open and sighing as he leaned back. “It’s the loss of Lazy that truly infuriates me, rather than the danger to my own person. I loved that horse.” 
 
    “Oh, Makoa.” Avina touched his shoulder briefly, feeling an odd flutter as though he was the one who’d touched her. “He was a good horse.” 
 
    “He was. And this will doubtlessly complicate my efforts in the hunt. It’s not a simple matter of purchasing a new mount in a small village like this with so many people here.” 
 
    “I suppose we could arrange to loan you one of the guard’s.” 
 
    He waved a hand dismissively. “I’ll manage well enough with my other advantages.” 
 
    Avina heard the implication in his words even though he didn’t say it. “You promised not to use your sorcery, Koa.” 
 
    “…unless it’s absolutely necessary,” he said. “I know exactly what I agreed to, Mother.” 
 
    “Absolutely necessary as in, a life-or-death situation.” 
 
    “This hunt’s prize money could well be the deciding factor between life and death,” he said. “For Harvestglade, and by extension, for us.” 
 
    “Nice try, but no,” she said. “I expect you to hold to the spirit of the promise, not your loose interpretation.” 
 
    “As the holder of said promise, all I really need is your explicit permission again.” He shifted, facing her more directly, smiling in that cocky but princely way. 
 
    Avina cleared her throat. “Which… won’t simply be given. You’d have to earn it.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    She didn’t look away as her heart pounded out several fluttering beats, unsure of why the tent’s interior felt so much smaller than it had a few minutes before. She loved talking with Koa like this, though it was hard to articulate why. 
 
    “Were you at all put off by being snubbed by the king and the other underqueens?” he asked. 
 
    “I was not snubbed by them!” laughed Avina. “They’re political creatures. They have their own games to play that extend the how and where of such discussions.” 
 
    “Their game, from the looks of it, will be spreading Harvestglade’s thighs open and taking the queendom for all its worth. Roughly.” 
 
    “Koa!” Avina extended her foot to prod his leg with a toe. “You can say what you mean without using such a crude metaphor.” 
 
    “Crude, but fitting,” he said, pouring himself more wine. “Grandmother already took their money. Harvestglade has been bought and paid for and will be used as such, unless we do something about it.” 
 
    “Your spells will only land us in a stickier situation.” 
 
    “Sticky is still preferable to shackled.” 
 
    Gods, he had a point. Avina also hated talking to Koa like this. It was like being forced to acknowledge he wasn’t just her son, but a man, an ambitious ally, full of passion and intelligence.  
 
    “There may come a time when your magic can give us an advantage.” She put her hand on top of his, letting the tips of her fingers rub the gaps between his knuckles. “Can you hold off until then?” 
 
    “…If I must.” His voice was steady, but his entire body was tense like a wound trap. 
 
    “Good.” Avina breathed out, rubbing a little higher and then pulling her hand back. 
 
    “We should speak of how we’ll position ourselves, assuming I do win the hunt.” He leaned in closer to her, still with that infuriating smirk. 
 
    “It… seems a little premature to consider such things.” 
 
    “Does it?” He shifted, watching her with appraising eyes. “You get this look on your face every time I bring up my desire to rise higher, Mother. As though each step I take toward the heralder throne puts you in more of a bind.” 
 
    “You’ve only begun to speak of this desire recently,” she said. “It’s a high ambition, Makoa, and… I suppose it’s still a new consideration on my mind.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to give all the thought you need.” He set one hand down on Avina’s knee. “But I will eventually need to know, Mother, whether Harvestglade will support my advancement.” 
 
    His touch felt so hot and wrong, and yet somehow perfect. Avina wanted to glare at him, call him out, even. When did he ever touch her like this? It was just her knee, and he was her son. It wasn’t as though she was being groped. Her reaction was so disproportionate and acknowledging that it only seemed to make it worse. 
 
    “It’s… a matter of the queendom’s needs,” she managed. “We don’t always get what we want.” 
 
    He rubbed her leg around the knee, pressing a bit so his fingers dug in to make the contact seem even more intentional. “We only get what we take for ourselves. I think I’d make a good king. Fair. Just.” 
 
    His fingers slid back and forth, a bit further each time, and it was as though Avina’s lungs took a slightly shallow breath along that same back and forth path. “Now you’re just seeking an ego fluff.” 
 
    “Can you really blame me after having to watch the welcome Harvestglade’s new, intensely beautiful underqueen received?” 
 
    She laughed, but her heart skipped at him calling her beautiful. “Flattery is an interesting approach, but it will only get you so far toward a true commitment of the queendom’s support.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m aware. I never suspected it would be that easy. But at the same time, I don’t suspect it’ll be that hard, either.” 
 
    He went higher with his hand, still, and now he was basically groping her, and Avina was letting him. Gods, she was letting him, and moreover… she was hanging on what might come next. His hand was touching her upper thigh through her dress, and he curled it deeper along her inner thigh as though to make it even more obvious. As though expecting her to challenge him, and she would, she was going to… just not quite yet. 
 
    If I tell him he’d make a good king, here and now, will he take that as permission to pull me down onto my sleeping cot, strip my dress off, and— 
 
    “Avina?” Petra poked her head into the tent, and Koa’s hand snapped back from where it had almost been delving. “Ah. Good, you’re still awake. I wanted to check in once more before the hour grew too late.” 
 
    “Of course, Petra.” Avina took a breath, face hot, heart still pounding. “Do you have anything to report?” 
 
    Petra shook her head, but frowned, looking from her to Koa. “Nothing of note. Did something happen here?” 
 
    Avina paused, trying to find the right words and knowing she wouldn’t be able to. Did something happen? Absolutely. Would she speak about it to anyone? Absolutely not, not even her esper, who no doubt already suspected from whatever had been conveyed through their bond. 
 
    “No, we were just discussing the future,” said Koa, casual and confident. “This little hunt may well be a turning point for things to come.” 
 
    “You certainly aren’t lacking for ambition, my prince,” said Petra. “I would rather like to know of the particulars of what you and your mother were discussing.” 
 
    “Find me tomorrow, and we can get into it,” he said. 
 
    “It’s time for bed!” snapped Avina. “We both need our sleep, Makoa, and… I think we’ve also had quite enough wine for the time being.” 
 
    The first bottle they’d opened wasn’t even half empty, and the second was completely untouched. But she was the underqueen. She was Koa’s mother. She would still have her way, for now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Koa awoke to the sound of rustling cloth the next morning. He felt surprisingly well slept, his mother having turned out the lamp long before he’d drunk enough to prime a hangover. As such, he had a full memory of the previous night, the tense moment where he’d touched her thigh as they’d verbally sparred over the queendom’s future course. 
 
    Avina was getting dressed. Koa blinked in silent surprise at her in her small clothes as she bent forward to pick through her clothing. The motion pushed her butt out and pulled her underwear taut into the crevice between her thighs, cupping in just such a way to hint at the full details of her womanhood. 
 
    She would have normally called in one of her handmaidens to help her, but perhaps she hadn’t wanted to wake him. It seemed equally plausible that she knew or suspected he was already awake and sought to give him a show, revenge of sorts for how he’d overstepped the night before. 
 
    She turned sideways, and it was only then that he noticed she was wearing a tiny push-up bodice that didn’t actually cover her entire chest. One of her nipples was partially visible from that angle, a hint of pink against the larger plump of her breast.   
 
    He was still half hard from sleep, and his body crossed the last stretch to a full erection across a span of seconds. Part of him wished he could simply close the door on this strange attraction, smother whatever flame had been lit that insisted on burning for this woman, his own mother.  
 
    It was a desire that aligned so neatly with his newfound ambition to be elected king that it was hard to disentangle one from the other. For once, Koa found himself half wishing he was on better terms with more of the princes, though, whether any of them had similar attractions wasn’t truly a topic he could have easily brought up, regardless. 
 
    He watched Avina hold up two dresses and compare them in her traveling mirror, lifting each to briefly cover her chest. Her breasts shifted as she set them both aside and leaned forward to pick another instead. She suddenly tensed, blinking into the mirror, and then spun around to face him, arm pulled defensively across herself. 
 
    He closed his eyes on reflex, feeling like a coward. It wasn’t the middle of the night, with wine to lubricate their conversation, and the stakes and consequences felt high and real. What he’d forgotten was obvious — he had an erection, which was as much confirmation of his peeping as she probably needed. 
 
    He heard her walk over to him, and then it was too late. He was curious about what she’d do, afraid of waking up and interrupting whatever might happen. He sensed his mother crouching down next to his bed roll, and the sense of anticipation had his entire body as tense and primed as his manhood. 
 
    He felt exposed, despite still being covered by his quilt. It was a challenge to keep his breathing still as he felt Avina’s fingers graze his forehead, lovingly running through his hair. Her other hand settled on his chest, gently rubbing down his body, over his stomach, stopping at about his beltline. 
 
    Every inch of his body craved more, wanted her to step over that line he’d begun to tease around, wanted her to touch him. It was wrong, but honest, in its own horny, insatiable way. He waited, wondering if she’d notice how strange his breathing had gotten. Avina continued petting his hair. He sensed her leaning closer in, and then felt the hot press of her lips against his forehead. 
 
    He couldn’t help but let his eyes flutter open then. She was still partially naked and smiled as she rushed to cover herself with one arm. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered.  
 
    “Don’t be.” He smiled and sat up. “That felt nice.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d wake up,” she said. “Otherwise I would have finished clothing myself.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining.” 
 
    She tried to glare at him, but the smile won out. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Surprisingly well,” he said. “I suppose either today or tomorrow will be the first day of the hunt. I should be thankful to be so well rested.” 
 
    “Keep what I said last night in mind.” Avina finally picked a dress and began pulling it on, giving him another show even as she spoiled his view. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “No sorcery, Koa,” said Avina. “I’m serious. Don’t even think about casting a spell unless it’s to save your own life.” 
 
    “By some interpretations, saving my own life could extend to—” 
 
    “Koa.”  
 
    She had that look in her eyes, serious and out of patience. He nodded slowly, giving her as much of a commitment as his heart and soul could muster. 
 
    The hunt camp was full of activity as Koa left the tent. Servants and guards were hurrying around on business for their masters, while the nobles and espers mingled in conspicuous groups. Verity was waiting for him alongside Petra, and he greeted them both with a wave. 
 
    “Morning Verity, Petra,” he said. “How did you both… sleep?” 
 
    He asked the question innocuously, only realizing as the words came out that they each looked totally exhausted. Petra had that drowsy, sleeping-while-standing-upright posture, and Verity had dark bags under her eyes. 
 
    “There was… quite a lot of movement in and around the campsite last night,” muttered Petra. “I attempted to simply observe, but was forced to engage in a number of skirmishes.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Koa. 
 
    She nodded, but didn’t elaborate further. He looked to Verity, who gave a slow shrug. 
 
    “I set my tent up on a rock,” she muttered, lamely. 
 
    “I see,” said Koa. “Well, you’re welcome to rest more if you need to.” 
 
    “I’m fine, milord.” 
 
    He decided his first major order of business would be heading into the village of Asterius proper. There was an aspect to the communal campsite that once he’d noticed, he couldn’t stop noticing. The divisions between each of the underqueen’s campsites seemed almost to have become invisible barriers, with few attendees daring to venture outside of their territory, only congregating at the edges. 
 
    I need to at least try to play politics, he thought. It’s not going to happen if I spend the day loitering around my mother’s tent. 
 
    “Let’s go see what’s happening up the hill,” he said. 
 
    He and Verity made the trek along the edge of the road, as it was so actively traveled by horses and carriages that it was nearly at a standstill at its center. The volume of visitors raised Koa’s expectations, but his first step into what was a rather modest and unassuming little hamlet slammed them back down into the ground. 
 
    Though, that wasn’t to say that the town was uninteresting or without charm. Performers played in the streets in abundance, musicians and minstrels, jugglers and acrobats. Traveling merchants with exotic goods stood next to stalls, chiming on about the utility and uniqueness of their items.  
 
    Koa very nearly slowed to a stop outside of what was, without a doubt, one of the most inviting brothels he’d ever seen, with two beautiful women in their courtly best standing outside and simply smiling and waving. 
 
    “Is this what you’d come in search of, my prince?” asked Verity, in an unamused tone. She had a way of emphasizing her silent judgments with bitter cold politeness, as opposed to Ruby, who would say no less than exactly what was on her mind. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” he said. “Truth be told, I’m not yet sure what I’m here to find. I think I’ll know it when I see it.” 
 
    His intuition proved itself to be worth trusting. As Koa rounded the next curve along the town’s main road, he spotted a fletcher with a small queue of princes waiting to have their bows adjusted or restrung. Hetrix, the Demi Prince, was just leaving the stall and nodded to Koa as he saw him. 
 
    “Hetrix.” 
 
    “Prince Makoa. May I speak with you for a moment?” 
 
    Koa nodded, noticing how Hetrix seemed to be apart from the other princes, or perhaps intentionally beneath their notice. He wasn’t lacking for confidence despite that, however, which was a stance which Koa respected. 
 
    “My day is wide open, Prince Hetrix. Let’s find somewhere to grab a drink.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The local tavern was wildly busy, to the point where the prospect of finding two adjoining seats seemed like a losing one. Koa and Hetrix ended up buying rum and juice served out of hollowed gourds from one of the cart vendors, finding a place to sit amidst the trees on the edge of town. 
 
    “The princes are all practicing their archery again this afternoon,” said Hetrix. “Prince Harriston has put up a standing prize of ten caelins for anyone who can hit the center target thrice in a row.” 
 
    “I think I’ve taken enough of Prince Harriston and his money for one outing,” said Koa, stiffly. 
 
    “Yes, well, there are reasons beyond the money that might incline one to participate. I’m sure you’ve heard that Prince Harriston is rumored to be King Kendall’s heir apparent.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Koa. “I’ve heard the rumor. It’s not one that I treat lightly, especially not after he put an arrow into my horse.” 
 
    “He is a complete bastard.” Hetrix dropped his opinion with a lift of his gourd, as though in toast. “With that said, if you sequester yourself from the other princes, potential allies, you’ll be giving him exactly what he wants. It’s a lesson I had to learn myself.” 
 
    “If I join his lackies, the effect is much the same,” said Koa. “No offense to you and your strategy.” 
 
    “None taken. I wouldn’t have approached you with this invitation if it was simply to bolster Harriston’s followers. I want an alliance with you, Koa, and I suspect my mother wants one between Cloister Andrenia and Harvestglade.” 
 
    It was an interesting prospect, and one that did make a certain amount of sense. Hetrix was Cloister Andrenia’s sole male heir, and his situation matched Koa’s to a degree. The circumstances of his birth, along with the cruel irony of being unable to bind an esper, half-esper as he himself was, made him into as much of an outcast as Koa of Sabantius.  
 
    “I think that’s a conversation that our mothers, the underqueens, need first to have,” said Koa. 
 
    “Is it?” Hetrix gave him a coy smile and pointed a finger off into the air. “We are just as capable of playing politics as they are, Makoa. Especially during an event like this. What hope do either of us have of slaying the vestalix if we venture off into the Inner Forest on our own?” 
 
    “Vestalix?” Koa furrowed his brow. “I wasn’t aware the nature of the hunt beast had been publicly announced.” 
 
    “It hasn’t, but I’m unusually well informed on such things.” Hetrix slapped him on the shoulder and started off. “Hope to see you at archery practice later today, Prince Makoa.” 
 
    Hetrix had left his mostly untouched gourd drink behind. Koa offered it to Verity, who gave it a sniff, followed by a small taste, followed by a larger taste. 
 
    “He’s taking advantage of you,” she said. “He presents the offer of an alliance as though it would be mutually beneficial, but I suspect it would serve his and Underqueen Esanor’s interests first.” 
 
    “Oh, undoubtedly,” said Koa. “But that doesn’t mean it might not still be the best of my limited options.” 
 
    He returned to camp to fetch his bow, hoping to find his mother for a chance to run the details of Hetrix’s offer past her. She was busy with Petra and Mav, and he decided to leave her be rather than waiting for a chance to interrupt. 
 
    He found the gathering of princes in the same area they’d been the day before. A visible patch of blood still lay around where Lazy had been put down, which instantly set a darker tone to Koa’s mood. 
 
    There were five targets set up in total, with groups of princes taking turns on the first four, and Hetrix alone on the last. Koa paused, wondering absently if the reason why Hetrix seemed so keen on an alliance was because he was even more of an outcast than he’d realized. 
 
    “Ah!” Harriston laughed and waved an arrow at him as he began walking toward the targets. “The Sabantian finally deigned to show his face. Afraid my target is already at max capacity, but perhaps Prince Yarrow has some room at his, assuming yesterday’s incident hasn’t put you off bows overmuch.” 
 
    “Not at all, Harriston.” Koa smiled and cocked an arrow into his bow. “I suppose I learned the most important lesson of all. Anything and anyone can become a target at just about any time. Also, I wanted to mention—” 
 
    He pulled back on the string with feigned fumbling, loosing the arrow into the ground at Harriston’s feet. The prince of the Puzzle Islands fell backward in his haste to get out of the way. Koa hid a smile with an exaggerated wince. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry!” he called. “I’m used to Sabantian flatbows, see? We make them from the cactus wood of the southern deserts. Much different pull.” 
 
    “I hope you… watch your aim more carefully in the future!” called Harriston, wiping at a stain of mud on his ass. 
 
    “As you watch yours, islander.” 
 
    It was a satisfying exchange, but likely an ill-advised one. Hetrix was shaking his head with small motions as Koa joined him at the last target. 
 
    “If he wasn’t already your enemy, he certainly is now,” muttered the demi prince. 
 
    “He killed my horse yesterday.” 
 
    “You may not believe me when I say this, but he’s done far worse to people he considers to be his friends,” muttered Hetrix. “Family, as well. Rumors abound about how he treats his sister, Rebethia. The man is a sadist.” 
 
    “Which begs the question of how a sadist ends up as the heralder king’s presumed heir,” said Koa. 
 
    “Politics. You still have quite a lot to learn about the way of things in the capital.” 
 
    “I know enough,” said Koa. “I was at the academy for two years. I suppose I should consider myself lucky that Harriston was tutored privately.” 
 
    “Most princes are,” said Hetrix. “Here. Take a turn. How are your archery skills, anyway?” 
 
    Koa answered with an arrow that left no real question about his lack of aptitude. It sailed over the target and into the trees beyond, missing by a margin that almost made the idea of Harriston accidentally shooting Lazy seem plausible. 
 
    “They’re still developing,” said Koa, with a shrug. “Now, tell me more about this hunt beast. What do you know of it, exactly?” 
 
    “The vestalix,” said Hetrix, with a nod. “I’ve kept my knowledge of it to myself so far, for obvious reasons. The others will hear some of these details when the king officially announces the hunt, but I’m unsure if even the king knows what he was getting himself into when he attempted to have the monster brought into his menagerie.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “The monster was thought to hold potential curative qualities,” said Hetrix. “Its pollen can have a relaxation effect that some, my mother included, suspect may prove useful as a remedy.” 
 
    Koa nodded, but couldn’t quell his next question, despite it being a little off topic. “Now, when you say your mother, you mean…?” 
 
    “Underqueen Esanor,” said Hetrix. “My adoptive, but true mother. Her esper, Vasterlane, is also my birth mother, though she’s always been more of an aunt to me, I suppose you might say. It’s always been confusing for others, but never has for me.” 
 
    “I think I understand rather well,” said Koa. “Anyway, we’ve established that the vestalix has powerful pollen. What else?” 
 
    “It’s powerful enough to escape the king’s convoy, and fast enough to evade those sent to give pursuit originally,” said Hetrix. “On top of our bows, I suspect we will need spears to subdue it up close, strong riding skills to close the gap, and an esper to herd its escape.” 
 
    Koa stared at Hetrix. 
 
    “See, this is why I made my suggestion that we team up,” whispered the demi prince. “My riding skills are average at best. My small frame had me riding ponies until recently, and I’m bad with spears.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m sure such an alliance will greatly increase our odds,” muttered Koa. 
 
    Hetrix shrugged and gave him an oddly knowing smile. “Perhaps we will surprise each other and ourselves. What say you, Makoa Gladefoot?” 
 
    Some of the other princes started cackling in the distance, probably watching the two outcasts getting friendly and inventing their own subtext.  
 
    “What would this partnership entail?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Most of the other princes will be setting off tomorrow morning, after the king officially pronounces the beginning of the Autumnal Great Hunt this afternoon. I propose we leave today, before the sun sets completely.” 
 
    “Traveling by dark through a forest sounds like an ordeal,” said Koa. 
 
    “You’ve not much experience with the Inner Forest, then,” said Hetrix. “A fair amount of the time, the canopy is thick enough overhead to drown all light, regardless. I’ll bring one of my mother’s glowfly lamps for you if you commit to keeping them fed.” 
 
    “A… what?”  
 
    Hetrix was hurrying off. Koa took another look at the other princes, stiff-shouldered and practicing their archery like every third arrow went up the ass, and liked his chances more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The better portion of Avina’s morning and early afternoon was devoted to simply standing around, smiling and being polite. It was as though her audience chamber had been packed away with her other things for the journey and now occupied an invisible space all around her that she simply could not escape. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” said a man whose name she’d already forgotten. “The turnip trade! Turnips have never been native to Harvestglade, as I understand it.” 
 
    “Turnips grow fine in Harvestglade,” she said, not even listening to herself, let alone the man. 
 
    “They might grow here and there, but to have yields in bulk, my lady underqueen, you would need to sponsor a proper trade run. Turnips in bulk, my lady underqueen!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s, um…” Avina massaged her temples. “Petra?” 
 
    “I’m afraid Underqueen Avina has another pressing matter which she must attend to that takes priority over your… turnips, ser.” Petra pushed as much as led the man away, and Avina let out a groaning sigh. 
 
    She saw Koa returning from archery practice, walking close to Verity, the two of them smiling as they chatted. She wanted to go over to him if only to have a brief enjoyable distraction from the drudgery. It was an impulse that felt too much like monopolizing her son’s attention, however, but perhaps noticing it was the first step in correcting it. 
 
    He was all but fawning over you last night. Is that not enough? 
 
    Petra had steered Ser Turnip away in Koa’s direction, and she strode next to him for a few paces as she looped back around toward him. Avina felt a flickering warmth through the bond, like a candle on a cold night, as though her son had told a joke, or held Petra’s gaze for half a second too long.  
 
    She was near the point of giving up on chastising them over the familiarness of their relationship. As long as Petra maintained a boundary of words and smiles and the occasional lingering gaze, she was willing to forgive her esper for her passing attraction, even if it fed into her own confusing circumstances in all the worst ways. 
 
    She could feel some other nobleman or ambitious trader or gods, perhaps some entitled prince, eyeing her from the edge of her vision. Mav and Reese had been attending to small errands, and as they came to rejoin her, she started walking in the direction of the massive fire pit at the center of the field. 
 
    “I believe King Kendall is due to announce the start of the hunt,” she said to her handmaidens. “Why don’t we find comfortable seats ahead of the rush?” 
 
    A laugh came from Koa’s direction and Avina reluctantly glanced over to see Petra swatting his arm at some comment or bit of humor he’d issued. The sight of it was only half as bad as the sense. Her esper was smoldering for him. Avina pursed her lips. Perhaps she would have to intervene, after all. 
 
    “Petra,” said Avina, walking up to them. “I’m on my way to find a seat for the hunt’s commencement. I should have my esper by my side, for appearances sake.” 
 
    “My mother’s calling you, Petra,” said Koa, in a tone intended to mock the esper, rather than her. 
 
    “I have ears, my prince,” said Petra, nudging him with a playful elbow. 
 
    Avina opened her mouth to press the point about their over-familiarity with one another when Koa strode forward, taking one of her hands and kissing her on the cheek. 
 
    “Shall I join you as well, then?” he asked. 
 
    “I… if you’d like,” said Avina, with a nod. “I’d like that, I mean.” 
 
    He kept holding her hand even as they walked toward the center of the field. There was a time not long ago when Koa would have chafed at her insisting at such a gesture, but now he performed it as though it was the most natural thing in the world, as his own idea. 
 
    Perhaps there are some benefits to allowing him to play this game of his. 
 
    They drew a fair amount of attention as they sat down in the front of their queendom’s reserved seating area, where a few rows of proper benches had been set up for the nobility. The various other underqueens and princes were also finding their seats, and Thunderclaw stood in front of the ashes of the previous night’s fire. 
 
    A few minutes passed. Avina glanced around, trying to see where the king was planning on making his entry, but there was no sign of him on the switchbacking road that led up the hill to Asterius. 
 
    “Is he coming?” Koa touched her knee as he asked the question, and Avina felt a flash of memory of the previous night, drinking wine in their now shared tent. 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” she whispered back. 
 
    She put her hand on top of his, pinning it to her knee and just her knee. Gods, it did feel good to have it there, though it was hard to tell if that was an impulse polluted by Petra’s inflamed emotions. She let her thumb brush one of his knuckles and shifted her legs tighter shut. 
 
    Thunderclaw suddenly held out his hands, smiling with a set of perfectly white teeth adorned with massive, fang-like canines. “Allow me to issue the heralder king’s formal welcome to the biannual Autumnal Great Hunt. King Kendall has pressing business to attend to that preclude him from being able to welcome you personally, but he has entrusted me to carry his well wishes to all who plan on participating in this grand endeavor.” 
 
    Avina exchanged a glance with Koa, and then one with Petra. It wasn’t unheard of for the king to send his esper on formal business in his stead, but it did seem conspicuous given recent rumors of Kendall’s failing health. The crowd was still deathly silent, which spoke to how much respect even just the king’s esper commanded. 
 
    “For the next five days, in regard to the monster known as the vestalix, all mandates concerning poaching and hunting rights within the Inner Forest are suspended,” called Thunderclaw. “The king has also commissioned a likeness of the monster in question, as this is no common beast.” 
 
    Five servants carried out a massive painting of the vestalix. Avina could make out all of the important details even from a distance. It looked like a cross between a man and a tree, hardened bark covering all of its limbs, with vines protruding from the scalp to fall both in front of and behind its shoulders like impossibly long, unruly hair. 
 
    Two thoughts came to Avina’s mind. First and foremost, the monster looked like the forest embodied. It would be nearly impossible to spot from a distance, a far cry from some of the previous hunt beasts of years before that’d been exotic beasts out of their natural habitat with stripes and colors that stood out from the greenery. 
 
    Her second, more concerning consideration was that the monster appeared to have been drawn to scale, which would make it several heads taller than even the tallest man. It was a hulking goliath of a thing to hunt, perhaps slightly less intimidating than the dustwalker, but only because she’d experienced the full breadth of the dustwalker’s danger. 
 
    Will Koa stand a chance against an enemy like this with no esper? 
 
    She glanced at her son, and he flashed a grin and rubbed his chin with a thumb. “Worry not. I’ve entered into a partnership with another of the princes.” 
 
    “Dare I ask who?” 
 
    “Hetrix.” 
 
    “The…” Avina cut her sentence short before using the demi prince moniker, which she’d always found a touch insulting. She wondered if Koa had found a sense of solidarity with the other young man, outsiders as they both were. “He’s the male heir to Cloister Andrenia, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He is, and also lacks an esper.” Koa gave a small shrug. “We’ll stand a better chance together than we will individually.” 
 
    “True enough. Still, Makoa. I want you to use absolute caution. There’s no sense in taking on a fight you can’t win for a reward we can do without.” 
 
    He gave her a look that seemed to ask can we do without it? The prize for the monster’s head, according to the words beneath the artist’s rendition, was one thousand gold caelins, a small fortune. It would be enough to pay down at least some of Harvestglade’s debt and potentially buy them years to come up with the rest. 
 
    “We’re setting out tonight,” said Koa. “Hetrix says it will give us the best chance, since the other princes plan on another evening of socializing before beginning themselves.” 
 
    Avina sighed. “I won’t stop you, but I don’t like this. Keep what I said about your magic in mind, but above all else, consider your own safety.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” he said. “Fun, even. Don’t worry yourself over nothing.” 
 
    “Worrying over nothing is simply what mothers do,” said Avina, with a tired smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Koa packed his bag shortly after Thunderclaw finished the announcement, which included a careful recitation of the various rules of the hunt. Participants, for obvious reasons, were not allowed to attack one another. The fact that it even needed to be stated said much about the nature of such outings in the years past. 
 
    Verity helped him pack, offering her own thoughts on each of his equipment choices. “No sword belt? Are you not intending to take a weapon?” 
 
    “I am, just not a sword,” he explained. “Unless I strapped it to my back, it’ll only catch on things and get in the way, and I don’t want it on my back. Spears, unfortunately, are also rather impractical without a mount to wield and throw them from. I’ll take my bow, a long dagger and my cane.” 
 
    Verity pursed her lips and folded her arms. “You saw the painting of this monster. Do you truly think a mere dagger will be enough to finish it off with, let alone engage with it at full strength?” 
 
    “I have to play to both my strengths and my weaknesses, Verity,” he said.  
 
    “How is this either?” 
 
    “The other princes will be on horseback, coordinating with their espers,” he pointed out. “They may be able to travel faster and cover more ground than I can, so I need to travel light, focusing on being able to slip through the deeper forest where they can’t search as easily.” 
 
    “It borders on audacity to assume that you’ll be able to out-hunt men with horses and espers,” said Verity. “With all due respect, milord.” 
 
    He grinned at her and clapped her on the shoulder. “Have faith, Verity. This may well be the first of many audacious tasks I conquer on my long path forward.” 
 
    He felt as though he was missing something as he finished packing, but perhaps that was simply due to the barebones nature of his load. Food, tent, a change of clothing, his cloak, his dagger and his cane. It didn’t feel like enough, but it would have to be. 
 
    He went to see his mother and Petra one last time, but they looked busy, so he simply waved his goodbye from a distance. It was preferable in some ways. Avina would begin to overthink if she saw him with his modestly filled bag and hardly a weapon, striding out into one of the most untamed forests in Osteanus to hunt a dangerous mythical beast. 
 
    When phrased like that, it makes one wonder… Why exactly am I doing this, again? 
 
    Hetrix was waiting for him at the far edge of the campsite, near one of the game trails he apparently planned on forcing his horse down. He held his arm up in greeting and then pulled something out from his horse bag to pass down to him. 
 
    “Glow lamp,” said Hetrix. “You’ll need it once you get a hundred feet or so into the canopy. Be sure to add bits of leaves through the opening in the side to keep the glowflies fed.” 
 
    “Will do.” Koa furrowed his brow as he looked at the lamp, which didn’t seem to give off any illumination in the light of day. The flies within had the recognizable abdomen bulges of the glow flies he remembered seeing occasionally in the gardens of Harvestglade. He’d chased after them once with his mother as a boy, laughing as he presented her one in cupped hands. 
 
    He had a different prize in mind, this time around. 
 
    “You’ll want this, too, though I doubt it will be quite as useful.” Hetrix pulled out a piece of vellum with a map scrawled across it. “It’s a basic outline of this section of the Inner Forest.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t that be useful?” asked Koa. 
 
    “The Arjun River rounds out the north and eastern edges,” said Hetrix. “There’s really no way you could travel beyond it, especially this time of year. If you head south or west, you’ll simply reach farmland or end up back in Asterius.” 
 
    “Still, probably better to have than not.” 
 
    Hetrix nodded. “We should get moving.” 
 
    They didn’t say much to one another as they set out into the forest. Koa walked in front, clearing the game trail with small movements to make it slightly easier for Hetrix, who set a plodding pace on his horse. 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’ll do with your share of the prize money?” asked Koa. 
 
    “It seems… slightly premature to begin fantasizing before we’ve even sighted the monster.” 
 
    “The best time for it, in my opinion,” said Koa. “I plan to invest as much as I can in the rebuilding of Vestus.” 
 
    Hetrix was quiet for a few seconds behind him. “I heard a rumor about that.” 
 
    “Oh? And what did it entail?” 
 
    “Another monster, in fact,” said Hetrix. “A cataclysmic being known as the dustwalker that contributed to the downfall of, ah, well… Sabantius.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I don’t take offense at the mere mention of my birthright, Hetrix. The rumor you heard was accurate.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Skeptical?” 
 
    Hetrix let out an uncertain chuckle. “I’ve read enough to be, yes. My mother has many books on such things in her library. The dustwalker is nigh unkillable, capable of absorbing those it fells into an army of abominations. It’s a foe that, if left unchecked, could easily grow powerful enough to destabilize an entire queendom, if not the realm itself.” 
 
    “That matches with my experience of it.” 
 
    “So yes, I am skeptical. I’ve heard rumors of the power of your mother’s esper, but I find it hard to believe that Petra alone would be enough to subdue an entity of such power.” 
 
    Koa didn’t say anything. The fingers he had wrapped around his walking stick burned against the wood. As much as he would have loved to insist on the truth to Hetrix, there were some secrets better held than offered. 
 
    “The trail seems to split up ahead,” said Hetrix. “It’s marked on the map. One is intended for horses and runs all the way to the old bridge across the Arjun. The other is thinner and unmaintained, but seemingly leads toward the forest’s center.” 
 
    “Let’s take both,” said Koa. “If we assume the vestalix has opted for the safety of the deep woods, then this would be the obvious way to begin heading it off.” 
 
    “I agree.” Hetrix pulled off one of his riding gloves and reached down to clasp Koa’s hand. “Good luck, Sabantian.” 
 
    “Demi Prince.” 
 
    They laughed and went their separate ways. Koa wasn’t sure he entirely trusted Hetrix just yet, but he felt like he understood him, to a degree. With no esper to rely upon, no easy acceptance of his peers, the game of politics was one entirely of intrigue and intelligence. 
 
    He shares that in common with you, but don’t mistake that for trust. 
 
    Koa pressed on, and within a few hundred feet, the thin trail he’d been attempting to follow became non-existent. The trees, much as Hetrix had warned, folded into a thickly entwined canopy overhead, choking out nearly all light. He had no choice but to take out the glow lantern and was surprised by the amount of illumination it gave off in the dark. It seemed as though the bugs themselves reacted to the lack of sunlight by intensifying their glow, which he appreciated. 
 
    The annoyance of encroaching bushes and branches quickly became an outright ordeal. The foliage was shockingly thick, and he had to swap his walking stick out for a dagger, literally cutting his way forward in places.  
 
    His pace slowed to a crawl, forward momentum blunted by mother nature’s puzzle. It wasn’t simply an act of pushing on, plowing through the brush, as it would have been in the trees around Harvestglade. It was a full-body task with a surprising amount of verticality, forcing him to climb over branches and fallen logs, or dip low underneath tangled vines. Finding gaps through fences created by the competition of greenery. 
 
    An hour on from when he’d split off from Hetrix, Koa suspected he was still within shouting distance of the place where he’d left the main trail. He groaned and took a break, leaning against the broadside of a tree as he sipped from his waterskin. 
 
    He began to wonder again why, exactly, he was doing what he was doing. Verity’s skepticism over his odds of success was warranted, perhaps even understated. Giving up in the face of an impossible task could at times be a tactical necessity. 
 
    Except… he knew why he was out in the forest, amongst the clawing branches and biting bugs. The prestige he’d gain if he managed to bring down the vestalix would be enormous, even setting aside the consideration of the money. It would instantly thrust him into the conversation of who might be a worthy heir to the heralder king.  
 
    He pictured his mother’s smile if he managed to pull it off and secure the throne for himself, for Harvestglade. She’d have that loving, proud look in her eyes, the one with that slight challenging edge as though to say yes, but I’m still your mother. And she would be, now and always, but she’d also be his queen, his partner, more than just that. 
 
    It was a thought as exciting as it was confusing, and more than anything, it brought him back to an old conversation he’d had with Brin shortly after Avina had first become underqueen. Brin had teased him mercilessly about the prospect of Avina being plowed by one, if not successive kings. He’d come so far since then, and every step forward was one he could never take back. 
 
    “What would you say if you could see me now, Brin?” he muttered. 
 
    He could have imagined Brin’s reaction if he’d truly wanted to, but a quiet voice in the back of his mind whispered that he didn’t have to simply imagine it. He still had the dustwalker, now imbued with Brin’s visage and at least part of his personality, in his pocket realm. 
 
    Would it violate his promise to his mother to use his magic simply to talk with an old friend? There was a trap in that, he recognized. The dustwalker was not Brin, regardless of whether it had his face and memories. The danger in giving it a chance to whisper into his ear, let alone a potential chance to escape, was too high. 
 
    He’d considered whether it might be feasible to use the dustwalker as a weapon, given how destructive it clearly was, but the same risks seemed to apply. He often found himself wishing he hadn’t dropped the monster into the one realm he was capable of consistently reaching and had a fair understanding of, given how incredibly useful the pocket realm could be for storage were it still empty. 
 
    Koa had done a small amount of experimentation with some of the other realms described in the spell book, but most of them posed dangers far beyond the relatively placid pocket realm. They weren’t places he could open a rift to without rolling a very dangerous set of dice. 
 
    He’d stopped walking, momentarily lost in his musings, and slid between two large boulders to continue on. The illumination from the glow lamp gave off an odd, greenish-yellow hue. The forest was alive with bird chirps and rustling leaves, peaceful but active. There was a satisfying and soothing quality to it separate from his purpose that made him appreciate where he was, regardless of the end result. 
 
    That faded remarkably quickly when he heard heavy snapping of branches in the distance. He’d been relying more on his cane to steady his step and leaned on it as he drew to his stop. Even though his injury from the attempted assassination had been one to the back of his shoulder, the pain still pulled and cramped muscles all along that entire side of his body. He wasn’t at full strength, and he knew it. 
 
    A small bear lumbered into the circle of light cast by the glow lamp, sniffing at a rotten stump, but staring at Koa. It didn’t seem aggressive, but he knew enough about bears to know that they never did, right up until they attacked. The fact that the bear, which couldn’t have weighed much more than he did, was eyeing him spoke volumes about how perceptible his weakened state must have been from a glance. 
 
    “Go,” he said. “Run along. Get!” 
 
    He shouted and did his best to sound intimidating. A distant question came from further off in the forest. Hetrix, calling to see if he was all right, perhaps? The bear held its ground. Koa eventually resorted to throwing pinecones at it, which somehow was enough to send it off in the other direction. 
 
    He took lunch shortly after that, partly wanting to project strength instead of pushing forward faster in case the bear misinterpreted the movement as retreat. Thin flat bread along with strips of leftover pork from the previous night’s feast made for a tasty and filling meal. 
 
    His sense of direction felt slightly off as he continued into the forest, though he knew it was partly due to the vague nature of the task at hand. Koa decided to try climbing a rather branchy and old looking tree to get his bearings back and maybe spot any potential disturbances within the forest from the monster’s passing. 
 
    He unshouldered his bag and left it underneath a nearby log, and then started upward. It brought back memories of Harvestglade, spying on the beautiful stained-glass window of the turret tower, his bet with Brin over the exposed tit. He certainly needed to climb to a similarly daunting height, given how ancient and towering the trees of the Inner Forest seemingly were. 
 
    He was only about halfway up when he heard the rustle of more defined movement in the undergrowth below. He scowled, expecting the bear to be slinking into position to await his downward climb, but the sounds were louder than the bear had been, and accompanied by voices. 
 
    “Are you sure he went this way?” asked a man’s voice. 
 
    “I said I heard a voice from this way, not that I saw a Sabantian in the distance. But we have to look somewhere.” 
 
    The voices were familiar enough for him to recognize, even through the echo. Prince Yarrow and Prince Adam, Harriston’s cousins and two closest sycophants. Koa felt safe in presuming that they were looking for him with malice in mind. He shifted the glow lamp from where it hung on his belt to under his shirt, though a slight glow still escaped through the fabric. 
 
    “Why is Prince Harriston so concerned about the replacement prince, anyway?” asked Adam. “He’s nobody.” 
 
    “Best for Harriston’s sake that he stays a nobody or something less, given his recent friction with the king,” said Yarrow. 
 
    “He’s got no esper and no friends,” said Adam. “Why even bother with him?” 
 
    “Why’s it matter why?” snapped Yarrow. “Why do you ask so many questions? Why do you care what Harriston decides to call in favors on? If the foremost prince of the Puzzle Islands offers to cancel some of your debt in exchange for making a problem go away… you make the problem go away.” 
 
    “And you call me stupid.” 
 
    “You are fucking stupid. By the gods, just shut up and keep your eyes peeled.” 
 
    They were coming straight toward the tree. It wouldn’t have been a problem, high up as Koa was, except for the fact that he’d left his bag on the ground below. If they found evidence of him, it wouldn’t take much guesswork to simply glance up and see him in his perch. 
 
    Even if they don’t see me, they might still take the bag, he thought. Without my supplies, I might not even make it back to the main camp on my own. 
 
    He considered trying to attack them, or maybe even opening a rift with a branch from the tree to attempt to suck them up like he had with the dustwalker. The risk-reward ratio seemed slightly less than ideal, however. He waited, watching as they followed what must have been his rather obvious trail right up to the tree… and then right past it. 
 
    A few minutes later, when Koa was sure they were a good distance past him, he climbed down, recovered his bag and assessed the situation. 
 
    Harriston wanted him dead. Which, actually, was almost ideal. 
 
    “What was it you said again, Mother?” he muttered. “I can only use my magic in a life or death scenario? I do believe those were your exact words.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Avina felt a strange sense of pride, concern and loneliness as she waved Koa off, watching him set out on the first day of the Great Hunt. As concerned as she was for his safety, from the sounds of it, he’d already made a friend. It would go a long way toward giving him security within the forest, and it was also more than she’d managed in her short time at the gathering, despite having two decades additional experience in the field of politics and mingling. 
 
    She still hadn’t spoken to any of the other underqueens. She’d seen Lassius that morning from a distance, and the Puzzle Queen’s infuriating underqueen had simply smiled and stayed where she was, inviting Avina to approach her among the various petitioners for her attention if she so desired. Avina felt conspicuous, not knowing what to do or having a clear idea of what the right move was, standing around and waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “Avina Gladefoot!” A feminine voice called out to her, familiar from years past. “Oh, gods. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    Avina turned in time to be swept into a hug by Esanor, underqueen and sovereign ruler of Cloister Andrenia. She smiled, caught off guard, but not in a bad way. Esanor had been a friend of her mothers, or at least had come closer to it than anyone Avina could remember. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Esanor,” she said. “A shame it’s within the shadow of recent events.” 
 
    “The deepest shame.” Esanor smiled wanly as she pulled back. “I loved your mother, I hope you know. I was her friend… an actual friend, unlike that constrictor snake, Lassius.” 
 
    Esanor was a tiny woman, her appearance made strangely childish by her old age and the effect of her bond with her esper. The marks of time still only showed at the edges, white hair underneath a circlet of twisting ribbons of silver and gold, faint crow’s feet around her eyes, her face otherwise youthful and imbued with that ambiguous sense of feminine peak as common to women at twenty-five or thirty five. 
 
    Avina glanced beyond Esanor and saw her esper, Vasterlane. The esper was an odd collection of thin limbs and pointy joints, her skin a pale green hue that, in combination with her physique, had always made Avina think of a praying mantis.  
 
    She stood strangely far back from her master, more like a tailing bodyguard than a partner. It was hard to imagine the esper giving birth, not that Avina had any specific reason to doubt Prince Hetrix’s heritage. 
 
    “Well, I am glad to see you here, Esanor,” said Avina. “I was beginning to wonder if the life of an underqueen was one of personal estrangement.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t discard that worry just yet. We are a lonely bunch by nature. Unable to marry and walk through the world with true life partners. Positioned around our king like a romantic entourage with knives pointed at one another underneath the table.” 
 
    “That’s… a rather cynical perspective.” 
 
    “A rather accurate one.” Esanor flashed a smile, and her brown eyes held Avina’s for a knowing moment. “What was your first impression of Lassius?” 
 
    Avina glanced around, but Esanor had already started leading her in the direction of the edge of the camp, away from anyone who might overhear them. 
 
    “She acted like she’d already won at a time when I wasn’t even sure what game we were playing,” said Avina. 
 
    “Maddening, isn’t it? You should know from the start that I owe her money, as well. Nearly everyone who isn’t sitting on a profitable mine or a web of trade routes is in debt to her in some way, either directly or through the bankers of the Puzzle Islands. There is great power in lending.” 
 
    Avina wanted to ask more of her mother’s situation, but hearing Esanor mention her own debts all but confirmed Tamara’s. Better to not reveal all of her ignorance until she could do a thorough search through her mother’s records in Twinfalls. Gods, that needed to happen sooner, rather than later. 
 
    “Have I awed you?” asked Esanor with a tiny smirk. 
 
    “I see why my mother supposedly liked you,” said Avina. “Were you on your way somewhere?” 
 
    “I was. You and your esper are welcome to come along. I need to grab something from my tent, but I’ll meet you down by the glass road.” 
 
    Avina nodded, and Esanor scurried off, her esper moving in time with her on the periphery. Petra, who’d been present for most of the conversation, gave a small shrug. 
 
    “I see no harm in walking with her, though I would still be cautious as to how much you reveal. If she is the type to backstab, I sense her angle will be carefully chosen.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” said Avina with a sigh. “Gods, it would be so nice to be able to trust without these sorts of considerations.” 
 
    “Simply the nature of wearing a crown.” 
 
    They found Esanor and Vasterlane beside the glass road and started off. Esanor led them back along the same route Avina had taken toward Asterius, splitting off to follow a path through the trees in a southeastern direction. 
 
    “Where are we headed, exactly?” asked Avina. 
 
    “It isn’t far,” said Esanor. “You’ll see soon enough. I think you’ll enjoy it more than the flaccid politics of the king’s court in residence.” 
 
    “That’s not a high bar to overtake,” said Avina. “I suppose I should be making more of an effort to learn the intricacies of the Ostean political game, regardless of where it’s played.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to if you wish to debase yourself.” 
 
    Avina laughed, though not out of humor. “There’s no escaping it. I may as well learn the rules.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Esanor. “Just bear in mind the situation. You will play that game for ten times ten years and still find yourself at the start of a fresh round.” 
 
    They pushed through a curtain of bushes and branches, emerging into a small clearing with a single tree at the center. Avina blinked as she took in the sight of its leaves, each one glimmering bright under the light of the sun with the intensity of mirrors. 
 
    “That’s…” She shook her head, more surprised than anything. 
 
    “A glass tree,” said Esanor. “I’m sure you’ve seen them before. Every Ostean who embarks on a pilgrimage into Glass Tree Grove is quite familiar with them, and I don’t believe you inherited Petra, no?” 
 
    Avina felt the crush of old memories coming down on her as she slowly approached the tree. She’d been a little girl, no older than five or six. Her experience on the Island of Glass was, in fact, one of her first continuous memories, though she questioned sometimes how much of it had been distorted and fictionalized across the intervening decades. 
 
    The glass of the glass tree was limited to its beautiful leaves, each a crystalline, unbreakable marvel. They’d once been harvested, mainly for decorative purposes, in the time before their potential and power was truly understood. 
 
    “I’ve spent years studying tree glass,” said Esanor. “From where I stand, it’s a better use of my time than simply attempting to marry my sons and daughters off for the sake of my queendom.” 
 
    Avina strode toward the glass tree. She touched one of the leaves, which was shaped like a curved star, feeling how tightly it was attached to the branch at the base. She’d heard it was only possible to remove them from the tree cleanly by waiting for them to fall on their own. 
 
    “The great historical debate has always centered around whether glass trees grow where the veil is naturally thin, or whether glass itself thins the veil when present in high enough quantities,” said Esanor. 
 
    “Have you made any progress in answering that question?” 
 
    “I’ve all but confirmed that it’s both,” said Esanor, with a chuckle. “Which, might I say, I found disappointing for selfish reasons. It’s harder to justify one’s inquiries to outsiders when the conclusion you arrive at only seems to confirm common assumptions.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Avina ran a finger over one of the leaves again. “What would that imply, in context?” 
 
    A slow but durable smile spread onto Esanor’s face. “Nearly all espers that cross the veil to bond with Osteans are juveniles, as young as their charges. In much the same way, it is the seeded leaves upon these trees which are made of glass. The veil wards us off from other realms, but life still attempts to spread through where it’s at its thinnest. A natural urge made mystical by magic.” 
 
    “It seems logical that the next generation is where the focus of all mortals eventually turns.” Avina pursed her lips. “What does Prince Hetrix think of your studies?” 
 
    “He’s far too self-absorbed to pay much mind to what his old mother is up to with her pens and books,” said Esanor. “A shame given his intelligence, but I’ve always left him space to find his own path.” 
 
    Avina hadn’t shifted the conversation in the direction of their sons by happenstance. “Makoa is much the same. I think he hears about… one third to one half of the advice I issue.” 
 
    “You’re excelling as a mother if he responds to that much.” 
 
    “Forgive me if this question oversteps, but I’m curious,” said Avina. “Does Hetrix harbor the common kind of ambition, as a prince?” 
 
    “To a degree, I would say that he does.” Esanor gave an almost apologetic smile. 
 
    “How do you deal with it?” 
 
    “I am ruthlessly blunt with him on the topic of reality. His hopes, his dreams, the unrealistic envisioning of his imagination… I crush all of it under my heel with merciless efficiency.” 
 
    Avina laughed, and then belatedly realized that her fellow underqueen wasn’t joking. 
 
    “You don’t feel at all guilty for not supporting him?” she asked. “I mean, you are his mother. I, myself, feel an almost inescapable sense of obligation to support Makoa in his endeavors.” 
 
    She wasn’t challenging Esanor’s perspective, merely trying to understand, for the sake of her own internal emotional friction. 
 
    “I’m a realist, Avina,” said Esanor. “I know exactly what people would say if I, miraculously, somehow managed to lead Hetrix to the throne and place him upon it.” 
 
    “Who cares what people say?” 
 
    “People care what people say. Moreover, I know what would happen next. The perception would be that the Ostean throne had been usurped by a foreigner, a half-esper with the wrong color eyes and skin.” 
 
    Avina felt the words hit on a deeper level and reacted to them as much as heard them. “You don’t… know that for certain.” 
 
    “What I do know is that ambition kills men as efficiently as swords and arrows.” 
 
    Esanor touched one of the glass leaves and let out a tiny gasp as it fell loose from the branch it’d been attached to. She picked it up, held it so the sun shone through in a prismatic blaze of all colors, and then handed it to Avina. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Koa was paranoid, for good reason, across the next few hours of his journey through the Inner Forest. When he’d first climbed down the tree after overhearing Yarrow and Adam plotting his doom, he’d been more amused than anything. But that was the wrong reaction, overconfidence mixed with underestimation of his enemies. 
 
    They may be spoiled by their rich circumstances, but even entitled princes can wield swords. 
 
    He’d followed after them for a short time, though his remedial tracking skills had him doubting whether he was truly on their trail. When he reached a long, exposed slope he would need to traverse in order to continue any further to the west, he decided to stop for the night. 
 
    His frustration was his only companion. He’d accomplished nothing, not even managing to get a glimpse of the mythical hunt beast. Even worse, it felt as though he’d transformed from the hunter to the quarry. He hesitated even to make a fire to cook a real dinner and warm up against the setting sun and evening chill. The other princes were somewhere close by and would undoubtedly be drawn by the smoke and flame. 
 
    Hold on. Let’s turn that around. 
 
    The slope just beyond where he stood offered viewing angles from various points around its edge where a fire and a basic campsite would be visible, not to mention the smoke going up like a flag. If he wanted to force a confrontation with Harriston and his flock, he couldn’t have asked for a better setup. 
 
    They’d also had no idea that he knew they were after him. In their minds, they’d be the ones sneaking up on him. Again, Koa couldn’t help but wonder how he’d managed to so quickly secure Harriston’s ire in his direction. Was he simply an easy target, as the prince of Harvestglade, on top of being a Sabantian?  
 
    It mattered to a degree, given his plan amounted to stranding Harriston and perhaps the others, if he couldn’t get him alone, on the other side of a rift. The fact that Harriston had sent an arrow in his direction and into his horse on arrival, hardly any previous words exchanged, made him wonder. There was one particularly infuriating possibility which he realized he hadn’t considered. 
 
    What if Harriston already knows about my sorcery? 
 
    Gods, worse still was the most obvious answer, the question of how Harriston would know. Verity was more than likely a spy for someone powerful. He and his mother had only established that Verity wasn’t working in tandem with the red-eyed assassin, whom they also had failed to connect to a specific patron. It was a horrid possibility, given how much he’d come to like her, but one he knew he should probably take seriously. 
 
    Ruby came to mind, for whatever reason. He found himself wishing she was there with him, even with the stakes and the danger. He inhaled and swore he could catch a hint of her scent. He closed his eyes and saw her freckles, her smile, the paleness of her unclothed body. 
 
     He refocused, recognizing that he needed to seize the chance he’d been given. Koa waited at the edge of the slope for a time, gathering a few promising pieces of dried hardwood, and then slipped out to put his plan into action.  
 
    He built a fire, lighting it with flint and a healthy amount of dried grass, and slowly fed it into a blaze. There was a small tree nearby that he arranged to look as though it was set to hang a tent canopy and even shifted a midsized boulder into place to make it seem as though he’d found himself a seat. 
 
    Slinking back to the trees, he watched and waited. A few minutes passed by, long enough to make him wonder whether he’d been overly optimistic about his trap’s chances. The sun was setting and while the fire would be far more prominent in the dark, he doubted Harriston and the other princes would continue their search all that far into the night. 
 
    He was considering whether to throw on a larger log or simply begin setting up his genuine camp for the night when he heard a shout from the forest to the east. He held his breath for a moment, quickly realizing that it wouldn’t be at all necessary from his distance. 
 
    Harriston and Adam pushed out of the forest, both on foot and looking a mix of disheveled and annoyed. They looked in all directions as they strode toward the fire, but Koa doubted they’d seen him even if he’d been waving one arm overhead from where he stalked within the trees. 
 
    “I don’t see him,” said Adam. 
 
    “This is either his camp or the demi prince’s, and since I don’t see how a horse would have made it through that tangle, it must be his,” said Harriston. “He probably went to refill his waterskin or fetch firewood or something. Let’s search around the edge of the trees.” 
 
    Koa dropped lower, down to his stomach, and shifted his casting cane into hand. His concern rose once more, and he was aware of the gamble he was taking. If they didn’t see him as they passed by, he’d have a perfect opportunity to open the rift and suck them in. But if they did see him, he was in no position to run away, and any fight would be two against one. 
 
    At least two against one, he thought. Where are their espers? 
 
    He received an answer to that question half a minute later when Rathos and Adam’s oddly rotund, blue-skinned esper ambled forward in the wake of their masters. It was a complication, though not a major one.  
 
    If he picked a moment when they were all standing close enough together to pull into one rift, it changed nothing. Otherwise, he’d have to plan around hiding again, waiting for the espers to either search him out or their missing masters and repeat the procedure. 
 
    Koa felt a stab of hesitation, if not outright guilt. He was taking a step down a path that might lead to a very dark place eventually. He was using his sorcery in response to Harriston’s aggression, but he was also breaking a promise to his mother. He might be able to let others back at the camp assume that Harriston and Adam had simply been victims of the hunt beast, but Avina would likely have suspicions. 
 
    It wasn’t outright murder in the sense that technically, Koa wasn’t killing the two princes, simply stranding them in a realm with no way back. But that technicality was like wet paper in the wind, more of an academic distinction than one that would even so much as free his own conscience from what he was doing. 
 
    But you’re going to do it anyway, he silently admitted. Harriston could end up being a dangerous rival, and this might well be the best chance you’ll ever get to deal with him cleanly. 
 
    Harriston and his esper, Rathos, walked up one side of the open slope, while Adam and his esper came up the other. Koa watched and waited, thankful that Harriston’s path would bring the prince within reach. He could possibly just ignore Adam, leaving him to struggle to recount his version of events in a manner that didn’t paint him as an instigator or the prime suspect. 
 
    Harriston was silent as he walked by where Koa was laying in the underbrush. He waited until the other man’s back was turned before slowly rising up to one knee. He could only hope Rathos wasn’t one of those espers with enhanced senses, though assuming that was the case, he likely would have already been discovered. 
 
    There was one relatively placid realm beyond the veil that Koa had previously opened. The translated name of it from the spellbook was either the Plains of Maltrus or the Fields of Maltrus.  
 
    It’d seemed a relatively empty expanse of rock and lichen when he’d poked his head in during his experimentation with his sorcery, but it was a proportional realm, meaning distance traveled in Osteanus translated to a fractional or multiplicative distance within Maltrus depending on a range of different factors.  
 
    Proportional realms could be unpredictable and dangerous due to the obvious hazards inherent with not knowing exactly where a trip through one might place a person. His pocket realm, comparatively, was a static realm, where he could always open a rift in the same position. Equivalent realms where distance matched perfectly across a rift were rare, by his understanding. 
 
    He recentered his focus, noting that his chance was in front of him and knowing he had to take it. Koa shifted into a crouch, gripped his cane in both hands, and slowly began cutting through the veil while manifesting the vibrance of the Plains of Maltrus.  
 
    The rift opened like a living tear in reality itself. It was double sided and as thin as a sliver edge, substantial but undefinable, shimmering slightly along its perimeter. Harriston and Rathos were oblivious to its existence even as Koa began to focus on the flow, increasing its inward pull. 
 
    A strong press of air came from within the rift carrying the scent of sweet wildflowers and ocean salt. Koa could see a vast expanse of water and not much else, but it hardly mattered to him what lay within. What did matter was that if the air pressure was shifting out from within Maltrus, he’d obviously gotten the flow wrong. 
 
    Harriston and his esper were only a step or two away from being out of range. Koa gripped his staff tighter, putting his will behind the increase in inward flow. The shift was so sudden and abrupt that he couldn’t have stopped what happened next if he’d tried. 
 
    The shift in air pressure cut off, and the sudden rush of inward flow in its wake yanked at Koa’s hair and clothing and arms, tipping him forward and off his feet. He threw his hands down in a hurried attempt to break his fall, but the intensity of the flow made him travel as though he’d thrown himself into a leap. An accidental leap which carried him directly toward his own trap. 
 
    He realized, far too late, that he’d misjudged the realm’s wind for a mistake on his own part. He’d increased the flow to counteract the wind, and when the wind’s pressure had subsided, the flow had still been set. If he’d waited a few seconds, long enough to get a sense of the conditions on the other side, the mishap would have been easily avoidable. 
 
    It was hardly much consolation as he tumbled down, landing side sprawl in the warm ocean water, the rift closing behind him as his concentration lapsed. He lifted his head and wiped his face, laughing in both surprise and relief as he realized that what he’d taken to be an ocean was really just an expansive, ankle-deep puddle. 
 
    Relief shifted to annoyance as he again considered what a basic mistake he made, though even that cooled into a more sobering realization. He didn’t have his bag with him — he’d set it back a few feet to make hiding in the trees more feasible. 
 
    Which meant that he had no tent, no food and potentially no drinkable water. Moreover, he didn’t have his copy of the spellbook, which presumably would have a page devoted to opening a rift back to his home realm. 
 
    He’d trapped himself. Somewhere in the far back of his mind, he could practically hear Haza making annoyed tutting noises. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Thunderclaw awaited Avina and Petra as they arrived back at Harvestglade’s campsite. Avina felt Petra tense in response to the presence of the king’s esper, and it was hard to hold herself back from mirroring that reaction. 
 
    “My liege requests your presence at the inn this evening, if it please,” said Thunderclaw, with a small smile and the tiniest of bows. 
 
    His phrasing was straightforward, but Avina found herself dissecting it, nonetheless. A request from King Kendall was equitable to a direct command for the vast majority of his subjects. She was an underqueen, however, which seemed to complicate the context in multiple ways. 
 
    “I see,” said Avina. “Did Kendall give an explanation as to what this meeting would entail?” 
 
    “He is often rather ambiguous about his intentions,” said Thunderclaw with another smile. 
 
    Avina found herself wondering, not for the first time, why Thunderclaw had been so prominent across the great hunt gathering in place of the king himself. 
 
    Are you speaking for your master, or does he speak for you? 
 
    “Tell him that I’ll arrive shortly after sundown,” she said. 
 
    Thunderclaw nodded slowly and took a step back, thunder cracking overhead as a bolt of lightning struck his body between the shoulder blades. He disappeared in that same flash, leaving Avina and Petra to parse through the situation. 
 
    “We both knew that he would wish to greet you as Harvestglade’s new underqueen eventually,” said Petra. “I am rather surprised that it took as long as it did.” 
 
    “So am I. Something feels off about this.” 
 
    “Even with our bond, I can only help you if you articulate just what that is.” 
 
    Avina sighed and ran a hand across her mouth. She shook her head, aware that if anything, the emotions she was sending through the bond were only adding to the confusion. 
 
    “There was nothing about Thunderclaw’s phrasing of Kendall’s request that implied that he wishes to take me to his bed,” she said. 
 
    “There was not.” 
 
    “Is that because the king has no such intention, or is the implication so implicit that it needs no emphasis? Should I prepare myself for… anything?” 
 
    It felt as though saying it out loud would make it real somehow, curse it into being in the manner of a witch’s jinx. Petra let out a long sigh and moved behind her, rubbing her shoulders reassuringly. 
 
    “I will not simply stand back and allow you to be defiled if you are not comfortable with it,” said Petra. 
 
    “I know, and I thank you for that.” Avina let out a hiss through her teeth. “It’s not as though I never thought about what becoming underqueen might mean as a little girl. I just always assumed that there would be an element of flair or romance, even, to it, if the tradition was enforced.” 
 
    “A very girlish assumption.” 
 
    “True. If Kendall does intend to take me to his bed, even if I did wish to indulge him for whatever it might mean for Harvestglade’s political standing… How could I? Gods, he didn’t even come to see me in person. Does he expect that I’ll swoon over him having his esper collect me from the camp? I have no natural attraction to a king old enough to be my mother’s grandfather.” 
 
    “There is no good answer, Avina,” said Petra. “Speak your preferred bad option, and I will help you follow it through.” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she snapped. “By the bone, Petra, this is infuriating! And if I’m struggling to understand Kendall’s intentions, I can hardly imagine how off-putting I’ll find whoever succeeds him. It makes me think it would be simpler if Makoa could just…” 
 
    She trailed off, sharing both a look and a surge of emotions with Petra. Koa, as the heralder king. Koa, sowing that same confusion by calling her to his chamber after dark, intentions unknown. Petra bit her lower lip, and she felt her esper’s odd attraction for her son rebounding off her own complicated love. 
 
    “We should strive to maintain our focus,” said Petra. 
 
    “We absolutely should.” 
 
    The river wasn’t far from the main campsite for the hunt. Avina found a discrete bend with a sandy shore, and with the help of Petra, Reese and Mav watching to divert any potential peepers, took a quick bath in the cold water. 
 
    She combed her hair out and dressed in clean clothing but didn’t bother having Reese paint her face. With the sun slowly setting over the western horizon and a storm brewing within her swirling thoughts, she set out up the slope to Asterius. 
 
    She brought only Petra with her, though it had been tempting to gather a full entourage. As far as inns went, The Unicorn’s Mane certainly looked fit for a king, recently painted with a bright polish showing from the heads of the nails securing the porch rails.  
 
    Two guards stood on either side of the door, and both bowed deeply and stepped aside without so much as challenging Avina on her approach. She didn’t know what she was expecting within the inn’s common room, but it was exactly that — the common room of an inn, populated by a few high ranking guards out of uniform and a couple of noblemen with vaguely familiar faces. 
 
    There was a brief hush as she entered. Thunderclaw came downstairs, glancing once at the room and then at Avina with a welcoming smile.  
 
    “King Kendall awaits upstairs,” said Thunderclaw. “Your esper is welcome to join you.” 
 
    Avina nodded, relaxing a little. She followed Thunderclaw up to the deepest room within the inn, a chamber which she could sense the sprawling size of even from outside the door. Thunderclaw knocked once and then opened the door without waiting for an answer. 
 
    Kendall Mavostrian, king of Osteanus, Holy Sword Arbiter of the First Herald, sat at a table, staring blankly at a bottle of wine. He looked old, which he was in every sense of the word, even by Ostean standards. His hair was white and patchy as a newborn’s. His beard had sections where hair no longer grew, made obvious by its length. His clothes were an immaculate mixture of black and gold and blue, and his crown seemed large on his wizened head. 
 
    “Kendall,” said Thunderclaw. “I brought your new underqueen, just as I said I would. This is Avina Gladefoot. Tamara’s daughter.” 
 
    Kendall blinked slowly, almost seeming as though he was taking a moment of nap rather than clearing his eyes. He opened his mouth as he looked at Avina, jaw affixed into a childish gape of wonder. 
 
    “Tamara!” said Kendall. “Oh, Tamara! You haven’t changed a day. It’s been far too long. I thought I told you… I always tell you… you’re welcome to stay at the palace. Did I not tell her that, Thunderclaw?” 
 
    “You told her,” said Thunderclaw, cool and amused. “Unfortunately, she’s been dead for some weeks now, Your Majesty. This is Avina, Tamara’s daughter.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know Avina,” said Kendall. “…Where is Avina? You brought your little girl with you, Tamara? She’s a troublemaker, I say! Though never as much as you. The apple always falls… not far from the… Didn’t we have some of that apple wine I liked?” 
 
    “You’re drinking it presently.” 
 
    Thunderclaw held an arm out, gesturing Avina toward the table. Somewhat bewildered, she made her way over, allowing the esper to pull her seat out for her. 
 
    “Some privacy would be welcome, Thunderclaw!” boomed Kendall in a voice that did, for once, embody the confidence of a king. “You know how Tamara and I can get! Well, in days gone, at least. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? So long.” 
 
    “Let’s give the king and queen their privacy,” Thunderclaw said to Petra, rather than Avina. “Why don’t you and I speak on a few matters, lady esper?” 
 
    Petra glanced at Avina, confusion thrumming through the bond, if not written on her face. Slowly, Avina nodded, seeing no real risk in being left alone with Kendall, given the state he seemed to be in.  
 
    “Where did that apple wine get to?” muttered Kendall. 
 
    “Right here.” Avina pushed his glass slightly closer to him. She poured herself one and leaned back across the next few seconds of silence, glancing once toward the door that Petra and Thunderclaw had disappeared through. 
 
    Over the course of the next few minutes, Avina attempted to explain several times that no, she wasn’t her mother, but yes, she was Harvestglade’s underqueen. The information seemed to seep from Kendall’s mind as rapidly as it arrived.  
 
    Avina quelled her frustration, knowing it would do her no more good than it would do Petra. She knew it wasn’t Kendall’s fault that he was old and suffered from the malady of age in much the same way all people eventually do. It was the fact that it left Osteanus vulnerable on so many fronts that both irked and unsettled her.  
 
    She turned her impression of the king over, wondering if she’d simply been deaf to how active the conversation over who would be elected his heir had become in the capital. Civil wars had been fought over far less. 
 
    “If only your grandson were of age, Tamara,” said Kendall, with a sigh. “Young Arlan might make a fine king. But… he’s still just a babe… is he not?” 
 
    Part of Avina was tempted to try to take advantage of the king’s enfeebled state, but it felt too much like what it was. Even if she managed to put the idea of Koa into the poor man’s mind as a potential strong next king, there was no telling whether it would stay there for any period of time. 
 
    On top of that, Esanor’s words were still echoing in her thoughts. Helping Koa onto the throne might only guarantee chaos and unrest, potentially even her son’s death. 
 
    “Arlan passed, Your Majesty,” said Avina. “Long ago. My son, Makoa, is the prince of Harvestglade.” 
 
    “Makoa…” Kendall flashed a surprisingly lucid smile and slowly nodded. “Gods, names are so hard for me. My apologies. But he would be of age for succession, no? And not under the thumb of—” 
 
    The door suddenly burst open, testing its craftsmanship as it swung to the full limit of its hinges. Thunderclaw moved forward from the other side, eyes slightly narrowed, mouth thinned to a line.  
 
    To the left and behind him stood Petra, breathing hard and trying to convey something to Avina with her gaze that she wasn’t picking up on. A rush of panic and disappointment surged into her through the bond, only then causing her to realize that she’d been distracted from it for the past few minutes, her focus on Kendall. 
 
    “The king needs his rest, as you can imagine,” said Thunderclaw. “I wished to ensure you met with one another, and now you have.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Avina. 
 
    She stood up, bowing her goodbye to the most powerful man in the realm, and then walked with Petra downstairs and out of the inn. They’d only just made it into the street, not even far enough away for Avina to safely speak openly, when the esper let out a gasp and collapsed against her side. 
 
    “Petra!” said Avina. “It was a skirmish, wasn’t it? Gods, I was so focused on the king that I didn’t realize what I was feeling through the bond.” 
 
    “…Yes,” Petra managed. “Sorry.” 
 
    She blinked once more, and then her eyes rolled up into the back of her head as all of her weight fell across Avina’s petite shoulders. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18  
 
      
 
    Koa’s first order of business was simply calming himself down, convincing himself that maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t quite as unbelievably fucked as he appeared to be.  
 
    He stood in a sandy, ankle high puddle of water that seemed to extend endlessly into the horizon in three out of four directions. A thin mountain of shimmering stone jutted upward far in the direction that might have been north, had there not been two sun-like objects in the sky casting light down from different directions. 
 
    “All I have to do is make it back,” he muttered to himself. “Open a rift. Make it back.” 
 
    His casting cane had at least taken the journey with him, and he scooped it up from where it had fallen in the shallow water. A thin black eel slightly larger than an earthworm had wrapped itself once around the shaft, and he scowled as he swatted it off.  
 
    Koa took a breath and confronted his core issue — the fact that in sorcery terms, he wasn’t actually sure where his home realm was. Osteanus was a realm in the colloquial, modern sense. Nanu, the greater world which all state-realms and countries and empires were settled within, was where he was actually aiming.  
 
    It would be good enough to simply make it back within a thousand miles of where he’d opened the rift within the Inner Forest. Inconvenient, without a doubt, but he did still have his coin purse on him, which bulged with the gold caelins Harriston had used to compensate him for Lazy’s death. 
 
    If I end up making it home solely because of that money, I might have a new perspective on the slug prince, he thought. But let’s not jump too far ahead. 
 
    The issue was that the spell tome, his sole source of information on the various realms he’d been tapping into for his sorcery experimentation, hadn’t included Nanu in any of the chapters he’d read. There were also no maps showing where the veil was thin enough for passage within the Plains of Maltrus. Moreover, the specific vibrance of Nanu, the realm’s calling card or emotional signature, had never been elaborated on.  
 
    He felt like a child, lost in a city, too young to know the way home or even his parent’s names beyond mother and father. The heat bearing down on him from the suns overhead, one a familiar yellow and the other distinctly colder and bluer, also made it hard to think. He wiped sweat off his brow and, after a moment’s consideration, shed his tunic to carry over one shoulder. 
 
    More of the eels had showed up around his feet, a small cloud of wriggling black tubes that he wanted nothing to do with. He kicked out with one leg, trying to splash them away. He only managed to lodge one of them half into his boot, and he felt gross spines on the stomach as he pulled it loose and tossed it away. 
 
    Getting to what passed for land seemed like his best immediate option. He started walking toward the spire, frowning as he considered whether it was further away than it appeared, or whether the water would remain so shallow for the entire way. 
 
    One of two concerns came to fruition. The water stayed shallow, which was a relief, though it did allow the black eels to continue swarming around him. Unfortunately, after a good ten minutes of walking, the spire hardly seemed any closer. 
 
    He shifted to stomping through the water, feet rising all the way up and out before dropping back down, in response to the cloud of eels taking interest in his ankles. He remembered his mother’s warnings about leeches when swimming in one of the lakes back in Harvestglade and shuddered each time he felt the sickly brush of their oily skin. 
 
    He might have taken his boots off had the water been clear of the disgusting things, or even stripped down completely and lowered himself in to cool off. The heat was oppressive and made worse by the humidity. Frustrated, he swatted at the eels again with his cane, feeling the familiar ache of where the assassin had stabbed him as he began moving his upper body. 
 
    The spire finally began to grow larger in the distance, which was a massive boon for Koa’s spirits. The color of it was unlike any natural formation he’d seen before, bright pink with swirls of green intermixed with spots that sparkled, like mica in fine granite.  
 
    He considered the possibility that the realm wasn’t empty. It had been listed in the spell tome, after all. It was entirely possible that the sorcerers of Sabantius during its prime had created an outpost within the Plains of Maltrus. Possible wasn’t the same as likely and he let the idea fall to the wayside as he came close enough to the spire to see nothing more than an oddly phallic expanse of rock. 
 
    There was a base perhaps about a hundred feet in diameter, but Koa had to scale a cliff about twice his height to climb atop it. He immediately stretched out on the rock, which was almost painfully hot from the suns, and took his boots off. An eel fell out of the right one, but as far as he could tell, the skin of his feet and ankles and calves was free of any puncture marks. 
 
    He lay on his back for a while. It wasn’t comfortable, with the rock jutting against him at rough angles, but it was better than standing up, and it afforded him a chance to dry off. The question of what to do next just sort of hung in the air with no answers, good or bad. 
 
    Turning onto his side, he noticed that the sparkling spots in the rock he’d seen before were actually bits of tree glass. He ran a finger over a spot about half the size of a coin, considering what it meant in context. Tree glass, or veil glass as the Sabantians termed it, generally marked places where the veil was thin when present in larger quantities. 
 
    At the very least, that suggests that I should be able to open rifts near this spire. 
 
    He took off more of his clothing, stripping down to his underwear so he could let everything else dry. Picking up his casting cane, Koa took a breath and tried to focus on the task at hand. He supposed he could simply guess at the vibrance of his home realm, operating on the assumption that the veil was thin both at the spire and the corresponding location within Osteanus. 
 
    It didn’t feel right as he made his first attempt with his cane in hand. With the other realms, there’d been an element of identification, like searching for a word that was on the tip of his tongue. He couldn’t envision what he was looking for in the same way this time around. 
 
    A sudden, unexpected stab of loneliness hit him as he glanced around the horizon and saw nothing but shallow water in all directions. He might have to weather the night if he couldn’t figure out a way forward… well, whatever passed for night in a realm with two suns. 
 
    Hilariously, he found himself wishing to talk with Brin, the dustwalker, even knowing that his old friend was only a piece of the monster’s personality now. He began to seriously consider it as the duality factor came to mind — Brin might not have an answer to his current predicament, but it was hard to say what an ageless monster of Sabantian origin might know. 
 
    It was risky, but so was doing nothing. Koa could already feel himself getting thirsty, and just the smell of the salty puddle water was enough to make him doubt it would be potable. He ran a hand through his hair, took a step back and used his cane to carefully open a rift to his pocket realm. 
 
    He kept the rift small, only large enough for a head to poke through. It was more for visual peace of mind than an actual safety consideration, given that he knew the dustwalker could shift forms and even vary its size to some degree. The pocket realm was as perfectly white as the inside of a cloud, open and featureless in that endless, borderline nauseating way. 
 
    The dustwalker was just a spec in the distance, but it began moving toward Koa, taking steps on a seemingly invisible path, until it was close enough for him to reach out and touch it. He kept a careful hold on the flow, regaining some of the confidence he’d lost over his own control in bungling his last rift. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, feeling a bit awkward. 
 
    The dustwalker’s face shifted from a featureless sandy mass into the familiar visage of Koa’s oldest friend. “About time. Please tell me you brought a beer with you.” 
 
    “…Afraid I forgot.” 
 
    He was thrown off. Each time he’d opened the rift to speak with “Brin,” the dustwalker had manifested slightly more of his friend’s personality. Asking for a beer, playing down his entrapped circumstances, it was exactly what Brin would have done. 
 
    “You aren’t Brin,” said Koa. “I hope you don’t expect me to think otherwise.” 
 
    “I know what I am,” said the dustwalker. “Brin is… a part of me. A nesting doll within the greater whole which I chose to preserve once I realized how much he knew of you, Prince Koa. Or as Brin would put it, he continues within me as the taste of a burp continues a good meal.” 
 
    It was a disgusting analogy, but it wasn’t what Koa was there to discuss.  
 
    “Do you know where we are right now?” he asked. 
 
    “Where you are, or where I am?” The dustwalker held out its arms in gesture. 
 
    “Can you sense our original realm?” he asked. “That’s what I want to know. We’re not in Osteanus anymore, or even within the world of Nanu. I’m trying to get home.” 
 
    “It is so like you to ask a question like that,” said the dustwalker. “Why worry about home? You’re a prince. You can go wherever you want.” 
 
    “That’s not even slightly helpful.” 
 
    “Who says I have any desire to help you without getting something in return?” 
 
    The dustwalker flashed a very Brin-like smile and leaned backward, floating in midair with its arms behind its head. Koa watched the monster carefully, resisting the urge to project any more of his friend onto it than he already had. 
 
    “You don’t have an answer for me,” said Koa. “That seems rather clear.” 
 
    “Does it? You’ve barely even asked your question. I may well be able to help you, but as previously stated, my help comes at a price.” 
 
    “And what price would that be?” 
 
    The dustwalker shook its head, still smiling, brow wrinkled in mild offense. “I want what we once had, Prince Makoa. Despite what you might assume, I am still Brin. I’m more than just Brin, clearly, but all of my memories, emotions, personality, it’s all still here.” 
 
    “Along with what else?” asked Koa. “Centuries of destruction and chaos? Just because you can string sentences together in my friend’s voice, wear his face, doesn’t mean that you weren’t a plague upon both Sabantius and Harvestglade.”  
 
    “Past tense. I needed a mind to ground myself with. It’s no different for you humans, however much you might wish to think it is. Without the right food, the right nutrients from meat and vegetables and fruit, you’d suffer the same ill effects to your health. Why do you think I came to your queendom in the first place? Northern Sabantius was a desert incapable of sustaining me as needed.” 
 
    The dustwalker floated closer to the rift. Koa increased the inward flow to compensate. 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what you want, which makes me even less likely to oblige you,” he said. 
 
    “Let me be your friend again!” snapped the dustwalker. “Am I not still under contract? You said you’d pay me for my services on our jaunt through Sabantius. We can pick up right from where we left off.” 
 
    “You’re not Brin,” said Koa. “I don’t trust you. You’d stab me in the back the second I let you out, if only to eliminate the possibility of being trapped once more.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say that you’re in a new, far-flung realm? Why would I kill the only one capable of bringing me home, giving me a chance at returning to my old haunts?” 
 
    “You don’t think like humans think.” 
 
    “Correction: I didn’t think like humans think. Past tense. I’m quite reasonable now that I’ve received nourishment.” 
 
    Koa shook his head. “It isn’t happening. If you don’t have an answer for me on how to get home, there’s nothing else for us to talk about.” 
 
    “Hold on! Koa! Just—” 
 
    Koa slid a hand down the rift, sealing it with a swipe of the palm. He sighed and wiped sweat off his face, unsure of what he’d been expecting. Brin’s voice still echoed in his head, but the encounter had unsettled him rather than aided his focus.  
 
    He was surprised to find activity taking place within the puddle ocean as he glanced around again. A pack of aquatic creatures, chunky brown otter-like things, was approaching the spire. They each had four limbs and a tail, but seemed to spin around like five pointed stars as they floated through the water on their backs and stomachs. 
 
    He watched, amused and fascinated, as they stretched wide gaping mouths reminiscent of pelicans and began feeding on the eels, chewing with bulging cheeks. They looked adorable in that cutesy animal type way that left him wishing Ruby was there with him. She’d probably insist on going down to pet one. 
 
    The star otters suddenly stopped feeding and broke out into a cascade of high-pitched clicks. They started spinning their tails, moving away from the spire. Koa glanced up, only then noticing that a flock of birds was on its way over. That seemed off, somehow. He looked down at the spire and noted that it was free of anything resembling bird droppings. 
 
    The star otters had only made it a short way into the distance when the birds dropped down into the water amid them. Not birds, Koa could now see, though they did have wings. They ranged from the size of small dogs up to horse height, with curling horns protruding from their skulls that looked remarkably familiar. 
 
    Those are hookhorns, Sabantian mounts… except with wings? 
 
    The questions that arose alongside Koa’s observation were set to the wayside as the winged hookhorns began mercilessly attacking the star otters. They encircled them with surprising intelligence, forming a loose perimeter that had the otters clumping together. Koa watched as one of the hookhorns nipped its mouth downward, scooping up a small otter and crunching it like a wolf might devour a squirrel. 
 
    A dark red cloud spread throughout the water as the otters clicked and yipped and mostly just died in number. Koa sat down, wincing at the morbid sight. The feeling quickly shifted toward a deeper concern from himself as he noticed several of the larger winged hookhorns noticing him and beginning to make their way over to the spire. 
 
    “Easy,” he said. “I doubt I would taste very good! Besides, you all just ate. You can’t still be hungry… can you?” 
 
    The lead hookhorn began climbing up to the base of the spire, wings flapping to aid its movement. Koa picked up his cane and slowly began backing away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Avina stood at the mouth of her field tent, watching over Petra, who was resting in Avina’s own bed. She’d been forced to send a passing messenger to gather Mav and a pair of guards just to get the esper back to camp after Petra had all but collapsed in the street, only making it out of sight into an alleyway to avoid the spectacle of an underqueen’s esper in such an obvious state of distress. 
 
    It was self-evident that the skirmish between Petra and Thunderclaw was what had resulted in her current state, but that raised as many questions as it answered. Avina moved to crouch at Petra’s side, gently running a hand through the esper’s hair, over her branching horns. Petra’s eyes fluttered once, but didn’t open. 
 
    “What did he say?” whispered Avina. 
 
    “Your Highness, should we bring a healer?” asked Reese. 
 
    Avina smiled at the mousey, considerate woman and shook her head. “No. She just needs rest. Perhaps some sleeping tea or wine, even.” 
 
    “Her state is… concerning,” said Mav. “For an esper of Petra’s strength to be rendered so low. Should we prepare for an attack in her absence?” 
 
    Avina let out a small chuckle and shook her head again. “Petra was in a skirmish with Thunderclaw, the king’s esper. Skirmishes are… hard to describe, exactly. From what Petra has explained to me, they’re battles that exist within a realm separate from ours, usually not fought to the death.” 
 
    “The realm from which espers derive their powers,” said Verity, who’d also joined Avina and her servants, lacking much else to do. “Espers treat skirmishes like gambling, in some regards, with the commodity being their own daily allotment of power. The winner takes the prize.” 
 
    “She’s done this before, then?” asked Reese. 
 
    “Right in front of you, even,” said Avina. “It’s still not surprising that you’re unused to it. I don’t think you’ve ever seen her lose before, at least not this badly.” 
 
    She took Petra’s hand and squeezed it, feeling an emptiness through the bond that made pain stab through her stomach. She would recover physically, Avina didn’t doubt that. But Petra, despite being so pragmatic in general, would take the loss as a major blow to her ego, even against Thunderclaw.  
 
    What did it all mean? King Kendall had been unable to recognize her, let alone tend to the task of holding together the tensions of the kingdom. Thunderclaw, standing prominent at the front of the Great Hunt with so much delegated power. Was the esper the true power behind the throne? It seemed almost undeniably obvious in the face of the rumors, except… 
 
    Why did he let me see Kendall? Would he not want to control knowledge of the king’s enfeebled state? 
 
    Reese and Verity excused themselves to go find the aforementioned sleeping tea. Avina continued to stroke Petra’s hair, feeling such a powerful tangle of emotions for her best friend, her partner, her other half. 
 
    Was she any different from Kendall, in truth? So much of her confidence felt like it was borrowed from Petra. That crafty way the esper would smile when she had an idea, the set of her chin when her mood turned defiant. The way she always seemed to stop and think when Avina was in a state to rush ahead, but could easily be the one moving decisively when the situation was the other way around. 
 
    Even Petra’s silly attraction to Koa seemed like a facet of their closeness and loyalty to one another. Petra saw Koa in that same way Avina did, except without the boundaries of motherhood getting in the way of the full range of expression. Gods, if Petra ever did push things further, or more likely, if Koa decided to try his way with her… she’d feel practically all of it. Every touch, every kiss, every illicit, needy movement. 
 
    Not the time for your perverse fantasies, she thought. Stay focused. 
 
    A shout came from outside the tent, not high pitched, but loud and gruff. Avina glanced up at Mav, who frowned and approached the flap leading outside the field tent. She made as though to only poke her head out, and then was all at once grabbing a weapon and dropping into a defensive crouch. 
 
    “What is it?” snapped Avina. “Lady Mav!” 
 
    Mav growled instead of answering. She’d picked up the fire iron, Avina now saw, but it served her well enough at deflecting the first sword strike that arced downward toward her head from just beyond the tent’s flap. 
 
    Cold fear seized Avina, freezing her in place while simultaneously demanding that she fight or flee. She had to stay with Petra. She simply couldn’t leave her behind, not then, not ever. She gripped the esper’s hand and squeezed, watching Mav stagger backward as her opponent pressed forward into the tent in a blur of black and metal. 
 
    The assassin stabbed a short sword toward Mav’s abdomen. She spun sideways and whipped the fire iron down on the man’s arm with a deep, guttural howl. The assassin staggered as his elbow snapped under the blow’s strength, but he had a dagger in the other hand and slashed at Mav’s throat. She pulled her shoulder up and around, taking the slash in the upper meat of her arm. 
 
    Petra stirred slightly, and Avina instantly shifted her focus to trying to gently rouse her. She might be weakened from the skirmish still, but even a small amount of her darkness elemental magic might be enough to hide them, or at least trip up their enemy. More shouts came from elsewhere within the great hunt encampment, evidence enough that the attack was larger than a targeted assassination. 
 
    Mav broke one of the knees of her opponent and began hammering down on him as he fell. The man lifted his arms, either in plea or simply to shield his face, but a few fireiron blows were enough to render him limp and dying. Avina left Petra, sensing that the esper wouldn’t awaken, at least not in time.  
 
    She hurried toward Mav, dragging the servant away from the tent’s flap. Her shoulder was a mess, skin and muscle and even a modest layer of exposed fat visible through the gaping cut. Avina grabbed a towel and pressed it over the wound, feeling warm blood instantly soak through. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Avina. “Who are these fiends?” 
 
    Mav shook her head. “I know not, milady.” 
 
    “Hold this against your shoulder,” she said. “I have to find out what’s going on!”  
 
    She rose and made her way to the tent’s opening, crouching and trying to think the situation through. Her guards were likely still at the main fire, or perhaps at the tavern in Asterius grabbing the last drinks of the night. Still, if she could reach a few of them, she could at least organize some type of defense, even if just of her own tent and Petra. 
 
    She’d taken a single step out into the open when a hand clamped tight over her mouth. Avina threw an elbow backward, eyes wide, but relaxed as a familiar voice whispered against her ear. 
 
    “Shhh,” said Verity. “Not that way. Into the forest.” 
 
    “I can’t leave Petra!” 
 
    “We’ll take her between us,” said Verity. 
 
    Reese was with her, too, though Avina’s longest serving handmaiden was akin to a field mouse amidst the night howls. Avina, Verity, and Mav with her good shoulder all contributed to scooping Petra up. Avina expected to encounter more of her own guards as they began moving, but the chaos was ongoing. They likely couldn’t reach her even if they sought to. 
 
    She scooped up the assassin’s short sword with her free hand, taking the lead as Verity and Mav shifted to carry Petra fully between them. Her heart was racing so fast that she almost mistook her own emotions for something coming through the still dormant bond. 
 
    It wasn’t far to the trees, but it was far enough. A man in a black cloak spun out from behind one of the tents in front of them. He rushed toward Mav and Verity, sensing an easy target in the two women carrying the esper. He didn’t see Avina, not even as she brought the short sword up, pushing it forward in a strike she’d practiced so many times in the training hall of Harvest Castle. 
 
    The man’s momentum did more than she did. The point of the sword slid in through his side, surprising them both. The assassin let out a pained grunt and tripped forward, falling even deeper onto the weapon. She almost dropped the hilt as she felt warm blood coating her hand. Mav moved to quickly finish the man off and Avina pulled back, freeing her weapon and realizing she’d just assisted in killing a man. 
 
    “We need to keep moving!” hissed Verity.  
 
    “…Yes, of course,” said Avina. 
 
    She’d never stabbed a man before, not directly. She’d never even ordered an execution in her short time as underqueen. She didn’t know what it meant to end a life, if it even meant anything at all or if it only mattered in the greater context of law and power. 
 
    The sword was still bloody, and Avina held it all the tighter as she took the lead, clearing the shadowed path forward as though she had the confidence she feigned in the moment. Strangely, all she could think about was Koa and what a relief it was that he was safe on the hunt. She’d expected to spend the late hours of the night worrying over him. Strange how quickly a situation could flip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Koa backed slowly around the edge of the rock spire’s uneven base, brandishing his cane like a sword. The winged hookhorns had approached him slowly after their star otter feast, curiosity winning out over caution.  
 
    “How are you not full?” he shouted. “Back! Get back!” 
 
    He swung his cane as one of the larger, horse-sized ones tried to move closer, opening its mouth and letting out a low hiss. The animals truly were handsome and majestic, but it was hard to fully appreciate their uniqueness when they all had blood coating their snouts and rage glimmering in their eyes. 
 
    It was only a matter of time before they surrounded him. The spire’s base wasn’t an even surface, with sections around the far edge so thin and steep that he’d have to focus more on balancing then defending himself to retreat along them. He doubted the hookhorns, with their wings, would be similarly stymied by the risk of a fall onto the rocks and into the water. 
 
    Another beast attempted to slip in underneath the wing of the big one, trying to nip at one of his hands. Koa struck it across the neck with his cane, feeling the tug of his shoulder wound as the impact of the blow reverberated through his arms. 
 
    His attack did have an effect, but not really the one he’d been seeking. The hookhorns began snarling and yipping, smaller ones pushing forward in between the larger ones to force him even further on the defensive. Koa growled and shouted back at them, swinging the cane through the air in hopes it might forestall the inevitable for just a few moments longer. 
 
    He did have options, though none of them were very good. The idea of attempting to open a rift to another realm to escape into was foremost in his mind, but he couldn’t remember exactly which of the rifts he’d opened before would take him to a place where he’d be better off. 
 
    There was the realm of Faskenpal, a land of extreme heat and uncontrolled flame that seemed intended, from the spell tome’s description, to be suited for harnessing offensive magic. He’d tried opening a rift into it once before and nearly melted his face off, but if he could control the flow, it would be theoretically possible to unleash an inferno against his enemies.  
 
    One of the hookhorns rushed forward and tried to nip at his calf. He kicked it in the face and hopped a step backward, briefly windmilling as he almost unbalanced himself off the spire’s edge. No, he’d need more concentration to do anything overly complicated. There was one other option, one that was quickly seeming like the only real scenario in which he survived the next few minutes. 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered. “You win, Brin.” 
 
    He pulled his cane downward through the air, opening a rift to his pocket realm and leaving the flow neutral. A shout immediately came from within. 
 
    “What’s this?” called the dustwalker, in Brin’s amused voice. “Have you reconsidered?” 
 
    “Apparently I have,” muttered Koa. “I need some backup against these beasts.” 
 
    “It certainly seems like it.” The dustwalker flashed Brin’s cocky smile at him, poking his head out through the rift but making no move to intervene. “I will take this as acceptance of our aforementioned deal.”  
 
    “This is no such acceptance,” said Koa. “You can either come out and fend these things off or allow me to die and remain stranded within my pocket realm forever.” 
 
    “You’re a lot less fun than you used to be,” said the dustwalker. 
 
    “And you’re an unpredictable monster. Let’s both do our best to cope.” 
 
    Another hookhorn surged forward, snapping its jaws at Koa’s wrist and only mistiming the attack rather than missing entirely. Its skull still banged hard against the bone of Koa’s arm hard enough to make him drop his casting cane. 
 
    The dustwalker sighed and stepped out through the rift. Koa hesitated as he made to seal the opening behind the monster, wondering if it might make more sense to simply pull everything that might be a threat to him back into it. 
 
    Chaos erupted before he could commit to a choice. The hookhorns attacked the dustwalker, which was still presenting under the guise of Brin’s face and body. One of them bit the dustwalker’s hand at the wrist, severing the appendage. The dustwalker let out Brin’s laugh and simply regenerated, color and detail fading from its form as bits of sand and dirt swirled around it. 
 
    Koa picked his casting cane up, but it was hardly necessary. The dustwalker was on the offensive, unleashing punches and kicks that left trails of dust in their wake. One of the hookhorns bravely tried to bite off the monster’s head. The dustwalker forced its arm down its throat, bloating the beast with sand and dirt until it looked like a filled waterskin. 
 
    Bizarrely, Koa felt his measurement of danger shifting as he stopped to consider what he’d done by unleashing the monster. To a degree, he even empathized with the hookhorns, knowing firsthand how it felt to be on the receiving end of the dustwalker’s power. 
 
    The monster seized one of the beasts by the neck and flung it out into the ocean. The hookhorn recovered mid-way through the fall, flapping its wings to glide back around toward the spire. The moment seemed to trigger some instinct of the creatures, and as a group they pulled back into a retreat, wings flapping as they took to the air and fell into formation. 
 
    Koa saw a mid-sized hookhorn stoop to pick up a juvenile apparently too young to fly in its mouth and attempt to join the others. One of its wings hung at a crooked angle, and the beast only made it to the top of the spire before landing again. It made a few clicking noises as the rest of the hookhorns continued off into the distance. 
 
    “Are we even now, or are you still planning on raking me over the coals on the silly bet we made?” asked the dustwalker. 
 
     The wind picked up, tousling Koa’s hair. He still had most of his clothing off, drying across a section of the spire, but as naked as he felt, he still held his cane in hand. The dustwalker took a slow step forward, still wearing Brin’s face, watching Koa just as he watched it. 
 
    He knew what the monster was capable of, but his terror gave way to a thin smile as he considered their shared circumstances. All of the cards were in his hand. 
 
    “That’s a lot of water surrounding us, isn’t it?” he said, conversationally. 
 
    “Barely as deep as a puddle,” said the dustwalker. 
 
    “But extending to the horizon and likely far past.” 
 
    Koa gave his cane a small twirl in his fingers and sat down on a raised slab of rock, patting the seat next to him. “I think I’m ready to discuss the terms of a potential alliance now, between the two of us.” 
 
    The dustwalker didn’t react visibly, but it was clear enough that the monster had also worked the situation out. Water surrounding them, entrapping the monster even more so than it entrapped Koa. There was only one way out for the monster, and it relied entirely on Koa opening a rift elsewhere. 
 
    The dustwalker finally let out a long sigh, smiling one of Brin’s smiles as it held its arms out in acknowledgment of the circumstances. It took a step toward Koa, and suddenly blurred into an attack.  
 
    He was ready, slashing his cane down to open his pocket on reflex. He set the flow at a level that might have sucked him in along with the monster had he not been anticipating the pull, shifting out of the wind’s direct path. The dustwalker roared, falling forward into the pale void, but clawing its body halfway back out with a twisted expression. It was still smiling, but burning with fury underneath. 
 
    “I always wanted to be even just half as much as you, Prince Makoa.” The monster spoke his title with dark humor, Brin’s voice distorted from their old teasing. “Now I’m so much more, and you dare to treat me as less?” 
 
    “Brin was a friend. I know how he felt about me better than whatever insight you think you’ve absorbed from his mind.” 
 
    “I am still your friend! You deny it only because you can’t accept how much things have changed from how they once were. You lie to yourself at your own detriment, because you’re small and scared and mortal!” 
 
    Koa hissed through his teeth as he increased the flow even further, snapping the dustwalker from his sight and into the pocket realm. He slapped down across the rift, closing it like a slammed door, and then flung his cane against the rocks and roared out across the puddle ocean. 
 
    A weak hookhorn call came from atop the spire above him in response. He felt childish and loud, and so very tired. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Koa sat with his back against the rock of the spire’s slope, watching one of the realm’s two suns set in the distance. The hookhorn mother and cub were still above him, and he could hear the slow, labored breathing of the wounded one. 
 
    He’d tried several more times to think through a method to open a rift back to Osteanus without success. He’d tried picturing every page he’d remembered seeing of the spell tome, regardless of whether he’d fully completed his translation. He’d tried simply slashing his cane through the air while thinking of where he’d been when he’d accidentally pulled himself through to the Plains of Maltrus. 
 
    None of it had worked, which was what he’d expected. His hope had dwindled away to nothing in the moments after he’d forced the dustwalker into its prison. It felt now as though he deserved to be stranded, a punishment he’d been anticipating ever since he’d gotten Brin killed. 
 
    You wish you’d gotten him killed, he thought. You got him turned into a monster. 
 
    He closed his eyes and let his head flop back against the rock, the slight sting of impact reminding him of the pointlessness of self-pity. Gods, he was thirsty. He’d taken to sucking a smooth piece of rock he’d found near the spire’s edge. He knew instinctively that when he reached the point where he was willing to try a sip of the rather salty smelling water of the realm, he would officially be giving up. 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and pulled his knees in, trying to get more comfortable. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Koa sprinted after the hunt beast, running at full tilt through the trees. It was just out of view, just over the next bend, branches still rustling in its wake. He felt exhilarated, each breath of fresh, cold air bringing a new rush of energy. It was so close, and with it came the throne. 
 
    The tree he ran into seemed to appear from nowhere, abutting his momentum and knocking him down into the leaves. He stared up at the tiny slivers of light that poked through the thick forest canopy, blinking as he heard a familiar voice begin tutting in annoyance. 
 
    “What a waste of time,” muttered Haza. “At least I was able to be rid of my old apprentice when I grew bored of her.” 
 
    “…Haza?” 
 
    The wrinkled, dark-skinned sorcerer leaned into Koa’s field of view, working his mouth as though considering whether he needed to spit. He didn’t, thankfully, but he didn’t help Koa up, either. 
 
    “Well?” asked Haza, leaning on his staff. “Are you just going to gawk at me, Koa of Sabantius?” 
 
    “I… suppose not,” he said. “I have a question to ask, but I… struggle to remember what it was, exactly.” 
 
    Haza made another tutting noise and turned as though to walk away. 
 
    “Wait, no!” called Koa, sitting upright. “A rift! I fell through a rift and… I don’t think I know how to get back.” 
 
    “You fell through a rift and don’t know how to get back?” Haza turned his head at a quizzical angle. “Bah! As helpless as a child. Do you have a servant who ties your underwear for you as well, princeling?” 
 
    “Well, they’re tailored, so they don’t even have ties which would need to be…” He shook his head, regaining another ounce of lucidity. “Hold on. Did I summon you here, Haza?” 
 
    “Utterly, incapably clueless!” Haza brought his staff down with a hard thunk on Koa’s skull, making his teeth click together. Several fell out, but with quick movements, Koa picked most of them up and stuffed them back into the empty sockets.  
 
    “Haza, would you be merciful?” he asked. “Please? I simply need advice, not abuse.” 
 
    Haza stroked his chin for a thoughtful moment, and then struck Koa again, this time aiming for his balls. Koa managed to cross his legs most of the way, but the blow still sent a shock of intensely numb crotch pain echoing through him. 
 
    “Why… the balls?” he groaned. 
 
    “Because I see where you think from, princeling.” 
 
    Koa took a long breath, thinking carefully in light of the obvious threat of violence from the old man and his staff. “…True enough. Help me regardless?” 
 
    “Why should I bother?” 
 
    “Because I know how much I don’t know!” replied Koa with a level of vehemence that even surprised himself. “I went looking for you, Haza, searching for a teacher. But you refused me. So yes, I’m a fool and I make mistakes and I don’t know what I’m doing. Happy?” 
 
    The old sorcerer sighed, craggy face etching into a sympathetic frown. “I refused because I had no wish of teaching you to make the same mistakes I did. But perhaps in doing so, I doomed you to them, regardless.” 
 
    Koa rose to a sitting position. “How do I make my way home? I can’t find Osteanus in the same way I could with the other realms.” 
 
    “Use your senses,” said Haza. “You know where it is. Think of the smells, the sounds. The warmth and the cold. What you love, what you hate. The vibrance, princeling. It is not a difficult thing.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    His body ached all over as he came awake and his mouth and throat were as sore as if he’d taken up chewing on glass. Haza’s advice echoed through the forefront of his mind as he slowly rose to his feet and picked up his staff. 
 
    “What do I miss about home?” he muttered. 
 
    It was such an easy question to answer that it seemed almost endless. Ruby, and their secret, honest love. Petra, the teasing and the tension. His mother and the complexity of their shifting relationship. 
 
    The trees of the gardens of Harvest Castle. Sleeping in his own bed, warmed by the dying coals of the previous night’s fire. Feasts in the castle dining hall, communal dinner around campfires. 
 
    There it is, he thought. How did I ever miss it? 
 
    He took his cane and slowly pulled it down through the air, painting his home realm open instead of slicing or slashing. It wasn’t the same scene he'd left behind on the other side of the rift, but he remembered that he hadn't stepped into a static realm.  
 
    It was enough to recognize the general area, a pair of familiar logs that he was reasonably sure wasn't too far from his traveling bag and the glow lamp Hetrix had given him. Absently, he remembered that he still needed to feed the bugs inside of that lamp. 
 
    Koa resisted the urge to simply bumble back through into his home realm, knowing that Harriston and his lackeys might well be watching his campsite and waiting for him, given the circumstances he’d left. He left a fingernail-sized rift open, just out of paranoia over whether he’d be able to easily find it again, and took a step back to think things through. 
 
    A tragically high-pitched howl came from above him on the spire, disturbing his focus. He turned around, fixing his eyes on the flat section of spire far above him. The juvenile hookhorn was nudging the motionless form of the larger one, its mother perhaps, with its budding horns, howling in between movements. 
 
    Despite how the beasts had harried him earlier, Koa felt a fair amount of sympathy for the little guy or girl. He made the mistake of considering what would happen to it after he left. The mother had been carrying it earlier. Perhaps the other hookhorns would come back and one of them would adopt the cub, just as he’d been adopted after his parent’s death. 
 
    Or perhaps not. 
 
    The juvenile gave its mother another prod with its horns and then collapsed down on top of her lifeless form, laying across her neck as though attempting to coax the dead beast into nuzzling. Koa turned away, focusing on his tiny rift. He circled around it, treating it as a peephole as he viewed the surrounding area from both sides. 
 
    A tumble of rocks came down the spire, followed shortly after by the juvenile hookhorn. It was attempting to fly, but only managing to slide down the spire’s face while impotently flapping its wings. It tumbled over itself as it landed, horns making tiny clicks as they clacked against the stone. 
 
    “Not a bad attempt,” said Koa. 
 
    The hookhorn growled at him, baring a surprisingly large set of teeth. It turned its attention to the edge of the spire’s base, backing up a little and shaking its tiny wings out. Koa watched as, with a dramatic running start, it hurled itself off the spire’s base, wings outstretched, audacious in its ambition. 
 
    It flapped its little heart out and still glided downward like a windless kite. Koa winced as he saw it hit the water and immediately begin to thrash and panic. It was no larger than a moderately sized cat, short enough to be susceptible to the puddle ocean he’d easily stepped through.  
 
    He shook his head and turned away as he noticed some of the eels moving in the direction of the commotion. The hookhorns had attacked him. He’d had no choice but to unleash the dustwalker on them. It was unbecoming for a prince to shed tears over a bunch of savage predators who’d picked the wrong fight. 
 
    The hookhorn howled again, head briefly dropping below the water’s surface, one of the eels already tangling itself into the crook of its wing. Koa groaned and made his way over to the edge of the spire. He waded out to where the pathetic little animal was, scooped it up by the furry scruff of its neck, and carried it back onto the spire’s base. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted as the animal nipped him with its blunted, juvenile teeth. He set it down and watched as it shook itself off as much as it could. It looked even smaller, soaking wet, ragged and cold and helpless. 
 
    “Gods, you’re pathetic,” he muttered. “Fine. You can come along.” 
 
    He scooped the stupid little animal up in one arm, widened the rift with the cane and stepped back through into Osteanus. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Avina watched the chaos from a distance, discerning as much as she could from the fire and the shadows. The attack had spread well beyond Harvestglade’s site within the great hunt’s encampment, all the way up to Asterius, which was still actively aflame. 
 
    She crouched alongside Verity and Mav, with Reese attending to the still unconscious Petra. Chaos swirled all around them. Espers did battle with assassins in black cloaks. Lightning rained down, illuminating frames of the greater scene of power as Thunderclaw earned his reputation as the most powerful esper within Osteanus. 
 
    “Milady,” whispered Mav. “At your order, I would go to the relief of the defense.” 
 
    “You’re wounded,” whispered Avina. “You will remain here. Besides, Petra is our focus. She cannot be left unguarded until she regains consciousness.” 
 
    Avina still held the bloodied sword she’d attacked the assassins' lives with. She was overwhelmed by the situation on all fronts, the pressure of it threatening to lock her in place. If the assassins were successful, what would they do? Would they be found? Where would they go if they did escape the first sweep? 
 
    “This is the right move, Your Majesty,” whispered Verity. “The longer this goes on for, the less likely the assassins will succeed in their mission. Their advantage was in the element of surprise.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly, shifting the short sword within her hand. “That might well be the case.” 
 
    She didn’t elaborate on her own analysis of the situation, her own suspicions. There was a very real chance that one of the underqueens was behind this attack. The possibility stirred old suspicions into new focus, including who Verity truly pledged her loyalty to. 
 
    Was it arrogance to allow her to remain within my retinue without knowing the full extent of her deception? 
 
    She chewed her lower lip, wishing for the thousandth time that Petra hadn’t skirmished Thunderclaw, that she could be awake and in good health, capable of advising and protecting. Why had that skirmish occurred when it had? Why had Thunderclaw all but pushed her to meet with the king, to see his weakness? 
 
    The idea that Thunderclaw had skirmished Petra specifically to weaken her ahead of an ambush in the night seemed wrong somehow, though she couldn’t articulate why. Perhaps part of her wished to believe that it would have introduced too much risk, given the possibility that Petra could have won against him.  
 
    Might Thunderclaw seek to eliminate the underqueens? It was, unfortunately, a possibility she couldn’t simply dismiss. There would be an obvious benefit to tightening his hold on the kingdom while the king’s strings were still in his hands. Then again, the attack could just as easily come from Lassius, and why not, if she’d also met with the king and seen him in his current state? 
 
    “We have no way of telling how this will play out,” whispered Verity. “It would reduce our view of the action, but we may wish to consider…” 
 
    She trailed off abruptly as a pair of men came into view from the darkness to the far left, walking along the tree line on a path that would eventually take them right by Avina and her party. She held her breath, hand gripping her sword tightly. Perhaps Mav and Verity could handle them with the element of surprise, but perhaps not. 
 
    She glanced at both women and gave a slow nod. The question of whether she would fight as well was one that’d already been answered. The gasp of the man she’d stabbed still echoed in the back of her mind, but there would be time later on to hear it, to react to what she’d done. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina?” called the familiar voice of one of her own guards. “Are you near?” 
 
    She nodded to Mav, who leaned out far enough from the trees to signal to them. The pair of guards hurried over, dropping their swords to sweep into bows that were quickly followed by apologies at not being near enough at the start of the action. 
 
    “No one could have predicted such an organized attack,” said Avina. “Tell me about the situation.” 
 
    “The fighting has come to an end. We’ve begun collecting the bodies. Your tent is secure and under guard if you wish to return to it.” 
 
    “Has the king issued his official statement?” she asked. 
 
    The king, or Thunderclaw, she thought. Whoever truly rules. 
 
    “Just that each congregation should remain in their camp until morning, aside from tending to the wounded and removing the dead.” 
 
    “That seems wise, all things considered,” said Verity. 
 
    Avina took a long breath, finally unclenching cramped fingers enough to stretch her sword hand. She didn’t set the weapon aside, however, not even as they arrived back at her tent. Not even as she sat down on her bed, as the calm and exhaustion finally caught up with her. 
 
    The guards laid Petra down in Koa’s bed at her urging. Mav and Reese and Verity insisted on staying close by, so Avina allowed them to move their bedrolls alongside her tent. If she was being honest with herself, it soothed her to have them all so close. 
 
    Koa, she thought. Gods, how I hope that your night was less eventful than mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    The trip back to camp had been easier than Koa had expected, even navigating most of the way by glow lamp. The prospect of spending another night out in the wild, potentially with a trio of princes hunting him, simply hadn’t appealed, especially against the allure of making it back to his mother and Petra and a warm fire. 
 
    The juvenile winged hookhorn, which he carried first under his arm, and then with its head poking out of his pack, was also a major consideration. It issued tiny, heartbreaking whines that almost made him forget how the beasts had nearly torn him limb from limb initially.  
 
    He had no idea what he was going to do with it. Simply reopening a rift into the Plains of Maltrus and pushing it through seemed like condemning it to almost certain death without other hookhorns to look after it. At least until it could fly, he would have to raise it himself if he wanted to ensure it stood a fair chance back in its home world. 
 
    The communal camp site seemed tense as he entered. A pair of guards he didn’t recognize stopped him on his way in, though they allowed him past as soon as they recognized his identity. 
 
    “There’s been an attack,” said one of them.  
 
    “An attack?” Koa folded his arms. “On who? Was anyone killed?” 
 
    “A few people. All of the underqueens and princes survived without harm, however, milord. You should head straight to your tent.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” said Koa. 
 
    The hookhorn let out a little squeak, and the two guards shared a frown as they saw its head presumably looking around behind Koa’s, where it was still perched in his bag. He couldn’t stop himself from worrying, despite what the man had said. Who would attempt an attack against a gathering like this, with so many espers and guards, and expect anything resembling success? 
 
    He headed straight for his mother’s field, taking great care to walk quietly as he approached the flap. Mav, Verity and Reese were sleeping outside of it. Mav came awake for long enough to rub her eyes and recognize him with a nod but said nothing as he slipped into the tent. 
 
    Gods, it felt good to be back. Koa carefully took out the little hookhorn, which had fallen asleep at some point, and set it down on a loose pillow next to his bedroll. He was slightly worried that the little guy — or girl, he’d still not confirmed that point — might run off during the night. The deflated sigh the animal let out after he’d set it down did somewhat buoy his hopes. 
 
    He stripped off his own clothes as well, leaving just his underwear on, eager to warm up in bed. His body hummed with that feeling of anticipation after a long day, like an internal sigh of relaxation and relief.  
 
    He pulled back his quilt and flopped down… onto someone else. A tired groan came from underneath him and Koa palmed a breast as he pushed himself up. Had his mother rolled out of her own bed during the night, somehow? 
 
    The thought made him smile, but also made him intensely aware of the fact that he was still cupping one of her breasts. He rolled slightly edgewise, fitting against her sideways, and felt the gentle rise of a feminine body against him. Primal instincts that he’d set aside while running for his life and searching for a way home came directly to the fore, a swell of arousal like the incoming tide. 
 
    She’s asleep, you bastard, he thought. Hands to yourself. 
 
    “Mmm…” A deeper moan than his mother’s higher voice. Petra. “Makoa…” 
 
    She reached a hand up to touch his chest, to push him away, he first thought. Her fingers curled around his shoulder, and he felt her gently drawing him into her. He returned to where he’d been and found her lips with his, feeling such a strange mixture of powerful, possessive emotions. 
 
    Disappointment, oddly enough, was at the forefront of them. He’d been hoping that it was his mother in his bed, which was remarkably abnormal and wrong. Except, his mother would have shut him down with that authoritative, no nonsense, strangely intriguing voice of hers. Petra pulled him in. 
 
    She let out a small moan and rocked into him. She was just as naked as he was, wearing only one of his mother’s insubstantial shifts, which may have contributed to his confusion in the first place. Koa kissed her again, the movement of his own hips synching with hers as she draped a leg over him.  
 
    This is insane, he thought. Your mother must be in her bed, which means she’s no more than five feet away. 
 
    It was insane, but he wasn’t stopping and neither was Petra. His heart raced in his chest as he began running his hands over her body. That far-off sense of dread that so often accompanied his ill-advised ideas and attempts to dance around outsized consequences was all but drowned out by the echo of his pounding lust. 
 
    “My prince,” whispered Petra.  
 
    She let out a tired little sigh and started palming his cock through his underwear. Koa pulled them down, working them down his legs with little kicking motions like swimming through water. Petra wrapped her full hand around his girth, just touching, not yet pumping. 
 
    He kissed her again, and they started teasing into each other’s mouths with their tongues. Koa found his way between her legs with his hand and confirmed that she was entirely naked under the shift. All he had to do was spread her thighs and roll onto her. 
 
    It was a bad idea in hand, an arrow against a bowstring, no different than the one that’d killed Lazy. His mother was right there. Moreover, if she came awake at any point during their coupling, Koa knew she’d feel at least some of Petra’s emotions through the bond. 
 
    Petra ran her hand down his length, fingers teasing, almost tickling. She gripped it again and gave it a small but deliberate pull. There was still the question of whether she’d even let him take her fully — teasing and touching was one thing, but outright sex? She had stopped him before. 
 
    He pulled her shift up, letting his fingers flutter across her womanhood. She could stop him this time too, if she wanted. There was a heady, fevered logic in pushing her far and fast, bringing her to the point where she would stop him.  
 
    They kissed again and Koa rolled onto her. His hand knocked into a cup or something that made a soft chinking noise against another dish. Avina groaned from where she slept on her cot. He and Petra instantly went still, balanced on the precipice. Her legs were open, her shift pulled up to her stomach. His cock was half an inch from her womanhood, grazing it as their bodies shifted with small movements even as they tried to hold still. 
 
    His mother let out another sigh. Petra’s breathing sounded just as loud, despite her efforts to contain her passion. The pause gave reason room to dig its heels in within Koa’s mind. His mother would be furious if she found out, but Ruby, too, might be cross with him.  
 
    Or would she? She always tried to downplay their relationship, never shying away from the fact that they were likely not destined for marriage with one another. Avina let out another tired sigh, sheets and blankets rustling as she shifted to get more comfortable. 
 
    Please, Mother, he thought. Go to sleep so I can feel better about doing this. Close your eyes and ears while I defile your esper. 
 
    He cupped Petra’s breasts, picturing them in his mind against the dark, pale and purple and only just more than a handful each. She made little cooing noises just loud enough to tempt him to shush her. He kissed her again, his body drawing close to hers again, and finally committed to getting what he wanted. 
 
    The tip of his cock pressed against her womanhood, testing the entryway, but slid sideways as Petra shifted with a little too much eagerness. Koa dragged his lips along her neck and tried again.  
 
    Again, he felt his erection lining up against her lane. He hesitated, blinking and realizing he could see a faint amount of light within the tent… coming from exactly where he was attempting to jam his cock into. 
 
    He’d seen it once before, a pinprick of bizarre light within Petra’s body, within her cunt, but he hadn’t asked her about it at the time and he wasn’t about to now. It seemed to pulse slightly, perhaps matching with her fluttering heart.  
 
    Koa rocked his hips forward again, his cock parting her folds and finally stealing true entry. A sigh at a rising pitch escaped Petra’s lips just loud enough to remind him that he needed to go extremely slow. His mother was so close by, he was pretty sure he could simply reach out and touch her. The thought was like a puff of sawdust on the flames of his desire. 
 
    He planted a kiss on Petra’s heart, kissed her breast, sucked on her nipple, all the while sinking his cock deeper into her. She would always be bonded to his mother, but for tonight, miraculously, she was his esper.  
 
    Petra wrapped her legs around him, drawing him in as he buried the full length of his manhood deep within her. He rocked his hips, getting a few solid, horny pumps in that made the situation suddenly real.  
 
    This was Petra, the esper that had looked after him as a child, advised him as an adolescent, and watched him grow up across his teenage years. This was Petra, getting a taste of how much he’d really grown. 
 
    Petra let out a lusty whimper, and his mother groaned in near perfect response. He didn’t stop this time, even if it was exactly the type of noise he’d expect from her, assuming she could feel the passion of their lovemaking through the bond.  
 
    She would stop us if she was awake, he thought. 
 
    The thought spurred him on more than it should have, reassurance mirrored on the dark side by the idea that there existed a small possibility that Avina was listening. Listening, feeling, suffering, even. 
 
    He kissed Petra, sloppy and aggressive, and thrust into her harder. There was no way to stay completely silent now. Or maybe there was, and it had just been vetoed by his body. Petra was rocking her hips with such urgency that she seemed continuously on the precipice of coming. 
 
    The idea that he could make her come seemed natural and obvious, but still so incredible. He’d done it before, but this time, taking her in the dead of night on the point of his prick felt so much more complete. She was one of the most powerful entities in Osteanus, mysterious and magical, tall and striking. She sucked in a fluttering breath and moaned into his shoulder. 
 
    His cock was so perfectly engulfed by her pussy that it was like a key that fit into a singular lock. He seized Petra’s hips and started dragging her into him for each hard thrust, distantly trying to remember to stay quiet. 
 
    It all felt so inevitable, as though Petra’s role in his life from childhood until that moment had always been to eventually be his lover, despite the disparity in their ages. She found the perfect matching rhythm with her hips as he ground his cock deep into her. The pleasure was so unreal, building by leaps and bounds with each movement. 
 
    He was going to come, edging closer with each back and forth of their bodies. He was going to blow his load deep inside of her, paint her insides sticky and white. The idea of pulling out felt pointless and backwards. The entire point of having Petra like this was to take her all the way to the very end. 
 
    “Makoa!” she moaned. “Oh!” 
 
    “Petra!”  
 
    A squeak came from his mother’s bed. Petra’s legs squeezed him in a tight, passionate grapple, but Koa still had enough room to thrust. There was no obscuring the rhythmic noise of their bodies. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the servants sleeping outside the tent could hear it, even setting aside Avina. 
 
    Petra suddenly gasped and bit his shoulder. Her cunt tightened and, somewhat unbelievably, began giving off more heat. It was an all-encompassing sensation unlike anything he’d felt before, warmer and wetter and tighter than normal sex. 
 
    It was like she was milking him with her womanhood. Koa kissed her, but she was blissed out, mouth lazy against his. He dug his fingers into her soft flesh, one hand on her breast, one on her buttock, humping with ruthless intensity. It was too much. It was perfect. 
 
    He let out a groan as he came, ejecting his seed into Petra with so much force that his body spasmed with little jerks. She ran one hand through his hair, soothing him with movements that reminded him way too much of his mother. Koa kept thrusting, feeling his sticky mess pouring out of her, confirmation of an unbelievable truth.  
 
    He’d just pumped Petra full of his seed. Not even Ruby let him take it that far. It was so much dirtier than normal, reasonably safe sex. Dirty and complete. They were both breathing heavily as Petra slid to nuzzle against him, one of her hands still rubbing his stomach.  
 
    He wanted to say something, to discuss what they’d just done, what it meant. There was no way, not there in the tent next to his mother. Was that a blessing or a curse? Petra kissed his cheek, and he decided that there were other ways of communication more potent than words. 
 
    She breathed against his ear, and the hand she had on his stomach slid a little lower. Koa felt a small rise of arousal, but he’d just finished. He still had a long way to go before approaching a full erection. 
 
    Petra seemed fairly dead-set on crossing that distance. She started kissing her way down his body, lips hot against bare skin. He was already midway hard again as he felt the first tickle of her breath against his tool and sighed with pleasure as her mouth made contact. 
 
    He reached down, taking one of her horns to urge her on. Petra could certainly suck a cock, a fact which turned his entire view of her upside down as he considered her sneaking off for sexual rendezvous with other espers or whoever caught her attention. 
 
    It hadn’t been a slow build to a full-blown erection the first time around, and it wasn’t the second time, either. He felt himself getting hard inside her mouth, the way the movements of her lips and tongue subtly began to change, as though giving his tool more respect. A faint slurping noise sounded as she pulled her mouth back. 
 
    Koa began to sit up, intent on grabbing her and pulling her back into place. Petra pressed a hand against his chest, climbing forward to straddle him instead. It was even more dangerous for them. A single glance over from his mother, and she’d see exactly what was happening, silhouettes obvious and undeniable even within the darkness of the tent. 
 
    She could be awake, he thought. Those noises she was making before… What if she is awake? 
 
    It was a question he found dangerously intriguing. Petra rubbed her womanhood against his cock, easing him back inside her as she slowly sank down. If Avina was awake, she would be feeling her esper’s emotional state through the bond. Had the orgasm rippled through to her? Was that pleasure shared as well? And if she was still asleep, were her dreams influenced in a carnal direction? 
 
    He cared about the answers, but he didn’t need them at the moment. Petra started rocking back and forth. He slid his hands up, palming her breasts and letting them fall. She was as horny as he was, and probably just as used to getting what she wanted. 
 
    Petra moved a little faster. Koa settled his hands on her hips, helping her find her pace with small but persuasive movements. His cock was jammed so tightly into her pussy that her back and forth shifting almost threatened the limits of its flexibility, like she might snap it off if she really committed. She was so hot and tight, and she’d been right there next to his mother for as long as he could remember. 
 
    Avina’s breathing was conspicuously loud, but it once more felt like a footnote compared to his illicit coupling with her esper. Petra began riding him with small bounces, dropping her hips down again and again, a rhythm forming in the soft crush of her body against his. 
 
    Again, Koa found her breathing to be even more lewd and revealing than the noise. He’d heard her like this only once before, and it made the sound feel like it was a private thing, and of course, it was. Petra’s passionate, labored breathing matched with his low grunts and workman’s sighs. 
 
    He ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts, focusing on her nipples. Petra’s back arched in the direction of his touch, though her hips never broke pace. He gently tweaked one of her nipples and felt the tension ripple through her body, muscles locking like a kitten taken by the nape of the neck.  
 
    “Oh!” She fell forward against him, kissing his mouth greedily, hips still humping away.  
 
    Koa flexed upward into each movement, hugging her against him. They fell out of sync, each trying to move a bit faster than the other but chasing the same end goal right up to the limit. 
 
    Petra quivered and squeezed herself down on him as she came. He was only an instant behind her, and he finished inside again, too sex-fevered to care. If he’d gotten away with it once, a second time seemed just as permissible. Flimsy logic, but he didn’t care in the moment, not with Petra still pressed against him, gently kissing him, running her hands through his hair. 
 
    They stayed like that for a while, preserving the silence as though it might undo all the previous noise. Finally, after what felt like an hour of cuddling, Petra rose from Koa’s bed. Still naked, she leaned forward and tucked him in with gentle, efficient movements. The same way his mother usually did. Odd thought, that. 
 
    “Good night, my prince,” she whispered. “This was… but a dream.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Avina didn’t so much wake up as finally decide to crawl out of bed. Her sleep — what little she’d gotten — had been of poor quality, but it’d been the hours she’d been awake for the previous night that’d truly tortured her. 
 
    The shock of stirring from sleep to the unmistakable sounds of her esper and her son having sex was still with her, a constant thing, rather than a momentary revelation. She’d all but served Petra to him on a platter, insisting that her servants place Petra in Koa’s bed instead of outside in her own tent. Even lending Petra one of her own tiny night gowns to sleep more comfortably. 
 
    She’d heard it all, felt it all, through the bond. Well, not precisely all of it, but enough of the shift and flow and peak of Petra’s emotions to leave her a horny, confused mess. She wasn’t proud of the fact that, at a certain point, it’d been impossible to keep from giving in. Even just laying back in bed and trying to close her ears had felt like participation. 
 
    She’d come twice at her own hand, each one a body wracking orgasm that she hadn’t quite managed to keep quiet. She’d tried to think of other men — Davos, her beloved husband who’d been better at making her smile than making her come, or Willum, the long since married and moved on guard who’d warmed her bed years later. 
 
    It hadn’t worked, not with the sound of Koa’s heavy breathing and Petra’s moans so close by. Gods, there was something that galled Avina about the truth behind the coupling, the horrible logic to it.  
 
    Koa was so incredible, and of course Avina saw it as his mother. But for Petra to see it too, to see more than just that, the side of him reserved for late nights and locked doors… It was so unfair, but so predictable. She should have seen it coming. 
 
    She should have interrupted them. Why hadn’t she interrupted them? She hadn’t been awake when he’d entered the tent, but the tenor of the noise had tipped her off to the situation well before they’d been outright moaning and grunting in each other’s arms. She’d let herself listen instead. Perhaps she’d been curious if Petra would stop him, but she kept giving the esper chances even when it was clear that she was just as horny as Koa had been. 
 
    Avina groaned and hugged her pillow, face hot as she thought back to how she’d played with herself to the chorus of their noises. Even setting aside the fact that she was his mother, she was also the underqueen of Harvestglade! She felt used, somehow, made unclean by her own dirty thoughts. 
 
    It wasn’t your fault, she thought. Petra’s corrupting you through the bond! 
 
    But that was hardly any solace. There was no effective way to simply turn the bond off, though it sometimes varied on its own in how much of their emotions it shared. She needed to be more deliberate about setting boundaries, even if that extended to setting them for her esper and her son. 
 
    Something licked her ear. Avina gasped and rolled sideways, almost falling against the tent’s canvas. A tiny animal was in the tent with her, and the more she looked at it, the more confused she became. 
 
    The closest thing she’d ever seen to it was the silly little hookhorn doll that Ruby had back at the castle. The curling ram horns and general build were similar, but the animal had a set of wings for whatever bizarre reason. It’d climbed up onto her cot and was staring her right in the face. 
 
    “Hello there,” she said, smiling at a welcome shift in her own mood. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    The hookhorn let out a tiny groan, licked her again, and then walked over to Koa’s bedroll. Before Avina could even think to intervene, a heavy trickle of pee began dripping down onto the sheets. She winced, feeling bad not just for her son, but whichever servant she’d have to set to the task of cleaning it up. 
 
    She stood up, ditching her nightgown and standing nude in the tent for a few moments as she rifled through her traveling clothing chest for what she needed. The various events of the night somehow made her more aware of her own body, the way the bond with Petra kept it balanced within what many considered to be the peak years of a woman’s femininity. 
 
    She put on a navy-blue dress that fit her snugly and strode the line of immodesty, feeling like it would be nice to draw some attention her way after her frustrating night. The hookhorn let out a little, goat-like whine as she scooped it up in her arms. She scratched its head, which it seemed to enjoy judging from the way its eyes slid half shut. 
 
    Koa was waiting outside, standing with Verity and her handmaidens. Avina lifted the hookhorn as she walked over to him. 
 
    “Would you care to explain what this is and where you found it?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m still not entirely sure on the first point, and the second…” He shrugged. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    He pulled Avina into a hug and she sighed, annoyance forgotten against the relief of having him back, safe and sound. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve returned,” she whispered. “You could have greeted me last night when you arrived.” 
 
    “Ah.” He went slightly stiff, still hugging her. “Well, I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    You did more than just wake me, she thought. 
 
    “Back to the question at hand,” said Avina, proffering the hookhorn to him. “Where did this little guy come from?” 
 
    “I’m not actually even sure it is a guy,” muttered Koa. 
 
    “Oh, it is.” Avina chuckled and glanced toward Reese. “There’s a… bit of a mess in the field tent. Could you deal with it?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” Reese dropped what she was doing and immediately hurried off.  
 
    Avina folded her arms and stared at her son, who was struggling to hold the wriggling hookhorn. 
 
    “I… may have taken a small excursion into another realm,” he said with a shrug. “Accidentally.”  
 
    She frowned at him, feeling her annoyance rising again on several levels. Petra, clad in leggings and a tunic, hair twisted into a dark, neat braid, chose that moment to walk over. She looked recovered from the previous night, and her expression was neutral, guarded almost. 
 
    Avina knew that if there was a moment to confront them, this was it. She hated how the onus of disruptions had been placed on her shoulders. She was the one who needed to turn over the rock, confront what lay underneath. Her son and her esper seemed content to pretend. 
 
    So be it, she thought. I can pretend, too. 
 
    “How does one accidentally take an excursion into another realm?” asked Avina, with a sigh of defeat. 
 
    She listened as he gave an account of his hunting adventure and how some of the other princes had seemed intent on harassing him. Avina couldn’t necessarily blame him for falling back on his magic given how much danger it sounded like he’d been in, but she couldn’t curtail her motherly instincts completely. 
 
    “You promised me, Koa.” She pushed his shoulder lightly. “No magic. No excuses.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he said. “I did my best. And I couldn’t just leave this little creature to suffer on that island alone.” 
 
    “It’s not the hookhorn that’s the issue,” said Avina. “You can’t simply go around doing such things with so many sets of eyes and ears present.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Think of what a scandal it would be if anyone found out!” she hissed, surprising even herself with her vehemence.  
 
    What are you really talking about? 
 
    Koa and Petra both glanced at each other and then away, and Avina felt a small echo of guilt and shame through the bond. It was warranted, in her opinion. 
 
    “The situation here at camp was just as eventful, Makoa,” said Petra, casually changing the subject. 
 
    “I’ve heard most of it from Verity,” said Koa. “She mentioned that you fell ill before the assassins attacked, however.” 
 
    “From a skirmish against Thunderclaw,” said Avina. “I didn’t get a chance to even ask you what that was about.” 
 
    “It is… difficult to say for certain,” said Petra. “I spoke to him as I would speak to any powerful esper before the skirmish. A surface level conversation that held little of interest in terms of politics and secrets.” 
 
    “I would still like to know of it,” said Avina. 
 
    “He asked me if I was comfortable serving you and if you treated me well. He asked if I was afforded much room to travel or pursue my own interests.” Petra shrugged. “I gave him short answers, and then he simply initiated the skirmish. There was no argument or instigation.” 
 
    Avina scowled and played with one of her rings. “Should it be taken as mere coincidence that he weakened you so significantly before the arrival of the assassins?” 
 
    “It would not bode well for us if that were true,” muttered Petra. 
 
    Mav came over, waiting on the edge of the conversation. Her shoulder was heavily bandaged, but she stood in a way that made the injury seem like a flesh wound, her posture strong and solid. She waited without saying anything until Avina gave her a small nod. 
 
    “The king’s esper has arrived by the central campfire to address the current situation,” said Mav. “He’s requested the presence of all of the underqueens.” 
 
    Avina shared a glance with Petra. “Then we should be on our way.” 
 
    Koa fell into step on her left, Petra on her right, and the three of them walked to where the rest of the assembled Ostean nobility were already gathering. Their path brought them by a group of servants dragging one of the black-clad bodies of the assassins off toward the trees. 
 
    Avina felt a sudden rush of tension as she remembered the man she’d stabbed the night before, the noise the little short sword had made as it had come loose from him. She was surprised at how cold she felt in regard to the whole incident, but that sense of numbness flipped around to intrigue as she saw the corpse’s face, specifically its glassy, open-eyed stare. 
 
    One of them is red. A… red-eyed assassin? 
 
    “Koa,” she said, grabbing her son’s arm. “Look at that man.” 
 
    He frowned and stopped walking. “Was that one of the assassins from last night? Is that…?” 
 
    “His eye,” muttered Petra. 
 
    It was a fainter color red than what Avina remembered from the man who’d attacked Koa in his room, so much so that she might have dismissed the hue as some type of ocular injury suffered during combat. But it was too much of a coincidence for her to dismiss, knowing what she knew. 
 
    “By the bone,” muttered Koa. “What does this mean?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Avina. “Perhaps the king’s esper will have answers for us.” 
 
    Thunderclaw stood in front of the massive central campfire, which servants were working to rekindle after it had apparently gone out the night before. He waited with his arms folded behind his back as Avina, Koa and Petra found seats on the log benches, and then for two more of the underqueens and their retinues to arrive. 
 
    “I’ve gathered you all here on the king’s behalf,” called Thunderclaw. “I would like to address the events of last night. We were caught unaware by assassins in the night intent on not just targeted murder but overthrowing all of Osteanus.” 
 
    Avina glanced at the other underqueens where they sat with the respective entourages. Lassius’s expression was unreadable. Patricia was frowning, and Esanor looked intense and curious.  
 
    Thunderclaw’s next words came as no surprise, but they were no less impactful for that predictability. “The vast majority of last night’s instigators were of Estorian heritage. In addition, a group consisting of Prince Harriston, Prince Yarrow and Prince Adam were reportedly attacked while on an excursion into the forest by men who were speaking dravdas, the Estorian pureblood language. Prince Adam, unfortunately, perished in the attack.” 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow and looked at Koa, who gave a small, surprised shake of the head. News to him as well, apparently. 
 
    “The threat of Estoria has long existed in the background,” continued Thunderclaw. “To many of you, it’s just a faraway realm, a historical rival, a vague threat resigned to the borderlands. I can only hope the events of last night will disabuse you of this mindset. The king and I have spoken at length on this matter and decided that this attack must be answered directly. We cannot allow such blatant encroachment of our sovereignty to stand.” 
 
    A rumble of agreement came from several different corners of the assembled crowd. Avina rubbed a hand along her chin, not liking the direction Thunderclaw’s words were pointed in. 
 
    “Over the next few months, the king will be calling upon each of his queens to supply men and arms for a new western campaign into the borderlands,” said Thunderclaw. “This is both an obligation and an opportunity. The king is of the opinion that a strong ruler, a potential heir, must first show strength in wartime as comfortably as in peace.” 
 
    Avina blinked, sharing in the stunned silence as Thunderclaw let his arms drop and simply walked off as though he hadn’t just signaled the king’s intent to declare war. She looked over at Koa, and her heart did a somersault upon seeing the confident smirk on his face, as though he found the idea of leading men into battle rather appealing. 
 
    Does Thunderclaw truly speak for the king in this?  
 
    “What’s wrong, Mother?” he asked her. 
 
    She massaged her temples, thinking of the assassin she’d killed. Thinking of Koa and Petra, lost in the throes of passion. Thinking of what lay ahead. 
 
    “Everything,” she muttered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Koa returned to his mother’s field tent to find a very unhappy looking Reese standing outside of it holding an equally unhappy looking winged hookhorn. She scowled at him and pressed the animal into his arms, immediately stooping afterward to pick up what appeared to be his soiled bedroll and sheets. 
 
    “My apologies,” he said. “I’m still figuring out what exactly I’m supposed to do with this little—” 
 
    He broke off into a bark of pain as the hookhorn nipped one of his fingers hard enough to bruise the fingernail. The urge to fling it into the trees was a hard one to resist, but he settled for holding the little creature by the torso where it couldn’t easily reach his hands. 
 
    “It’s probably hungry,” said Avina, touching his shoulder. “Have you fed it at all in the time since you brought it with you?” 
 
    “That may well be the case,” he said. “I know for a fact that they eat meat. I suppose I could see if it wants some of the leftover pork.” 
 
    The hookhorn suddenly flapped its wings and thrashed, pulling loose of Koa’s hands before he could steady his grip. It hit the grass and took off at full speed. He sighed and considered whether it was really his problem to deal with. The frown his mother gave him seemed to confirm that yes, it in fact was. 
 
    “If word of that animal gets out around camp, it’s going to raise questions,” said Avina. “All of which will likely be directed toward you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said dryly. “The Sabantian must be responsible for the strange little hookhorn on the loose.” 
 
    “Well… you are responsible for it,” she pointed out. “Just because you chafe against an assumption doesn’t necessarily make it untrue.” 
 
    “So be it.” He smiled, letting his eyes linger on her for a few extra moments. She looked incredible in her dress, more like how he remembered her as Princess Avina than as the underqueen or even his mother. “Can we talk when I get a free moment?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Anything.” He pulled her into a hug. “All of this action and intrigue is making me miss our quiet moments together.” 
 
    “Oh, Makoa.” She hugged him back fiercely. “I would love that.” 
 
    He grinned and stole a quick kiss on her cheek before finally pulling back and pursuing the little monster. It was running along the edge of the tree line, far enough from the camp to be recognizable as what it was from a distance.  
 
    Its wings gave it an odd, little wobble with each step that even Koa couldn’t deny was outright adorable. Ruby would have absolutely loved the animal and insisted on looking after it. 
 
    He let out a long sigh as he thought of Ruby, breathing the guilt. He would have to tell her about Petra, own up to what’d happened, let her decide what it meant and what she wanted. It felt like a taste of what was to come, the first hint at his own path as a prince and sorcerer diverging from his oldest, most beloved friend. 
 
    What if I just follow through with becoming the heralder king and make her one of my queens? 
 
    It was a silly idea, but even silliness can be motivating. There was no telling how Ruby would react, and he also saw the mistake in simply assuming the worst ahead of time. She had always been more realistic and in her own way, more mature than he’d ever given her credit for. But was it mature to give your lover a free pass to plow an esper that just happened to be in their bed? 
 
    Koa was gaining on the hookhorn and was in the process of stooping down to scoop it up when Hetrix crashed into him from the side. They both fell hard with matching grunts of pain. The young half-esper prince rubbed his forehead as he rose to one knee. 
 
    “Ow,” he muttered. “Well… anyway. I was looking for you. We got split up during our unfortunate little outing.” 
 
    “We did.” Koa narrowed his eyes on the other man. “It just so happens that while we were split up, I almost ran into Harriston and two of his bootlickers.” 
 
    “You… ran into…?” Hetrix blinked, either surprised by the news or a very good actor. “Oh gods. What were they doing out there?” 
 
    “Harassing me.” Koa took a step closer to Hetrix, noticing only then that the other man had a black eye. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    Hetrix turned, wiping a hand across the side of his face. “What? I just… I fell against a tree, I think. I don’t know. Do you keep a detailed record of every little bump you suffer?” 
 
    “I’ve suffered enough bumps to know that I wouldn’t forget about one like that,” said Koa. “I’m in no mood for any more intrigue, Hetrix. Evade my question and evade my trust.” 
 
    “…I suppose that’s fair. You may not believe what I have to say, regardless. I… saw the vestalix. Well, I suppose I should say that it saw me first. It was so majestic and exotic… terrifying, but in a way that was almost beautiful.” 
 
    “It attacked you?” 
 
    Hetrix shrugged and gave an odd smile. “It entwined me in its vines and slammed me into a tree. That part wasn’t a lie. My face struck a knot in the wood at an unfortunate angle. The vestalix had me pinned and held me for a good minute.” 
 
    Koa almost asked if Hetrix’s esper had saved him before remembering, quite obviously, that like him, the other prince didn’t have one. “By the bone, Hetrix. How did you escape?” 
 
    “It let me go. It seemed as though it was trying… to communicate. Its vines did this odd moving pattern, like the way a pen tip leads across a page. It tried for a while once it had me held, and then simply released me and disappeared into the trees.” 
 
    “Did you yell at it?” asked Koa. “Was there anything you did to scare it off?” 
 
    “What, exactly, do you think I would be capable of that would scare off a monster that had me bound, unable to flee or reach my weapons? It’s unbelievable, I’m well aware. If a monster can be capable of attempting communication and mercy… then what are we even doing? Why would we hunt such a marvel?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you answer me honestly when I asked about your black eye?” asked Koa. 
 
    “If knowledge of the vestalix’s mercy was known, do you truly think men like Harriston and Yarrow would recognize the pointlessness of this hunt? Or would they pursue it with even less fear and restraint, perhaps even seek to trap it with kindness?” 
 
    “This is a hunt, Hetrix.” Koa crossed his arms and gave a shrug of one shoulder. “Could you really blame them?” 
 
    Hetrix looked at him for a long moment and then turned and walked away without another word. Koa didn’t feel up to stopping him and was, on some level, reminded of his own stubbornness at times back at Harvest Castle. 
 
    There was something else he was reminded of as well, someone else. He’d lost the trail of the hookhorn for the moment, perhaps forever, so he had time to slip into the trees and walk a ways into the forest. Far enough in to ensure he wouldn’t be overheard or interrupted. 
 
    He lifted his cane into position but hesitated for a long moment before slowly dragging down through the air and opening a rift to his pocket realm. The dustwalker was facing away from him, and he had plenty of time to adjust the flow inwardly enough to keep it trapped.  
 
    He expected it to immediately come right up to the edge, but it continued facing away, acting as though unaware of Koa’s intrusion. He pushed on, regardless. 
 
    “Why did you attack me when I offered to talk terms with you?” he called into the rift. 
 
    Finally, the dustwalker looked over one shoulder, expression forlorn and familiar. It was Brin’s voice that answered, Brin’s eyes that stared accusingly back at him. 
 
    “Do you want an answer that pleases you, my prince, or do you want the truth?” 
 
    “The truth, now and always.” 
 
    The dustwalker spun around, body moving out of sync like a doll with a segmented body. “You don’t even see me anymore. You see a monster, an enemy, a tool, even. I saw you when others saw the Replacement Prince. The Sabantian. Am I truly so audacious in hoping for similar treatment?” 
 
    “You don’t even talk like Brin anymore.” 
 
    “Because I learned a few new words?” The dustwalker leaned toward the edge of the rift like a prisoner straining against the bars of their cell. “Does the moon disappear when the sun rises, Makoa?” 
 
    “The sun doesn’t eat the moon!” snarled Koa. 
 
    He closed the rift with a hard swipe of his hand and breathed out hard. A rustle came from the leaves behind him, and he spun around to find Verity watching him, half crouched behind a bush. She stood up slowly, her dark hair lending a serious quality to her sharp and pretty face. 
 
    “Did my mother send you to spy on me?” he asked. He knew he was overplaying his hand by phrasing it that way, but he was too angry to care. She was a spy, and whatever paranoia might arise from him pointing it out in narrowed context was hers to own. 
 
    “She sent me to help you find the hookhorn,” said Verity. “Is this… something she needs to know about?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” 
 
    “Because I’m your servant,” said Verity. “Aren’t I?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    She gave him a curious look. Koa walked over to her, seized a fistful of her tunic, and kissed her. 
 
    “Go look that way,” he said, jabbing a finger past her shoulder. 
 
    She stared at him, looking confused. He wasn’t any clearer on why he’d kissed her than she was, in truth. Perhaps he simply wanted to be the one getting under someone’s skin as opposed to being on the receiving end of the manipulation. 
 
    “As you command, my prince,” said Verity. She bowed without smiling and set off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Koa found Petra in the same moment he found the hookhorn. She carried the animal in her arms, stroking its head, standing atop a small hill that overlooked Harvestglade’s communal campsite. He walked over to her, unsure of what to say even as he smiled and met her gaze. 
 
    “Petra.” 
 
    “Prince Makoa.” 
 
    It was the first real moment they’d had alone since the previous night. Koa had so much to say, so much to ask, but none of the words came to him in a way that felt natural. He didn’t want to press her — he knew better, in fact. She was his mother’s esper, ahead of all else, and would react out of loyalty and perhaps even fear toward Avina if he got too swept up. 
 
    “Have you named him yet?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Not officially,” he said, after a moment. “I was thinking of playing into the little creature’s nature as a hookhorn.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Horny.” 
 
    “A hookhorn… named Horny?” Petra cleared her throat and gave a patient shake of the head. “That seems the sort of name I would expect from you, my prince. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.”  
 
    He accepted the animal from her, noting how it began actively wriggling the second it’d been passed into his arms. The moment drew them closer together, and he dared to kiss her with Verity’s taste still on his lips. 
 
    “Koa…” whispered Petra. “We… must speak of last night.” 
 
    “If you want to, I’m all ears.” 
 
    She nodded, meeting his gaze, looking away and then pressing on. “I was in a weakened state, as I expect you know by now. Which is not to say that I was lacking in my inhibitions, just that… I had an ulterior motive.” 
 
    “Well, now I’m really curious,” he said. 
 
    “As an esper of darkness elemental, I am able to use sex as a tool for rejuvenation. The skirmish I had against Thunderclaw drained me of my essence. You have a surprising amount of innate magical essence, Koa, perhaps because of the spell book you ate and the power that lay within it.” 
 
    “Are you confessing to thievery, Petra?” 
 
    “Not as such. It is not a permanent theft, and your essence will recover quickly, if it has not already.” 
 
    Koa was more curious than upset. “Can you absorb from anyone?” 
 
    “No. It is rare for humans to have innate magic of such high level.” 
 
    “Well, I’m flattered. If you ever happen to need more…” 
 
    Petra closed her eyes and shook her head. “I do not feel good about this. Your mother will discover how close we have become, assuming she has not already.” 
 
    “I have my own reservations,” said Koa. “I was… close with Ruby back in Harvestglade.” 
 
    “Exactly. We should not continue. It would be foolish, trying our luck until it ran out.” 
 
    Koa nodded. The hookhorn let out a yawn and finally went still. He looked at Petra, and she looked at him. They drew together as though drawn by a cord, kissing over the sleeping animal, and then pulling back again as the tension spiked and waned. 
 
    “I should go,” she whispered. She started to walk by him, but he shifted the hookhorn to free one hand and took her by the shoulder. 
 
    “Petra. If my mother is as suspicious as we both believe her to be, we should tell her. Sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    Petra stared past him, eyes taking on a far-off cast. “Avina… is my sister. She is my master. There is… a word for the bond in my own people’s language. The translation is closer to leash, or even vein, an attachment that cannot simply be broken without consequence.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the bond.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him. “My only memory of my birth parents was of them sobbing as I was given over, if that is what happened. I know not the exact circumstances. I have wondered so many times in the years since why every esper here in Osteanus crossed the veil in early childhood, in that time before memory.” 
 
    “…Did you ever reach an answer?” 
 
    “I reached two, one I like, and one that hurts. Young espers may simply be better suited toward the pilgrimage, crossing the veil, adapting to a new realm.” 
 
    “There’s no pain in that.” 
 
    “The one that hurts… is the one of the logic of valuable slaves. Children can be trained and raised, contributing usefully for the longest time. That may be why espers have no knowledge of their home realms. It is a feature of the pilgrimage, the curse or contract that brings us to serve Ostean masters.” 
 
    Koa pulled her into a hug, though it was made awkward by the hookhorn. “Why don’t we find out the truth?” 
 
    “Who would know it? Your king? Another esper?” She shook her head and looked away. “Beyond that, there is no way for me to—” 
 
    “We’ll find your realm,” he said. “There must be some record of it, either in old Ostean historical texts, or perhaps in Sabantius. I can find your realm and bring you back there, Petra. Not anytime soon, but one day. It could be possible.” 
 
    She stared at him, blinking as the true impact of his words dawned on her as she saw how serious and resolved he was toward the prospect. 
 
    “Speaking of this to your mother may well make our erotic couplings a lesser concern.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m counting on it.” He ran a hand down her back, playfully squeezing one of her lean buttocks. “You should probably go find her.” 
 
    “I probably should.” 
 
    “Come find me later.” 
 
    “You wish.” She started to pull away, but stopped and kissed him. “We shall see, my prince. Perhaps another skirmish will force my hand.” 
 
    “There was very little forced about what we did last night,” he said with a smirk. “Aside from the moans I managed to draw out of you.” 
 
    “You were the louder of us.” 
 
    Koa snorted and gave her butt a small pat with his hand. “You’re delirious, esper. Now hurry along to my mother and be sure to tell her I found the little monster.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Avina lingered around the campsite with Mav and Reese, resisting the near overwhelming urge to scrutinize whatever Petra was doing through the bond. Something had stirred up her emotions and her imagination, regardless of how hard she tried to corral it in a reasonable direction, only led to one place. 
 
    She’s with Koa. 
 
    She was infuriated with herself for not confronting them earlier, though she knew she’d made the right move. She’d continue to ignore whatever it was that seemed to be going on between them until they were back on the road and out of the range of potential scandal. She simply had to. 
 
    There was still work to be done, and even though Avina wanted nothing more than to spend the day moping in her tent, the greater situation called for her attention. She took Mav with her as she made her way along the edge of the central campfire, crossing over into the campsite of the congregation from Cloister Andrenia and searching out Underqueen Esanor. 
 
    “Ah!” Esanor waved a servant aside and rose from her travel chair to greet Avina. “Just the woman I was looking for. I was hoping to get your reaction to the king’s declaration.” 
 
    “We’re of the same mind then, as I sought you out for that same conversation.” Avina fell into step alongside her fellow underqueen. “I was… surprised, I suppose.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “Thunderclaw’s certainty, despite offering no evidence alongside such a powerful accusation. If Estoria is sending contingents of trained assassins into Osteanus with the intention of sowing disruption, then there is almost no hope that a larger war can be avoided.” 
 
    “Quite so,” said Esanor. “Though such a war would be unlikely to play into the favor of the Estorians, were Osteanus to mobilize armies and espers.” 
 
    “I’m not so quick to assume on such things anymore,” said Avina.  
 
    Her tone must have tipped Esanor off to her mood, as the other woman waited and gave her ample room to speak her mind. 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn me about Kendall’s condition?” asked Avina. 
 
    “He is still my king,” said the other woman, with a sigh. “I don’t engage in that sort of gossip when it can be helped. Moreover, I thought you deserved to see it for yourself. A chance to draw your own conclusions.” 
 
    “The only conclusion I’ve managed to draw is that the entire realm of Osteanus is balanced on a knife’s edge.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. Yes, we have a weakened king with an overambitious esper. But do you know what else we have? Four strong queens with room to breathe. Well, three strong queens and dear Patricia, who has the wisdom of history behind her.” 
 
    “You make it sound almost like an advantage.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Esanor laughed and clapped her on the back. “Avina, my dear. We prefer it this way. If you would slow down and think the situation through for a moment, you might realize that it’s a remarkably elegant solution to a problem you haven’t yet encountered firsthand. No Heralder King is ever truly happy.” 
 
    Avina didn’t say anything. She felt out of her depth, though not for the first time since she’d become underqueen. It wasn’t Esanor’s logic that she found herself questioning, but the underlying trust she held for the woman. 
 
    “You’re not going to like my next suggestion, but I do hope you’ll give it some serious consideration,” said Esanor. “Come and speak with Lassius alongside me. I was to meet her for lunch.” 
 
    “Lassius and I… don’t necessarily see eye to eye on matters.” 
 
    “She’s a snake,” said Esanor. “But on this matter in particular, she’s very much on the side of the underqueens. Obviously.” 
 
    Esanor took Avina by shoulder and led her off toward the Puzzle Islands’ encampment like a mother might drag her daughter. The thought made Avina miss her own mother, whom she’d hardly given sufficient thought in recent days.  
 
    Would you approve of how I’m handling this? What advice would you give? 
 
    Mav trailed behind her and Esanor, filling both the role of handmaiden and guard. Avina hadn’t been around toward where Esanor’s encampment bordered Lassius, and other than the faint indications of guard livery and tent styles, there was no real separation between the two. She didn’t necessarily want to draw assumptions from that, but it was hard not to. 
 
    Zentallion stood outside what was clearly Lassius’s tent, sun gleaming off the ruby-like protrusion jutting from the pale red of the esper’s forehead. Noises sounded from within the tent… the kind of noises that made Avina blush. Zentallion had an odd smile on her face that made far more sense when considered in the light of her connection to her master and the echoes of sex emanating from her master’s tent. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Zentallion called through the flap. “Underqueens Esanor and Avina have arrived for you.” 
 
    “Oh!” cried Lassius, more in pleasure than in answer. “Mmm… I’ll be out… momentarily.” 
 
    Two shirtless men, one bald, one with long blond hair, both insanely muscular, came out first. Lassius was fully clothed, at least, when she greeted them, cheeks flushed from prior exertions. 
 
    “Esanor,” said Lassius. “And Avina. It’s good to see you once again. I hope the terseness of our first meeting didn’t give you too rough of an impression of me?” 
 
    “Just rough enough of an impression, I’d say,” said Avina, with a small smile. 
 
    In truth, part of her paranoia toward Lassius had stemmed from the red-eyed assassin who’d attacked Koa and, before that, from Verity. Thunderclaw had accused the assassins of being Estorian agents, which would clear her of at least one suspicion, assuming it was true, and Verity’s odd behavior certainly didn’t align with how a spy from the Puzzle Islands would think.  
 
    Setting aside the fact that Avina’s mother had owed Lassius a significant amount of money and the pressure she’d tried to apply through it, Lassius hadn’t really done anything wrong. 
 
    “Avina spoke with Kendall,” said Esanor. 
 
    Lassius let out a deep, rolling laugh. “Oh, by the bone! That must have made for quite the encounter. Though I will say it was probably less eventful than my first meeting with him. We were both young, at the time.” 
 
    Avina nodded. “I think I understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” Lassius stepped closer, leaning in to whispering distance. “He raped me. Several times. Left me so bruised and bleeding that I couldn’t even sit down for more than a minute or two on my own throne for the better part of a month.” 
 
    Her smile never wavered, as though she was recounting a stroll she and the king had taken through the gardens at the palace in Twinfalls. 
 
    “Would the two of you like to join me in my tent?” asked Lassius. “I could have some tea made up, even.” 
 
    “I think this is more of an active conversation, yes?” suggested Esanor. “Why don’t we grab towels and head down to the bathing pond?” 
 
     Avina didn’t so much as agree as she refrained from objecting. Lassius supplied them with towels and they set off together, not speaking until they were first clear of the camp. 
 
    “Personally, I think it’s an unwritten rule that most successful realms have a degree of… friction within their inner workings,” said Lassius. “The Sabantians had magical duels on the floor of their much-esteemed legislature. The Estorians treat assassinations like a table game, much as we’ve just experienced. When the battles are fought within the realm, behind closed doors, they aren’t fought in the streets.” 
 
    “You honestly believe that having a weak king will make Osteanus strong?” asked Avina. “That seems like backwards, self-serving logic.” 
 
    “I’m not claiming that there aren’t downsides,” said Lassius. “But there are also multiple paths forward. Paths which, regardless of how much it frustrates me, require us queens to act as a united front, as I’ve mentioned to you before.” 
 
    “Try to keep an open mind, Avina,” said Esanor. 
 
    They passed into the trees, and the shade of the canopy overhead had a cooling effect on both the air and Avina’s mood. She waited and allowed Lassius to continue. 
 
      “Option one,” said Lassius. “We sit down with Thunderclaw and address the issue of the king’s health directly.” 
 
    Esanor let out a mocking snort, and Lassius shot her a matching mocking glare. 
 
    “You’re really going to jump straight from telling poor Avina to keep an open mind to naysaying the most obvious solution?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” said Esanor, soothingly. “I just am not particularly fond of the idea of giving an esper so much respect.” 
 
    “Kendall is only one hundred seven,” said Avina. “By Ostean noble standards, he really isn’t that old. It may well be that Thunderclaw decided to… starve him through the bond, somehow. Force him to age naturally. If that is the case, perhaps we could appeal to him to let the king regain his strength.” 
 
    “Assuming there’s any truth to that, I somehow doubt that Thunderclaw would adhere to such a suggestion without being forced,” said Avina. 
 
    “Neither do I.” Lassius brushed aside a thin branch partially occluding her path. “This would not be my first approach. Option two. We remain patient and operate under the assumption that Kendall is as near to death as he seems to be. When he passes, we consolidate our support toward a compromise candidate. My son Harriston is the one I have in mind, as I’ve previously discussed with you both.” 
 
    Esanor didn’t snort at this suggestion, and Avina took a similar cue, staying quiet. There was no need to voice just how unappealing she found the idea to be just yet. 
 
    “Harriston is a good boy,” said Lassius. “He wouldn’t be at all like Kendall, I can assure you of that. He listens to me.” 
 
    Again, Avina and Esanor remained quiet. Avina thought of Koa, considered how much her own son listened to her. She could imagine herself still keeping a hold on him as Heralder King, but it was hard to know how much the rise in station might change him. Given how unlikely the outcome was, she found it hard to worry over much. 
 
    “Option three,” said Lassius, with a patient sigh. “Kendall dies or Thunderclaw grows a touch too ambitious. We, as underqueens, go our separate ways.” 
 
    “Go our separate ways?” echoed Avina. “You’re speaking of dissolving the realm.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” Lassius slowed as they approached the clearing with the pond at its center. “It is a choice which we could make. Twinfalls and the area surrounding the capital would have to be pacified and divided if such events transpired in that direction, but between the four of us, it would pose no issue.” 
 
    Avina felt an odd flutter in her heart at the idea of Harvestglade becoming independent, but there were obvious downsides. Harvestglade didn’t border the capital directly with the Clawlands in between, so she’d likely be ceding defensible claim to that territory and gaining less than the other underqueens. Still, the option had a certain amount of dark appeal. 
 
    But she didn’t trust Lassius completely, and especially not the way she was framing it all as a group endeavor. Avina wouldn’t be surprised if she used the sums owed to her as leverage to simply reorient the kingdom and place herself on top. Or perhaps even frame the decision as one where Harriston would either become king or the kingdom would be forcibly dissolved. 
 
    “There’s no need for us to jump to any decision here and now,” said Lassius. “Obviously, none of what I’ve spoken of should be shared with…” 
 
    She trailed off as a noise came from the other side of the pond. They weren’t out in the open, mostly hidden behind a fence of bushes and tree branches. Koa, blissfully unaware of anyone else nearby, whistled as he strode into view. He sighed, ran his hand through his hair, and started taking his shirt off. 
 
    “Oh my!” whispered Lassius. 
 
    Avina scowled and began to step forward, but Esanor touched her shoulder. For whatever reason, Avina let herself be held back, hesitating even as Koa began pulling down his trousers. He still had the remnants of a scab on his shoulder where he’d been stabbed, but the rest of his body was lean, tanned, and muscular. 
 
    “He has a really nice butt,” whispered Esanor. 
 
    Lassius sucked in a breath as Koa turned around, now fully naked and still blissfully unaware of the show he was giving three bored older women. Avina fought through a flood of competing emotions. Embarrassment and pride for her son. Annoyance and confusion at the impressed reaction of her peers. Jealousy, even. 
 
    “Are there any Sabantian guards in either of your encampments?” whispered Lassius. “I didn’t realize the rumors of their… physicality were actually true.” 
 
    “Enough!” hissed Avina. “That is my son!” 
 
    “You’re staring right alongside us,” said Esanor, with a giggle. 
 
    Avina turned around and forcibly dragged the other underqueens off by the shoulder, cheeks hot. The mental image stayed with her, dancing through her mind’s eye even as they made the walk back to camp. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Koa spent most of his morning and early afternoon caring for the hookhorn, grudgingly and reluctantly. It did not seem to like him, nipping his fingers when they were within reach and growling when he picked it up.  
 
    It was enough to commit him to naming the little bastard Horny, as much in acknowledgment of its nature as to demean it in a small bit of revenge. Koa fed Horny little bits of pork, filled a bowl to give him a drink of water, and spent a fair amount of time wondering again what the hell he was going to do with him. 
 
    Petra lingered for a fair portion of the time and even volunteered to watch Horny to give him small breaks. He appreciated the help twice over, as Verity seemed to be avoiding him in the time since he’d kissed her. The point of it had been to make her uncomfortable, but Koa still couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he’d been too forward. 
 
    He eventually decided to clean himself up, having not gotten a chance since he’d arrived back at camp from his first excursion out into the wild. Petra stayed back, playing with Horny by waving a stick around for him to chase. He took his clothes and a towel and set off in the direction of the pond. 
 
    Harriston and Yarrow were milling about near the archery targets with some of the other princes. Koa didn’t stop to greet them, for obvious reasons, but he couldn’t help but note how bedraggled and humbled they looked. 
 
    Surviving an assassination attempt will do that to you, he thought. I know that from experience. 
 
    He took the back trail to the pond, half-hoping he might stumble upon one of the princesses or even the underqueens mid-bath. The pond was empty when he arrived, however. He began stripping off his clothes, enjoying the sensation of the wind on his nude flesh. 
 
    The water was blessedly warm and deep enough at its center for him to do a bit of swimming. He only had a towel and not the soaps and oils that might have accompanied a bath back at the castle, so he made an effort to scrub at his hair and face with his hands.  
 
    A rustle from the trees alerted him to the fact that he wasn’t alone. His hopes surged at the idea of someone interesting interrupting him. They were immediately dashed as Princess Rebethia stepped into view, munching on a bag of some candied fruit or another. 
 
    “Oh!” called Rebethia. “Prince Makoa! I didn’t realize anyone else was here.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it is a communal pond.” Koa sank slightly lower into the water. “It’s no real bother.” 
 
    Rebethia smiled, glancing once back the way she’d come from before stepping forward and setting her towel down. “It’s no bother for me either, Makoa.” 
 
    She began undressing, and it was all Koa could do to crouch in the water and silently debate with himself whether to watch or look away. She was on the chubbier side, as far as princesses ran, but evidently far more daring than he’d realized. 
 
    “I’ll bring you a piece of candy, since you never got to eat the one you gave to your horse.” She dropped the shoulder straps of her dress, revealing a surprisingly plump set of breasts underneath. 
 
    “Ah…” He gaped at her like an idiot, cock dueling his mind for supremacy. “A bite of candy just might hit the spot. If you don’t mind… coming into the water.” 
 
    “Is it warm?” 
 
    “Warm and getting warmer,” he said. “It’s a beautiful day.” 
 
    She ditched her girl shorts, still making a halfhearted attempt at covering her bits with arms and hands, but smiling in a mischievous way that reminded Koa a little of himself. Rebethia’s hips were of the wide, child-bearing variety, and even from the side, he could see an interesting jiggle running through her buttocks as she started into the water. 
 
    He forced himself into a moment of lucidity as she approached. There were political considerations at hand. He might well be heralder king one day, with Rebethia as one of his underqueens. It was just as possible that neither of them would ever rise to greater heights, but a marriage might well still be in the cards. From both angles, the idea of a secret romance made sense, if bonking in a bathing pond could truly be described as such. 
 
    Rebethia let her arm drop from her breasts as she drew nearer, proffering the candy. Koa came forward to take it from her, stepping into water shallow enough to reveal the fact that he had an erection. Rebethia stared at with wide, fascinated eyes. 
 
    “It’s right here,” she said. “Come and have a taste.” 
 
    “I’m not usually a fan of candy, but I’m in just such a mood,” he said. “Are they sweet?” 
 
    “Find out for yourself, Prince Makoa.” 
 
    He took another step. Rebethia lifted the candy to his lips. He was just about to taste it along with the rest of her when more rustling came from the path leading back to the campsites. Koa had the sense to suck in a deep breath and dive into the water, realizing how compromising the situation could potentially be. 
 
    Rebethia let out a shout of surprise and covered herself. “What are you doing here, Harriston? I’m naked! Go, go, go!” 
 
    He could only hear what Rebethia was saying through the distortion of the water, but it was enough to make it clear that he was in a serious bind. If Harriston caught him bathing naked with his sister, he’d take his grudge to new heights. Koa had stuffed his clothes away next to a log, but they weren’t all that well hidden, and he certainly couldn’t hold his breath forever. 
 
    “What do you mean?” cried Rebethia. “I wasn’t talking to anyone. I was… humming. Would you and your friends go away already? I’m telling Mother!” 
 
    Koa started pulling himself along the sandy pond bottom, angling toward a section where the reeds were thicker and might obscure him better. 
 
    “That’s so mean!” cried Rebethia. “There are plenty of men who’d want to see me while I’m bathing! In fact, I know of one who’d want to do more than just look.” 
 
    Please stop talking, he thought. Eat some candy, Rebethia. Don’t reveal me just to score a point against your bastard of a brother. 
 
    His lungs burned as he entered the reeds. He could still hear Rebethia talking, which meant it wasn’t safe to come up for air. He would have to eventually. Gods, he’d touched on the political considerations of fooling around with Rebethia without ever stopping to consider what a scandal it would be if they got caught. Wars had been fought over less than the defilement of the chastity of an important young princess. 
 
    Rebethia shouted something else that he couldn’t make out. Koa’s lungs were on fire. He exhaled small bubbles, all but certain that they’d give him away. Moving into a section of reeds that was slightly deeper, he knew he was at the limit of how long he could hold his breath.  
 
    His plan was simple and straightforward. He stayed as hidden as he could in the water, until he was right in the shallows where he would have been easily visible if not for the reeds. Then, bursting up and into motion, Koa ran as fast as his legs could carry him. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Harriston. “That’s… the Sabantian! With my sister?” 
 
    His voice carried both outrage and anger, but also a hint of embarrassment. Koa prayed to the nameless gods that Harriston might decide to keep the incident secret, if only for how it might reflect on his own family. It wasn’t as though Koa had even done anything, certainly not reached the point of defiling Rebethia’s chastity, which she could attest to. 
 
    She would attest to that… right? 
 
    There was no time to double back to grab his clothing. Koa charged through the forest like nothing so much as what he was — a naked man running from a furious sadist. He collected a fair number of scrapes and tripped over a log, undoing the cleanliness he’d achieved in the water with pine needles and dirt. 
 
    The only thing that mattered was escaping and in the end, he did manage that. Though the new predicament he found himself in was just as frustrating. He was naked, hidden by the edge of the tree line, peering over at Harvestglade’s encampment. A massive stretch of open grass separated him from his mother’s tent, where most of his clothes were. He would make an unbelievable scene if he simply strolled on over.  
 
    He stayed where he was, lacking any other real option. He began to consider the viability of simply waiting for nightfall, but it seemed very unlikely that Harriston and his followers wouldn’t eventually catch up with him. 
 
    Verity came into view in the distance, walking slowly and scanning over the surrounding camp with each step. Koa honestly didn’t care why she was out and about or what she was doing. He tried to quietly call her name, and when that failed to be loud enough to attract her attention, he let out a quick whistle. She glanced his way, more confused than alerted. 
 
    “Verity!” he whisper-called. He stood halfway up and waved to her hurriedly. To her credit, she came right over, her face gravely serious, one hand resting on a raised spot under her clothing where she perhaps had a weapon. 
 
    “Milord?” She furrowed her brow as she realized he was naked. “Um… what’s going on?” 
 
    “Harriston and his hounds stumbled upon me while I was bathing.” 
 
    “They attacked you?” 
 
    “Well, no, but they did chase me.” 
 
    Verity blinked and glanced back toward the camp. “This is a step too far toward true antagonization. You have to alert the king, have him judge the situation.” 
 
    Koa winced. “I would, except… Harriston’s sister also happened to be bathing with me.” 
 
    Verity’s expression shifted toward a mixture of disappointment and disdain. “Princess Rebethia? The chubby one?” 
 
    “Most of the chub is actually in interesting places. Look, you can mock me all you want later. I need clothing.” 
 
    Her expression did not thaw. “You make more trouble for yourself than you find naturally.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that.” 
 
    “I feel like it would be a fitting punishment for you to have to walk back to the camp in the nude.” A smile came to her eyes, if not her lips. 
 
    “…I’ll do it if I have to,” he finally said. “There’s a fairly decent chance that I won’t escape the drama I’ve already caused.” 
 
    Verity blinked and furrowed her brow. “Why not simply give the order for me to bring you some clothing?” 
 
    Because we both know that you don’t actually serve me, he thought, but didn’t say. 
 
    “I respect your agency,” he said. “Please don’t make me walk through the camp naked? For my mother’s sake, if not my own?” 
 
    “I doubt she’d approve of so many other people seeing you naked,” said Verity, with a sigh. “Fine.” 
 
    She left and returned a few minutes later with a tunic, leggings, socks, and boots. She stepped into the trees to hand them to him. As the clothing shifted into his fingers, he realized with numb surprise that she’d been carrying a dagger underneath it. 
 
    Verity grabbed his cock with one hand and pressed the blade to his throat with the other. Koa… honestly had never been so turned on in his entire life, but did his utmost to remain serious as he began to grow erect in her grasp. 
 
    “If you ever touch me again without first getting my permission, I will cut you exactly where you fear I might,” she whispered. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Completely.” He managed a genuine smile, appreciating that it felt like he was talking to the real her without any restraints or adjustments. 
 
    “Good.” Verity removed the knife, but kept her other hand on his junk. “Are you… seriously getting an erection from this?” 
 
    “A quite serious one.” He grinned at her. “Would it be too early to ask for that bit of permission?” 
 
    She glared at him over a very obviously restrained smile. “You’re unbelievable.” 
 
    “You’re unbelievable, my prince,” he said. “At least try to act like a servant.” 
 
    “At least try to act like a prince!” She started to slide her hand away, stopped, and gave him a single small, but pleasurable little pump in parting. “Milord.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Verity stood outside Avina’s field tent as she arrived back. The spy masquerading as a servant stopped Avina as she made to enter. 
 
    “Prince Makoa is changing,” she said. “He had a little… clothing mishap. I think he wants to choose his own outfit for the evening’s feast.” 
 
    “I see,” said Avina, though she was a little confused by the young woman’s phrasing. 
 
    Oddly, the idea of Koa changing on the other side of the tent’s canopy didn’t dissuade her from entering anyway. She thought back to how she and the other underqueens had stumbled upon him in the pond, watched him strip and walk out into the water naked, hearing their little jokes. 
 
    Respecting her son’s boundary made it almost feel as though she was putting herself in the same category as Lassius and Esanor, old queens making lecherous comments about fit young men. She was different from them, closer to her son, honest with him. 
 
    She didn’t just want to spy on him while he was naked. She wanted him to know that she’d seen him naked. There was… a lot to unpack from that thought and none of it made all that much sense. The feeling behind it did, however, which made her want to blame Petra for her continued emotional pollution through the bond. 
 
    “She can come in,” called Koa. 
 
    Verity shrugged and stepped aside. Avina pushed into the tent. She was weirdly disappointed to find that he was mostly dressed already and in the process of struggling with one of the buttons on his favorite jacket. 
 
    “Here.” She walked up behind him and folded her arms around to do it for him, both of them looking ahead into the full-length travel mirror. 
 
    “Deft fingers,” he said, as she did the first one. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m of the same mind. I thought I’d have Reese help me put finishing touches on my face and outfit before the feast tonight. It seems as though a minstrel show was setting up a stage when I passed by earlier.” 
 
    Avina did the next button and then paused to smooth the jacket out across his chest, thumb gliding along the subtle contour of one of his pectoral muscles. 
 
    “I’m excited for that,” said Koa. “It should make for quite the night.” 
 
    “Behave yourself.” Avina leaned closer, inhaling his smell as she did the last button and let her breasts press into his back. 
 
    “Always.” Koa smiled and turned around as she finished, adjusting the collar. “Why? You didn’t hear evidence to the contrary, did you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He stepped back from the mirror. “The tent is all yours. Unless you’d like me to help you dress to repay the favor?” 
 
    “…That won’t be necessary,” said Avina, smiling back at him. 
 
    In the end, Reese didn’t do all that much beyond helping her pick out jewelry and touching up her makeup. Avina set out alongside Koa, a couple of guards and their respective servants to join the other congregations around the central campfire. Petra insisted on using the opportunity to get a better sense of the area and Koa pawned the hookhorn off on Reese, leaving just Avina and her son alone together as they headed out. 
 
    The meal of the night was a spiced stew, probably pork, which bubbled in a massive cauldron and smelled incredible. Avina and Koa settled down on one of the benches while the servants went to fetch them plates.  
 
    She was impressed by the theater stage which had been set up at an angle from the fire, well-lit by the glow of the blaze. It could have only been transported in pieces, drawn by horses or possibly oxen. Avina felt an odd flash of pettiness as she considered whether it was larger than the stage within the theater hall in Gladetown and realized that it most definitely was. 
 
    Lassius walked alongside Thunderclaw in front of the stage. The two of them leaned in toward each other as they spoke in a manner that made Avina question everything her fellow underqueen had told her during their conversation earlier that day. They seemed far closer than Lassius had implied. 
 
    “I would disrupt your dinner in the name of an announcement,” boomed Thunderclaw, arms held out to the side. “Underqueen Lassius has been so kind as to sponsor a minstrel show for your entertainment. If you all would find your seats and hold your tongues. In the honor of the Autumnal Great Hunt, may I present the inaugural performance of the Harrowing of the Underqueens!” 
 
    The crowd applauded generously. Lassius and Thunderclaw walked off in different directions, Lassius rejoining her retinue and Thunderclaw disappearing by lightning strike. 
 
    There was no front curtain concealing the stage, but the thin wooden background had several openings cut into it, each concealed by rope-drawn veils. All of them opened in unison, revealing an interesting scene. The crowd had the view of one side of a dungeon block, four cells viewed face on with actors visible behind barred doors. 
 
    Behind three of the doors, at least. Three women in fanciful dresses ill-suiting a dungeon environment stared out into the audience with confused expressions. A skeleton carved of wood, also clad in a dress, stood propped upright in the last cell. 
 
    “Treachery!” cried the woman clearly meant to be playing the role of Underqueen Lassius. “We were betrayed on the eve of victory!” 
 
    “The histories written of the events of the past week will not reflect kindly on us,” said Underqueen Esanor’s doppelganger. She had on a pair of spectacles, and the actor playing her was rather bookish looking to begin with. 
 
    “I’m so cold!” cried Avina’s own stand-in. “I should have worn more layers!” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself and let out an erotic sounding moan. A healthy chuckle ran through all sections of the crowd other than the Harvestglade contingent. Avina’s eye twitched and she had to take a breath to dispel the growing heat against her cheeks. 
 
    “What of you, Underqueen Patricia?” called the character, Lassius. 
 
    Silence was the wooden skeleton’s only answer. 
 
    “She’s too galled by our circumstances to even speak!” cried the character, Esanor. 
 
    More laughter. Avina did her best to relax even as the satirical nature of the play promised more torture to come. A man in a generic guard uniform began walking across the stage in front of the cells. 
 
    “She knows better than to make a fuss!” shouted the man. “The rest of you could learn a thing or two from her!” 
 
    “You should not deign to tell us what we do or do not know!” boomed Lassius. 
 
    The guard winced and muttered an apology. The actor playing Avina leaned up against the bars. 
 
    “Please, good sir,” she said, seductively. “It’s so cold in here! Are you ever so sure you can’t take me somewhere to warm up, for just a little while?” 
 
    The woman rubbed her fairly large breasts into the bars with enough enthusiasm to make the action more comical than arousing. The crowd roared with laughter. Avina gritted her teeth and sank lower in her seat. 
 
    The show’s general plot centered around Lassius and Esanor arguing over politics and strategies of escape, Avina attempting to seduce the guard and slowly losing pieces of clothing, and the wooden skeleton of Patricia contributing only comic silences. 
 
    The real Avina seethed and ignored her stew in favor of far too much wine. She couldn’t leave early — the crowd would read too deeply into it, not to mention Lassius — so she sat and drank wine and feigned a smile over fury and embarrassment. 
 
    The play ended with Lassius tricking the guard with Esanor’s help and all of them escaping. The character, Avina, now mostly naked, ran after the others while covering herself. The crowd laughed and gave the performance a standing ovation. 
 
    “Well, that was a waste of time,” said Koa, touching her hand. “Come on. Let’s go back to the tent.” 
 
    He pulled her by the hand, and she was grateful to be away. Just hearing Koa’s tired dismissal of the show seemed to both validate and relieve her of her own annoyance. She squeezed his fingers and found that she was smiling as they entered her field tent. 
 
    “I have something for you,” she said. 
 
    “Really?” Koa sat down in one of the travel chairs and folded his hands in his lap. 
 
    “Yes, really.” Avina went over to where she’d put away the glass leaf Esanor had given her, taking it out and proffering it to him. “It’s from a dying glass tree.” 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. “What brought this on?” 
 
    Avina shrugged. “I just thought you deserved a gift. You could attach it to your cane if you wanted. Make it look a little more presentable.” 
 
    “I might just do that,” he said, tucking it away into his bag. “I hope you know that people don’t view you in the way you were portrayed in that ridiculous minstrel show.” 
 
    “The whole point of such shows is to play off and dance around the common assumptions,” sighed Avina. 
 
    “Lassius commissioned it,” said Koa. “The plot is simply how she wants herself and the fellow underqueens to be perceived.” 
 
    “That’s… a fair point.” Avina found a bottle of wine and poured them each a glass. “How was your day?” 
 
    “It was good,” he said, with a bit of uncertainty. “Why? What did you hear?” 
 
    “Nothing. Should I have heard something?” 
 
    He waved a hand through the air. “How was your day? You met with the other underqueens earlier, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did.” Avina gave him a recount of the meeting, along with her thoughts on the king’s addled mental health and Thunderclaw’s ambitions. 
 
    “It sounds as though Lassius is plotting treason,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s the word I would use, exactly.” 
 
    “Is there another word for it?” asked Koa. “Have you considered the possibility that she might push you and Esanor to dissolve the kingdom, and then side with Kendall and the capital in the ensuing civil war?” 
 
    “I’ve considered many possibilities.” 
 
    “That’s a no, then?” 
 
    “Oh, shush.” She was sitting across from him, and she reached her foot out and prodded his thigh with her big toe. “It’s not as though discerning the lies from the truth is a simple matter.” 
 
    “She’s a manipulator.” Koa caught her foot and began gently massaging it. “The theater piece’s theme should remind you of that much. It was clearly intended to needle you and Patricia, as much as amuse the masses.” 
 
    Avina sighed, little tingles running up her body from the touch of Koa’s hands. “Well, to a degree, it accomplished that. Please, kind guard! I’m ever so cold!” 
 
    She made a show of wagging her chest in the same way her busty doppelganger had. Koa chuckled, but his eyes lingered on her bosom with surprising intensity. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lady Underqueen, but I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said, feigning the guard’s voice. “There are rules about such things, you must understand.” 
 
    Avina cackled and sipped more wine. She pulled her foot back and stood up, adopting more of the minstrel’s mannerisms. “Is there no way I could convince you?” 
 
    “Well…” Koa chuckled and gave a guilty shrug. The actor playing the guard had been more steadfast in his own refusal. 
 
    “You seem like such a friendly man,” she said, her tone exaggerated seduction. “There must be something I could do for you?” 
 
    She started petting his thigh much as the minstrel had tried in a similar moment during the play. Koa stared at her, widening the stance of her legs. 
 
    “I… don’t even have access to the, uh, keys,” he said. 
 
    “Mmm, are you sure you don’t?” Avina rubbed further up his leg and abruptly realized that she was rubbing more than just that. Her hand was on his cock. It was hard and there was absolutely no mistaking it. 
 
    So pull your hand back, she thought. Stop playing the part. 
 
    She didn’t stop, and she wasn’t sure why she didn’t. There was a sense of freedom, almost in leaning into the mockery. On top of that, she had Koa’s attention in a way that made her entire body feel sensitive, almost overheating. What would he do if she pushed it a little further? 
 
    “I’m speaking only for myself, not my fellow underqueens,” she cooed. “Just take me and leave them. What would be the harm in letting me warm up with you?” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly, which was the exact opposite of what the guard had done. He lifted his hand and touched her hip, fingers grazing the side of her buttock. It was only then that it all became real for Avina. The teasing, the wine she’d drunk, her son’s erection underneath her palm. She pulled back. 
 
    “Keep going,” said Koa. He took her hand and moved it back onto his erection. 
 
    “Koa.” She said his name, not a yes, not a no. She stared at him, still moving her thumb over the head of his erection. She was confused but certain, acting but serious. 
 
    “If you want the key,” he said, holding her gaze. “It’s right here.” 
 
    His expression mirrored hers so perfectly as he started lowering his trousers, the same mixture of teasing and gravity. His cock tented his undershorts, free of the tighter confines of his pants. Avina felt a smile sneaking onto her face as she slid her hand back up his thigh. 
 
    “Makoa… What you’re asking is…” 
 
    She closed her hand on his cock through the fabric of his undershorts. 
 
    Wrong, she silently finished. So wrong. 
 
    She began stroking him, again fighting through that lingering dissonance, questioning herself without needing an answer. Why did she want to see this side of her son, to touch him, to let things build in such a way? She thought back to seeing him naked with Lassius and Esanor, but even before that. Feeling Petra’s emotions through the bond as she was with him. Overhearing him and Ruby before that. 
 
    Wasn’t it only fair? Shouldn’t she at least have the option of being closest to him? 
 
    “Oh, gods!” he moaned. “That’s…” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Beyond good.” He shifted in the chair, lifting his hips greedily. 
 
    “How about this?” Avina slid his undershorts down, taking his bare erection in her soft, small fingers. It was huge compared to what she’d expected, hard and swollen in comparison to what she’d seen revealed earlier at the pond. 
 
    “Keep going, and the key is yours!” he said. 
 
    He still thinks I’m acting, she thought. Am I still acting? 
 
    Koa touched her waist with a tentative hand, and then her butt. He pulled her closer and brazenly leaned his face into her breasts. Avina chuckled and pulled back, leaning forward to meet his gaze at close distance. 
 
    “You are so eager,” she said, her tone exaggerated. “Have you never seen an underqueen up close before?” 
 
    “Never like this.” Koa pulled the front of her dress down, cupping one of her breasts. Avina blinked, still smiling, still stroking him off. He made these little noises of pleasure, masculine grunts and sighs that seemed to fill in pieces of his identity she’d never imagined before. 
 
    He leaned his face forward, looking at her lips. Avina let out an oddly nervous laugh and turned, not letting him kiss her. That… felt like it would be going too far. She’d already gone way too far. His cock was like a fire poker in her hand, still hot from raking the coals. 
 
    “Faster,” whispered Koa. 
 
    “Is this good?” 
 
    “By the bone!” He leaned forward, his lips grazing her neck. “That’s perfect!” 
 
    Avina sucked in a breath as she felt his mouth glide closer, kissing the upper flesh of one of her breasts. She was getting wet, and the realization that her body was reacting to pleasuring him only intensified the reaction. Koa was hard for her, and she was wet for him. She was stroking him, and he was kissing the edge of one of her nipples and groping her ass. 
 
    What is this? Why would I let something like this happen? 
 
    He pulled her closer with an arm around her waist. Avina tugged on his manhood half to keep the rhythm and half to keep her balance. She fell into his lap, and his lips were suddenly against hers, stealing a confident, greedy kiss that felt dirtier than everything that had come before. 
 
    His cock pressed into her ass, and all at once, Koa was hugging her, squeezing her and grunting. She realized that he’d just come on her dress. The impossible wrongness of it made her body tingle with heat. He still had his arms wrapped around her, and she felt herself giggle for some reason as he kissed her neck once more. 
 
    “Well…” she whispered. “Have I… earned that key?” 
 
    That’s it, she thought. Run away from reality. It was just teasing, a silly role play between a mother and a son lubricated by wine and lowered inhibitions. 
 
    “Mother,” whispered Koa. Oh, gods. He wasn’t running. 
 
    Avina stood up and tried to brush her ass off. Her hand came back sticky, and her first impulse, for whatever reason, was to sniff it. It had a thick, musky scent, undercut by salt, undeniably Koa. 
 
    “You should get some sleep,” she said, steeling her voice. “I mean… we both should get some sleep.” 
 
    Except, she already knew she wouldn’t sleep. She couldn’t sleep, not without relief from the tension and tingling in between her legs. And she couldn’t do that, not with her son sleeping on a bedroll right next to her. Absolutely not. 
 
    “It was… just a silly play,” said Koa, turning away as he pulled his pants back up. “I hope you didn’t take it too seriously, Mother.” 
 
    “…Of course not,” she said. “Just actors and nonsense. I can’t believe Lassius would shame herself by commissioning such an embarrassment.” 
 
    “Neither can I.” 
 
    They stared at each other, neither of them saying anything. It was as though they were searching for a previous truth in each other’s faces, mother and son trying to undo a mutual erotic realization. Like a farmer who’d planted the wrong crop trying to identify the sprouts that didn’t belong. 
 
    “Goodnight, Makoa,” she whispered. 
 
    “Goodnight, Mother. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you far more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Koa sat on his bedroll the next morning, head propped up on one arm, watching Avina prepare for the day. He had a smile on his face, a smile with so much behind it that it felt like it’d been chiseled on. 
 
    Horny had nestled up against Koa at some point during the night, for once acting like the relatively cute and juvenile animal that he was. He reached a hand down to pet his wings and felt Horny stir under his palm, becoming just lucid enough to quickly nip his finger. Koa made a noise and heard his mother laugh as he looked back her way. 
 
    “Good morning, Koa,” she said, speaking into the mirror. 
 
    “Morning.” He sat up, half wishing he’d gotten a few more moments of simply watching her. 
 
    “How did you sleep?”  
 
    “I slept well. Surprisingly well, especially after…” 
 
    He didn’t say. He actually wasn’t sure how to even phrase it. All of the terms that came to mind sounded so crude and basic, so much less than what his own experience of the moment had been. 
 
    “Makoa.” Avina stopped adjusting her circlet and looked at him more seriously, still holding his gaze across the mirror’s reflections. “I was drunk last night.” 
 
    “So was I.” 
 
    “Drunk and in a very strange mood after that ridiculous play.” She turned around, smiling in a way that made every word seem extra gentle. “It’s not something that we should speak about. Ever.” 
 
    “We’re speaking about it right now,” he said, drawing himself up to standing. 
 
    “In public,” she said. “We’re in a tent where anything could be overheard from outside.” 
 
    She did turn around then, which Koa hadn’t been expecting. She came right up to him, smiling with eyes that stared with such intensity it was as though she was seeing him twice. 
 
    “If you want to talk more about this once we’re back at the castle, I… suppose we could.” She took his hand, touching his knuckles. “I will always listen to you.” 
 
    He was still in just his underwear and he felt himself getting hard. The casual way Avina looked everywhere except down at his increasingly obvious bulge had the opposite of the likely intended effect, stiffening under an imagined stare. 
 
    “I would like to have that conversation with you, Mother,” said Koa. 
 
    “Good.” Avina smiled and patted his chest… and then his stomach, hand toying with the idea of going further down. “You should put some clothes on.” 
 
    “Why?” He grinned and hooked a thumb toward the tent flap. “Is this not enough for walking through camp?” 
 
    “Wear those black and red pants that you have,” said Avina. “The tight ones. They look good on you.” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “I need to find Reese and Mav. If you see Petra, can you tell her to come to me immediately?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “And Koa?” 
 
    He paused midway through pulling clothes out of his traveling bag. “What is it?” 
 
    “Don’t cause any scandals.” 
 
    He almost laughed before realizing she was not joking in the slightest. Instead, he gave her a slow nod, accepting good advice at face value. 
 
    In the end, he did go with the black and red pants, a dark gray undershirt and his favorite jacket. He considered bringing Horny for a walk around the camp, but the animal seemed very much content to sleep in on his bedroll. Koa’s step felt light as he made his way outside, the sun perfect and warm overhead.  
 
    It was only as he glanced back at his mother’s field tent that the true gravity of her last words to him really began to echo. Anyone could have overheard them last night. By the bone, he wouldn’t have been surprised if the lantern hadn’t pasted their silhouettes up against the tent’s canvas in a way that revealed the lurid details of what they’d done. 
 
     His mother’s calm over the incident almost stole from his own composure. He couldn’t say that either one of them had been the sole instigator, given how the events had played out. It would have almost been simpler if she’d been hesitant, if she’d denied what they’d done, insisted on morality. 
 
    She’s accepted the fact that I see her as both a mother and a woman, he thought. Perhaps more than I have. 
 
    The issue there was that, in Koa’s experience, women could be exceptionally dangerous when it came to matters of the heart. He still remembered his first romantic affair, Katlyn Willis, and the ups and the downs, the crushing despair when it came apart at the seams. 
 
    He doubted that his mother would ever crush him under heel, but gods, that was only one common outcome when emotions burned hot. She could just as easily use his desire for her as a tool, a possibility which was made more dangerous by the way part of him seemed to long for it. 
 
    The secret, the potential scandal, held its own power. She was Harvestglade’s underqueen, and while she was more outwardly reputation-conscious than he was, the effects of reputation mattered less for her overall. She wasn’t about to lose any opportunities over an illicit rumor, whereas he could lose everything. 
 
    And then there was Ruby. Gods, he hadn’t even thought about Ruby the previous night. He imagined how she’d react if she found out he’d sought comfort not just from another woman, but his own mother, during his time away. Picturing her face, her fury, seemed to make all of the guilt and shame horribly real. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that it seemed incredibly foolhardy to try to have simultaneous secret romances with his mother and her handmaiden… and her esper. Something would have to give. Perhaps there was a balance to be found, but until he found it, he needed to embody restraint. 
 
    He glanced around the camp, absently wondering where Petra was anyway. He hadn’t seen her for most of the previous night, and it didn’t seem as though his mother had a solid idea of her whereabouts either. He was still looking for her when another familiar face ran up. 
 
    “Hetrix,” he called with a wave. “How do you fair this morning?” 
 
    “I saw it!” Hetrix clamped a hand down on Koa’s shoulder and leaned in for a barrage of hissed words. “The vestalix came to me early this morning! Makoa, I need your help! We must go after it.” 
 
    “To what end, exactly?” he asked. “This is a hunt, is it not?” 
 
    “You’ll understand once you see it,” said Hetrix. “This is not a monster we’re dealing with, at least not in the traditional sense. It’s… majestic.” 
 
    Koa grabbed a link of sausage from a nearby campfire and jogged alongside Hetrix, stealing breaths in between bites. Nobody seemed to pick up on the urgency in their steps as they hurried through the outskirts of the camp and off into the trees. 
 
    Hetrix looked around as they split off from one of the many narrow paths running through the near section of the Inner Forest. He led Koa to the left and then back to the right, and then in what felt like a complete circle. 
 
    “Are you entirely sure that we’re looking in the right direction?” he asked. 
 
    Or that you even saw it in the first place… 
 
    “Just trust me!” snapped Hetrix. “It came right up to the edge of my campsite. I didn’t just see it, I…” 
 
    He trailed off as a tree branch suddenly slid downward in front of him, moving against the wind to block their way. Koa spun around, but a similar phenomenon was underway behind him, branches and bushes shifting and leaning just so to force them in a particular direction. 
 
    At the end of the newly formed path stood a figure that looked like nothing so much as a cross between a person and a tree. He was reminded of the dustwalker, the way it presented itself aesthetically, familiar in outline, foreign in detail. 
 
    The vestalix’s head and forelimbs were the rough texture of bark and shoots of green weeds grew from the top of its head in imitation of hair. Vines protruded from its back and shoulders, falling in cloak-like fashion behind it. All of the greenery surrounding the monster seemed to lean toward it, a surrender of attention not unlike the way all eyes drifted in his mother’s direction when she held audience in Harvestglade’s court. 
 
    Is this monster a king in its own right? 
 
    In truth, Koa felt an overwhelming urge to commit the monster to his sketchbook, though it was far from the time or the place. There was an ethereal, impossible quality to it that left him wanting to commit to more than just his own memory. 
 
    “Hetrix,” he whispered. “Did you have a plan in mind for whence we actually found this entity?” 
 
    “Stand still,” said Hetrix. “I think it’ll try to communicate with me again if we just stay relaxed and give it some time.” 
 
    Koa heard a rustling noise underfoot as a pair of bramble vines began wrapping around his ankles. He could feel the sharp spines against his calves, just above the tops of his boots and while he might have been able to yank himself free, he suspected it would be painful. 
 
    The vestalix took several steps forward, moving with the grace of windblown branches. Koa couldn’t make out a face or eyes within the bark of its head, but it still oriented itself toward them as though it could see them clearly. 
 
    The vines hanging from the vestalix suddenly rose and extended outward, flaring into a display that might have been intended to intimidate or unnerve. Which, Koa had to admit, was about how it landed. He was fairly certain that even if he tried to attack with his dagger or cane or did anything short of desperately opening a rift, the monster would easily be able to kill both him and Hetrix. 
 
    “It’s all right!” said Hetrix. “We aren’t going to attack you. Right, Koa?” 
 
    “I… suppose not,” he replied. 
 
    Gods, it really would have been so much simpler were they both committed to the hunt, disregarding the current dangers of their circumstances. The prize for bringing the vestalix’s head would solve almost all of Koa’s problems, from Harvestglade’s debts to propelling him forward on his own journey toward becoming heralder king. 
 
    He subdued his inner conflict and watched as the vestalix brought its vine tendrils forward, using one of them to prod Hetrix in the face and neck. He stayed remarkably calm even as one of the tendrils encircled his neck. 
 
    “You’re intelligent,” whispered Hetrix. “I can sense it. You aren’t a monster to be hunted.” 
 
    “A shame that’s exactly what we’re here to do.” A new voice as familiar as it was unwelcome sounded from the forest to their right. Koa snapped his attention in that direction, spotting the ambient flames of Harriston’s esper Rathos before identifying the prince himself. 
 
    “No!” shouted Hetrix. “Harriston! Stay back, you don’t…” 
 
    His words trailed off as the vine around his neck tightened to choke him. Koa felt a vine slithering around his chest, moving toward a similar position, though he suspected Harriston would have ignored him even if he’d mounted his own protest. 
 
    He couldn’t blame the prince of the Puzzle Islands as he waved a hand at his esper, directing it forward. Rathos turned his palm upright, gathering a vivid flame which he flung forward into a long, burning lash attack. 
 
    The vestalix shifted focus entirely, pulling its vines back from Koa and Hetrix and flinging itself out of the way of the esper’s fire burst. Hetrix, throat unobstructed, began shouting for calm in a tone of voice that didn’t help matters. Koa took out his dagger and raised his cane, uncertain as to what to do or who his enemy even was under the circumstances. 
 
    “Run along, Sabantian!” snapped Harriston, pushing him roughly as he moved by him. “This part of the hunt doesn’t concern you.”  
 
    Harriston gave a signal to Rathos and the esper unleashed another lash of fire. The vestalix wasn’t able to get itself entirely out of the way and fell to the ground with the side of one of its legs smoldering.  
 
    It was the way the monster fell that tipped the balance for Prince Makoa. It arched its back in agony and seemed to look back at them all, confused and angry and hurt. It was such a human reaction, mired in sensitivity and emotion. Koa couldn’t stand back and watch while his least favorite rival killed a creature that had those sorts of reactions and took its head. 
 
    “Harriston!” he shouted. “Look out!” 
 
    Harriston swung his gaze to the side, where some of the vestalix’s tendrils were winding up a nearby tree. There was nothing there, but Koa’s warning forced Harriston to turn in a manner quite unsuited to dodging a cane strike to the head. Harriston sank like a bag of sod. 
 
    Rathos was still busy with the monster, but he clearly sensed his master’s distress through the bond. Koa put far less faith in the value of his trusty cane against the esper, but there was one other weapon that might be better suited to suffocating flames.  
 
    A quick glance was enough to confirm that Hetrix was also unconscious — or possibly dead. Hopefully not dead. Koa slashed open his pocket realm and stared into the face of the monster occupying it. 
 
    “I could use your help,” he said, surprised at how bitter the words tasted. 
 
    The dustwalker furrowed Brin’s brow, shrugging in Brin’s style, full arm to the side. “And what, if anything, would I stand to gain this time?” 
 
    There was no time, not to discuss terms or say another damn word. Koa had to dive sideways to avoid a lash of fire sent his way by Rathos. The esper did not seem to appreciate the doming he’d given Harriston, but at the very least, the attack shifted its attention away from the direction of the rift. 
 
    Koa had already set the rift’s flow to neutral. He’d given the dustwalker permission and everything hinged on the monster’s decision. It felt unfair to be placing any amount of trust in a mockery of his old friend, a true destructive, unpredictable force. Unfair, and perhaps a bit naïve. 
 
    But… it seemed to work. The dustwalker flowed at the vestalix in a stream of sand, slamming into it in a manner that incidentally smothered the flames while knocking it over at a hard angle. It turned its attention toward Rathos next, dripping with easy confidence. The esper threw a powerful punch, but the dustwalker dodged and countered, flinging Rathos into a tree. 
 
     A groan came from Harriston’s limp form. Rathos flung a wall of flames at the dustwalker, that while ineffective, gave him room to hop over and stoop down next to his master. The esper fled the scene of the battle. When Koa looked back toward the vestalix, the monster was already gone, save for a few bits of bark from its body. 
 
    He turned around, staring at the dustwalker. Its face shifted back into detail, mimicking Brin on command in a manner that was as unsettling as it was manipulative. 
 
    “I did your favor,” said the dustwalker, holding up a single finger defensively. 
 
    Koa began reopening the rift with a heavy inward flow. He felt an odd tickling sensation in his pocket and realized he still had the glass leaf his mother had given him, and it was apparently glowing. 
 
    “One favor doesn’t make up for the innocents you’ve killed,” said Koa. 
 
    The dustwalker’s body began flowing through the air as though blown by a strong backwind. Brin’s face contorted with despair, but the monster didn’t attack. It balled its fists in that empty, impotent, almost childish way that doesn’t even reach the level of a true threat. 
 
    “Kill me,” growled the dustwalker. “Don’t imprison me. Please. Just kill me instead.” 
 
    The plea was so vivid in its voice that Koa couldn’t hold the monster’s gaze. He’d seen the inside of the pocket realm. Sensory deprivation, combined with a dissonant mix of infinite openness and claustrophobic emptiness.  
 
    It’s a monster, he thought. What do you care for its comfort? 
 
    “No!” cried the dustwalker. “Koa, please! I would rather die than go back!” 
 
    It wasn’t Brin’s voice that broke Koa’s resolve. It was the ultimatum itself, so very much like the stubborn way his old friend would get on certain matters. And, more often than not, it was Koa who’d always gotten his way. The powerful prince and his commoner friend. Had he ever really done Brin a true favor that matched the purity of their friendship? 
 
    “Get out of my sight.”  
 
    Koa snapped the rift close. The dustwalker had fallen to its knees, perhaps from the flow or perhaps in commitment to its plea. 
 
    “I will,” it said, slowly rising to its feet. 
 
    “If you kill anyone or destroy a town or make a nuisance of yourself in any way, I’ll come for you. I’ll throw you into a rift and never look back!” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    It felt like the wrong choice twice over, but then Koa looked into Brin’s eyes again, and it was the only choice. He waved a hand through the air and turned his head away. 
 
    “Go!” he shouted. 
 
    The monster went, disappearing into the trees with bits of sand trailing in its wake. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Avina had begun to long for her castle. The pace of the great hunt, the camping, had felt quaint for a time, but that novelty was beginning to wear off. She suspected it was in no small part due to the mess that sharing a tent with Koa’s had created. 
 
    She sighed and fought off a guilty but honest smile. Calling it a mess wasn’t quite accurate — the negativity of the word didn’t match with what her heart felt, even if she would have to clean things up. She wished she could blame the contributing factors with more certainty, the wine, the minstrel show, Koa’s energetic nature as a healthy young man. 
 
    An underqueen’s role is to take responsibility even when it isn’t convenient. 
 
    One of her mother’s old sayings. It wasn’t a stretch to identify how much of the previous night was her own fault. Avina wasn’t used to feeling ashamed of herself, the general sense of having overstepped or done something wrong. What she was used to, however, was keeping secrets, and it would be far easier to put a cover on the illicit chapter if she could bring her son and her retinue home. 
 
    Gods, she loved him. That was both the worst part and the best part. She still felt excited in that horribly shameful and wrong way when she thought of the way he’d gotten hard for her, the awed look on his face as she’d started touching him, like he’d gotten the exact present he’d asked for on his naming day. 
 
    Avina closed and opened her hand, trying to dispel the memory and only reminding herself of how girthy his cock had felt within her fingers. He’d been so excited, so ready for her to touch him that it was clear that he’d thought about it before. Thinking about him thinking about her in such ways only dragged her deeper under the waves, unnerved her by how deep they could go if they really wanted to. 
 
    Is the sin lessened from the fact that I share it with my son, or is it made greater? 
 
    And then there was Petra. Avina had to resist the urge to fume at her esper and place an unfair amount of blame on her. Petra had been absent last night, allowing her and Koa the privacy to get themselves into trouble. Petra’s emotions had primed Avina to see Koa differently over time. In a very real sense, the esper’s attraction was corrupting her view of her son. 
 
    Avina found her esper on the edge of the Harvestglade congregation’s campsite. Petra didn’t immediately look her way as she walked over, but there was a level of uncertainty projected through the bond that made the lapse in attention feel justified. 
 
    “Petra?” she said. 
 
    “Ah.” Petra shook her head and smiled. “Sorry. I know my absence bothers you. I have been pursuing the answer to a question that we never found.” 
 
    “This is where you were last night?” 
 
    “Yes.” Petra’s smile took on a mischievous edge. “Though I also wished to give you and Makoa some bonding time.” 
 
    “Bonding time?” snapped Avina. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Petra held her hands up in mock defense. “Just that I thought it might be good for you to have a night together with him. He is good company.” 
 
    Avina sighed, unable to stay mad at her esper for any real length of time. “True enough. Though that begs the question of where you’ve been in your absence.” 
 
    “Watching the watcher,” said Petra. “Verity.” 
 
    She nodded toward the far side of the Harvestglade encampment where the dark-haired servant was casually walking in the direction of the road up to Asterius. 
 
    “Did you discover who she’s working for?” asked Avina. “Assuming she is still performing her duties as a spy. She’s been so quiet that part of me hoped that she’d had a change of heart.” 
 
    “All good spies are quiet,” said Petra. “Come. If we keep our distance, you may have a chance at the same revelation I was provided.” 
 
    They tailed Verity as she made her way along the meandering road that led up the hill into town. There was no real way to remain hidden as they moved, but the simple act of walking up to Asterius wasn’t at all suspicious for an underqueen and her esper. 
 
    Petra touched Avina’s arm as they entered the town proper, motioning with her head in the direction that Verity had slipped off to. Together, they cut through an alleyway, across a communal backyard with numerous clothing lines, stopping at the fence that encircled the inn’s outdoor tables.  
 
    Verity was scaling the back of the building, climbing up to the rooms on the second floor. Avina didn’t need to guess at the occupant of the room that lay behind the window she slipped open and disappeared into — she’d been in it herself, after all. 
 
    “That’s the king’s room,” she said. “Verity serves either Kendall or Thunderclaw.” 
 
    “The question of why she enters through the window also serves as an answer as to which,” said Petra. “She would not need to sneak to meet with Thunderclaw. I suspect she knows of how the esper has usurped the king’s power and wishes to still meet with her lordship privately.” 
 
    It made sense, but it also raised more questions. Why would King Kendall wish to spy on her? The obvious answer was simple enough. Her mother had passed away, and perhaps Kendall felt he needed to play catch up in gaining information on his newest underqueen. 
 
    But it was hard to imagine that the addled king she’d barely been able to converse with could harbor that level of foresight. It was possible that his condition was a recent change, perhaps even the effect of active poisoning. It was also possible that his degree of lucidity varied by the day, the hour, even. She’d seen elders whose age-related confusion manifested in a similar way. 
 
    What if Thunderclaw intentionally picked one of his addled episodes to have you meet with him? What if the esper is afraid of what you’d speak to the king about while he was lucid? 
 
    “Gods,” muttered Avina. “I don’t understand what’s going on or what I should do.” 
 
    “How about we begin with what we have control over?” suggested Petra. 
 
    They returned to Harvestglade’s campsite, and Avina waited patiently for Verity to arrive back. She had Petra bring the spy to her as soon as she did. They sat face to face in her tent. Avina said nothing, wondering if she might induce a confession simply through silence. No such luck. 
 
    “How is the king?” asked Avina. 
 
    Verity took a deep breath and exhaled through her nose. “…The king is within his legal rights to speak with anyone he chooses.” 
 
    “To spy on anyone he chooses, as well,” said Avina.  
 
    Verity blinked and gave a small shrug that made her seem much younger, or perhaps right on her age. “I’ll leave your service if you wish it, milady.” 
 
    Avina would have been lying to say she hadn’t considered it, but no. There was no advantage in dismissing Verity and at least a small advantage in keeping her near enough to keep an eye on. 
 
    “I need to know how much agency the king has,” she said. “When I spoke to him, he was not… present, in his faculties.” 
 
    Verity was silent for a while and when she spoke, it was to the floor rather than her queen. “…He often is like that, as of late. He’s lived a long life, but I still do… sometimes wonder.” 
 
    “There are poisons that can render a man addled in similar ways.” 
 
    “I know, and I’ve tried in the past to get a sense if that might be the case,” said Verity. “It’s difficult, if not impossible. The king’s order specified that I report only to him, and there are some close to him with mixed interests.” 
 
    “Will you tell me where his interest lay?” asked Avina. “What are his foremost concerns in regard to the kingdom? What threats does he fear?” 
 
    Verity gave a small shake of her head. “I can’t speak to his requests and feelings directly. I am sorry, Your Highness. You must understand…” 
 
    “I do.” Avina smiled, seeing the young spy clearly and liking her impression. “You saved Koa’s life and have served him faithfully in the time since. I see no value in punishing you for refusing to forsake your oaths.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She stood up and poured them each a glass of wine. Verity looked at hers hesitantly, and then back at Avina, perhaps waiting for the underqueen to take the first drink. Avina purposely held off, curious to see if her extension of trust toward the spy was reciprocated. 
 
    “Where is Koa, anyway?” asked Verity. She took a deep sip, holding Avina’s gaze. 
 
    “How about you make finding him your next task?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Koa helped Hetrix back to the main campsite, reassuring him several times along the way that the vestalix had escaped, as far as he could see. From the way the other princes were hurrying around, preparing their weapons or bags or horses, it was clear enough that word of the encounter had spread ahead of them. 
 
    “Prince Koa,” said Verity, running up. “There was word of an attack by the vestalix in the forest. Were you injured?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” he said. “Hetrix suffered some minor injuries.” 
 
    “We have to tell them!” said Hetrix. “It’s not a monster to be hunted! You know this as well as I do, Makoa.” 
 
    “They aren’t going to care,” said Koa. “If we want to affect how this shakes out, we need to find it first.” 
 
    Horny was trailing after Verity, for whatever reason. Koa scowled at the tiny beast, though he was aware he couldn’t keep its existence secret from the broader world forever. Hetrix furrowed his brow and stooped low as the winged hookhorn began sniffing around their feet. 
 
    “What… is this creature?” he muttered. “Are those wings on his back?” 
 
    Koa was about to answer when a long whistle came from the center of the camp. Thunderclaw was in the process of gathering the princes. Koa essentially knew what the king’s esper would presently be announcing, but he glanced at Hetrix and slowly made his way over, regardless. 
 
    Was there a way to save the vestalix? Just as importantly, why did he care so much whether or not the monster harbored some degree of intelligence? 
 
    He wondered if some part of it simply had to do with how much he related to Hetrix. The so-called demi prince struggled through life under the exact same handicaps, ostracized and esper-less. The idea of sparing a majestic and sentient creature was valid in its own right, but Koa doubted he would have ever slowed down enough to care without placing so much early trust in his new friend. 
 
    “We have sighted our quarry!” shouted Thunderclaw. “The hunt’s penultimate stage is now upon us. On the king’s behalf, I shall lead the assembled hunters to encircle and subdue the monster. Regrettably, the king himself is in no mood for such games, but he has appointed a prince as standard bearer in his stead. Prince Hetrix, of Cloister Andrenia, if you would bring yourself and your mount forward.” 
 
    Koa’s reaction was one of surprise. Hetrix looked as though a pot of gold had fallen out of the sky in front of him. He opened his mouth, closed it, and glanced at Koa with a small, confused shrug. 
 
    “Prince Hetrix,” said Thunderclaw, his voice commanding. 
 
    Hetrix rushed forward to stand next to the esper as though he’d been waiting his entire life for that moment. And… perhaps he had. As Koa turned the scenario over, the likelihood of Thunderclaw striking the vestalix down with his magic was higher than any other. Hetrix would be there when the killing blow was struck and likely share in the moment of glory. 
 
    How quickly we abandon our ideals with gains in sight. 
 
    Horny nudged Koa’s foot, sniffing audibly. The hookhorn got its nose into the edge of Koa’s boot, mouth noises intensifying. Koa reached down to pull the animal back and found that it had a tiny piece of bark in its mouth when he did. 
 
    It devoured it like a dog might and then began sniffing the air, head swiveling to search for something deeper within the trees. Koa furrowed his brow as the animal began walking away from him. 
 
    “You can smell it, can’t you?” he whispered. “You want more.” 
 
    He scooped Horny up before the animal could break into a proper run. “Hold that thought, little guy. Let me grab my stuff.” 
 
    He found his mother, Petra, and Verity back at the tent, but there was no time to explain. He smiled at Petra, nodded to Verity, and kissed his mother on the cheek. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon!” He snatched up what he needed and set Horny down in motion, following after the little hookhorn as it immediately recaptured the vestalix’s scent. 
 
    “Be safe,” called Avina. 
 
    The first snag Koa ran into was… a literal snag as a tree branch improbably caught on one of the loose buttonholes of his shirt. Horny had a far easier time navigating the forest’s tangle than he did and no real obligation to lead Koa down traversable routes. 
 
    He shouted for the animal to wait for him, but the most it seemed capable of was slowing to a walking pace while sniffing with purpose. He took his dagger out and managed to at least push things out of his way more effectively with its flat. 
 
    The Inner Forest was just as dense and dark as he remembered, and even though it was around midday, Koa soon fell back on the glow lamp Hetrix had lent him. He’d, of course, forgotten to feed the glow bugs within it, but after a small offering of leaves they seemed to recover their spark. 
 
    Horny fell into a rhythm of running ahead and then waited for him to catch up while making small, impatient growling noises. The quiet of the forest gave him time to consider once more what he was going to do with the animal. He supposed the most obvious choice would be to simply wait for the hookhorn to learn to fly and then send it back to its home realm. 
 
    I suppose it won’t be up to me once it does learn to fly. It’s not like I could effectively chase after it if it ran away. 
 
    Their path opened up significantly as they reached an older section of forest where each tree was nearly as wide across as he was tall. He could only guess that the roots underneath held a monopoly on access to the soil, while the towering trees and their branches kept a similar grip on the available light. 
 
    Horse hoofs sounded in the distance just as Horny seemed to pick up the vestalix’s trail once more. Koa followed while glancing in the direction of the noise as it grew louder and louder. 
 
    “Prince Koa!” Harriston’s voice, loud and obnoxious, was unmistakable. “I believe we have unfinished business.” 
 
    The prince of the Puzzle Islands had a bandage wrapped around his head approximately level with where Koa had recently struck him. In truth, he was surprised to see Harriston up and about, conscious at all, really.  
 
    “I would think the hunt takes priority over whatever petty squabble you have with me, Harriston.” Koa took a step back, noting both the fact that Harriston had a drawn sword and hadn’t dismounted. Even in the trees, it would practically be leisurely for a mounted opponent to run him down, with his bag and the hookhorn to concern himself with. 
 
    “My priorities are ever in flux.” Harriston bared his teeth. “After this, I’ll seek out the demi prince. Am I truly to understand that the king would favor him with the honor of bearing the royal standard? The bitter scent of conspiracy is thick in the air.” 
 
    “Paranoia and jealousy have always been bedfellows, but you may have a point,” said Koa. “Why not seek him out first?” 
 
    “I am a prince,” said Harriston. “I’ve long since learned to juggle my tasks.” 
 
    He dismounted, which was a small relief, as was the fact that Koa couldn’t yet see Rathos nearby. The sensation was short lived as Harriston took another step forward and the fact that Koa had opted not to bring his sword in order to move more easily through the trees revealed its singular major downside. 
 
    Captain Lauric had once warned him off the prospect of dueling Harriston. Dueling the other prince sans sword seemed like stacking such high disadvantages as to put a conventional victory completely out of reach. But… he didn’t have to fight conventionally. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this, Harriston?” he called. “There are other ways for us to come to an understanding that don’t involve violence.” 
 
    “You hit me in the head,” said Harriston, with a dark grin. “It’s my turn to hit you back.” 
 
    He raised the tip of his sword and started forward. Koa brought his cane up into a loose guard position, curious as to whether it would survive a single touch of contact with what was probably a razor-sharp blade. 
 
    Does it have to? Open a rift. Wave goodbye to Harriston and what may well be your greatest rival. 
 
    He could imagine his mother’s face if he did it, even in self-defense. Surprisingly, it wasn’t one of outright disappointment. She would understand, forgive him, even. Koa was forced to confront the fact that it wasn’t just her opinion staying his hand — his own idea of himself, the lines he drew in the sand, were also in the balance. 
 
    “You don’t even have a sword with you, do you?” called Harriston. “No esper. No sword. Gods, Sabantian. Are you expecting life to simply drop victory into your open palm?” 
 
    There are other ways to fight a man beyond swords and magic. 
 
    “It dropped your sister onto my cock,” said Koa. “Though I suppose you’re right. The true victory will be when I pump a little bastard into her to leave your family with something to remember me by.” 
 
    Harriston let out a furious roar and Koa circled around him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    “I could go after him, if you wished,” said Verity. “Your Highness?” 
 
    Avina set her chin on her hand, watching Koa hurry off. Her cheek still felt warm where he’d kissed her. In truth, she found herself wishing that she could go after him, join in the excitement and freeform chaos of the hunt. Spend the day away from political considerations and intrigue, and the night tucked into a tent just ever so slightly too small for a pair of adult bodies. 
 
    “It is not a bad idea,” said Petra. “There are those who clearly wish Prince Makoa harm, some who will also be out there with him and better equipped.” 
 
    “I… honestly don’t know,” said Avina. “I want to help him, but there are some battles he needs to learn to fight on his own.” 
 
    Petra arched a brow, and even without the sense of the esper Avina took from the bond, she suspected she would have known what the other woman was thinking. 
 
    Even if it means fighting dirty? 
 
    She wondered if she was truly ready for Koa to begin drawing his own lines, defining his own limits of behavior and morality. The effect would ripple through his every decision, into his desires, even if he decided to begin acting with a hot head. The thought scared her as much as it thrilled her. He was his own man, but she was still his mother. Where was the line? 
 
    “It seems as though the matter has been decided for us.” Petra nudged Avina, nodding in the direction of Thunderclaw, who was headed their way. The esper’s eyes were locked directly on Verity, and Avina’s heart skipped a beat as she considered what that meant. 
 
    “Were you seen when you spoke with the king?” asked Avina. 
 
    “A servant brought him tea,” muttered Verity. “He didn’t react to my presence, but I still should have known better.” 
 
    The king’s esper slowed to a saunter, smiling in a manner that exposed a set of bestial fangs. “Underqueen Avina. Lady Petra. How are you both on this substantial afternoon?” 
 
    “We’re well, Thunderclaw.” Avina was not about to adopt the esper’s apparent habit of addressing other espers as lord and ladies, if only to avoid the slightest concession. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    “A word with your servant,” he said, still staring at Verity. 
 
    “About what?” asked Avina. 
 
    “I’m afraid that is between her and the king,” said Thunderclaw. 
 
    Avina glanced at Verity and was more than a little surprised to see an edge of fear in the young woman’s expression. She seemed so capable, that it was easy to forget that she was no older than Koa, fresh and vulnerable despite the responsibility on her shoulders. 
 
    “So be it,” said Avina. “I would go with her, of course. Verity is privy to much of my dealings, to the point where I wouldn’t be comfortable allowing her to represent me alone.” 
 
    “She is representing herself, not you, and she will come alone,” said Thunderclaw. 
 
    There was that depth to the esper’s voice that Avina had only before heard from the king himself and, at times, her mother. It wasn’t the demand itself that shook her, but how clearly it confirmed what she and the other underqueens had suspected. Thunderclaw might not wear the crown or sit on the throne, but he held the power. 
 
    “Espers do not give orders to queens,” said Petra. She stepped forward, not putting herself directly in between Avina and Thunderclaw, but near enough. 
 
    “Ah, but this particular command comes from the king, not an esper.” A smile broadened Thunderclaw’s face. “Do you not occasionally carry forth the will of your own liege, Lady Petra?” 
 
    “I would never fault a petitioner for seeking confirmation on a particular request,” said Petra. 
 
    “You will have your confirmation whence the king finds time within his schedule to provide it to you,” said Thunderclaw, voice slow and stiff. “Until then, you will simply obey.” 
 
    Petra sucked in a tiny breath, her body tensing under invisible strain. Avina felt a familiar rush of tension through the bond that always accompanied an esper skirmish. She tried to hide her distress, though there was no one to pretend for anymore, with Thunderclaw playing his hand so aggressively. 
 
    The silence of the moment that followed was deafening. Avina couldn’t decide whether she wished she could see the nature of the skirmish itself, or whether seeing the imbalance of power might only make the experience that much more harrowing. 
 
    Petra. You were on death’s doorstep after you last went up against Thunderclaw. Will you even survive a second confrontation? 
 
    Verity kept glancing at Avina, one hand resting against her skirts as though she had a hidden weapon underneath it. Avina gave the smallest shake of her head. Even assuming Verity could attack the esper, injure him or even just break his concentration, it would likely change nothing. Thunderclaw was simply too powerful for even the three of them to handle together. 
 
    “I’m not interrupting, am I?” Underqueen Esanor’s voice came from directly behind them, loud but light. She smiled at Avina as she strode up with her esper, Vasterlane, at her side. Petra sucked in a breath as though she’d just come up for air after a long dive. 
 
    “Not at all,” said Avina. “I… was just in the middle of explaining to Thunderclaw how unfortunate it was that I couldn’t immediately meet his request.” 
 
    “The king’s request,” emphasized the golden esper, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “It just so happens that I was also on my way to speak with the king,” said Esanor. “Why don’t we all go together?” 
 
    There was no obvious hint of implication in her voice, but there didn’t need to be. Vasterlane had moved to stand next to Petra, who was still breathing heavily but recovering her poise by the second. Thunderclaw might well have still stood a reasonable chance in a skirmish against both espers, but Avina doubted it would be a simple feat, one he could manage without lowering his concentration in their realm. 
 
    “The king specified exactly what he wished,” said Thunderclaw. “He will be most displeased with any delays in regard to his agenda.” 
 
    “The king is welcome to impart his agenda to his underqueens directly, Thunderclaw.” Esanor touched Avina’s arm and smiled. “We are his consorts, after all.” 
 
    Strong queens and a weak king, thought Avina. I am beginning to see the logic in this balance. 
 
    Thunderclaw took a rumbling breath and slowly, angrily, nodded. He stared pensively into the distance for a moment, and then turned and walked away. Avina’s heart didn’t stop racing until the esper was entirely out of view. Esanor let out a small, indulgent chuckle. 
 
    “He is far more dangerous than he looks, but it’s almost comical how inelegantly he plays his cards,” said Esanor. “What was it that he wanted from you?” 
 
    Avina purposely avoided looking toward Verity. “He had questions for me that I would prefer remained unanswered at this time.” 
 
    Gods, she was getting sick of all the layers to the intrigue, but they existed whether she liked them or not. She couldn’t admit to Esanor that Thunderclaw wanted to question if not eliminate Verity without also explaining away the esper’s interest. Even someone else’s spy could prove valuable to keep as a secret. 
 
    “We support each other as much out of necessity as tradition,” said Esanor. “Were it not the case, we might as well each cede our queendoms to whoever truly is in power atop the Ostean throne.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand that more clearly now,” said Avina. 
 
    “Good. Your mother was the one who helped me learn that particular lesson, as it happens. She was a good woman. Stronger than she seemed.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand that as well,” said Avina. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    The trees were the only thing keeping Koa alive, giving him anything resembling the tiniest ounce of a chance. The unfortunate truth, a historical truth, a military truth, a traveling truth, is that swords are quite effective at killing people. 
 
    Harriston had one and Koa didn’t. He took a step back as Harriston slashed at him again, dodging behind the thick bulwark of a tree trunk. Koa found himself thinking about swords as though he’d always despised them, his mind revising his own taste in weapons as it came to terms with approaching death. 
 
    “Stand still!” barked Harriston. “Fight me like a man!” 
 
    “Set your blade aside and we can settle this like men,” said Koa. 
 
    “Rathos! Hold him in place!” 
 
    The fire elemental esper lurched forward, having mostly just watched with intimidating posture up until that point. Koa shook his cane as menacingly as he could manage, a couple of impotent swings that made faint whooshing noises through the air. 
 
    “Sending your esper to do your dirty work!” he snapped. “That speaks volumes about what kind of prince you are.” 
 
    “You don’t even have an esper, Sabantian!” shouted Harriston. “Why should I care about your opinion on how I use mine?” 
 
    Koa honestly would have said anything to get him to call Rathos back, but it was more about positioning than principal. He needed them both close together to use a rift to end the fight effectively. If he only pulled in Harriston, Rathos would roast him with a fireball. Only Rathos, and Harriston would react to the danger and likely flee the fight. 
 
    “My opinion is no different from the common consensus,” called Koa. “Your esper is all that makes you relevant. Well, your esper and your mother, I suppose.” 
 
    The assumption that the topic of their mothers might be a shared weak point proved sage. Harriston bared his teeth and waved a hand at the esper. 
 
    “Hold, Rathos,” said Harriston. “I’ll skewer this fool myself. Though, I have half a mind to simply leave him alive. It would be satisfying to watch him suffer as I become king and gain his mother’s cunt for my personal usage.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to contain such scenarios to the limits of your own imagination.” Koa smiled. As distasteful as he found Harriston’s threats of sexual violence against his mother, it made it far easier to justify what he was about to do. He took another step to the right, putting Harriston and Rathos on a line together, though still too spread apart. 
 
    The prince of the Puzzle Islands came at him with fury, swinging his sword with killing intent. Koa dodged with the energy of a truly terrified man and was not ashamed to admit it to himself. Few things are more terrifying than the point and edge of a sword wielded with skill and commitment.  
 
    He slipped on a root and Harriston seized the opening, twirling into a savage backswing. Koa tried to ease himself out of the way, midriff bending desperately like a stretched bow. The sword cut at thigh level, slicing into his pants, and then… bounced off.  
 
    Koa’s momentum sent him to the ground, but he recovered with a roll, brushing a spider from his hair as he stood. The glass leaf his mother had given him was poking out of his pocket. He pulled it out, aware that it had just saved his life, but more aware that it… appeared to be glowing. A bright, distinct teal light was emanating from its core, as though he’d held a candle close behind it. 
 
     “What is that?” shouted Harriston. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough.” Koa waved the leaf in a dramatic pattern through the air, face serious and grim. If he could bluff Harriston into thinking that he could actually do something with it, he might not have to resort to using a rift after all. 
 
    He also tried drawing his focus toward the leaf similarly to how he opened the rifts, curious as to whether he might be able to harness it into a weapon. It became slightly brighter and made the tips of his fingers tingle where they made contact, but nothing overly dramatic happened. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this!” Harriston roared and charged.  
 
    Koa stayed committed to his ruse with the leaf perhaps a moment longer than he should have. He tried to dodge, but knew it was already too late. 
 
    He did manage to remove himself from the blade’s trajectory, but the edge of Harriston’s crossbar grazed him across the temple. He felt himself being pushed hard during the moment he was left stunned, bouncing him into a tree which his head struck a second time. 
 
    “There it is!” laughed Harriston. “My face will be the last one you ever see, Sabantian. Rest assured, I’ll take good care of your mother. I’ll even…” 
 
    The vestalix strode out of the forest, unhurried and seemingly unconcerned by the fight. Harriston whirled around to face it. Koa had the opening and positioning he’d wanted, with Rathos and Harriston near enough to easily pull into a rift. He hesitated, suddenly curious as to why the monster had chosen to reveal itself. 
 
    “I have an abundance of luck today, it seems,” said Harriston. “I’ll handle the hunt beast first and then finish you off, Sabantian. The fates have given you another few seconds to—” 
 
    The vestalix, efficiently and unceremoniously, seized Harriston in its tendrils and flung him up through the canopy in the trees, off into the distance. From the very brief glimpse Koa witnessed of Harriston’s speed and trajectory, the young prince was not going to land anywhere nearby and would in fact be incredibly fortunate to even survive the fall. 
 
    Rathos faced the vestalix in mute horror, or perhaps simply quiet astonishment. The esper eventually turned and hurried off into the forest after its far-flung master, leaving Koa in a stare-off against the strange, bark-clad monster. 
 
    “Thank you?” he said, uncertainly. “I appreciate the intervention and can only hope that your ire was directed specifically at Harriston, rather than all princes in general. 
 
    The vestalix took a step toward Koa as he took a matching one back. He doubted he could outrun the monster if it came to it, but the idea of slipping into a rift to hide the moment out seemed feasible now that there were no influential witnesses nearby. 
 
    A flutter of movement came from a nearby bush. Horny leapt out into the open, taking long strides with his wings outstretched. Koa watched, first in disbelief, then in wincing horror, as the tiny hookhorn attacked the vestalix. It sank its tiny jaws onto the monster’s ankle, hissing with bits of froth clinging to the fur around its mouth.  
 
    The vestalix kicked outward, knocking the animal back with a chirp of pain from the hookhorn. Koa rushed forward without really thinking, putting himself in between the monster and his tiny, uncooperative pet. He was proud of the little guy for protecting him. 
 
    Was he protecting you? He might just enjoy the taste of that bark, come to think of it. 
 
    The vestalix raised its tendrils in what seemed to be a display of dominance, if not intimidation. Eerily, most of the nearby tree branches along with the grass and bushes all rose to match, as though wind were blowing from the ground up. All at once, the foliage began to rustle, and within the rustling, Koa could make out the syllables of words. 
 
    “Not… fight. Peace.” 
 
    It was as though the forest itself was speaking to him, the sound coming from all directions at once. The level of control on display was astonishing, and he slowly lowered his cane and the glass leaf. 
 
    “Peace,” he repeated. “Peace sounds good to me. In fact, it sounds perfect.” 
 
    “He… trix…” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    “Hetrix, yes,” said Koa. “He’s a good guy. Though I’m a little annoyed that his name is suddenly on everyone’s lips. He’s not that special.” 
 
    “Hetrix,” repeated the vestalix. 
 
    “You should probably be warier of him than you are of me,” said Koa. “He’s carrying the king’s standard now. He’s not going to have much choice but to kill you if he stumbles upon you with the rest of the princes at his flank.” 
 
    It was as though Koa had spoken the words into existence. The overlapping drum of horse hoofs sounded from the nearest path through the forest. Koa could even hear the demi prince’s voice, as though any more confirmation was truly needed. 
 
    “The monster is just ahead!” called Hetrix. “Ready your spears and bows.” 
 
    “Really, Hetrix?” muttered Koa. “So quick you are to abandon your convictions.” 
 
    He found it hard to blame his new friend, given the stakes, but blame him he did. A possessive and petty part of him was most annoyed over having the choice stolen from his own hands. Except… he still had that choice, at least for another few seconds. 
 
    “They’re coming for you, but I can help you escape,” said Koa.  
 
    The vestalix was already looking around with the anxious posture of prey under pursuit. 
 
    “Not… fight,” rustled the vestalix. “Peace.” 
 
    “I’m willing to give you peace, but they aren’t,” said Koa. “Stay calm.” 
 
    He took his cane and slowly cut through the air, opening a rift. The vestalix reacted predictably, immediately trying to pull away from the strange, shimmering wound hanging and glowing in midair. Koa shifted the flow hard in an inward direction, pulling the monster off its feet. 
 
    He should have expected that it would grab him on its way by. He also should have expected that Horny would be sucked along as well. The last thing Koa saw was Hetrix on horseback at the front of the hunting party and then, he was through. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Avina helped Petra into her field tent. Almost immediately after Thunderclaw’s departure, the esper had become unsteady on her feet, drained from the exertion of the skirmish even with Vasterlane’s help. 
 
    “I… apologize,” she said. “His power is… hard to adequately describe in a few words.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Petra,” said Avina. “You’ve served me well. Today, and across these past few days.” 
 
    She helped the esper into her own bed, pulling up a chair to sit next to her. Petra took her tunic off with a groan, body sweaty underneath. She took deep breaths, resting with eyes half lidded. Avina held her hand. 
 
    A gap has formed between us, she thought. A gap that serves no one. 
 
    “I agree,” whispered Petra. 
 
    Avina laughed. “I suppose a thought with that much emotion attached is something I could never keep from you.” 
 
    “We share in much. Which… can be challenging in its own way.” 
 
    They hadn’t gotten a real chance to talk about what’d happened the night before last, Petra and Koa. Or even just the previous night, Avina and Koa. It felt as though their relationships with her son were shifting on both ends, but in the same lurid direction, which made it more confusing when it should have made it less. 
 
    “I know you love Koa,” said Avina. “I know that you would never let him come to harm any more than I would…” 
 
    “But?” provided Petra. 
 
    “But…” Avina sighed, finding it so hard to be articulate on matters involving her son. “It’s wrong, Petra. He’s too young to understand, I think. Too young to see the forest for the first few trees, perhaps.” 
 
    “I think he sees the forest from a different angle than you might think.” 
 
    It spoke volumes about the trust Avina placed in her esper that her first reaction was to simply take her word for it, let the argument drop. But if she did that, there was no telling where they’d end up. How far she’d let Koa push this illicit romance, if it could even be called such, both with Petra and with her.  
 
    “However he sees the trees and the forest, it’s from a confusing angle,” said Avina. “He really has begun to think that he could one day be the heralder king. It isn’t the money or the power that’s the draw for him, Petra. It’s…” 
 
    She couldn’t even say it, and again, her esper provided for her tangled tongue. 
 
    “The tradition,” said Petra with an odd chuckle. “Access to the trees.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s not something to laugh about! I’m his mother. All of these… allowances you’ve made for him have begun to pervert his desires.” 
 
    “How would an attraction to me on Koa’s end transfer to you? It is not as though the bond links us physically, from an outside perspective. I think, with all due respect, that you may be conflating your inner emotions with Koa’s motivations.” 
 
    Another infuriatingly good point, but this one Avina could step to. “He’s learned that some lines are crossable. The knowledge itself is leading him further into wild territory. He’s lost all sense of propriety and now wants a taste of the forbidden.” 
 
    “Avina.” Petra brought Avina’s hand up, holding it with both of hers. “You need to take a lover. A man or even a woman who can remind you that there is more to the world than the castle you watch over, the prince you raise.” 
 
    “I don’t want a man! I want my son!” 
 
    She shouted the words, and both of them felt embarrassed, the feeling bouncing back and forth through the bond like a child’s game of bouncing a ball against the wall.  
 
    “I am your esper,” said Petra. “If you make your will clear to me, I will obey.” 
 
    “Easier said than done.” Avina sighed and climbed onto the cot next to Petra. She rested her head on the esper’s shoulder, as she often did in childhood even though they were both of an age. Petra stroked her hair, breathing still slightly labored from her recent skirmish. 
 
    “Just don’t cede your reins to him,” said Avina. “You are my esper, not my son’s lover.” 
 
    “Now and always. The term lover as meant by the Ostean language is quite different from the word my people used. I will not fawn over him even if at times we are intimate.” 
 
    “Petra…” Avina scowled and crossed her arms, aware that she would get no harder commitment from the esper. “Fine. But you must give him room to come back to his senses. Even if it’s with Ruby, or some other less than suitable match.” 
 
    “You should talk with him,” said Petra. “He is the common factor in so many of your concerns.” 
 
    “The more we talk, the more I realize he isn’t a little boy anymore.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is the realization you need most.” 
 
     Avina grunted, accepting the point, if not liking it. They stayed like that for the better part of an hour, comfortable alongside one another in her bed, emotions entwined and balanced through the bond. 
 
    Heavy footsteps from outside the tent brought them both to attention. Mav burst through the flap, stopping so suddenly as to bunch up the base carpet. 
 
    “Your Highness!” she said. “There’s been another attack!” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra as she sat up. “Where? Is it ongoing?” 
 
    “Underqueen Patricia’s encampment,” said Mav. “I heard the shouts. It doesn’t seem as though there are as many, but… I came as soon as I could.” 
 
    “With me,” said Avina. “Both of you. Let’s find out what’s going on.” 
 
    Mav nodded. She had her sword drawn, and Petra took up a position on Avina’s other side as they hurried across the grass. With all of the princes off finishing the hunt, the camps were mostly empty save for guards and servants. Everyone she made eye contact with seemed tense and suspicious. 
 
    A horrible mood to end such a gathering on, she thought. 
 
    The vibe only grew more pronounced as they entered the quarter of the encampment reserved for the Clawlands delegation. Most of the guards held drawn swords, and servants hurried in all directions, carrying messages much as Mav had. 
 
    Patricia’s tent was easy enough to find, as large as it was. Two pale faced guards stood outside. One of them raised a hand as though to stop Avina from entering, but Petra unceremoniously helped them out of the way with a hand on each shoulder. 
 
    “It’s… a violent scene, milady,” said one of the men. 
 
    Avina slipped through the tent flap regardless, eyes adjusting to the dim of the tent lit only by the light filtered through the waxed cloth canopy. She saw the body first, splayed out on its side across the ground as though Patricia had opted to curl up and fall asleep there. 
 
    Patricia’s crown lay upside down, the staggered points jutting into the crimson stain under the base carpet like fence stakes. Half of the crown was still polished gold, spotless and gleaming, while the other half was a finger painting of black and red blood already congealing in places. 
 
    “Oh gods,” muttered Avina. “She’s dead.” 
 
    An underqueen had been assassinated. The enormity of the fact made the hairs on the back of Avina’s neck slowly straighten. It made her think of her own mother and her untimely death, whether there was more behind it. Most of all, it made her feel far more vulnerable than she was used to. 
 
    “I’ve caught the assassin responsible.” Thunderclaw’s voice came from just behind them. “An Estorian assassin who we missed in our sweeps, aiming for a moment of glory amidst an otherwise unsuccessful attack.” 
 
    Avina slowly turned around, working to keep her voice calm and level. “This assassin… Did he have one red eye?” 
 
    Thunderclaw let out a low, amused chuckle. “I must confess that I do not make note of such things. He’s within my custody, so we will have answers about his motivations, if not his eye color.” 
 
    Avina could feel Petra’s growing fear, almost approaching outright panic. It disturbed her more than she could articulate to sense how unnerved her esper was by Thunderclaw, and the fact that it was justified by recent events made the emotion all too real. 
 
    “What are you expecting to learn from this man?” asked Avina. “You’ve already seemingly established that he’s an assassin from Estoria.” 
 
    “There could be… traitors within the realm working with our enemies,” said Thunderclaw. “King Kendall must keep an open mind to all possibilities, regardless of how distasteful. We shall see.” 
 
    The golden esper stepped aside, making it clear with a wave of his arm that he was dismissing them from the underqueen’s tent. Avina nodded to Petra and Mav and kept an even gait as she walked away, even though she felt Thunderclaw’s gaze like a hungry predator against her back. 
 
    “Thoughts?” she whispered to Petra as soon as they were out of earshot. 
 
    “We need to return to Harvestglade,” said her esper. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    She felt Petra’s answer even before the esper spoke. 
 
    “Prepare ourselves for the worst.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Koa landed face first in the water, tasting salt with a hint of sickly sweetness as he spat and cleared his mouth. He’d opened his rift to the Plains of Maltrus instead of to his pocket realm under the assumption that the featureless void might unnerve the vestalix to the point of violence. 
 
    That likely would have been the case judging from the noises of extreme displeasure it was already making. He rose to his feet in the ankle-deep water, stooping to scoop Horny, who was thrashing about in a state of even more heightened panic. 
 
    “It’s all right!” he shouted. “We’re safe and sound.” 
 
    “Trick!” rustled the vestalix. Its voice was softer without the accompaniment of the forest, but still audible in the quiet of the realm they found themselves in. Koa took a step back as the bark-clad creature extended its vine tendrils in an aggressive manner. 
 
    “Not a trick!” He held his free arm up as Horny struggled unhelpfully in the other. “The other princes were on their way! They would have attacked you. They’re all still committed to the hunt and taking your head.” 
 
    “Take my head?” The vestalix made a horribly intimidating hiss from behind the bark covering its face and head.  
 
    Koa winced and wished it’d focused in on the rest of what he was trying to communicate. 
 
    The rock spire he’d found shelter on during his first visit to the Plains of Maltrus was nearer in distance behind them. Koa began walking backward toward it, speeding up as the vestalix made to close the distance. Horny nipped Koa’s bicep, and he had to fight the urge to fling the animal back into the water. 
 
    “I mean you no harm!” He pushed the hookhorn up onto the rock spire’s base ahead of him. “I brought you here to—” 
 
    “Liar!” rustled the vestalix. “Trick!” 
 
    The monster followed after him, nearly grabbing his ankle as he rushed to pull himself up from the water. It climbed up after him, moving faster with the tendrils to aid its progress. Koa pulled out his cane and dagger, though he would have much preferred a conversation to a fight. 
 
    The vestalix lashed out, several tendrils swinging for his head. He danced out of reach, but another tendril grabbed and yanked at calf level, knocking him off balance as he tried to dodge away. His weapons went skittering across the rock. Horny made a series of alarmed yips and, shockingly, nipped at the tendril around Koa’s leg. 
 
    The vestalix released its hold, but continued its approach. Koa scampered to his feet and, lacking any other good option in the moment, made to climb higher up the spire. The vestalix might follow him, but at least he’d have the high ground. Horny followed after him, scaling the rock face with surprising dexterity as it extended its wings for extra balance. 
 
    The vestalix circled once around the bottom of the spire, which was a massive thing, easily as wide as a large building. It came back around to stand almost directly underneath Koa, clearly aware of the fact that he had nowhere to go. 
 
    And without his cane to open a rift, there really was no escape. He still held the glass leaf in his pocket and figured he might use it for a similar purpose, assuming he could get it to tear through the veil. He would need to reach the top to free his hands first, which was a daunting prospect in itself. 
 
    A horrible smell wafted down to him as he pulled himself the last of the way up. The spire’s top was relatively flat and about fifteen feet across at its widest point. The bloated corpse of a dead hookhorn lay at its center. Horny let out a soul-aching whimper as it crawled over the lip to lay next to Koa, wings hanging wilted at its sides. 
 
    “Oh gods,” he said. “I’m sorry, Horny. This was your mother, wasn’t it?” 
 
    The tiny little hookhorn slowly walked toward the body, slinking down to lay against it even as it wrinkled its snout against the surrounding horde of flies. Koa let it be for a moment, sitting with his legs hanging over the far edge. He didn’t know if he was doing the little guy a kindness by giving it privacy, or simply giving in to his own urge to turn his back on the tragic scene. 
 
    The vestalix still seemed worryingly aggressive. It’d started splashing its tendrils into the water, still rustling out menacing hisses and occasionally turning to project angry body language toward where Koa sat. He ignored it, instead taking out the glass leaf and making a few attempts at cutting open a rift. 
 
    The glass leaf clearly reacted to his Sabantian sorcery, but not in a way that was helpful in the moment. When he tried to use it as an etch point for his will much as he did for his cane, the glow within it intensified. Using it to cut through the veil was completely ineffective, but he supposed it could be useful for illumination, if nothing else. 
 
    The tenor of Horny’s whimpers suddenly changed. Koa spun around, his first worry that the vestalix might have climbed up after them. The small hookhorn was staring upward rather than down at the monster, however.  
 
    “Birds?” asked Koa, mostly to himself. 
 
    Not birds, though from a distance, the flock of hookhorns was nearly indistinguishable. Horny began bleating up at them in a call that sounded like a goat mixed with some type of wind instrument. Koa winced, but realized after a moment that it was probably Horny’s own flock which now circled above them. 
 
    “They’re coming down for you!” he said, waving up at the flying creatures. “I suppose at least a small victory will come from this detour.” 
 
    Except… they never came any lower. The hookhorns continued to circle. Horny continued to bleat his soul out up at them, his ear’s rising to desperate points each time his call reached peak volume. The tiny little hookhorn began flapping its wings and hopping in place, eyeing the edge of the spire’s top. Koa shook his head as he realized what it had in mind. 
 
    “Easy, little guy,” he said. “It didn’t work last time, remember? You fell straight into the…” 
 
    Water, he’d been about to say. Horny leapt into the open air beyond the rock, wings flapping and stretching and, ultimately, failing to give him enough lift. Koa reached, but it was already too late. He clamped a hand over his mouth as the tiny animal dropped into a glide at a precipitous angle, headed for more rock at the base of the spire rather than the relative cushion of the water. 
 
    It missed the spire’s edge by no more than a handspan and hit the water, thrashing as per usual and still trying to call out to its flock overhead. Koa immediately began climbing down. The vestalix could attack him if it wanted. He wasn’t about to watch Horny suffer, not if he could do something about it. 
 
    The vestalix was near enough that Koa had to run right past it on the way to the hookhorn. The monster reared, tendrils stretching up and to the sides. Koa bared his teeth. 
 
    “Get out of my way!” he shouted. 
 
    Shockingly, it obliged him, taking two steps to the left and making no move to attack as Koa jumped down into the water. He scooped Horny up, ignoring the way the animal nipped him as it always did. It was still trying to flap its wings, thrashing about and whining like an inconsolable child. 
 
    It was more truth than metaphor. Horny was the animal equivalent of an inconsolable little orphan child. The tiny hookhorn understood the cruelty its own flock had just inflicted upon it. It was aware of its own shortcomings, its own inability to fly up to reach where it belonged. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Koa. “Gods. I really am. But you won’t be left alone. I can promise you that. I’ll bring you back to Harvestglade with me and make sure you have a place. I’ll make sure you… gods dammit, would you stop nipping me?” 
 
    He gave Horny a gentle tap on the snout with one finger, for which he received another nip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The question of how, exactly, Koa would bring himself and Horny back to his home realm was its own unsolved problem. Each time he tried to circle around to where his cane and dagger had fallen, the vestalix made to put itself in between him and the weapons. 
 
    The message was clear enough and fairly reasonable. The monster didn’t want him armed. Koa hadn’t yet tried to explain to it that it needed the cane, at least, to bring them back, but that was because he knew he’d only get one chance at it. If he said the wrong thing to the monster, it would more than likely attack him. 
 
    “Not… yours,” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    Koa pondered the words for a minute or two. He was sitting with his back against the spire, gently stroking Horny, who’d curled up into a slightly pathetic looking ball. 
 
    “Horny?” He furrowed his brow and rephrased for clarity. “This hookhorn? Is that what you mean? This animal isn’t one of mine, or something?” 
 
    “Why… care?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The question seemed to dumbfound the vestalix, or perhaps it was simply waiting for further elaboration. Koa decided to keep going, happy to have it listening to him again, at the very least. 
 
    “He’s been abandoned by his flock,” he said. “He’s an orphan. In some ways, we have that in common, despite not being the same species.” 
 
    “Common?” 
 
    “My birth parents died during the Naked Wasting.” Koa scratched at Horny’s scruff with his fingernails. “I don’t think about it much. My mother, my adoptive mother, is the only one I’ve ever known, but I suppose a part of me has always felt a great deal of empathy for orphans who don’t get readopted. Perhaps I’m simply repaying the favor the fates did me.” 
 
    “Too… much.” 
 
    Koa laughed, uncertain whether the vestalix was lamenting its own inability to understand such long sentences or accusing him of oversharing. “All three of us will be orphans of a different kind if we don’t cooperate to get back to Osteanus.” 
 
    He eyed the strange double suns overhead in their current realm. The vestalix didn’t respond to the observation right away. 
 
    “I need my cane to bring us back,” he said. “I promise I won’t use it to attack you, but it’s sort of a requirement if we all want to go home.” 
 
    He took a step to the side, trying to move around the vestalix, which still stood between him and his weapons. The monster moved with him, remaining staunchly within his path. 
 
    “Why?” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    “I… honestly don’t really know myself.” Koa folded his arms and frowned, annoyed by the question for his own reasons. “Haza used his staff to open the rifts I saw him open, and I suppose I’m simply following his example. It doesn’t work if I don’t have something similar to tear with. I can’t explain the exact reasons.” 
 
    “…Trick.” 
 
    “It’s not a trick,” said Koa with a tired sigh. “If it sounds like one to you, that says more about your own paranoia. What could I even do against you with a wooden cane?” 
 
    “No… armor.” 
 
    Koa massaged his temples. “Gods, what did you do that was so endearing to get Hetrix awed and inspired by you, anyway? No, I am obviously not wearing armor. I’m not a knight.” 
 
    “Remove your armor,” rustled the vestalix. “Only then.” 
 
    Koa sighed and shook his head. He looked at Horny, as though the little animal might at least offer some emotional support. Horny was asleep, curled up into a little ball with its wings wrapped around itself like a blanket. 
 
    “You want me to strip for you?” he asked, tugging at his shirt. “That’s rather demeaning. How about this? I’ll remove my armor if you remove yours. Deal?” 
 
    It would make no difference in the balance of power. Koa stood almost no chance of killing the monster under any scenario in which it could simply fling him away with its tendrils, as it had with Harriston. He bit back a small smile at his memory of the incident. Lazy, at least, was having some revenge from beyond the grave. 
 
    “Yes,” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow, surprised but pleased by the arrangement. At the very least, having the vestalix meet a small demand of his own showed that it was probably acting in good faith. He wanted to trust the monster. He wouldn’t have saved it from the hunting party if he hadn’t seen the spark of intelligence within it. 
 
    Koa began taking his clothing off, boots and shirt and pants. The vestalix made a rustling noise as he stopped at his underwear. 
 
    “Ah, of course!” he laughed. “My crotch pauldron must also go.” 
 
    He stripped off his final covering, feeling ridiculous as he stood butt naked under two suns in a far-flung realm with a leafy monster and a winged whelp as companions. He turned to face the ocean and set his hands on his hips, impressed by the variety of his life, if nothing else. 
 
    When he turned back around, the vestalix was well underway toward shedding its own armor. Koa had assumed it would change nothing, or at least very little, about the situation to have the monster shed its outer layer. Koa had been ever so wrong. 
 
    A woody series of snaps accompanied the bark falling loose from the monster’s body, and what lay underneath was a supple balance of feminine curves and flawless leaf-green skin. It, she, was beautiful, tall and buxom and lean with subtle muscles. Her breasts were plump and sizable, large enough to make him wonder where they’d been hidden within the bark, with small lavender nipples jutting from each center.  
 
    She wasn’t entirely human. Vines still sprouted from the backs of her shoulders and arms, and the strands of her hair were as varied as a field of weeds and wildflowers. The parts of her that were human, however, were extremely compelling to the young prince. 
 
    “Satisfied?” she rustled. 
 
    “I still need to grab my weapon.” Koa touched his penis as he said the last word, not entirely sure why. 
 
    The vestalix took a step back, and he slowly began walking toward her. She rustled into a blur of movement as he came within a few feet, tendrils extending and draping down across Koa’s body. They touched him, focusing on everything that’d been covered by his clothing, which was interesting but not entirely pleasant. 
 
    One of the vine tendrils brushed his cock. He sucked in a breath, eyes widening. Another tendril prodded his butt and then slid down the valley of his crack. He tensed his posterior, laughing a touch nervously as he shifted away. 
 
    “You seem very curious,” he said. “Have you never… whoa!” 
 
    One of the tendrils wrapped his cock, reminding him of the winding vines that grew on the old castle gate. Koa reached a hand down to extract his member before anything unfortunate could happen. The vine tendril drew back, sensing his alarm, and slid down to briefly fondle his balls instead. 
 
    “What… is this?” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    “That would be my manhood,” said Koa. “Sex organ. For mating.” 
 
    “Trick!” 
 
    “Gods, why is everything a trick to you!” Koa was about to pull back when the vines wrapped around his cock again, this time pulling in a gentle, coaxing way that stirred his loins to life. “Easy, there.” 
 
    “Trick,” rustled the vestalix, though with less intensity. 
 
    “It’s… no trick.” He felt his cock stirring to life and tried to keep a level head. “More of an innate response. It hardens for the purpose of mating.” 
 
    The vestalix stepped closer, still staring down at his growing erection with fascinated eyes. Its loose tendrils stretched out to either side of Koa, which felt a bit like having dozens of weapons leveled all around him, knowing what they could do. 
 
    “Not… a weapon?” 
 
    Koa laughed. “More of a tool than a weapon, though it does do a fair amount of thrusting.” 
 
    “Tool of potency?” 
 
    “Quite potent.” 
 
    The vestalix took another step forward, invading his personal space in a way that spoke more of a lack of social grace than intimidation. “Mature potency?” 
 
    “Mature, yes.” He risked it, reaching out to run a hand up the side of the monster’s body, tracing the subtle contour above the hips but below the chest. “As are you. Your body is perfectly mature, by the standards of my people.” 
 
    The vestalix pulled him closer. Koa had some serious reservations about the direction the moment was headed in, none of which were reflected by his erection, which was as hard as seasoned wood.  
 
    “Yes…” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    He spared a quick glance at Horny, but the hookhorn was still very much asleep. It seemed as though pushing the vestalix away might only upset it more, and it wasn’t as though he wasn’t intrigued. He was dimly aware of how all the gaps and potentially life-threatening flaws in that logic were smoothed over by his surging horniness.  
 
    He leaned in, bringing his mouth close to the vestalix while still half-expecting it to suddenly change its mind and fling him away, or poison him somehow. He kissed it anyway, curiosity and arousal conspiring around the obvious risk.  
 
    The vine tendrils closed around his body, wrapping his legs, the crooks of his shoulders, one around his neck, one still around his cock. But more importantly, the vestalix kissed him back. It was a tender kiss, the kind he might have shared with Ruby in bed after sex, gentle and loving and vaguely tired. The vestalix tasted faintly of honey — pollen, he realized. 
 
    “Potent,” rustled the tendrils.  
 
    Gods, it was weird hearing her voice while knowing her mouth was occupied and uninvolved with forming the words.  
 
    “Yes,” he whispered, hands reaching down to fondle her soft butt. “Potent and willing.” 
 
    He let his hand slide around across her thigh, slid it in between her legs, and nearly flinched back. Her womanhood was… unfamiliar, to say the least. It moved, closing and sucking slightly in reaction to his fingers in a manner that reminded him of the venus flytraps the castle scribe had grown in the castle gardens years earlier. 
 
    He almost laughed it off until he realized the obvious, that the encounter was heading in a direction where he’d be trusting his cock to that strange, risky hole. The vestalix kissed him again, vines tightening around his body in time with her lips.  
 
    Fight her off, or go with the flow? It was one of those questions that made Koa suddenly understand the flipside of sex, why trust was so important for women when it came to love and play. To say he trusted the vestalix would be a gross overstatement of the situation. But… there was an aspect of confirmation in the way she was kissing him, the way her tendrils continued to tickle and stroke. 
 
     “You aren’t going to kill me once we do this, are you?” he whispered, almost jokingly. 
 
    “Fear?” 
 
    Was he afraid? He blinked, noticing the vestalix’s smile, and knew his pride wouldn’t let him back down, even if it got him killed. He kissed the vestalix again and groped one of her breasts, stubborn and foolish and horny. Mostly horny. 
 
    The vestalix leaned backward, buoying both herself and Koa on vines as they slowly lowered to the ground without ever breaking from their sexual embrace. Koa straddled her, his cock leaving a gleaming wet streak from where the tip dragged across her stomach.  
 
    A brief, full body shudder ran through her, and her breasts jiggled from side to side before coming to a stop at odd, sexy angles. Koa touched her all over with his hands, kissed her all over with his lips. He was still wary of entering her with his cock and wanted to get a better look at the sexual orifice he was dealing with. He shifted, letting his kisses lead down her stomach toward her crotch. 
 
    The vestalix wrapped him with her vines and firmly coaxed him back up. A rustle came from the appendages that sounded like a faint laugh, and she was smiling as he came back to eye level. The tip of his cock prodded between her legs, and the mouth of her pussy softly clamped outward over the tip for a brief, pleasurably terrifying second. 
 
    “That’s… quite the trick,” he said, trying to look down and at the very least estimate his chances of being turned into a eunuch. 
 
    “Trick?” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    “You, not me,” he said quickly. “Where I come from, women don’t use their lady bits to devour men.” 
 
    The vestalix let out another rustling laugh. Koa felt the vagina mouth puckering for his cock again and decided that he just had to go for it. It was a decision heavily influenced by the sexy way the vestalix was biting her lip, the horny gleam in her emerald eyes, and the desire to hear what she sounded like in the throes of pleasure. 
 
    He groaned as he sank his cock forward, feeling her cunt softly suck him in. It tightened and released in little rhythmic movements like a swallowing throat, which was both terrifying and oddly pleasurable. He could feel that her womanhood had extended outward to envelop his manhood as much as he’d thrust into it, a drawing pull that kept a partial grip as he pulled his hips back ahead of pushing forward again. 
 
    The vestalix expressed her pleasure with every facet of her body language, eyes fluttering, mouth quivering, vine tendrils opening and closing like curled toes. Koa pumped again, feeling the sleeve of her womanhood sliding to keep contact with his cock, and then bunching together like a sock lowered around the ankle. It was weird, but gods, it felt good. 
 
    He sucked on one of her nipples, blinking in surprise as a few drops of sticky, sweet liquid seeped out into his mouth. Sap? He sucked again, still thrusting into her greedily. The vestalix let out a breath that reeked of fresh pollen, so much so that Koa had to fight off a sneeze. 
 
    “You’re wild,” he muttered. 
 
    “Bite me,” rustled the vestalix. 
 
    He laughed and pumped into her again, letting his teeth drag across her neck as he gently nipped the sensitive green skin. The vestalix slapped some of her tendrils down and used others to pull him closer. She wrapped her legs and arms around him, squeezing him tight as she let out breathy, chirping noises against his ear. 
 
    Her body felt hot underneath him, a burning, passionate heat that made him hyper aware of every inch of contact. The gaps in their communication and understanding of one another seemed so surface and pointless. This was true understanding, a union of two compatible bodies, a cross-species coupling with unexpected, compelling chemistry. 
 
    “Yes!” he shouted. “Gods! You’re so tight.” 
 
    The vestalix slapped down its tendrils again. Koa thought he was hearing the echo of the slaps, but he realized there was nothing to deliver such an echo. He glanced sideways and saw that strands of seaweed had risen from the water, moving in time with the vestalix’s curling passion, much how she’d controlled the trees and the grass. 
 
    He really started giving it to her, thrusting with the kind of force he reserved for Ruby when he was in the mood to go all night. He told himself it was about placating the monster, keeping her happy so he could go home. It was really all about him, all about her, all about bodies going bump in the not-quite night. He was sweaty under the dueling suns, sliding against the vestalix as sap dripped from her plump breasts. 
 
    He wondered, perhaps later than he should have, what would happen when he came. There could potentially be immediate consequences — the vestalix reacting badly to being pumped full of his seed — along with longer term implications. He pulled back experimentally, feeling the vestalix’s pussy sucking his cock back in with such force that it reminded him of trying to free a foot from thick mud. 
 
    “Faster!” she rustled. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    “Now you really sound like Ruby,” he muttered. “You want it, you got it.” 
 
    The vestalix spread out, arms and legs and tendrils extending to release Koa entirely. He didn’t stop thrusting, lost in the momentum of the moment. It pulled inward, wrapping him again, but he barely noticed, lost in the pleasure of his pace. They kissed, and Koa slammed as deep as he could go. One of the tendrils curled around his ear, and for some strange reason that was what pushed him over the edge, fluttering weightless in the crush of pleasure. 
 
    He grunted as he came inside the monster. It was a perfect moment. It was one of the strangest moments of his life. The ecstasy was mixed with trepidation as he felt the vestalix still kissing his cheek and neck. What would this creature do with him if it decided it wasn’t sated? 
 
    The answer seemed to be to… press its breasts into his face. He let out a low, sex-tired chuckle and kissed one of them. The vestalix angled the nipple against his lips and, glancing up at the monster’s flushed and pleasured face, Koa gave it another kiss and then a gentle suck. 
 
    The vestalix rustled and let out a sexy moan, one of the first noises it’d made with its actual mouth. Koa continued sucking, rather enjoying the taste of the sap that dripped from the nipple in small, sticky pulses. He felt the vestalix’s vaginal sleeve still tensing and stroking his cock, which was still semi-hard and on the way up, rather than down.  
 
    They continued like that for a breathy minute, Koa sucking on the monster’s nipples, the vestalix milking his cock. The pleasure that the vestalix seemed to derive from nipple play was notable in itself. Koa swapped from breast to breast as either one seemingly ran dry of sap. His lips were sticky, and as he took a pause to kiss the vestalix, the monster lapped at his mouth, tasting herself. 
 
    He massaged both of her breasts together, sucking with more intention. The vestalix’s tension slowly built within her body, but also her tendrils, which seemed to curl inward until they were a pile of twisted knots. A tiny gasp escaped her throat as her pleasure peaked, seaweed slapping lewdly across the surrounding water. The vestalix’s pussy sleeve tightened and angled at a slightly uncomfortable angle for Koa’s cock before going slack and loose in a way that matched her body post-orgasm. 
 
    He wasn’t quite finished, but there was almost no play left in the vestalix’s now limp womanhood. He pulled out his cock and brought it up to her breasts, scooping them into a tunnel of flesh. The vestalix watched with a fascinated expression for the first few thrusts and then extended her tongue. 
 
    Koa pressed his manhood forward, letting her take it into her mouth. It spoke volumes about the strangeness of the encounter that her pleasuring him with her lips and tongue felt reasonably tame and familiar. She was good at it, so good in fact that he only lasted a minute before blowing another load down her throat.  
 
    He slowly caught his breath in the sticky, sweaty aftermath. The vestalix seemed in no mood for cuddling and in fact, began regrowing her bark armor. That was fine by him. He got dressed, picking up his weapons while he had the opportunity. A familiar post-sex awkwardness hung in the air, paired with the previous tension of the friction over him regaining his dagger and cane. 
 
    “I can bring us back now, if you’d like,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” rustled the vestalix. “Satisfied. Nice.” 
 
    “It was good for me, too.” He grinned and leaned on his cane. “You have some serious tricks up your sleeve.” 
 
    “Trick?” The vestalix let out a rustle of alarm. 
 
    “You are just poised for betrayal, aren’t you? Well, I suppose I can understand why. The world of humans is… a cruel place for anyone who dares to be different.” 
 
    He hunched forward, noticing an eerie looking piece of bark by his foot that must have broken off from the vestalix’s head. It was the majority piece that’d covered her face and skull, and an interesting idea came to him as he acknowledged the unique shape of the bark. 
 
    “Do you mind if I take this with me?” he asked. 
 
    The vestalix didn’t answer, but that seemed like one in itself. Koa scooped up the sleeping hookhorn once more, deciding the animal was better with him than stranded on its own. 
 
    “I suppose it’s time to go home, then,” he said. “I don’t know if we ever properly introduced ourselves. My name is Makoa. Koa, for short.” 
 
    He patted his chest with the bark in his hand as he spoke the last sentence and then gestured to the vestalix. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” he asked after a stretch of silence. 
 
    “…Name?” 
 
    “What do the others like you call you?” 
 
    The vestalix gave a small rustle that, while not sounding like a no, still seemed like one.  
 
    “How about Vess?” he suggested. “Can I call you Vess?” 
 
    “…Trick?” 
 
    Koa sighed and smiled at the majestic monster, the majestic creature he’d come to such a fantastic truce with. “Come on, Vess. Let’s go home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    “Prince Koa!” shouted Avina. “Makoa!” 
 
    It was a dark and surprisingly cold fall night, and she stood upon the parapet of the wall encircling Harvest Castle. Leaves rustled like jangling bones in the night, and she could hear the sound of the guards and servants calling for her son in a tired echo of her own voice. 
 
    Koa had run away, and she’d seen it coming. He’d told her about the other little boy he’d been feuding with in town, the horrible things the boy had said about his heritage. Avina had wanted to side with him, to comfort him, but her mother had advised her to “tell him to act like a prince.” The advice had landed badly, judging from his reaction. 
 
    You’re a prince, Koa, she’d told him. I expect you to behave like one rather than pushing and punching over pointless goading. 
 
    “Koa!” she shouted, voice long since hoarse. “Koa! Where are you?” 
 
    She wanted to collapse, but much in the same way Koa needed to act like a prince, she needed to act like a princess. Like a mother, capable of staying strong and searching on. 
 
    She made her way down to the gardens, tensing at every shadow, every movement in the dark as though it might be her son. Gods, why hadn’t she listened to him more? Why hadn’t she sided with him against the world and supported him in the way he’d needed? 
 
    She stopped to lean against one of the trees, the breath leaving her in small, painful shudders. Footsteps sounded behind her, and she turned around expecting a servant to ask if she was alright. 
 
    “Mother?” said Koa. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Avina turned and swept him into a hug, dropping to her knees to hold him on his level. “Oh, Koa. Where did you go?” 
 
    “I… went to apologize,” he muttered. “The other boy said sorry, too. I didn’t hit him again.” 
 
    Act like a prince. Koa had followed her advice and nearly scared her speechless doing it. She relaxed the squeeze of her arms around him, smiling even through the lingering tension. It felt as though he could still disappear at any second, as though his little foray of independence had simply proven that he was growing up and straying from the nest. 
 
    “Oh, Koa,” she whispered. “Tell me your plan first next time. Though it is just as much my fault. I was too harsh with you.” 
 
    She felt him hugging her back and laughing with his slender child’s arms. 
 
    “That’s your job, isn’t it?” he said. “You just wanted me to come home.” 
 
    “This is your home,” she whispered. “I’m your home. Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina came awake with a jerk. It was late evening, the tail end of sundown. She was sitting on a log just outside of her field tent, waiting for Koa, just as she’d been in her dream. 
 
    The Great Hunt had come to a rather premature and traumatic end in the wake of Underqueen Patricia’s assassination. Prince Harriston had also been found with grievous injuries after encountering the hunt beast, which had in itself ended any question of whether the competition might continue to its conclusion. 
 
    The congregations from the three other queendoms had already packed up and set out, leaving the communal camp site so quickly and efficiently that it almost felt as though the site represented a bad omen. The king was spending another night in what remained of Asterius, judging from the carriages that remained outside the stable at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    “He will arrive back,” said Petra. “Though it is a question of when. Perhaps we should consider leaving a messenger to wait for him and—” 
 
    “No,” said Avina. “We all stay until he returns. We arrived together, and we shall leave together.” 
 
    “Avina, he is not a child anymore,” said Petra. “He will not need you on hand to soothe him.” 
 
    Avina sighed, hearing the truth in Petra’s words and yet, unable to accept them. “I dreamed of that time when he ran away when he was five. Do you remember that? After the fight with the town boy?” 
 
    “Was he not six when that happened?” 
 
    “Five,” said Avina. “I think, at least. He was just a boy, regardless. Gods, where has the time gone? How did he get so tall?” 
 
     Petra was quiet for a few seconds. “We can wait here, then. I am sure he will not be long in returning.” 
 
    Mav and Verity and Reese were sitting nearby, all three cloaked in blankets against the moderate cold. Avina watched the tree line and did her best not to imagine all the horrible scenarios that might have befallen her son. 
 
    “It was right after I talked to him for the first time about his background,” said Avina. 
 
    “The fight where he ran away?” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. “He was so resistant to the idea that he’d been born to a different mother, that he’d briefly had a life and an unwritten future in Sabantius. I tried to explain to him that we were the same in that. I’d lost my husband and my son to the Naked Wasting, that horrific plague, and found him to give all my love to in their wake.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Petra. “It was… a complicated situation to explain.” 
 
    “I kept expecting him to be mad at me, to blame me, somehow,” she muttered. “I think it was just a projection of the part of me that never recovered from Arlan and Davos’s deaths. The part of me that hated myself for surviving that plague and finding new happiness, a new boy to love.” 
 
    “I never told you often enough how strong I thought you were at that time,” said Petra. “More than just what strength entails. You matured through it, became better, even, despite wading through such raw tragedy.” 
 
    Another silence held sway for the next few minutes. 
 
    “Does Prince Koa truly have a claim to Sabantius?” It was Verity who asked the question, and Avina kept that in mind as she considered her response. 
 
    Every word I say to her may as well be whispered into the king’s ear. 
 
    “He does,” she said, opting for the truth regardless. “It is not to the entire kingdom, but a significant portion of it. My mother had a better understanding of the true extent of his inheritance.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to overstep my position in asking this, milady, but have you ever considered exploring those claims on behalf of Harvestglade?” Verity leaned forward, the blanket creating a dark hood over her head. “There are those within Sabantius, especially the troubled portions, who might welcome a pressed claim if it came with a restoration of order for the common folk.” 
 
    “To be honest, I never considered it in the time before Koa reached the age of maturity,” admitted Avina. “And now that he’s a man grown, the claims are his to make decisions on.” 
 
    She wondered if that really was the truth of why she’d always downplayed the import of her son’s heritage. Part of her heart, perhaps the core of it, ached at the idea of him running off to rule a restored Sabantian kingdom.  
 
    It felt too much like him deciding that he truly didn’t need her anymore, that he was ready to start an independent life where they only saw each other a handful of times per year. The only limiting aspect of the fear was knowing that such an outcome was just as unlikely if not even less so than him finding his way to the heralder throne. 
 
    The vigil continued for another hour. Avina began expecting the servants to ask her to leave to retire to their tents when a figure emerged from the tree line, a tiny, oddly green lantern glow illuminating his form. Avina rose to her feet, recognizing Koa’s stance and gait, not to mention the small animal trailing in his wake. 
 
    “What did I miss?” he called. “Did other queendoms pack up and go home?” 
 
    “The hunt was called off.” Avina swept forward and pulled him into a tight hug. “I will admit that I was beginning to worry.” 
 
    “No need. I’m back and clad in the aura of success.” 
 
    Avina let out an understanding laugh at what she assumed to be a joke. Koa gently pushed his way out of her hug and pulled something loose from his pack. She shook her head, uncertain even as she came to the obvious guess as to what it was. 
 
    “That’s… from the vestalix?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s all I managed to recover once all was said and done,” he said. “I figured I’d head up to collect my prize from the king, assuming he’ll take it to be sufficient evidence.” 
 
    He passed her what looked like a partial helmet made of bark, still with bits of weedy and root-like veins lining the inside of it. 
 
    “I would think so,” she said quietly. “Given how much of a disaster this hunt has been overall, I would think the king would be eager to issue the prize. If only to restore a small bit of normality. Koa! This is incredible! You pulled it off!” 
 
    She hugged him, and they both laughed. 
 
    Petra smiled and crossed her arms, sharing in the glow of their moment. “I can accompany the prince into town if you prefer?” 
 
    “I would, Petra,” said Avina. “Thank you. Be on guard.” 
 
    Koa took the bark head back from her and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be back before you know it, pockets bulging with gold.” 
 
    It was all she could do to smile at him in the darkness, worry replaced by pride. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    “You should be mindful of Thunderclaw as we arrive at the king’s lodgings,” said Petra. 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow at the suggestion. They were coming around the last switchback in the road leading up the hill to Asterius. It was full dark and few other people were out, which leant the illumination of his glowbug lantern an eerie ambience. 
 
    “As should you,” said Koa. “If I recall correctly, your last skirmish with the king’s esper rendered you severely weakened.” 
 
    “I have had one more since then, though with the aid of Vasterlane, Underqueen Esanor’s esper. What I mean to say is that King Kendall and Thunderclaw may not see eye to eye on all subjects.” 
 
    “That’s a very diplomatic way of describing a rather significant schism.” 
 
    Petra exhaled through her nostrils and tucked a loose strand of dark hair behind one of her horns. “I am still uncertain of what to make of the situation, in truth. It is impossible to see shades of gray as black and white.” 
 
    Koa nodded, hearing both the uncertainty and import laden within Petra’s words. They reached the top of the hill and began walking through the partially ruined town. Koa hadn’t been present for the attack, but he could see that most of the damage hardly made sense in terms of how assassins generally work. Burned out buildings and odd scorch marks in the road, patches of blood spilled indiscriminately. 
 
    The inn was still standing, however. Koa made his way inside through the partially open door. The common room was warm and about half occupied, though far quieter than it should have been for that number of patrons. 
 
    “I’m here seeking an audience with King Kendall, if he’ll see me,” said Koa to the well-dressed guard by the stairs. “Prince Makoa Gladefoot. It’s in regard to the hunt and the prize.” 
 
    The guard looked skeptical, but held up an obliging hand. “Wait here.” 
 
    He went upstairs and returned a minute later, motioning for Koa and Petra to pass. Koa went first, but sensed how near Petra stayed to him, as though an attack could come from within the walls or out of a shadowed corner. 
 
    Another servant stood outside the door leading to what was presumably the king’s chamber. He checked with his sire, voice quiet and deferential, before returning and allowing Koa and Petra past in much the same way as the guard. 
 
    The scene that greeted within the spacious rented room caught Koa off guard. King Kendall stood on one side of the window with Thunderclaw on the other, the two of them speaking in hushed tones. It reminded Koa of nothing so much as the private way Avina and Petra had with one another, which seemed at odds with the rumors of conflict between them. 
 
    “Ah!” King Kendall smiled as he spun to greet his visitor. “The Prince of Harvestglade. Please, come in. Have a seat. Thunderclaw, would you give us the room?” 
 
    The esper gave a slow, considerate nod and left. King Kendall eyed Koa for a few still seconds, taking his measure perhaps, and then made a small gesture to one of the two chairs on either side of a small table. 
 
    “From the trophy in your hands, I take it you had a successful hunt?” Kendall smiled and made his way over to sit. “Your mother must be very proud of you.” 
 
    “She is.” Koa set the partial bark visage down on the table as he got comfortable. “It was quite the adventure. I heard word of the vestalix originally beginning as a potential addition to your menagerie.” 
 
    “Thunderclaw’s idea, not mine,” said Kendall with a sigh. “He seemed to think the monster might have some obscure value. Alluded to some kind of deeper intelligence within it. Did you sense such a thing on your way through it with your sword?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s hard to say, in truth,” said Koa. “It was a formidable foe. All of my attention was on breasting it. Besting it. Ha! Slip of the tongue.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, well, you’ve earned yourself quite the reward,” said Kendall. “Not just in terms of coin, but the prestige of being the season’s hunt champion. You are well on your way toward establishing yourself as one of the foremost lords within the kingdom, young Arlan.” 
 
    Koa winced at being mistaken for the dead brother he’d never known, but it was a small thing against the greater swell of pride. “Makoa, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Gods bless you.” 
 
    “My name, sire,” he said. “It’s Makoa Gladefoot. Arlan was my brother.” 
 
    King Kendall stared past him at the room’s closed door. “Baffles my mind that Thunderclaw set all of this into motion. He knows this time of year is hard for me with my condition. Gods, I don’t even fault him for it. He doesn’t want an argument, and neither do I, nor what might come from it.” 
 
    “Set… all of what into motion?” asked Koa. “I don’t mean to overstep, my liege, but what do you mean by that?” 
 
    “He is my oldest friend. I wonder sometimes whether friendship is simply a great delusion, acceptance of knife after knife into one's back. But no, in truth, I’m just a bitter old man. Do you have any idea how it feels to watch the person you trust above all others grow into one's most dangerous rival?” 
 
    Koa stared at Kendall, considering a question he doubted the king expected an answer to. “I think I do understand. Certainly better than most.” 
 
    “There are no lines,” muttered Kendall. “No clear-cut boundaries. Friend and foe are just words, cute little concepts of how a person should be.” 
 
    “The line is trust, is it not?” 
 
    “And what is trust? Can you point to it for others to see? Can you hand it to a servant to store away in a chest?” 
 
    Koa stared at King Kendall, taken in by both the question and the sheer presence of the man sitting across from him. 
 
    “Bah!” Kendall waved a hand and slapped it down on the table. “I won’t bore you with an old man’s musings, Arlan. I’ll get straight to the point. The kingdom is turning on its hinge point. There will be a new king within a few years, if not a few months. I need to lend my support to a potential heir.” 
 
    Just nod, thought Koa. Don’t seem too eager. Let him talk. 
 
    “Thunderclaw wishes to throw his support behind that half-esper whelp,” muttered Kendall. “Horrice or Hetter or something.” 
 
    “Hetrix, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kendall shook his head and scratched at his thin white beard. “I know what my esper is thinking. We’ve spoken many times before about espers and their place in society. He’s agitating, pushing for change. Were he to have his way, espers would be owning land and taking titles!” 
 
    Koa had in fact wondered more than once just why it was that they weren’t allowed to, given their prominence in Ostean culture, but decided it wasn’t the time to ask. “You see a different path forward for the kingdom?” 
 
    “I insist on a different path forward. This is a decision that holds such monumental consequences, beyond mere political considerations. I hold the soul of Osteanus within my palm.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are… other princes who might serve the needs of the kingdom better, as you see them. Perhaps even some who would seek your advice across the first few years of their reign, even.” 
 
    Koa felt odd seizing the moment. He didn’t actually think Hetrix would make a bad king at all, nor that the idea of espers gaining personhood was all that outrageous. It was, in fact, a righteous cause in his eyes, but one that he could pursue as easily as Hetrix from the comfort of the heralder throne. 
 
    “You are much calmer than I was expecting,” said Kendall. “I can already tell that you are capable of listening in the right way. But… I would need assurances from any prince that I was even considering to lift into place for such a transition.” 
 
    “I can offer my own here and now!” said Koa, with a grin. “Whatever you need, my liege. Whatever secures your confidence in me.” 
 
    Kendall gave an almost imperceptible nod. “I’m glad that you understand the situation, then. Thunderclaw will pay your winnings. This was a most welcome conversation, young Arlan.” 
 
    “Makoa.” 
 
    “Get that cough checked, son.” 
 
    Koa laughed and stood from his chair, bowing deeply before heading to the door. Thunderclaw was waiting outside and a ways down the hall. The mood surrounding the esper was a shadow to the king’s light. 
 
    “Your prize money.” Thunderclaw drew a bulging leather purse out from a pocket within his jacket and set it into Koa’s hand. “You’re welcome to count it.” 
 
    “We’d be here for the next hour if I did,” he said. “I’ll send a messenger if there are any discrepancies.” 
 
    Thunderclaw stepped aside, and Koa started past him. 
 
    “Did he get your name right, at least?” called the esper. 
 
    “…He struggled a bit, but it’s been over a decade since he last saw me.” 
 
    Thunderclaw stepped toward Koa, eyes intense and calculating. “It’s a struggle of his mind, not his memory. He has… not been well for over a year now.” 
 
    “He mentioned that some seasons are worse for him than others.” 
 
    “But none are good. If there is anything which he promised you or asked of you, I would hear of it before any untenable expectations are set.” 
 
    “You must understand that I cannot get into the specifics of my conversation with the king,” said Koa. “It’s a simple matter of decorum.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Thunderclaw smiled and folded his arms. “I’ll ask only one question, then. Did you actually kill the vestalix?” 
 
    Koa blinked, but buried the rest of his surprise under a boastful smirk. “Yes, I did. It was quite the fight.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it was,” said Thunderclaw. “A shame such a remarkable entity needed to die for the amusement of the masses.” 
 
    A knowing edge fluttered underneath Thunderclaw’s tone. Koa ignored it and instead took the chance to ask the obvious question. “King Kendall mentioned that your preference leans toward Prince Hetrix in terms of potential heirs. Do you truly think the kingdom would welcome a half-esper ascending to the throne?” 
 
    “I think there would be a spirited debate if the sole options were a half-esper or an adopted Sabantian. But only a fool would assume either to be the leading option.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I think Hetrix would make a good king,” said Koa. 
 
    “Then you should consider supporting him rather than presenting yourself as a pawn on the board, to be positioned and spent. Enjoy your prize money, Prince Makoa.” 
 
    Koa nodded and continued down the stairs. He felt closer to the throne than he’d ever been before… and confused on a fundamental level. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    They’d left the area surrounding Asterius the next morning, and spent the following three days on the road. Avina rode in her carriage for most of it alongside Koa, who was surprisingly affable, despite tending to a hookhorn that seemed rather prone to motion sickness.  
 
    For the most part, she felt as though things had gone back to normal between her and her son. There were moments, however. Lingering glances that tingled with danger. Passing touches that stole her attention. 
 
    She reminded herself more than once that she'd been drunk during that night in the tent, primed with a strange mood from her doppleganger's stage performance. It almost felt like the truth, or perhaps it was the truth, but only a small piece of the greater surrounding emotions. 
 
    With events in motion, however, she could almost let herself believe that the line they'd crossed was just a footnote, forgettable against the new challenges they'd be facing. But then she'd catch his gaze, or feel his hand touch her shoulder to steady her over a carriage bump, and so much came rushing back. 
 
    You're being ridiculous, she told herself, not for the first time. He'll be fixated on Ruby again soon enough, regardless. 
 
    They’d been within Harvestglade’s territory since the previous night, shifting off the glass road and onto hard-packed dirt. They’d passed a few others in that time, only one messenger riding hard for Gladetown, in fact. Avina frowned, recognizing the ill omen that stemmed from the slow of travelers and trade. 
 
    “It’s going to take some work to stimulate more activity within our corner of the realm,” she muttered. “After what happened to Vestus, and just recently with the Estorian assassins, travelers and investors alike must be weighing the risks of extending southward.” 
 
    “Trade will come back.” Koa scratched the ear of the hookhorn until it began thumping at the same spot with a back leg. “Especially as Vestus begins to rebuild. Everyone loves a project.” 
 
    Avina sighed. “It’ll be months if not years before we can truly start rebuilding that poor town.” 
 
    “Faster than that, I would think. We’ll have the great hunt’s prize money to fertilize the initial growth.” 
 
    Avina blinked and felt a slow smile creeping onto her face. “Koa, that money is yours. Not everything has to relate back to the queendom and political considerations.” 
 
    “As you say, the money is mine. This is what I believe I’d like to do with it. Most of it, anyway.” 
 
    “Not to question your charity, but what’s bringing this on?” 
 
    Her son glanced out the carriage’s open window slat. “I suppose I have a wealth of empathy for the town and its people. The dustwalker is a true monster. The damage it’s done can’t simply be ignored.” 
 
    “Well, at least we’ve put that behind us,” said Avina. 
 
    Koa made a noise that didn’t really sound like a yes or a no. The carriage rolled on and Avina began to relax in the way that only a homecoming would effectively allow. She could not wait to take a bath, dress in clothing without having to think about what was clean and fresh, sit on her throne and sleep in her own bed. 
 
    “Are you planning on putting that adorable little thing on a leash?” she asked, lifting a foot to nudge the hookhorn in Koa’s lap. “You could also see the stablemaster about having its wings clipped. Otherwise, you risk having it simply fly away once it gets older, no?” 
 
    “If only I could be so lucky.” Koa smiled and gave it some more scratches with a fondness that belayed his words. “It’s Ruby whose reaction I’m most excited to see. She’s never going to believe it. A hookhorn with wings. I could probably offer it to her as a gift and never hear the end of her gratitude.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to her gratitude,” said Avina. “Within reason.” 
 
    Gladetown greeted them with familiar warmth as they traveled down the main road. A fair number of well-wishers lined either side of the street to wave or whistle or cheer. Avina opened her window slat and found herself enjoying playing the role of the returning underqueen, smiling and waving back. 
 
    Avina felt steadied by the attention, as though the intrigue and attacks of the great hunt had all just been a passing episode, a chapter of history to turn the page on. She knew deep down that it was merely the familiarity of home. Events would remain in motion, choices made leading to inevitable consequences. Underqueen Esanor’s words echoed in her head. 
 
    You will play that game for ten times ten years and still find yourself at the start of a fresh round. 
 
    The outer gate of the castle courtyard creaked open. Koa was the first one down from the carriage, hurrying toward the castle with a sleepy hookhorn trailing in his wake. Avina gave pursuit, knowing better than to let his first encounter with Ruby go unsupervised, especially during the afternoon with so many sets of eyes and ears present. 
 
    Verity and Mav followed after her, though Petra split off to do esper things. Avina couldn’t help but smile a little at Koa’s excitement, even if she thought the match was a poor one. Young love was beautiful even when horribly misdirected. 
 
    She caught up with him as she reached the servant’s chambers. The castle was quiet, with most of the windows open due to the fair weather. Sunlight and bird song filtered in, giving Avina an unobstructed view of Koa standing within Ruby’s empty room. 
 
    “She must be running an errand for Captain Lauric or Magister Argon,” she suggested. 
 
    “…She left a letter.” Koa’s face was a collage of dazed disappointment. “She’s gone to the capital.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Koa offered the letter, insisting when she made to refuse. “One page is addressed to you, Mother, and one page is… for me.” 
 
      
 
    Underqueen Avina, 
 
    I must offer my deepest, most sincere apologies. A representative from the heralder king himself arrived seeking me regarding my family inheritance! I was shocked, to say the least, as I was unaware that I had either a family or an inheritance. 
 
    The representative has informed me that within the week, my right to this inheritance will be legally forfeit. I don’t entirely understand what that means or why I’m only hearing about this now, but it seems as though the answer lies in Twinfalls. The representative has given me money to leave by boat immediately. 
 
    I know I should have awaited your return and asked for permission, Your Highness, but I also know that you would likely send me off with your blessing. Not for the least in how it would give Koa and I some space, I imagine! Apologies for my bluntness. 
 
    I wish I could wait for Koa, explain to him both my mind and my heart, but since time is of the essence, I’ll have to try to do that here. Please don’t let him spend all day and all night pouting over my absence, if it can be helped. I don’t want to leave, but part of me wonders if it’s for the best. The rest of me… just hurts. 
 
    RUBY 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” Avina furrowed her brow, staring at the folded parchment in moderate disbelief. “That’s… unexpected.” 
 
    “Did you know?” snapped Koa. “Ruby used to tell me dreams she had about this very moment, discovering a family who’d been seeking her all this time. You all but adopted her into the castle household, Mother! How could you not have known?” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Avina, holding up a hand. “Ruby entered the household under my mother’s reign. It was great aunt Krysana who originally brought her to Harvestglade. I wasn’t there for the conversation she had with my mother but, gods, I do remember finding it odd at the time. It wasn’t really my focus, and I never had any reason to delve into her heritage in the years that followed.” 
 
    “Is any of this true?” he shouted. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be true?” asked Avina, bewildered. 
 
    Koa ran his hands over his scalp, fingers balling into fists. He lashed out, punching a vase holding a bouquet of daffodils into the wall in a pointless shower of ceramic. Avina flinched back. She’d never seen him get this way before. 
 
    “It was you, wasn’t it.” Koa spoke past her, toward the hallway where the servants waited. “Verity! You did this.” 
 
    “Koa!” Avina touched his shoulder. “Slow down. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Guards!” he shouted. “Throw her in the dungeon. I want her out of my fucking sight.” 
 
    “Hold a moment!” snapped Avina. “Koa. Explain.” 
 
    “When I… spoke to the king,” he said, his throat working around a bad taste. “He said he needed assurances from me before he could even consider supporting my succession campaign. Verity gave him everything he needed to acquire that leverage. That conspicuous messenger we saw riding past us in such a hurry. Gods, we probably missed her by no more than a day, if not a few hours. All because of her.” 
 
    “I didn’t know and certainly didn’t advise him on this course of action,” said Verity, with a pained expression. “Ruby was one of many topics my liege inquired about. Whether you were romantically involved. With whom.” 
 
    “I trusted you!” shouted Koa. 
 
    He surged toward her and grabbed her arm. Verity was a blur, seizing his wrist and digging her thumb into some unseen pressure point. Her expression turned as hard as packed earth. 
 
    “I told you once before to never touch me without my permission,” said Verity, voice cold and dangerous. “You think because I know how to act quiet and submissive that you’ve seen the full extent of me?” 
 
    “You betrayed me!” snapped Koa, yanking his arm back. 
 
    “You knew what I was!” she shouted back. “Don’t blame me for your own overconfidence. I serve my king, Makoa Gladefoot. Your aspirations mean nothing to me.” 
 
    “Guards! Seize her!” 
 
    “Prince Makoa!” Avina pulled him back into Ruby’s room. “Get a hold of yourself! Take a breath.” 
 
    “She did this!” he said. “You don’t understand. She… couldn’t have hurt me more if she’d tried. She could have stabbed me in the back like that red-eyed bastard did, and it would be the lesser offense.” 
 
    “And what do you think will happen if we throw her in the dungeon?” hissed Avina. “Do you think that King Kendall will view it as anything other than a provocation on our part, if not an outright objection to his authority as the heralder king?” 
 
    “I don’t care what he does!” 
 
    “Even if it involves Ruby?” asked Avina. “We still don’t know who Verity is. He may consider her to be a valuable enough asset to reply in kind.” 
 
    “So, what?” Koa turned his palms up and curled his fingers. “I’m supposed to just… sit back? Let the king use her to threaten me? I’m supposed to just… let her go?” 
 
    “Oh, Koa…” Avina rubbed his shoulder, her own heart breaking in echo of what he was feeling.  
 
    He spun around again, and she was halfway tempted to pull him back once more. 
 
    “Get out of my sight,” he said, pointing a finger at Verity. “I won’t throw you in the dungeon, but I want you out of my fucking castle.” 
 
    He stormed off down the hallway. Avina sighed and folded her arms. Verity waited at attention, unphased by the prince’s outburst. 
 
    “The king ordered me to give him updates on the prince,” she said quietly. “It was convenient to be able to do that from within the walls of this castle, but even if I’m turned out of your service, it remains my mission.” 
 
    “I respect that.” Avina managed a smile, still finding fondness for the young spy even if her trust had left them vulnerable. “Thank you for your service, Verity. You may take the rest of the day to collect your things.” 
 
    Avina nodded to Mav and Reese. Glass crunched from the broken vase. There was still a mess left to clean up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Horny whined from behind Koa’s door, but there was nothing to do about that. He needed to get out of the castle, and bringing the hookhorn with him, while it might garner some interesting reactions from the common folk, simply didn’t suit his mood. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” he said. “Tonight, at the latest.” 
 
    In truth, he wasn’t sure about that. Part of him was still turning over the idea of taking off for the capital. The king would undoubtedly be watching over Ruby. Even assuming he could find her within the massive city, getting her out would likely be impossible without being apprehended. 
 
    He took a portion of his prize winnings with him, enough for drinks and a few other anticipated expenses. Enough for a lot of drinks. He picked a moment to leave the castle when the guards weren’t looking, disinterested in having his movements reported back to his mother or acquiring a tagalong. 
 
    Gladewater Tavern was reasonably busy, with perhaps two dozen patrons packed into its common room. A strong fire illuminated the hearth and gave off a healthy orange glow from the street where Koa stood watching. The night was calm and quiet, with a slight bite of the premature winter wind. 
 
    He didn’t allow himself to go inside until he’d seen Beatrice’s face, confirmed that she was present. Prepare himself to be slapped again, perhaps. This time, he had Brin’s owed money in hand. This time, he would linger, seeking absolution or perhaps just a connection with someone who’d loved his best friend as much as Koa had always thought he deserved to be loved. 
 
    He simply watched through a window, knowing he’d only see her enter with the right combination of patience and luck. His vigil afforded him an oddly intimate view of the tavern patrons.  
 
    The regulars, men and women there to drink who sat close to the bar and kept close to each other. The various workers who sat in pairs and clumps, hints to their occupations in their posture and dress and perhaps even the rate at which they put the ale away. The social drinkers, those privileged enough to drink among friends at their leisure with no weighty world overhead. 
 
    Koa realized that he could do better for them. They were all his subjects, as the prince of Harvestglade. He was off hunting and more with mystical monsters, playing politics in hopes of one day playing king. He could do better for them. Nobody else was going to. 
 
    Beatrice arrived just as he was reaching the tail end of his patience, though he knew he would have waited an hour more still if he’d had to. He gave her time to enter the bar, collect an ale from Ashton at the tap and find her way to a table. Koa knew he needed to be quick. She was an attractive woman. If he dallied, he might arrive with the money to see her going home with someone new, a slap to Brin’s memory if not his own face. 
 
    No, it wouldn’t be. He loved her. You know he’d want her to be happy. 
 
    He saw his concern coming to reality as he crossed the road, a man with broad shoulders and short-cropped dark hair sitting down at the table alongside her. Koa stumbled, recognizing the face as the man shifted his head to laugh dramatically over one shoulder. 
 
    He was stunned, which may have been the only reason his legs carried him on into the tavern. Walking through the crowded common room, Koa brought himself to the foot of the table where Beatrice sat… with Brin. 
 
    Beatrice immediately rose to her feet and slapped him in the face. 
 
    “You told me he was dead!” she shouted. “Or imparted it, at least.” 
 
    “Implied, I think you mean,” provided Brin. Not Brin. The dustwalker. “I’m sure Prince Koa is most apologetic for any trouble he caused by that.” 
 
    “My heart was shattered!” cried Beatrice. “Why would you lie about something like that?” 
 
    Koa dazedly handed the money over to her, glad at least he’d done what he came there to do. Despairing over everything else. 
 
    “Can I have a word with… Brin?” he forced out. 
 
    “Yes,” said the dustwalker. “I expect we have a few things to discuss.” 
 
    They walked outside together. Staying casual, even just across the floor of the common room and then the width of the street felt like a horrible concession. He stood facing the monster in front of an alleyway, both of them just outside of the glow of a nearby window. 
 
    “I told you I never wanted to see you again,” he said, with less intensity than he’d tried for. 
 
    “Generally, one tends toward seeing a thing when one goes looking for it. Why did you come here tonight, Prince Koa?” 
 
    “I came to make sure the woman who you think you’re fooling with this act was taken care of.” 
 
    “You came to give the woman I love money, then,” said the dustwalker. “How very noble of you that you’d ensure she was taken care of while insisting that she continue mourning.” 
 
    “You don’t love her.” 
 
    “How would you know?” The dustwalker stepped forward into the light, face set into a cold, inhuman smile. “I think you’re asserting what you want to believe, rather than what you know to be true. You were more than happy to look for signs of Brin within me back when I was your prisoner. Now, outside the bars, I think you fear how much of him you’ve already found.” 
 
    Koa snapped his cane into motion, but just as quickly, the dustwalker stepped back into shadow. There was a hissing rustle, bits of sand and dust against cobblestone, and the monster was gone. Koa steadied himself, more angry than sad. 
 
    That wasn’t Brin. That will never be Brin. 
 
    There was little else he could do in the empty street under the dark of night. He began making his way back up to the castle. He’d only reached the halfway point when he got the subtle sense that someone was following him. 
 
    Brin, no, the dustwalker, seemed like the obvious guess, but he could hear footsteps and it was safe to assume the monster would simply rise from the dust if it wanted to remain unseen. No, he knew exactly who it was. 
 
    “Enough, Verity!” he shouted. “I told you I wanted you out of my sight!” 
 
    A cackling laugh came in reply. 
 
    “Verity, is it now?” called Haza. “Bah! A new day, a new lover, a new lover’s spat. You are your own worst enemy, princeling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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