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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Dear Ruby… Bah, too generic. Beloved Ruby. No… too much. Dearest, dear Ruby? I saw a deer faceplant into a tree the other day, Ruby, and it… somehow made me think of you.” 
 
    Prince Makoa crumpled the mostly unwritten letter and lobbed it into his wastebasket, which was already half full with previously abandoned drafts. He had, in fact, seen the clumsy deer and thought of Ruby, but nearly everything made him think of her, as of late. 
 
    He sighed and stared out the window, once more wishing he’d simply had a chance to talk to her about her decision to run off to the capital under such tenuous and unexpected circumstances. Just one more chance, a few more words. Another day. More sex. Sex with Ruby had been sublime. 
 
    She was more than just a sexy servant, he thought. She was… Ruby. 
 
    The next empty piece of parchment sat atop the pile on his desk, demanding pen and ink. A fluttering sigh that sounded like it came from the dilapidated lungs of an old coal miner who’d also been a smoker came from just outside the open door of his chamber. 
 
    “Isn’t a prince supposed to have people to handle his letter work?” called Haza. “I thought such things would be beneath you.” 
 
    Koa turned around in his chair, not entirely displeased to have a distraction, and waved an arm for Haza to enter. The wizened Sabantian had taken to wearing clothes intended for the castle servants, a faint blue tunic over dark gray trousers. His dreadlocks were tied back into a single braid, neatness imposed onto the wildness of his hair by a thin yellow ribbon. 
 
    “This is a letter to Ruby, or at least it will be,” said Koa. “You do remember Ruby, yes? The servant girl who you assumed I was bedding.” 
 
    “I believe you were bedding her?” 
 
    “Far after your initial accusations.” Koa sighed and tapped his fingers on the desk in sequence. “I’m trying to find the right words to express how I feel, but it all simply comes down to the fact that I miss her. Maybe that’s what I’ll write. Just a single line. I miss you.” 
 
    He let himself sink into the idea a bit, imagining Ruby opening the letter late at night in bed, reading the singular line, and emitting a passionate sigh as she hugged it to her chest. She’d stretch out after that, her mind turning to all the times they’d been together, hand roaming downward as she missed his touch, as she missed— 
 
    “Ow!” cried Koa.  
 
    Haza still carried his staff everywhere, including through the halls of the castle. He’d chosen that moment to jab it hard into the underside of Koa’s armpit. Dodging another stab of wood, Koa turned and glared at the old sorcerer. 
 
    “You’re turning into a lovesick fop!” shouted Haza. “Quit thinking with your balls.” 
 
    “I’m thinking with my heart, not my balls.” 
 
    “That’s what your balls want you to think.” Haza tried to hit him again, but Koa had gotten pretty good at dodging and managed to get himself clear. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he muttered. “Ruby was a part of my life for as long as I could remember. We’d finally admitted to one another how we both felt, only to have the king entice her into being a pawn in one of his games.” 
 
    The memory of how Ruby had conveniently been informed of her inheritance just after King Kendall had demanded “assurances” from Koa still brought a clench to his jaw. If and when he did manage to become king, he decided one of his first royal decrees would involve having fresh horse piss poured on the old king’s grave. Or into his mausoleum, or wherever the body was relegated to. 
 
     “You’re acting like a pathetic dullard,” said Haza. “Don’t let the entire trajectory of your life and mental state be determined by a single woman! You aren’t a flag in the wind, princeling. Quit swaying to and fro!” 
 
    A faint humming came from just outside Koa’s room. Haza blinked. He recognized the tenor and tried to act casual as he sauntered to stand near enough to be the first to greet Mav, Avina’s tall and broad handmaiden. Her hair was a tangle of brown curls, and she was perhaps better described as a handsome woman than a beautiful one. 
 
    “Lady Mav!” said Haza, smoothing back a loose dread. “What brings you out this way on such a fair fall day?” 
 
    “Lord Haza.” Mav gave Haza a small bow and a large smile. “I’ve come to check in on Prince Koa on behalf of the underqueen.” 
 
    “Tell my mother that she needn’t watch me like a sick puppy,” said Koa. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Seems a shame to make a trip all the way to this side of the castle for naught,” said Haza. “Why don’t I walk you back and provide you with some conversation and company?” 
 
    “I’m… sure you’re busy with… whatever it is you and the prince generally do together,” said Mav. 
 
    She was still smiling, and aside from Koa’s disdain at Haza’s all-consuming hypocrisy, he had no real objection. He waved an arm and tapped his fingers on the desk again as they left, knowing the right words were still out of reach. 
 
    If I don’t write to her soon, it’s going to seem odd when I do, he thought. She might have found herself a new life by then. 
 
    It was a sobering thought, so much so that it made Koa want another drink. He’d taken to sipping wine throughout the day, a habit which was generally allowed to princes. Koa wanted another drink, but more than just that, he wanted to have a drink with Brin. 
 
    It was that second half to his morose mood that led him out from the castle. His mother’s standing order was for a guard to follow him wherever he went, but he’d found his way around it simply by being careful about how and where he left the castle.  
 
    The weather was overcast with a whipping wind that promised rain. Though he’d managed to dodge a guard escort, his pet hookhorn, Horny, caught up with him on the way through the castle gardens, letting out tiny, low chirps of excitement and as always, nipping at Koa’s heels. 
 
    Nippy would have been a good name for him if he’d been a girl, he thought. Nippy the hookhorn. 
 
    He took a long sip from the wine bottle he still had with him, stumbling a little as he made his way out onto the cobblestone road leading down into Gladetown. The reconstruction was well underway, debris mostly cleared and new buildings rising over the foundations of old ones. 
 
    He wondered if, lacking the right words to write to Ruby, he might simply sketch the changes to their hometown and send her that. It felt a little like a cop out, but he knew she’d appreciate it, and he did take pride in his own artistic skills. He still had a pen and his sketchbook with him, and he slowed to a stop as he passed by a log he and Ruby used to sit on while people watching. 
 
    He dropped down, took out his sketchpad, and felt the same hesitation he had when trying to write the letter. The core of it stemmed from the fact that he truly didn’t want to write to Ruby — he wanted to see her. He needed to find a way to convince his mother to send him to the capitol, which would be a feat upon itself, given her own justifiable paranoia over the current political situation. 
 
    Koa suddenly felt like he was being watched, and it took him a few seconds to identify the impulse as a genuine one. A young woman in the rough-cut clothing of a beggar stood within a nearby alleyway, leaning against one building. Koa exhaled through his nose, annoyed at how little effort she was putting into hiding what she was doing. 
 
    “I’m sure this will make for the most interesting report to King Kendall,” he called. “Prince Koa sat on a log and sketched a section of the street. Truly behavior unbefitting of a future king.” 
 
    Verity pulled back the hood she wore, scowling at him, but otherwise holding where she was. “I’d be a fool to take you at your word when it comes to what you claim to be doing.” 
 
    “Feel free to look for yourself!” He hurled the sketchpad at her, drunk enough to think it was a fair idea at the moment. 
 
    Verity caught what otherwise would have been a surprisingly accurate shot to the face. She furrowed her brow at the beginnings of the street sketch and turned to the next page, which was a much more lurid sketch of Ruby from memory. 
 
    “I didn’t give you permission to flip through it!” Koa surged up and rushed into the alleyway.  
 
    He tried to yank the sketchpad from her hand, but she spun to hold it out of reach and he ended up groping one of her breasts instead. 
 
    Verity seized his wrist with her free hand and pushed back against the side of one of the buildings behind him. Koa grabbed at the sketchpad again, and they both glared at each other for several pointless moments, annoyed at each other’s existence. 
 
    “The last thing I need right now is a stalker,” he said. “Find something else to do with your time.” 
 
    “You know what I am, Prince Koa, and it’s not a stalker.” 
 
    “Well, you’re risking my ire by being so obvious about it.” 
 
    She gave him a small, acceptably guilty smile. He recognized that he hadn’t exactly made her job hard, heading out into the street with no escort, sitting down on a random log to sip wine and sketch. Verity’s eyes shifted to the sketchbook again, which was still flipped open to the indecent drawing of Ruby. 
 
    “You drew her breasts too large,” she muttered. 
 
    “That’s how big they are when she isn’t trying to play them down with her clothing choices.” He finally pulled the pad free and stuffed it into his pocket. “You sound jealous.” 
 
    “She isn’t the only one who plays down her figure, Prince Koa.” 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself from stealing a glance at her body. The beggar’s disguise she wore was a ragged thing, the top ending in a diagonal tear across her midriff that left her navel exposed. Verity was tanned and fit, tall in that sort of way that made her seem capable as a woman… and perhaps more flexible than one might expect. 
 
    Ruby, he thought. She’s the reason Ruby left. Don’t allow yourself to be distracted. 
 
    “If you’re quite finished with spying, I would ask that you be on your way,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not finished, but I’ll make sure I’m out of your sight for the time being.” 
 
    She turned and walked away, and he couldn’t help but wonder if the sway of her hips was a bit exaggerated for his sake.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Underqueen Avina Gladefoot sat atop her throne within her audience chamber, smiling outwardly. Lord Willis was in attendance again, bleating on about the same irrelevant issues he brought up during every visit to Harvest Castle. 
 
    Avina’s headache was due only in part to him, however. Her crown weighed as heavily upon her head as recent events, and the dress Reese had picked out for her to wear was a little too tight in a few too many places.  
 
    She’d at least put her foot down when it came to Reese painting her face. Wearing makeup was fine for formal events that mattered, but Avina recognized that she was no longer old for a princess, but young for an underqueen. Especially with her bond with Petra preserving her physical appearance. There was no real need or advantage to looking any younger than she already did. 
 
    “I hope you see why this matters, my lady underqueen,” said Lord Willis. 
 
    “Of course,” said Avina, not really listening. “I see the situation in much the same way you do. But with the queendom’s resources currently committed to rebuilding Gladetown and Vestus, there is very little I can do for you.” 
 
    Lord Willis was quick on the pivot, starting almost from the beginning and rephrasing his problem, something to do with grazing rights, from a different angle. Avina smiled and nodded and had a fresh understanding for why her mother had always had such short patience for the man. 
 
    “I can assure you, Lord Willis, that the underqueen will do her utmost to find a solution that is equitable for all parties involved,” provided Petra, at the next convenient gap in the man’s grievances. 
 
    Avina nodded to her esper, feeling a stab of jealousy at her much more casual outfit. Petra’s hair was loose about her shoulders, unlike Avina’s tight and tidy bun. Petra wore a femme-cut black tunic with ties up the front that showed off her pale purple stomach, along with leather leggings and comfortable boots. 
 
    She’d considered leaving the entire audience with Lord Willis to Petra. The esper was more than knowledgeable enough about the situation and the current extent of the queendom’s needs, and it would have spared Avina the long, drawn-out encounter. 
 
    The events of the Autumnal Great Hunt were still on her mind, however, whether they suited her or not. Avina had done her best to stifle a nagging sense of worry at the cautionary example set by Thunderclaw and King Kendall.   
 
    Though it wasn’t worry or fear, or any emotion a label could easily fit. Avina had never really thought much about the Ostean tradition of esper binding as a child. Her own pilgrimage, her first meeting with Petra, had been back when she’d just been a little girl with unpolished empathy. 
 
    Petra was her friend before she was her esper. Avina placed more trust in her than perhaps anyone else in the world, with only Makoa even drawing near that level. And yet Avina knew there had once been a time when King Kendall had placed that same level of trust in Thunderclaw, only for it to leave him open to usurpation. 
 
    Moreover, Avina knew these new feelings of uncertainty were written upon her heart in a way Petra could also sense, to a degree. Was that how the schism between Kendall and Thunderclaw had first been born? A fear made self-fulfilling by its own weight and perceived threat. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina?” said Lord Willis. “Your leave?” 
 
    “Ah.” Avina waved a hand, coming back to the moment. “Of course. We will speak again soon, Lord Willis, if this matter of grazing rights continues to pose an issue.” 
 
    “I would imagine it will!” said Lord Willis. “Few things are higher on my priority list at the moment. I have cattle in need of feeding!” 
 
    Avina waved her hand again, and Magister Argon politely escorted Lord Willis from the chamber. A messenger still dirty from the road was next in line, and he presented Avina with a sealed message before standing at attention. 
 
    “Underqueen Esanor’s seal,” muttered Avina. “Interesting.” 
 
    She tore it open and began to read. It was short, a single page and straight to the point. 
 
      
 
    Avina, 
 
    I thought you might be interested to know that our dear friend, Underqueen Lassius, has agreed to lend funding to the throne for the campaign into the borderlands against the Estorian threat. This money would fulfill her own obligation to the war, as Prince Harriston is still plagued from the injuries suffered during the hunt. 
 
    It seems as though Thunderclaw, acting on King Kendall’s clear intent, will need to draft prominent princes to lead regiments from the other queendoms. Hetrix has already intensified his training. You may wish to ensure Makoa receives similar attention, as he will be a likely candidate after winning the Great Hunt. 
 
    Esanor 
 
      
 
    “Good news or bad news?” asked Petra. 
 
    Avina sighed and passed her the missive. “Unfortunate news.” 
 
    She couldn’t let herself think there would ever come a time when Petra wasn’t at her side, her most trusted friend and companion. Certainly not in regard to matters concerning Koa, though Petra’s relationship with her son was its own quagmire of forbidden eroticism. 
 
    Petra read the letter in a few seconds and blew out a breath. “It sounds as though Esanor was quick to capitulate to this procession of events.” 
 
    “She is a very practical woman,” muttered Avina. 
 
    “Many wars are instigated and fought by practical people. That does not mean that they avoid costing lives.” 
 
    “Did Underqueen Esanor order you to wait on my response?” asked Avina. 
 
    “She did not,” said the messenger. 
 
    “Magister Argon will provide you with a meal if you wish to rest for a bit before being on your way, then.”  
 
    Avina massaged her temples and let out a sigh of relief as she noted that the messenger had been the final petitioner. She still had a memorial ceremony for a number of guards previously missing, now presumed dead, in the wake of the dustwalker attack, but she was otherwise finished for the day. Her relief, as it happened, was very short lived. 
 
    “This is the queen’s audience chamber, yes?” called Haza. “Then I’m in exactly the right place! I seek an audience with the queen!” 
 
    The guard outside the door was attempting to prevent the old sorcerer from simply pushing his way in, though also obviously trying to avoid hurting him in the process. Avina exchanged a glance with Petra, who gave an indecisive shrug. 
 
    “Allow him entry,” said Avina. “He is Prince Makoa’s guest, after all.” 
 
    “As it happens, I am here on business concerning Koa,” said Haza. He shuffled forward, coming to a stop and leaning on his staff. 
 
    “Guards,” said Avina. “If you would please leave the chamber for a moment. You as well, Magister Argon.” 
 
    She received several confused glances which were likely justified. Avina trusted her guards and her magister in all matters related to the queendom. 
 
    But this is about Koa, she thought. Perhaps that speaks to my priorities in the truest sense. 
 
    One of the guards shut the door behind him with an uncertain frown, leaving Avina, Petra and Haza alone within the chamber. He stood before her with posture distinctly unlike one of her usual petitioners, ornery and disrespectfully tired.  
 
    “My Lady Underqueen,” said Haza, affecting a bow that seemed more mock than sincere. 
 
    “Speak your mind, Haza,” she said. “What have you to say of Koa?” 
 
    The old sorcerer tapped forward with his staff until he stood much nearer to Avina than most of those she allowed into the audience chamber normally approached. “I believe he is ready, or as near to being so as he’ll become. He still pines for his little redheaded girlfriend, but it may well be that her departure is a gift in the sense that it allows him to focus.” 
 
    “Ready… for what?” 
 
    “For me to begin teaching him the way of sorcery.” Haza let out a sigh as though there was an element of defeat within the admission. Avina glanced at Petra, noting how effectively the esper was concealing her obvious intrigue. 
 
    Koa wants nothing more than to learn from this old man, she thought. But there is more to him than he has revealed. 
 
    “Why are you here in my audience chamber?” asked Avina. “Were it just a matter of you teaching Makoa, I have no reason to doubt you’d proceed without first seeking my permission.” 
 
    “That is a smarting accusation!” snapped Haza. “I’ll have you know that I am aware and respectful of the way things work here in the north, backwards savages you may well be. I’m not going to corrupt your little prince within your own castle without express permission, regardless of his heritage.” 
 
    Avina had been waiting for a moment like this. She’d recognized Hazafallius’s name the first moment she’d heard Koa speak it out loud. When Koa had brought the old sorcerer back to the castle a few weeks earlier, she’d initially worried that confronting him on the knowledge she held might scare him off, which would have likely only deepened Koa’s current depression. But Haza had all but opened the line of questioning himself. 
 
    “I know who you are, Hazafallius,” said Avina, as quietly as she could while still making herself heard. “When I made to adopt Koa in the Ostean tradition after the death of his birth parents… you were the one who gave permission. You abdicated your own inherited responsibility. You are Makoa’s biological grandfather. Why not tell him?” 
 
    Haza let out a sigh, though he kept his posture surprisingly steady against his gnarled old staff. “I suspected you might remember. I’m surprised you didn’t confront me earlier.” 
 
    “I’m confronting you now.” 
 
    The sorcerer gave the smallest of nods. “That you are. I suppose someone within this pile of rock deserves a sliver of the full truth. Makoa… has more family left than you might realize, Lady Underqueen. Not all of whom would greet him so fondly.” 
 
    “Ah.” Avina blinked several times, affected by the realization more than she’d been expecting. “Family as in… cousins? Siblings? Aunts and uncles?” 
 
    She found herself wondering for a passing moment if the knowledge of Koa’s extended family might be just the distraction he needed. If he was in Sabantius in the midst of a family reunion, exploring his claims with more direct guidance, he might have a plausible excuse for not commanding troops into the borderlands. 
 
    But Koa would likely never accept the choice if it was presented to him plainly. Not to mention the cost in popularity shirking his duties in war would take on him, perhaps even undoing much of the acclaim he’d accrued from the Great Hunt. 
 
    “I can speak a little more on the subject,” said Haza. 
 
    “I would have this knowledge,” said Avina. “For Makoa’s sake as much as the queendom of Harvestglade.” 
 
    Haza gave a small, dismissive shake of his head. “I need a place to train him. Somewhere away from prying eyes where he can be allowed to use his magic without fear of developing a reputation as a dark and evil Sabantian sorcerer.” 
 
    Avina shared another glance with Petra, who looked as irritated as she currently felt. 
 
    “Haza,” she said. “I can’t have you keeping information from me about my son’s background, especially if it relates to his claims on Sabantius.” 
 
    “Then you had best keep me happy, Lady Underqueen. I’m not asking for much, and it’s in his best interests to learn what I have to teach. Especially right now, with his time otherwise reserved for moping over the breasty redhead.” 
 
    Avina felt her headache swell to new heights. She leaned back on her throne and waved a dismissive hand through the air. 
 
    “Petra will help you find a suitable place for you to teach him,” said Avina. “But I expect answers eventually.” 
 
    “You may well receive them,” said Haza. “Eventually.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Koa tapped his hand on the bar counter, swaying slightly on his stool as Ashton slowly and somewhat worriedly poured him another ale. He was still attempting to discern whether the woman sitting next to him, an attractive and rather chesty blonde, was genuinely interested or plying the wares of her body. 
 
    “If you can believe it, he’s the only one of his kind in this realm,” he said. “The rarest of rare breeds.” 
 
    The woman, Carolyne, or Carrosyn, or some such, gave Horny an uncertain pat on the head. “He seems… somewhat moody.” 
 
    “You just have to use the right touch,” he said. “There’s a certain gentleness needed, see?” 
 
    He set his hand atop hers and gently guided her through the act of petting his furry friend. The slightly abashed look that Caro… whatever her name was, gave seemed to suggest she was both not a prostitute and not overly smitten with him. 
 
    “That’s, um, quite good to know, my prince, but my husband is expecting me,” she said, standing up and stepping back. 
 
    “Yes, well, I hope the two of you have a… cozy night together.” Koa downed his fresh ale in a series of consecutive gulps and tapped the bar for another. “Ashton, if you would?” 
 
    “I think you’ve had just about enough, Your Highness,” said the barkeep, with a respectful smile. 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that!” He tapped the bar again, banging the wood with enough force to draw a few odd looks from nearby patrons. 
 
    “Prince Koa, I know more than most how hard the past few months have fallen upon you,” said Ashton. “But… I also know your mother. I’m sure you can find a bottle or two of wine back at the castle. I can’t take responsibility for sending you home sloshing drunk.” 
 
    “So, what? You’ll leave me to take responsibility of that myself? Me? The prince of Harvestglade?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s right.” 
 
    “Bah!” Koa pushed back heavily, knocking over his stool. “Horny!” 
 
    The hookhorn let out a small bark and, perhaps reacting to Koa’s own volatile state, leapt up onto the bar counter. It ran the full length, flapping its wings and knocking mugs and creating the kind of scene that Koa was almost drunk enough to create himself. 
 
    Well, perhaps Ashton has something of a case for cutting me off, he thought. 
 
    The sun was midway through setting as he and his pet emerged onto the leaf strewn streets of Harvestglade, breathing the chill evening air of mid-fall. There was a crowd gathering in the main square, men and women holding candles in a quiet semi-circle. 
 
    Koa caught sight of his mother in the same moment he remembered her mentioning the memorial ceremony, one last recognition of a few guards lost during the dustwalker attack whose bodies had never been recovered.  
 
    He felt suddenly conspicuous, drunk as he was, prince of Harvestglade as he was. He’d been the one who’d contained the dustwalker. He’d been the one… who’d released it. 
 
    “I would recommend simply going around on one of the backstreets.” Verity’s voice came from just behind Koa, so close and unexpected that he spun around in surprise. 
 
    “I don’t heed your recommendations!” snapped Koa. 
 
    “…You’re drunk,” said Verity, raising her hands as she took a step back. “This won’t end well.” 
 
    “My current state is no business of yours!” Koa kicked a nearby horse trough to angrily emphasize his point. A tiny mouse skittered out from behind it. 
 
    Horny immediately rushed after the tiny varmint, predatorial instincts ever honed and active. Koa winced slightly as he watched the hookhorn chase the mouse out of his reach and into the somber crowd. 
 
    Time seemed to slow to a horrible, inevitable crawl as he watched his pet lumber after the tiny critter. The mouse created a path for itself as members of the crowd jumped sideways, moving out of the way. The only person who seemed oblivious to the mouse and Horny was Underqueen Avina, still in the midst of a quiet, respectful speech intended to honor the fallen. 
 
    “They stood in defense of our homeland, with strength and with pride,” said Avina. “They stood as examples for all of us to follow. They stood bravely, to the last man and woman, fighting to push back an enemy so far beyond what we’ve come to—” 
 
    She cut off with a sudden gasp as the mouse ran over her foot and then up her leg. Koa clamped his fist to his mouth as he saw her patting her tight, form-fitting dress in sudden panic. The mouse ran all the way up to her chest, briefly scampering over the skin of her neckline as Avina tried to slap it away while simultaneously cringing in reaction to touching it. 
 
    Horny had no such reservations. The hookhorn launched himself forward into a flying lunge, wings spread, though not adding much actual lift. He rose high enough into the air to land on Avina’s shoulder, nipping the mouse with its teeth by the tail. 
 
    Avina gasped and flung herself away, losing her crown in the process. It fell directly into the chaos, leaving an opportunity for the energetic hookhorn to take off toward an alleyway, vermin clamped in its teeth, gold crown dangling from its neck. 
 
    “Horny!” shouted Koa. “Horny! Get back here!” 
 
    Various members of the crowd turned to look at him, expressions horrified. Koa felt a strong grip on his arm. Verity, instincts shifting from spy to minder, trying to pull him back. He yanked free and stepped forward into the attention as it swung his way. 
 
    “It’s his name!” snapped Koa. “Yes, yes. Prince Koa, the Sabantian, has a pet hookhorn named Horny. Feel free to read as deeply into that as you will, you cretins.” 
 
    Oh gods, he thought. I am… a fair bit drunker than perhaps I realized. 
 
    He started to give chase, but he wasn’t the only one reacting to the situation. Avina strode through the crowd, seized him by the arm, and began dragging him off toward the castle. She’d lost her crown, but none of the authority that came with it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Avina was immersed in a level of embarrassment and fury unbefitting of a grown woman, let alone an underqueen in public. She’d shifted her grip on Koa, holding his hand rather than dragging his arm, as they’d made their way up the street, but only out of a desire to seem less conspicuous in front of her subjects. 
 
    “I cannot believe you!” she hissed, voice low. “That was a ceremony honoring men and women who died protecting our home, Koa!” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Mother!” he said, voice slightly slurred. “I was there, if you recall. I stopped the dustwalker with my magic.” 
 
    “Those people lost loved ones! Your pride does nothing for their pain.” 
 
    “And the empty words and platitudes of your little candlelit vigil would have?” Koa snorted and yanked his hand free. “You’re welcome to blame me for embarrassing you, but don’t act as though you were out there to spin miracles. It was just for appearances sake.” 
 
    “You think you understand far more than you actually do!” hissed Avina. “Petra is out there right now searching for my gods damned crown because of the chaos stirred by your inaptly named hookhorn!” 
 
    “I’m… sure it will turn up.” 
 
    She grabbed him again and pulled him through the gate leading to the castle’s courtyard. The guards were quick to be out of their way. Avina was aware of the fact that her son, taller and heavier and stronger than her in every sense of physicality, was allowing himself to be dragged along. It wasn’t until they were within the castle’s halls that he finally tore his arm free again. 
 
    “Enough!” he said. “I apologize for my disobedient pet, but I’ll not have you dragging me around like a child.” 
 
    “Then I would appreciate it if you would stop sulking like one! I know Ruby was your friend and lover, but she was a servant. You knew, at least to some degree, that the two of you were never destined for one another.” 
 
    Koa looked away. “You don’t know that. There were paths forward for us. Paths which you seemed dedicated to closing off.” 
 
    Avina’s fury surged, and she jabbed a finger into Koa’s chest. “Don’t blame me because you fell in love with your servant!” 
 
    Koa pushed her back against the wall of the hallway with surprising force. “I blame you for making me leave her behind! If she’d been with me during the Great Hunt, I would have had a chance to stop the king’s meddling before it had her fooled!” 
 
    “And what then, Koa?” She jutted her chin out, getting into his face. “What then?” 
 
    “Anything,” he said, in a low, dangerous voice. 
 
    “It’s beneath you,” she whispered back, her breathing changing in an odd way. “You’re a prince. She was a servant. How much of it was affected by your status and confidence?” 
 
    “Is that what you were busy imagining, Mother?” He leaned forward, matching her intensity. “Ruby, spreading her legs at my order. Me, taking what I wanted, without the need for love or consequences?” 
 
    “Lust is not the same thing as love, Makoa.” Avina arched her back. “You… should know that.” 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    She felt herself nodding yes, and she wasn’t sure what it was an answer to. Koa kissed her on the lips, and the entire world seemed to close in. The wall behind her was the only thing that kept her standing. 
 
    She kissed him back, more angry than surprised, and mostly surprised at how her body and heart reacted. She pressed herself against Koa and grabbed two fistfuls of his shirt and almost bit his lip as they paused for the length of a breath. 
 
    The look he gave her at that moment was not a look that men gave Avina, not as the underqueen, not even as a princess. Hunger and aggression combined with a splash of princely entitlement. He was too used to getting what he wanted… but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to get it. 
 
    He pulled her to him, and she let him kiss her again, let the kisses start traveling along her neck, hands traveling along her hips. She almost went with it, almost lost herself, almost forgot that they were out in the open, exposed for any wandering servant or guard or passing set of eyes. Almost. 
 
    Gods, she knew exactly what he needed, but she had to put her foot down. Koa missed more than just Ruby as a person. The guidance she gave him as a trusted, sensual friend. The companionship of a lover. An outlet for all of that aimless energy and ambition. 
 
    But she couldn’t. They couldn’t. She made to push him back, but he intercepted her hand. She pushed him back a little, and then, when he kept pressing forward seeking what he wanted, she slapped him. 
 
    “Prince Makoa!” she said, with all the heat of an underqueen, a mother and a woman. 
 
    He turned away, taking the same breath Avina took. She rushed down the hall, heart racing with all the wrong sorts of emotions even as she extricated herself from the situation. Reese was walking near her chamber and immediately frowned when she saw Avina. 
 
    “Your Highness!” she said. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Go find Petra,” said Avina. “You don’t have to bring her to me, just make sure of where she is, whether she’s…” 
 
    Whether she’s Koa’s next stop, she thought. Petra won’t be so quick to push him away. 
 
    Avina entered her chamber and walked over to her bed. Her heart had stopped beating out a drummer’s rhythm, but her body still felt like she’d just been standing in front of a bonfire. She took off her uncomfortable dress and let herself fall onto her bed with bounce… as though someone with strong arms and stronger desires had thrown her there. 
 
    She ran her hands down her body, feeling mostly proud of herself at being so stern with Koa. Her hand stung from the slap, and she hated having to ever get physical with him, even if it was in response to him trying to get physical with her. 
 
    “Oh, Makoa,” she whispered. “You’re too much. You’ll overwhelm some poor woman, someday.” 
 
    Some poor, lucky woman. She imagined being on the receiving end of that kind of intense energy with a willingness to receive it. Koa might have managed to hold off until he’d gotten his partner back to his bedchamber, but perhaps not. To do it right there, in the hallway, one hand splayed against the cold stone and mortar. She’d gotten a handful of it when he’d first pressed her into the wall. 
 
    Her hand continued to roam, and Avina felt her face getting warm as she recognized how badly she wanted to touch herself, to work out a bit of inexplicable desire Koa had stirred within her. Not Koa, not her son, but… the situation. The intensity. The kiss. 
 
    It wasn’t all his fault. Her face grew even hotter as she thought back to what she could remember of the night in her field tent after the minstrel show starring the fake underqueens, and before that, when she’d laid with him in bed after he’d eaten the spellbook.  
 
    His… confusion hadn’t been born overnight. She felt bad for stopping him, but it scared her in so many exciting ways to even begin to think about what might have happened if she’d let his advances continue. 
 
    She slid down her underwear, pulling a sheet over her as though it was an act she could hide from herself. It wasn’t as though she’d stopped being a woman upon becoming the underqueen.  
 
    She needed to stop… projecting herself to Koa in such a feminine way. The way they talked to each other at times, how quickly it could spiral out of control, where it would lead if she didn’t put her foot down and remind him of where the line was. 
 
    Koa… oh gods, clearly wanted to cross that line. He wanted to charge right across it. Could she even blame him? She’d primed this fire with sawdust and lamp oil, and now it was burning hot. She had to treat him like a man. She had to remind him not to treat her like a woman, like Ruby, sliding her legs open and pressing forward in a crush of muscle and musky scent and… 
 
    Her fingers worked across her womanhood with sensual accuracy, but she suspected she might have come from even a brushing touch. Her orgasm made her thrash around in the sheet, toes curling, mouth lolling open with vacant pleasure.  
 
    The door suddenly slammed open. Avina yelped and flung a pillow across the room, covering herself with her sheet. Petra, not Koa, which again, was both relief and disappointment. 
 
    “What are you doing?” snapped Avina. “Did you really need to fling the door wide with such haste?” 
 
    “I… was worried.” Petra looked abashed and glanced at the bed as though seeking another person-shaped lump. “I felt such intensity through the bond that I thought perhaps…” 
 
    “Perhaps what, Petra? My own son was in here raping me?” 
 
    “…Not as such.” 
 
    Avina turned around and buried her head in her remaining pillow, all passion and anger and no sense. She wished she’d at least been drunk, as Koa was, to give her more of an excuse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Koa awoke to the worst hangover he’d ever had the displeasure of experiencing, made worse by the sound of someone knocking at his door loudly. He groaned and tried to simply exist in the face of the horror of his current condition. Haza was faintly audible outside the door to his room. 
 
    “It’s deep into the morning, princeling! We have business to attend to! Get yourself up!” 
 
    Over the course of the next five minutes, the full extent of the previous night came back to Koa. The prospect of helping Haza with whatever it was he seemed so keen on, appealed to him more than waiting in his room for the consequences of his actions to arrive. 
 
    I’m an idiot, he thought. Why did I test my mother like that? 
 
    It had been a test of sorts. There were these moments, less infrequent as of late, where simply holding her gaze for a moment too long seemed to threaten at something deeper. He hadn’t realized how much having Ruby around to give him an outlet for that sort of thing kept him sane. 
 
    He really had been losing his mind with the kiss. Though… he distinctly remembered his mother kissing him back, a level of passion on her lips that was simply undeniable. He’d kissed her unexpectedly, but it hadn’t been out of nowhere, not really.  
 
    She’d instigated whatever game it was they were playing. She’d touched him, stroked him to a full-on release during that night they’d shared after the minstrel show. 
 
    “Princeling!” Haza let out a surprisingly feral cry and banged into Koa’s door as though assaulting it with a shoulder check.  
 
    Koa massaged his temples and did his best to move past, if not forgive himself for the previous night. He needed to forgive himself, because this time he wasn’t certain his mother would. 
 
    “What?” he snapped, flinging his door open. 
 
    Haza’s face was red from shouting, forehead beaded with sweat. “I’ve decided to begin your training. Hurry up and get dressed. We’re leaving the castle.” 
 
    “That actually works for me,” said Koa. “Are we going to be opening rifts, or…? Haza?” 
 
    The old sorcerer was already lumbering down the hallway, staff connecting against the stone floor with a regular thump. Koa quickly threw on some trousers and a shirt and headed after him. 
 
    The guards didn’t stop them as they left through the castle’s main gate, but Koa also didn’t stop to elaborate on his business. They headed south out of Gladetown, following the road into the trees.  
 
    It was early enough that bits of dew still clung to the grass, with bird songs overlapping into a chorus of bright morning ambient noise. Koa kept an eye out for Horny, whom he hadn’t seen since the previous night. It wasn’t the first time his pet had decided to run off, but certainly the most impactful, given the fact that he’d taken the underqueen’s crown along with him. 
 
    Gods, even putting aside the kiss, I made a mess of the previous night, he thought. Let’s just hope today goes a little better. 
 
    “Is this jaunt into the woods designed to hide what we’re doing or limit the potential collateral damage?” asked Koa. 
 
    Haza didn’t answer beyond a low grunt. 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t really matter overly much!” said Koa. “Gods, this is what I’ve been waiting for. Perhaps a new spell might be the quickest way to land back within my mother’s good graces.” 
 
    Haza grunted again with slightly more annoyance. 
 
    “Just as an aside question, but do such spells exist as to captivate the opinion of one of the opposite sex?” asked Koa. “I am asking out of the most harmless side of my curiosity. A sort of… love spell, for lack of a better descriptor. One which might encourage a woman to… ow!” 
 
    Haza stopped walking and started hitting him with the staff. It was a move Koa was always expecting from the old man, but somehow was never quite quick enough to dodge out of the way of. 
 
    “Would you stop thinking with your balls for even just ten minutes, you spoiled, royal fop?” shouted Haza in between swings. “You’re a prince! Even if such a spell existed, and even if you were talented enough to cast it — which you’ll never be — you would still undoubtedly find a way to fall in love with the first woman willful enough to resist it.” 
 
    “There’s… perhaps some, ow, truth to that.” Koa finally managed to block one of the hits with his forearms. “Would you stop hitting me? By the bone, you’re lucky I’m as patient as I am. You’re an irritable old man. I could simply throw you in the dungeon until you had a change of mood if I… truly, um… desired.” 
 
    Haza’s expression grew murderously cold in response to the threat, one which Koa decided in that moment never to test or follow through with. They continued past a stretch of farms just outside the woods surrounding Gladetown, all the way to the last one, which had been abandoned for years and partially reclaimed by weeds and young trees. 
 
    “Show me your hand,” said Haza. 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow and held his hand out. Haza withdrew a rather plain-looking copper ring from one pocket and slid it onto Koa’s index finger. 
 
    “This is what’s known as a kezervel in Sabantian. In your people’s foppy linguistics, it might be called a casting ring or perhaps a ring of power.” 
 
    “What?” Koa flexed his hand in awe. “Seriously? Is it… what it sounds like?” 
 
    “If you have the requisite talent, and if you can learn to use it without killing yourself… yes. It is a ring that will allow you to tap into energies beyond the veil for the sake of spellcasting.” 
 
    Koa touched the ring with one of the fingers of his other hand, half expecting it to feel unnaturally hot or cold. “Is it rare?” 
 
    “It is exceedingly rare, but it should fuse to your finger within a few days in a manner that I doubt you’ll be able to overcome with your own flimsy will, so you needn’t worry too much about losing it.” 
 
    “That’s, uh… reassuring,” he said. “So it contains innate magic?” 
 
    “A small amount. It is a tool, princeling. In some ways, no different than a staff or cane, but in others, it’s quite unique in its mechanism.” 
 
     Koa was about to ask how it worked when he caught sight of a figure approaching them from the tree line. Petra wore one of Avina’s casual gowns along with a pair of plain slippers, as though she’d woken up and immediately gone looking for him. It might well have been the case if his mother had found his room empty and wanted him present for her to reprimand face to face. 
 
    “Prince Koa,” she called. “You should be more mindful of alerting others of your whereabouts.” 
 
    “My apologies, Petra.” He smiled and felt an interesting rush as he met her gaze. “I take it my mother has need of me?” 
 
    “Not yet, but she will soon, I suspect,” said Petra. “She only mentioned in passing what happened last night beyond what I observed in the street.” 
 
    “I have to take responsibility,” he said, with a sigh. “Gods. It’s been hard for me since Ruby left. I’m not sure I’ve expressed to her just how much a hole I feel her absence has left in my life.” 
 
    “There are better ways to fill it than passionately arguing with your mother.” Petra gave him an interesting smile. 
 
    “Are there, now?” He took her hand and drew her closer.  
 
    Haza made a loud grumbling noise from behind them. Petra laughed and twirled away. 
 
    “Prince Koa, you will make just as much trouble for yourself turning your eyes my way, I think. Do not dally too long out here in the nice weather. Your mother will be expecting you by midday.” 
 
    “I’m curious as to when you’ll be expecting me, Petra. When and where.” 
 
    She laughed and walked off. Koa was still smiling as he turned back to a decidedly unhappy Haza. 
 
    “You Osteans have no idea what you’re playing with when it comes to these espers you’ve grown so reliant on.” 
 
    “I’m Sabantian by blood, but I’ll acknowledge that point.” Koa turned his attention off the ring and Petra and toward what Haza was hinting at. “What do you know of espers, Haza?” 
 
    “Less than your people do, I would have assumed,” said Haza. “They seem to be bound monsters from beyond the veil. The Sabantian Kingdom was no stranger to such forays, but at least we drew the line at outright harvesting slaves from other realms in mass number.” 
 
    “Harvesting… slaves?” Koa blinked and slowly shook his head. “I think you misinterpret the tradition.” 
 
    “Do I?” Haza cackled and waved a dismissive hand. “Bah! This is not what we’re here to discuss.” 
 
    “Hold, a moment! Do you know of which realm or realms that the espers come from? I once told Petra that I might be able to use my ability to open rifts to find her homeland. Is there any way you could—” 
 
    “Did I fucking stutter, princeling?” snapped Haza. “I did not bring you out here to entertain your romantic fantasies. Put out your hand!” 
 
    Koa did as instructed. Haza spent a few seconds tugging on the ring, perhaps making sure it was secure on his finger, before stepping back and holding up his own hand, which had a similar band of copper around one digit. 
 
    “We shall begin your instruction with a casting ring, as they are simpler and generally safer tools than more broad forms of spellwork,” he said. “That is a polite way of saying that such rings are basically useless for a more talented sorcerer, as they promote unnecessary limits and often foster dependency.” 
 
    “Limits as in…?” 
 
    “A ring of power will not give you the same sense of the geography beyond the veil,” said Haza. “You won’t always know whether or not a particular realm is available to you until you commit to casting a spell with the ring and see if it works.” 
 
    “But… assuming it is, I can still use the ring to cast spells?” 
 
    “Of a specific variety, yes,” said Haza. “Think of it in terms of having the right tool for a job. A woodsman might use an axe to fell a tree, while switching to a whittling knife to carve something smaller. Imagine how useless a woodsman who could only use one or the other effectively would be!” 
 
    Koa nodded, though the argument didn’t necessarily ring true to his ears. “Well, yes, but there are lumberjacks and artisans who, by definition, tend toward specializing on one or the—” 
 
    He was ready this time as Haza’s staff came down, dodging sideways to avoid another blow to the head.  
 
    “Don’t interrupt!” snapped the sorcerer. “As I was saying… Hmm. What was I saying? Ah, yes. Take a few steps out into the field and then, holding your ring hand in front of you, I want you to attempt to tap into Faskenpal.” 
 
    Koa nodded, recognizing the name of the realm of flames and extreme heat that he’d briefly dabbled in out of curiosity upon hearing a description of it within Pathways of Power. He flexed his fingers, unsure of what he was trying to do. Cutting open realms with his cane was a much more intuitive and obvious process. 
 
    “Not like that!” snapped Haza. 
 
    “How, then? You haven’t explained adequately what it is I’m supposed to be doing.” 
 
    “Like this!”  
 
    Haza splayed his fingers and gave them a waggle, eliciting a glow from the copper ring. In the same instant, a ball of spinning flames burst into existence just above his palm, far enough up to keep him from burning himself, but still apparently within his locus of control. 
 
    Koa applauded, and Haza grinned back and sent the fireball soaring into the distance as though he’d launched it from an invisible sling. He rolled his hand out at the wrist and moved it through the air as though pulling back a curtain, creating a trailing snake of flame in the wake of his palm. 
 
    He snapped his arm sideways, directing the flame lash to crack in the manner of a whip. Koa whistled and took a cautious step back. Haza turned in a circle, and the fire began to snake around him, spiraling in a manner that might well work as a defensive cantrip against close quarters opponents. 
 
    “Haza, that is impressive beyond words,” said Koa. “How? Moreover, why isn’t this power more widely used or known? This is… actual magic.” 
 
    “It is sorcery, princeling, and as I have previously explained to you, it is a talent which requires both the requisite bloodline and great study.” Haza sent the fire up into a great flame burst overhead that came crashing down in small embers, none of which landed directly on them. “You’ll have reading work to do within the Pathways of Peril after today, though the book will simply explain much of this in the same way.” 
 
    “I am ready and willing to learn,” said Koa, with a gracious bow. “Is it similar to opening rifts? You can give so much form to the flames. It makes me wonder if that level of precision would even be possible with mere flow.” 
 
    “This is control, not flow,” said Haza. “They’re very different concepts. Did you even so much as skim Pathways of Peril?” 
 
    “To be honest, that’s all I did. It was written in Old Sabantian. Remember when I first sought you out within Sabantius seeking your guidance?” 
 
    “Bah!” snapped Haza. “Listen, then. Are you even listening? Control is different from flow in that it allows for shape and duration, in addition to speed, with a passive decreasing exponential of strength that diminishes the coherence of your spell work at distance.” 
 
    Koa had mostly tuned the finer details of whatever Haza had just said out, but he was good at nodding along. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Complex casting work does contain an aspect of momentum, which is similar to flow except removed from the source. If you fling a fireball, it’s going to need momentum as it leaves your direct control. You can’t maintain coherent control over a spell at distance — it’s exponentially harder, see? You understand?” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. A trail of smoke had begun to rise from where one of the loose embers of Haza’s previous spell had landed. He pointed to it and winced slightly. 
 
    “Haza,” he said. 
 
    “Talent in sorcery lies in creativity!” ranted the old man. “The most interesting and dangerous spells all stem from an element of artistic flair.” 
 
    “Flair, yes, quite so,” said Koa. “Haza, we should probably—” 
 
    “The legendary sorcerer, Garrados, had the most lithe and fanciful spell styles, and he was known for taking many young boys as his apprentices to harness their creative empetos. Empetos is a word in Sabantian which means “untapped energy,” not that I would expect you to know that, princeling.” 
 
    “Yes, Haza, your stories are quite long and eccentric, but, uh… there’s a fire over there.” 
 
    “Over here, you witless fop!” snapped Haza. “Cast your spell here and…” 
 
    Koa set a hand on the old man’s shoulder, shocked at how bony and knotted it felt, like some kind of mishappen and diseased tree branch, and turned him to look at the burgeoning forest fire. 
 
    “Ah!” The old man’s eyebrows shot up, but he tried his tone if not his confidence. “You… Osteans don’t experience many, ah, forest fires, then?” 
 
    “Not so many, I’d say.” 
 
    “Let’s… put this one out then,” said Haza. “Ha! Wouldn’t want the Lady Udderqueen to be too cross with us upon our return.” 
 
    “That’s my mother you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Did she breastfeed you?” Haza gestured in front of his chest as though groping his own full, invisible bosom. “Gods, princeling. I suppose there are some things I’m jealous of you for in regard to your upbringing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Avina sank lower into the bath, letting the hot water wash away the tension in her body, if not the troubles in her mind. Though not all of her thinking was centered around her problems. One of the lead craftsman spearheading Vestus’s reconstruction had sent a messenger informing her that they’d finished restoring the inn.  
 
    It was a huge milestone, one necessitating a visit from a member of Harvestglade’s royal family. Avina ran her hands through her wet blonde hair, feeling the soft and restorative effect of the various soaps and oils she’d used.  
 
    She would have to go herself. The idea of sending Koa was already a gamble, given his recent behavior. Moreover, the idea of sending him to Vestus, where he’d nearly been overcome and killed by the dustwalker, prodded her paranoia in an odd way. She knew the incident had been a freak occurrence unlikely to occur again, but still. 
 
    She heard a knock at the door, followed by her son’s soft, confident voice. 
 
    “Mother? You aren’t bathing, are you?” 
 
    “At least you knocked, this time,” she called back, with a smile. She started to rise, knowing that they had quite a bit to talk about after the scene he’d made the previous night. She’d already forgiven him for that internally, though she’d still see about teasing forth an apology. 
 
    She hesitated, still submerged in the warm water. Perhaps… she was hazy from the heat, with that way a hot bath can tempt the mind to wander. 
 
    “You can still come in, if you’d like,” she said. “I’m in the water, and it’s… too soapy for you to see much.” 
 
    She spoke in a softer voice, almost to the point of him perhaps not overhearing her through the door. A little thing, but it seemed to leave the matter to chance, make the offer a dice roll instead of an invitation. 
 
    The door opened. Koa entered. He looked everywhere but at her in the bath at first, and when he finally did, it was with burgeoning excitement in his eyes. Avina shifted her legs, one knee rising through the curtain of soap bubbles, which was not as thick and uniform as she’d claimed. 
 
    “I wanted to apologize for what happened last night,” he said. “I acted like a drunken fool, and I lost your crown in the mix. I’m still keeping an eye out for it and my troublesome little hookhorn.” 
 
    “Horny?” Avina smiled, having altogether too much fun with her teasing. “Oh, I’m sure he’ll turn up, along with the crown. And if he doesn’t, I can always simply have you smelt me a new crown from some of your substantial Great Hunt winnings.” 
 
    “Yes, well, every drunken mistake has its price.” He took a step closer and then another, perhaps testing how close she’d let him get. “Are you enjoying your bath?” 
 
    “The water is perfect.” Avina let out a sigh, noticing how it brought the swell of her upper breasts above the bubbles. For an instant, the flesh of one nipple poked out of the water and into the bubbles, still hidden, but far less so than it probably should have been. “I need to speak with you about Vestus.” 
 
    “The reconstruction,” said Koa. “I was of a want to head out to see how it’s been progressing. I can set off today. There’s still plenty of light left.” 
 
    From the way his eyes were attached to her, it was hard for Avina to believe that Koa wanted to go anywhere in that moment. Gods, it felt so strange to have him seeing her like this. So right and so wrong. She almost bit her lip as he took another step closer. 
 
    He can already see all of you, she thought. Maybe. Maybe not. Do you want him to? Does it matter? 
 
    “I think you should stay here,” she said. 
 
    “What? Mother, it’s my money. Have I not the right to see what it’s bought me?” 
 
    “You financed the project, but that doesn’t give you immediacy to claim it as yours.” 
 
    “Even if it is mine, by right?” He took another step closer, and Avina felt a horribly interesting tingling between her legs. “Mine, and no one else’s.” 
 
    “You’ll see it soon enough.” She shifted, rising upright and covering her breasts with one arm in a small visual powerplay that held a real chance to backfire. “I thought you’d be excited to have the run of the castle in my absence. It’ll be your first time getting truly into the saddle as a prince.” 
 
    “You’d… leave me in charge of the castle?” He let out a small, amused chuckle. “For me to do with as I please?” 
 
    “Oh, not quite as you please, Prince Makoa,” she said. “There are always limits, but I think you already know that. I’d like for you to reach a point where I can trust you with more things like this. I can trust you, right, Koa?” 
 
    It’d never been an option to simply leave Koa in charge of Harvest Castle when Tamara had still been alive, as the previous underqueen. Those responsibilities had always fallen to Avina, and when she was younger and she and her mother had visited the capitol together, Koa had only been a child. 
 
    “I would never do anything that you wouldn’t let me get away with, Mother,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “You are an absolute brat.” Avina flicked some water his way, not quite splashing. Gods, she wondered what would happen if she did, where things would lead if he decided to splash back.  
 
    “Your beloved brat,” said Koa. “I promise not to burn down the keep while you’re gone.” 
 
    “And I’ll make sure every caelin of your gold has been well spent,” said Avina. 
 
    “Please do. I want my money’s worth.” 
 
    He stared at her for another few seconds that made Avina’s entire body feel like it was heating up the water, rather than the other way around. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding as he finally left and sank down to rinse her hair one last time. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    She was still slightly damp as she set out on horseback with Petra and five of the castle’s guards. The carriage had been an option, but Vestus was no more than a few hours journey. She liked to occasionally be on horseback as the underqueen, both to be seen by her subjects in the activity and for simple reasons of preference and pleasure. 
 
    “Makoa had no objection with being left behind to sit the castle?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Not after he realized what it meant,” said Avina. “I would like to dictate more responsibility to him in the coming days, if possible.” 
 
    She found herself imagining it sometimes. Koa, at her side. Her son, the prince, but… also a co-ruler, of sorts. The idea of them standing together in the face of each and every challenge, attending fanciful balls together, long conversations about the direction of the realm over candles and wine… it appealed to her, perhaps more than it should have. 
 
    “He will be a handful to deal with once he begins to see himself as your equal, Avina,” said Petra. “Not to mention if he still holds hope of rising to the heralder throne. Serving as prince of Harvestglade more prominently might simply seem like a step along his path.” 
 
    Avina’s mouth twitched at the corner. “I don’t appreciate you presenting it as such. Koa has a good sense for his duties, both to his castle and his queen. He’ll take the role seriously.” 
 
    “I simply think that it might be in your best interest to keep a firm grip on his reins,” said Petra. “He is as willful as any young stallion.” 
 
    “Koa knows that I am the one riding him, not the… um… other way around.” 
 
    “I am sure he does, my queen.” 
 
    Avina scowled at the other woman and flicked a small, overripe apple at her from a nearby tree branch. Petra caught it and took a bite from the passable side of the fruit. 
 
    “What were his thoughts on the war in the borderlands?” asked Petra. 
 
    “I… haven’t yet brought that up with him.” 
 
    Petra stopped chewing and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “There hasn’t been a good opportunity,” said Avina, with a shrug. “We were speaking while I was in the bath, for gods’ sake. It was… a light mood. Not one for speaking of the possibility of war.” 
 
    “It is short sighted to dally in telling him.” Petra was firm with both her words and tone. “He will be the one heading off to lead men into battle, Avina. As much as war has political implications for Harvestglade, the results will fall personally on Koa.” 
 
    “I know that!” snapped Avina. “I’m aware, Petra. I just… I suppose I’m still hoping for a way to keep him out of it. For all his confidence and bravery, I simply don’t think Koa would fare well in a border campaign.” 
 
    “He may come to resent you for trying to protect him in this.” 
 
    “I know that as well. It’s a risk I’m willing to take. I could… calm him down if his passions flared in response.” 
 
    “By inviting him to spy on you in the bath again?” laughed Petra. 
 
    “The soap bubbles covered nearly everything worth seeing,” said Avina. “I’m not a floozy, Petra.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Koa’s intent had been to do a sketch of Ruby from memory to send her, along with the one he’d done of Gladetown’s rebuilt street. Intentions do not always result in actions, however. The face, pose and setting had all morphed into his mother, that perfect moment of her in the bath permanently etched into his mind. 
 
    He sat upon her throne, taking her audiences for the day. Lord Willis had seethed when he’d seen Koa sitting there, which was no surprise, since he’d bedded the man’s daughter, Katlyn, numerous times. Koa had been as polite and magnanimous as one can be toward a man whose daughter he’d very nearly gotten with child. Unsurprisingly, the good Lord Willis had opted to wait for Avina’s return before pressing his business. 
 
    Horny had wandered into Koa’s room at some point, and by some miracle, the hookhorn had still been wearing Avina’s crown across the midriff. Koa had taken it off and brought it to the crown stand within the throne room. Now, alone aside from the guards outside the door, the temptation to put it on was near overwhelming. 
 
    “You wore it, Horny,” he said to the hookhorn, which had been idling around the throne room with him for most of the afternoon. “Would it truly be in such poor taste for me to do the same?” 
 
    He reached for it, hefted its weight, let his fingers run along its points. He brought it to his face and smelled it, not really knowing why, not really surprised to find that the scent reminded him of his mother. 
 
    “Prince Makoa?” Magister Argon’s voice caught him off guard, and he nearly dropped the circlet in his rush to return it to the stand. “A moment, if it please?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Magister,” said Koa. “Come on in.” 
 
     His mother’s old and trusted advisor entered with Captain Lauric at his side. Even before either of them had explained what they needed, he could sense from their body language that some sort of disagreement existed between them. 
 
    “The mayor of Brockwell Bay sent a messenger with a report of a ship flying the banner of the Clawlands having set anchor just off the coast,” said Magister Argon. “Nobody has yet come ashore, but it seems likely that a ship of the size of the one reported carries either a high-ranking diplomat or the princess herself.” 
 
    “The underqueen herself,” corrected Lauric, stiffly. “Underqueen Genevieve of the Clawlands.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Koa. “Genevieve.” 
 
    He shifted on his mother’s throne, remembering a few passing encounters across the years with the former Princess Gen. She was pretty, tall and curvaceous, with pale skin and hair that was almost true black. She had a dimpled smile that lent her an interesting contrast of extremes, severe beauty against an expressive face. 
 
    “She will undoubtedly wish to resupply in Brockwell Bay,” said Magister Argon. “She’d been seeing to the territory of the Clawlands in the Gnelter Islands and has likely only just arrived back after hearing word of her mother’s death.” 
 
    “The timing would certainly fit,” said Koa. 
 
    “This is a matter of state affairs,” said Captain Lauric. “A rival underqueen should be left to her business, especially with this development occurring while your mother is out of the castle.” 
 
    “She only just became underqueen!” said Magister Argon. “Your mother would at the very least wish to extend the invitation for her visit Harvest Castle and meet with her directly.” 
 
    “That is a decision for Underqueen Avina to make, not you or I and certainly not Prince Makoa!” snapped Lauric, with vehemence that again suggested that Koa was entering this dispute midway. 
 
    “Captain Lauric,” Koa said, calm but sharp. “Mind your tone.” 
 
    “Ah.” Lauric winced, perhaps only then noting Koa’s position on the throne, governing in his mother’s absence. “What I mean to say, my prince, is—” 
 
    “I heard your words.” He stroked his chin, drawing the moment out. Gods, he wanted to be king, if it would feel like this all the time. “I’ve met Gen before. I think if the offer came from me, on behalf of myself and my mother, she would receive it well, regardless of her current business.” 
 
    “I agree, Your Majesty,” said Magister Argon, smirking at Lauric. 
 
    “If her ship is harbored in Brockwell Bay, my mother will be back by the time she arrives here at the castle, regardless,” said Koa. “Though… it is still a decision of import.” 
 
    “Bah!” Haza’s voice came from the door, immediately followed by the staff tapping, shuffle step of his approach. “What does it matter? Do you have a mind to court and bed this rival underqueen?” 
 
    “This is a closed audience!” snapped Lauric. 
 
    “He’s my advisor,” said Koa. “I would ask you once more to mind your tone, Lauric.” 
 
    “If you don’t have business with her of a pressing nature, then why bother with such a distraction?” asked Haza. “You have more important things to focus your attention on, princeling.” 
 
    Magister Argon made a disapproving noise, and Lauric gave a grudging nod. Koa drew the moment out again, playing with the casting ring on his right index finger, and then clapped his hands together. 
 
    “Send the invitation, Magister Argon,” he said. “I’m sure my mother would appreciate the chance to sit down with her newest fellow underqueen, especially if it’s ahead of her being thrown into the political games of Lassius and Thunderclaw.” 
 
    He was surprised at how easy he found it to come to a decision on a matter that could well have serious consequences. Magister Argon and Captain Lauric gave him sincere bows, and he dismissed them from the chamber. Haza lingered, eyeing him as though seeing him for the first time, or perhaps after a grievous, maiming injury. 
 
    “You would actually appear to be a prince here,” said Haza. “Look at that!” 
 
    “You… doubted me before?” 
 
    “More the relevance of the tradition than the title. In Osteanus, in this strange realm of affectations, everyone seems to be a prince or a lord or a queen. That was not the case in Sabantius.” 
 
    “How interesting.” Koa only barely resisted the urge to demand more details from Haza. He’d played this game before. The more he asked, the cagier the old man would get, speaking in riddles and treating his knowledge like gold. 
 
    Haza smiled after a few seconds of silence, a fisherman watching his bait sink below the surface. “Sabantius had long ago done away with such pointless titles that set one man or one woman above another. In Sabantius, those who ruled did so through means — land, power, sometimes eloquence. Though, that is much the case everywhere, but the titles tend to distort and confuse, creating a story for the common man to follow.” 
 
    Koa rubbed one hand on the arm of the throne, feeling how deeply the wood had been polished. “My own inheritance in Sabantius is, what? The land itself? Owning land and having a claim over a certain land are two very different things.” 
 
    “Are they? What use is ownership if your rights can’t be enforced? And who needs a claim if you can seize territory from someone weak enough to let it be taken?” 
 
    “Gods, Haza, you just can’t help yourself!” snapped Koa. “I hope that one day we can speak of your true intentions in coming here to Osteanus to whisper in my ear without it devolving into questions and riddles.” 
 
    “Perhaps one day.” Haza grinned and gave a mock bow. “With your leave, Prince Koa.” 
 
    Koa waved his hand, smiling, despite himself. The old sorcerer had a way of saying Prince Koa that was almost the polar opposite of his barbs, as though he was proud of him just for existing, despite faulting him for so much else. 
 
    There wasn’t any other business that required his attention, but he found he wasn’t ready to leave the throne room just yet. He took out his sketchpad again and flipped to the sketch of his mother in the tub. Strange… Even though he’d been the one to draw it, looking at the scene stirred him up in all the worst ways. 
 
    You’re disgusting, he told himself. You need to burn this before anyone else sees it. Evidence of your perversions just waiting to be discovered. 
 
    He thought about crumpling it up, there and then, and being done with the strange drawing, the bizarre attraction he had toward his mother and queen, once and for all. 
 
    He didn’t crumple the sketch. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Haza did eventually drop by the throne room again, catching a glimpse of the sketch and remarking upon what an accurate rendition it was of the Lady Udderqueen. Koa was still glowing with annoyance as he made his way back to his room, despite Haza issuing no condemnation or judgment.  
 
    An odd draft greeted him as he opened the door to his chamber. He hadn’t remembered leaving the window open, but open, it clearly was. He closed the door and spun around quickly. 
 
    Verity had chosen to hide in a gamble of a spot, nestled in the crook directly behind the door when opened inward. She immediately ran for the window, but Koa was closer to it and in no mood for her nonsense. 
 
    He tackled her by the midriff, landing atop her hard enough to force the air out of her lungs. He still had his cane in hand — he carried it almost everywhere with him — but they were in close quarters, wrestling rather than brawling. 
 
    Verity tried to slide sideways and tip him over, her thighs wrapping around his waist in demonstration of lean, hidden muscle. Koa trapped one of her arms, but she used the other to pull his wrist and twist it in a strange and incredibly painful direction. He realized, later than he should have, that she had some training in submission holds and was probably going to come out on top. Unless… 
 
    He stabbed his cane downward into the floor, past Verity’s neck. She flinched, but he hadn’t been aiming for her. Pulling downward with a slashing motion, Koa opened a small rift into his pocket realm. 
 
    Verity let out a high-pitched gasp as she tipped backward, falling through the opening in such a state of surprise that she didn’t even make to grab at the floor to stop herself. Koa leaned to one side, watching her tumble into the empty, weightless white expanse.  
 
    If I wanted to, I could just close it, he thought. Give her an hour or so of nothingness to teach her not to spy on me. 
 
    It felt too cruel, especially given his own experience with being trapped on the wrong side of a rift. He picked up his casting cane and entered after her, closing the rift and sealing them both in. Verity was upside down relative to him, looking around frantically, eyes blinking wide and fast. 
 
    “What… is this?” she cried. “Where have you brought me?” 
 
    “You’re not in danger,” said Koa. “But you must understand that I have to take the situation seriously when I’m attacked by a spy in my own room.” 
 
    Verity pulled her knees inward, somersaulting around to put herself mostly right side up. “You attacked me.” 
 
    “A trifling detail.” 
 
    He smiled, despite himself. She looked strange in her beggar’s disguise, torn sleeves and rough-cut cloth, but still pretty and relatively clean underneath. He’d grown so used to seeing her in the livery of the castle servants that the change made him wonder if he’d ever really seen her. How did she dress when she wasn’t trying to blend into a certain role? 
 
    “What were you doing in my chamber?” he asked. “If I detect even a hint of a lie, I won’t hesitate to leave you in here.” 
 
    She reached into a pocket and withdrew a folded piece of parchment. “I was leaving you a note. Well, that and… reading whatever I could find on your desk. That’s the truth.” 
 
    She sent the missive floating across the space between them. Koa unfolded it and started to read, but it seemed as though she’d been discovered before finishing her message. 
 
    “I came to warn you about your friend, Ruby,” said Verity. “In part.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Any letter you attempt to send her will undoubtedly be intercepted by either King Kendall or Thunderclaw,” said Verity. “In both cases, the end result would be less than ideal for you and her.” 
 
    “I’d assumed as much already,” he admitted. “Something tells me you didn’t climb all the way up to my window just to state the obvious.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Verity looked around again, clearly unnerved by her surroundings. “I wanted to propose a deal with you.” 
 
    “I’m still listening.” He smiled at her with teeth. There was an aspect to doing business within his pocket realm that he quite enjoyed. The control, but also the secrecy. Nobody could possibly overhear them. 
 
    “I can get a letter to Ruby for you,” said Verity. “There’s nothing stopping me from traveling to Twinfalls and seeking her out on your behalf.” 
 
    “On my behalf?” He snorted and shook his head. “Why would I trust you?” 
 
    “Who else would you be able to trust?” 
 
    She had a point, at least in terms of servants and confidants he could summon on short notice. 
 
    “…Is she safe?” he asked. “Was there truly a family inheritance awaiting her, or did King Kendall simply imprison her the moment she arrived?” 
 
    “I don’t know for certain, Prince Makoa,” said Verity. “If I were to guess, I would assume that she is either being surveilled or under arrest within her house. She isn’t in a dungeon, if that’s what you fear.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “You said you came to propose a deal. What do you want from me, Verity?” 
 
    She swallowed, still looking around as though what she really wanted was to simply be back in their home realm at that given moment. “I need your help. Underqueen Genevieve is just off the coast of Harvestglade and may even be traveling through the queendom on her way back to the Clawlands.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “I would assume then that you’ve also heard stirrings of the war in the borderlands,” said Verity. “With Underqueen Lassius providing the funding, the other queendoms will be left to supply most of the commanders and soldiers. No doubt you’ve already begun training for the oncoming conflict.” 
 
    Koa kept his surprise in check. His mother must have simply been slow on receiving that news… or she’d kept it from him. As he turned that second possibility over, it practically bit into his palm. Of course she’d kept it from him. 
 
    “I would ask that you speak with your mother,” continued Verity. “Convince her that Underqueen Genevieve might be open to the idea of refusing Thunderclaw’s call for a borderlands campaign.” 
 
    “Why would she do a thing like that?” asked Koa. 
 
    “I know Gen,” said Verity. “I’ve already been in… correspondence with her. She’ll hear Avina out if you can similarly convince her.” 
 
    “All right,” said Koa. “But why would I do a thing like that?” 
 
    It was a genuine question, not just political banter. Koa found that the idea of going to war held a certain personal appeal to him. What better way to unveil his burgeoning sorcery? The hunt, even setting aside his promise to his mother, had been a nuanced situation, a low stakes game between Ostean princes. Using his magic to win would have seemed more like cheating than a respectable display of power. 
 
    But a war against Estoria, Osteanus’s long standing enemy, would be perfect. There were rumors that they fielded armies of slaves and vicious, trained monsters. The realm would overlook the dark associations of his Sabantian sorcery if he found a way to use it to carry the day. 
 
    “King Kendall doesn’t support this war,” said Verity. 
 
    “It’s on King Kendall’s authority that such a war would be declared and fought.” 
 
    “At the behest of Thunderclaw. The king himself has no interest in attempting to expand the realm. It serves no one’s interests, in truth, other than Thunderclaw. I think he seeks to weaken the queendoms militarily by committing them to a pointless conflict.” 
 
    “Even a pointless conflict can present opportunities.” 
 
    “A childish take on war,” said Verity, with a fair amount of spite. 
 
    “There’s nothing childish in steering the best path down a bad road.” 
 
    “That is why I came here tonight,” said Verity, with a sigh. “This wasn’t solely my idea, Makoa. The king… needs your mother to at least try to convince one of the other underqueens to seek peace.” 
 
    Koa ran a hand through his hair. “Ah. Of course. This was why King Kendall was so keen on spiriting Ruby off into his domain to begin with.” 
 
    “I’m simply carrying out his will,” said Verity. “Moreover, the choice I’m asking you to make is the reasonable one. Convince your mother to seek peace. Otherwise, Ruby, your friend, your lover, may well be the one to suffer.” 
 
    “You would threaten the woman I love to have my obedience?” Koa tensed his jaw, anger shifting in his chest like the humidity ahead of a storm. “Perhaps I will just leave you in here to rot.” 
 
    “Everyone will pay the price if you do.” It wasn’t the valid argument in her words that convinced him, but the fear. Verity was scared that he might follow through on the threat, or perhaps she was simply scared of him. Strange to acknowledge the possibility, but not in a bad way. 
 
    “I’ll speak with my mother,” he said, after a while. He cut the rift open and stepped through, collapsing at his desk and not watching Verity as she made her own exit. 
 
     “I’m not heartless, Prince Makoa,” said Verity. “I might… be able to help you, if and when the realm’s course smooths out. In the same way I came to help tonight, to warn you of your correspondences being intercepted.” 
 
    “What a charitable sentiment.” 
 
    Verity headed for the window. Koa turned, eyeing both her and the open rift. 
 
    “I’ll wait until after you’ve spoken to your mother and she’s spoken with Gen before departing for Twinfalls. If you do wish for a private message to be delivered to Ruby, bring it to me by then.” 
 
    “…I’ll consider it.” 
 
    Verity nodded, and with nary a sound, slipped out the window and into the courtyard below. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Avina couldn’t help but imagine the sheer scale of destruction the dustwalker could have caused if left unchallenged as she gazed upon the ruins of Vestus from a distance. She’d seen the town before and after the damage had been done, but somehow viewing the early stage of its recovery and restoration hit her even harder. 
 
    An entirely new graveyard had been built across the street from what had presumably been the old one, with regular patches of freshly turned earth still lacking headstones. A number of buildings had been raised completely, with others under repair, and few if any actively occupied. 
 
    She rode alongside Petra as they approached the site where the craftsmen hired by Koa’s prize winnings had set up their camp. It felt strange to see them choosing to stay outside of the town itself, as though wary of ghosts or curses left in the wake of the monster’s carnage. 
 
    Avina felt odd and uncomfortable leading her party from the front, an impulse perhaps born from a similar paranoia. She spotted a large building that must have been the inn that did have the orange glow of life and habitation within its windows and forced herself to relax slightly. 
 
    “They’re all over at the inn waiting up for you along with the mayor,” called one of the craftsmen, poking just his head out of a tent flap. 
 
    “Thank you, ser,” said Avina. “How has the reconstruction faired so far?” 
 
    “It’s going as it’s going,” said the craftsman. “Not a fast process, that do be true.” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra as they continued by on their horses. 
 
    “You should explore that line of questioning more as we speak with the mayor and the lead craftsman,” said the esper. “We have committed enough money to this project to necessitate that we have an accounting of how it is spent.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Avina. 
 
    She drew to a stop outside the inn and passed her horse off to the guards with her for hitching. It was late in the day, with only a hint of sunlight emanating from the far horizon. At a normal inn, under normal circumstances, the common room would be an active, lively place, but the mood was muted as the guards opened the door for her and she stepped through. 
 
    Half a dozen men fell into deep, unpracticed bows as soon as they recognized her. She smiled and waved a hand for them to rise, already warmed by the heat of the well-fed hearth. A woman around the same age as her stood behind the bar, frowning and leaning on the counter. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina!” A tall man with broad shoulders and a close-cropped receding hairline welcomed her with an outstretched arm. “We weren’t sure if you’d make it today, given how lengthy the shadows have grown. Though I suppose that doesn’t bother you overmuch!” 
 
    The man laughed nervously and glanced past her at Petra. Avina smiled and shook his hand. 
 
    “Oh, I can only hope I didn’t keep you waiting for too long,” she said. 
 
    “I’m Serristan, lead craftsman on the reconstruction,” said the man. “I believe I spoke with your magister in your place when I was first hired. This is Jared, my architect, and Lars, over there, is the mercenary we hired to run patrols.” 
 
    “Your man outside said the mayor of Vestus was also here?”  
 
    “Ah.” Serristan rubbed his scalp with one hand and hooked a thumb toward the woman behind the counter. “That’d be Ingrid, I think.” 
 
    “You think?” Avina furrowed her brow at the phrasing. 
 
    “I’m the mayor by right of succession, but… I’m still new to the job,” said Ingrid, with a fair amount of uncertainty. “I mostly look over the inn, but I’ve also started looking after the town’s old finances.  They’ve mostly been static in recent weeks, so I’ve been doing my best to catch up.” 
 
    “I’ve told her before that it’s not something she should concern herself too much with yet,” said Serristan, stepping partially in between Avina and the woman. “With so much still in motion, it’s all we can do to spend the money where it's sensible and document what makes sense. It’s still a project, not a town as it was.” 
 
    “True enough, though we need just as full of an understanding of the project,” said Avina. 
 
    Serristan attempted to give her just that over the next few minutes as they took seats at the table closest to the fire. Ingrid brought food and drinks with the help of a young woman who must have been a sister or relative of similar relation. 
 
    “The price of base materials has been high, as I’m sure you can understand.” Serristan turned his palms up as he reached the point that seemed to have been priming his tension. “It’s in part that caravans have to make special exceptions to come out this way, plans to provide for their parties rather than having a place to stop. But I’d be doing you a disservice if I didn’t admit that I fear superstition also plays a factor.” 
 
    “Work through it as best you can,” said Avina. She took a small test of the beef stew Ingrid had brought, hissing quietly as it singed her tongue and a small dribble stole down her lip. “I will have this town restored, Serristan. It represents a greater healing than just what Vestus provided practically as a trade stop.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt, Lady Underqueen.” 
 
    Avina hadn’t actually spent a night within the common room of an inn since she’d assumed the throne, since years before that, even. It was nice to simply sit by the fire, listen to the ambience, and eat beef stew with potatoes and leeks. She even had an ale, which she’d never been fond of, but it suited her mood along with the late fall weather. 
 
    The men were visibly tense, and there was something about Ingrid’s frown that Avina tried and failed to decipher. Probably that was to be expected. Every glance Avina took out through one of the inn’s windows revealed destroyed buildings, the main road still strewn with dust from obliterated bodies, the aftermath of a tragedy.  
 
    On top of that, Petra sat beside Avina, silent and expressionless, watching and listening. Avina was so comfortable with her esper that it was sometimes easy to forget she had a reputation as one of the most powerful and mysterious entities within the realm. 
 
    My feelings toward Thunderclaw are likely comparable to how these common folk perceive Petra, she thought. 
 
    “I’ve prepared the nicest and largest room for you and your esper, milady,” said Ingrid. “The floor has been swept over, and the blankets and cushions are new, not just clean, and it has a view of… well, the view might not be preferable, but the window does have curtains.” 
 
    “It will do just fine,” said Avina, with a smile. “Thank you, Mayor Ingrid.” 
 
    The woman laughed, sounding as surprised as flattered, and led Avina and Petra up to their lodgings for the night. Avina slightly regretted not bringing Reese or Mav along as she folded her own clothes neatly next to the bed, but it seemed like a cruel thing to force them to see the ruined town just for the sake of having someone to tend to her small chores for a single night. 
 
    “Thoughts?” asked Avina. 
 
    Petra stood by the window, taking in the view Ingrid had described as unpreferable. “This town has wounds that run deeper than destroyed buildings and fresh filled graves.” 
 
    “I can only replace the former,” muttered Avina. “Gods, in some ways it feels like I can never quite do enough.” 
 
    “Perhaps it simply seems like less than enough until after the fact,” said Petra. “Did your mother ever express similar frustrations during her reign?” 
 
    Avina thought about that and slowly nodded as she recalled events past.  
 
    “When I was a teenager, I remember her going on a tour of the coast after the ocean marauder raids. The damage wasn’t as extensive as what happened to Vestus, or at least not as focused in one place. She seemed so tired when she came back. I think I sensed her fatigue was more than a thing that could simply be slept away. It’s hard, seeing the scars. The gaps left behind from so many deaths.” 
 
    “Through seeing it, you accept responsibility for it,” said Petra. “I understand how that can be hard.” 
 
    Avina grunted and pulled her quilt up. She blew the candle next to her bedside out and, without really trying, fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    She awoke to the sound of loud voices and heavy activity from the common room below. For a few moments, Avina thought that perhaps it was just her own unfamiliarity with inns. Perhaps another guest had arrived, or some kind of argument was taking place. Petra’s hand gently shaking her shoulder quickly disabused her of that idea. 
 
    “What’s going on?” whispered Avina. 
 
    “Some kind of incident in the tents of the craftsmen.” 
 
    Avina felt goosebumps prickling across bare skin as she slid out of bed and into the cold night air. Petra helped her dress, and they headed downstairs. A group of men were engaged in an argument with Ingrid, and one of them made to pull the mayor turned innkeeper back as she turned to appeal to her underqueen. 
 
    “Let her speak,” said Avina. 
 
    “All she’s got to say harkens to superstition and nonsense!” snapped one of the craftsmen. “The town is safe! She’s just jumping at shadows.” 
 
    “Shadows?” shouted Ingrid. “Milady Underqueen, the lead craftsman has gone missing! These idiots didn’t even want to tell you if it could be avoided.” 
 
    “Missing?” Avina frowned, feeling Petra’s own curiosity through the bond. “How does one go missing in a town composed of a single inn?” 
 
    The tallest of the men cleared his throat with a growl and waved a hand. “He probably just went to take a piss and… fell asleep against a tree, or somesuch.” 
 
    “There’s dust in his tent!” shouted Ingrid. “They won’t let me see, but I know it’s the case! It’s happened once before, to one other man, since the reconstruction first started.” 
 
    Avina looked at Petra, and the esper’s expression mirrored her own. They strode out into the abandoned town. Petra drew her greatsword, Shadassara, walking a step ahead of Avina as they headed toward the encampment of tents. 
 
    The danger felt so real, but the town was silent aside from the wind’s faint whisper. Ingrid caught up with them and pointed an uncertain finger at one of the tents. 
 
    “It’s that one.” 
 
    “Petra,” said Avina.  
 
    The esper swept forward, pausing for only an instant to glance around with her dark sword in hand before pulling the tent flap back. Avina saw a bedroll revealed in a beam of moonlight, her quilt twisted into a tangle over a pile of sand and dust. 
 
    “How is this possible?” she muttered. “Could there be more than one?” 
 
    “There could be,” said Petra. 
 
    There was a tone to her voice, a quiet, unspoken suggestion that Avina could have deduced herself as easily as felt in a sliver of suspicion through their bond. 
 
    There could be more than one, or just the one. Makoa… What happened during the hunt? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Prince Koa sat upon his mother’s throne, one leg crossed over the other at the knee, hand absentmindedly petting the purring hookhorn at his side. Mav had brought him news of his mother’s return, and he’d briefly considered greeting her at the gate before instead opting to send one of the guards out to let her do it instead.  
 
    One of the perks of having a castle, replete with staff, at one’s disposal, he thought with a wistful smile. 
 
    He greeted his mother as though welcoming a guest as she entered her own audience chamber, motioning the guards to allow her entry even though they would have, regardless. Horny hopped up into Koa’s lap, circling once before sitting down. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” he said, holding one arm out graciously. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “I see you’ve kept my throne warm for me right up until the very moment of my return,” said Avina, taking slow steps forward. 
 
    “I thought it would make for an interesting role reversal.” 
 
    “But our roles have not reversed, Koa.” 
 
    She didn’t sound overly happy with him, and Koa felt his own ire sparking in response as he drummed his fingers on the arm of her throne. 
 
    “I’ve heard word of war’s approach,” he said. “I’m very curious as to why you chose not to inform me of Underqueen Lassius committing to fund the campaign in the borderlands.” 
 
    Avina’s expression remained unamused. “I’ve yet to decide Harvestglade’s own stance on the coming conflict. A war on the realm’s western edge hardly seems like it would serve the purposes of the queendom.” 
 
    “I think it’s a matter that merits discussion.” Koa thought back to Verity’s appeal the night before. He’d spent hours thinking about it and still hadn’t entirely made up his mind. His concern for Ruby, his ambition, the political realities, all of it seemed twisted into a tangle of conflicting desires. 
 
    “Koa,” said his mother, coming closer to the throne.  “You would likely be called upon in the event of a full conflict.” 
 
    “You say that with a hint of fear in your voice, Mother,” said Koa. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I be afraid?” she asked, with an incredulous laugh. “The other princes and nobles who would be leading battalions have espers to safeguard them. You would be put in a position where the risk to you would be unacceptable.” 
 
    “I’m not lacking for my own advantages. I have my magic.” 
 
    “The tricks you’ve learned from Haza and his spellbook are not on par with a bonded esper!” snapped Avina hotly. “I appreciate how dedicated you are to what you’ve been learning, but it’s not a skillset you can simply apply openly without drawing scrutiny.” 
 
    “So what would you have me do then?” asked Koa. “Pretend like I don’t have this power? Play at being less than I am just to preserve the realm’s tepid expectations of me?” 
 
    “If pretending stops you from making bad decisions, then absolutely.” Avina narrowed her gaze and folded her arms. “There was a death in Vestus during my visit. The lead craftsman, no less. They found a pile of sand and dust in his bedroll.” 
 
    “Sand and…” Koa ran a hand across his mouth. “I see.” 
 
    “You told me the magic you used to defeat the monster kept it contained,” said Avina. “Does that still hold true?” 
 
    He exhaled hard through his nostrils, wishing he’d explained to her in greater detail what’d happened during the hunt at a time when her reaction would have been more manageable. “It… does, in a certain sense.” 
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina with a sigh. 
 
    “I… released it. But it was in a situation where I had no other choice. Harriston and his esper were intent on killing me and making it seem as though I fell to the hunt beast.” 
 
    Avina pressed her thumbs to her forehead. 
 
    “I realize that this is only a small solace, but I did manage to locate your crown.” He stood up, scooping the gold circlet into one hand and making a gentle peace offering of it. 
 
    “Have you not heeded even the smallest aspect of my warnings?” asked Avina. 
 
    “I captured it once,” he said, placing the crown upon the rightful underqueen’s head. “I can do it again.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going anywhere near that monster!” snapped Avina. “Or off to war. Gods, I don’t even want you conspiring with your… with Hazafallius. I need you to be Harvestglade’s prince, Makoa.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’ve been doing!” he countered. “Just in my own way.” 
 
    He left the audience chamber in a state of smoldering frustration, shaking his head at Petra as he passed her. It was so typical of his mother to overlay her own personal anxieties onto the political realities of Harvestglade and his future. She was letting her anxiety blind her to the truth. 
 
    But am I doing the same with my ambition? he wondered. 
 
    He took dinner in his chamber, bringing a platter of smoked ham, bread, pickles and cabbage salad up to eat in private at his table. Verity’s request still echoed in his mind.  
 
    He was most annoyed with the fact that his mother was so ardent in keeping him away from potential conflict, so convinced it would mean disaster for him. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to go to war, to fight in battles, to be completely honest. But having the underqueen arguing for one side in a manner that pricked at his pride seemed to push him toward the other, if only out of pointless spite. 
 
    A portion of his anger, if not the lion’s share, was in fact directed inward. He could only blame himself for making the decision to release the dustwalker, even if his circumstances had been dire at the time. He still remembered the threat he’d issued to the dustwalker, to Brin, in that moment. 
 
    If you kill anyone or destroy a town or make a nuisance of yourself in any way, I’ll come for you. 
 
    He’d been hoping in the time since the declaration he’d never actually have to make good on it. One of many dashed hopes he’d experienced across the length of his short life.  
 
    Koa found his casting cane, which he’d attached the glass leaf his mother had given him to. He rubbed a fingertip along the ring of power Haza had given him, though he still hadn’t realized its potential.  
 
    He would find the dustwalker and do more than simply contain it — he would bend it to his will. The only true way to dispel his mother’s fears over his safety would be to confront them at their core. He would have an esper of a sort, or at the very least, a monster he could call upon in battle. 
 
    It was late enough that he was reasonably sure the hallway would be empty, but Koa still paused by his door as he peered in either direction. He’d taken no more than three steps when a familiar whisper came from the shadows behind him. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” said Petra. “Your mother would not approve of you sneaking out tonight, of all nights.” 
 
    He turned slowly, holding the esper’s gaze. “It seems my mother approves of rather few of my decisions as of late.” 
 
    “Who is to blame for that?” 
 
    “I’ll acknowledge that point.” 
 
    Petra wore only a plain gray robe, one of Avina’s or perhaps one of her own in a similar style, along with cloth slippers. She was there on his mother’s orders, but it seemed so much easier to engage with his mother’s will through the esper, rather than the woman herself. 
 
    “She did not send me to bar you into your room or limit your movements,” said Petra. “Only to keep an eye on you for her own piece of mind.” 
 
    He felt an odd smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You could do that much more easily from within my room instead of skulking in the shadows, esper.” 
 
    He opened the door and leaned against the frame, raising his arm as though to welcome her in. He was surprised when she smiled right back at him and strode right on in. 
 
    “Do you have any wine?” she asked.  
 
    “I… didn’t bring any up with dinner, but I always keep a bottle in reserve, if you don’t mind drinking from the stem.” 
 
    Petra sat down on his bed and crossed her legs, and Koa got the distinct sense that his night was about to get much more interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “Her fears for you are founded in your own actions,” said Petra. “You must know this.” 
 
    “Knowing it isn’t the same as allowing myself to be hobbled by it,” said Koa. 
 
    “You are being overdramatic. You are afforded the life of a prince. The idea that you are hobbled in any way is—” 
 
    “Petra,” said Koa, taking the wine bottle back from her. “If I were to, say, announce my intentions to head into town right this moment, what would you do?” 
 
    Petra let out a small sigh and gave a tiny shake of her head. 
 
    “If announced tomorrow morning that I intended to take a journey to Twinfalls to visit Ruby, what do you suppose my mother’s reaction would be?” 
 
    “It is not so much that she would disapprove of the idea itself as it is the conditions surrounding such a journey.” 
 
    “Fine!” He slapped a hand against his thigh. “I’m going to wake Haza and ask for his help tracking down the dustwalker, given my mother’s obvious concerns related to it. Would she even approve of just that?” 
 
    Petra didn’t answer, and he stood up as though to make good on the threat. She touched his hand and then surprised him, pulling herself forward instead of pulling him back. She held his gaze as she slowly sank to her knees on the ground in front of him. 
 
    “I am not your mother, Prince Koa,” she whispered. 
 
    “…I’ve noticed that.” 
 
    “But I care for you with much the same strength of emotion.” She lifted a hand, touching his abdomen just below the sternum, fingertips hot even through his shirt. “What I ask of you is to simply slow down. Mind the pacing of life, the timing of your actions.” 
 
    “…Go slow?” He made a considering noise, feeling himself growing excited as Petra’s fingers began to travel. “So you arrived at my chambers not to spy or stop me, but simply to… slow me down?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Her finger touched his belt, tracing the edge of the metal clasp. “It is up to you, my prince. To slow down… to speed up.” 
 
    How much of this is her? he wondered. Would my mother truly be so cynical as to order her to seduce me simply to keep hold of my reins? 
 
    He would have found the idea ridiculous a couple of months ago. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Did it even matter? 
 
    He missed Ruby. It was an odd thought to have with Petra on her knees in front of him, but a true one. He missed her in a dozen different ways, a hundred, but he would have been lying if one of them wasn’t simply how available she’d been for sex once their relationship had shifted in that direction. 
 
    “Prince Koa,” whispered Petra. She smirked at him, fingers running along the outline of his cock through his trousers. Petra was very much not Ruby, and there was a level of confidence in her movements and expression that reinforced that.  
 
    Ruby, he’d understood. Ruby had never tried to play him, never acted on secret orders from his mother. He touched one of Petra’s horns as she let out a soft moan and kissed the head of his cock through his pants. 
 
    “Mmm…” she whispered. “You seem to hesitate?” 
 
    “Most thinking men do in the face of wanton manipulation.” 
 
    “Is that not a touch overdramatic?” She spoke the words into his crotch, breath and vibration humming into him. “I care for you, Makoa. Your mother cares for you.” 
 
    Throw her out of your room, he thought. Make a statement to your mother about your principles. 
 
    “Show me how much you care, then,” he said. 
 
    He… mostly watched his own hands as he undid his belt and pulled out his tool. 
 
    “I will show you exactly how much I care. Mmm.” Petra immediately gave his erection a long lick. “I love you, Makoa. I…” 
 
    She paused, blinking suddenly, as though she hadn’t meant to say those words. That wasn’t it, though — Petra had told him she’d loved him many times before. It was how she’d said them, or perhaps how they’d felt to her on her own lips. 
 
    “Petra…” He hooked a fingertip underneath her chin, pulling her gaze to meet his. “My mother did a very dangerous thing by sending you to my room tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, we shall see about that, my prince.” 
 
    She kissed his cock on the tip and then began to suck. Koa had to steady his knees to keep the pleasure from dropping him. The sensation was unreal, but the sight was no slouch, either. Petra made eye contact with him for a few seconds, tossed her long braid behind one of her horns, and then braced herself against his thigh with one hand as she pressed her mouth forward and took him deeper. 
 
    “Ahem.” Petra let out a tiny, self-satisfied cough as she pulled from sheathing him. “I wonder, sometimes, how much of your acting out is born from… frustration.” 
 
    “Less than you’d think, but more than I’d admit.” He stroked her hair lovingly while prodding her lips with his member. “Keep going.” 
 
    She did at a speed and level of enthusiasm that made his world spin. She would press forward with her lips slack and then tighten them as she pulled her mouth back, a gentle, milking squeeze. Her chin was already sticky, a tiny sheen right next to a beauty mark he’d never noticed before at the edge of her mouth. 
 
    She wanted to make him come, and she absolutely would if he let her. Gods, with Ruby’s absence, a strong breeze of the right temperature and direction might have made him come. His recent level of frustration had him drawing his mother in the bath from memory, not that it wasn’t also an artistic endeavor. 
 
    He tried to warn Petra, gently tapping her shoulder, but of course, this was her objective. This was what his mother had sent her to do, if needed. The thought made him tense his jaw, and he touched her shoulder more firmly, pulling her up to her feet. 
 
    “My prince?” she whispered. “Was that not enjoyable for you?” 
 
    “Oh no, it was.” He untied the belt of her robe and gently pushed it off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. “Very much so.” 
 
    He pulled her toward his bed. Petra made the tiniest show of dragging her feet, but a smile crept onto her face. Not to mention her eyes, or perhaps more tellingly, the faint glow from between her legs.  
 
    He gently tossed her onto his mattress, watching her body jiggle as it bounced once, braid splayed out over a cushion. Petra bit her lip and gave him a guilty smile, crossing her legs slowly. 
 
    “The queen is still awake,” she whispered. “There are… considerations to remember,” she whispered. 
 
    “She should have taken them into account before sending you.” Koa crawled onto his bed next to her and kissed her. “Perhaps she did. Perhaps she’s just as twisted as…” 
 
    As I am, he silently finished. 
 
    Petra set her hands in between her thighs over her womanhood, smiling but also warning him with her eyes. “Makoa. She can feel much through the bond.” 
 
    Through a haze of lust, Koa realized that Petra wasn’t just blocking herself off from him, but touching herself with small movements. He pulled her thighs open, felt her spreading them at his behest. He touched her hands, lifting one and intertwining the fingers. She moved the other, stroking his hair. 
 
    “Let her feel it.” He pushed the tip of his cock to nestle first against her folds, and then inside of her. “Let her think on her choices.” 
 
    “Oh!” cried Petra. “Ah. Ooh. My prince.” 
 
    She hugged him and he kissed her, pumping a few times to feel her out. She was just as turned on as he was and as they kissed again, the world narrowed down to sexual sensation. He wasn’t simply taking her, nor was she merely offering herself to him. There was a mutual hunger that fed from both sides as they began to move and touch one another. 
 
    He found a nice, leisurely pace, but he could tell she wanted more. He kissed her neck, fondled her breasts, and slowed down instead. 
 
    “Your turn, esper,” he whispered. “What pacing calls to you? Slow… or fast?” 
 
    Petra let out a teasing laugh. “My prince… I wouldn’t presume to…mmm.” 
 
    Koa stole a few quick pumps, getting some noise out of her, and then stopped. “Slow or fast, Petra?” 
 
    She dug her fingernails into his back. “Fast. I want it… fast!” 
 
    Gods, so did he. He began thrusting with energy, kissing her everywhere his lips could reach. Petra moved with him, sometimes with synergy, sometimes angling for her own purpose and pleasure. The bed let out creaks at first, building until his headboard was drumming against the castle’s wall with impactful, rhythmic noises. 
 
    The sex itself was sweaty, unrestrained and athletic. It was not at all like the quiet encounter they’d had in the tent during the hunt, nor like intimacy with Ruby, sensitive and gentle Ruby. Sex with Petra was an ongoing challenge, a duel of seduction and passion and bodies. He kissed deeply and felt her sucking on his lower lip as they parted. 
 
    “Makoa!” moaned Petra. “Ah, ah, ah!” 
 
    She wrapped her legs around him in a showcase of powerful, toned thighs and flexed her hips to hump upward with each of his thrusts. He wrapped his arms around her similarly tightly. They rolled across the bed, almost falling off as they reached one edge and then back the other way, grinding and rutting without breaking pace. 
 
    Petra dug her fingers into his back and bit his shoulder, a sudden contrasting burst of pain. “My… prince!” 
 
    She trembled all over and then went slack. Purple light spilled out from her cunt, despite it still being snugly plugged by Koa’s cock. The shadows danced as the room was briefly suffused by a violet glow.  
 
    He barely slowed down. Petra, still drunk on her own orgasm, still had him wrapped in a much looser embrace. He thrust into her body, hugging her to him, faster and faster, until he rushed over the line. 
 
    He did, briefly, consider whether the risk of coming inside her was one he needed to take more seriously. He considered this as he came inside her, still thrusting. The pleasure had him groaning, drooling, almost, but more than anything else, it had him hugging the esper. Her words before echoed in his ear, and he felt a sudden shift that seemed to make everything a little bit more complicated. 
 
    I love you, Makoa. 
 
    They stayed as they were, despite the bed being damp and sticky in places from the exertions. Petra rested her head on his chest while Koa stroked her dark braid until they both fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Avina lay in bed, wondering at her own choices and rapidly losing her mind. She’d identified a problem — Koa’s rebellious mood — and formed a solution — sending Petra to watch him and keep him company. It’d seemed so obvious, elegant, even, at the time. 
 
    The sensation of the bond seemed to pulse through her to a rhythm, a rise and fall of infuriatingly compelling erotic pleasure. She was only wearing one of her nightgowns and uncovered by her sheets and quilt. It was far too hot for those, despite being late autumn, despite her window being wide open. 
 
    Her legs were wide open. One of her hands ran along the inside of her leg, thumb briefly brushing the outer limits of her crotch. She wasn’t going to… she wouldn’t… gods, but she wanted to. She needed to come, whether she could admit it to herself or not. 
 
    How much more of this can I take? Each time it gets a little harder to separate Petra’s emotions out from my own… 
 
    She’d made her choice, and it would be her mess to clean up. A hot, sticky, confusing mess. She was terrified there might soon be or already be an aspect of love involved either on the side of her esper or her son. Even just that heady, confusing level of lust so often mistaken for love would be a step too far, and she was sure she could feel that much already. 
 
    She let her fingers run along her womanhood, brushing her clit. Her eyelids fluttered as the pleasure crept up on her like a phantom. She would have closed her eyes, but she was too afraid, too excited, by what she might see. 
 
    It’d seemed so clever and neat, sending Petra to do her dirty work. An orchestrated seduction had seemed preferable to Koa running off to Twinfalls to chase a busty servant, or off to Sabantius with his sorcerous grandfather. Off to war, to get himself killed. 
 
    I want him here, with me, she thought, sliding a finger into herself. Makoa. Oh, Makoa! 
 
    She looked away as her traitorous fingers began to work with more intention. The pleasure of the bond was pulsing faster, speeding up like the footfalls of a sprinter getting up to pace. It was so unfair, for her to be here, suffering alone, on the outside of an encounter she’d all but ordered her esper to partake in. So unfair, but what alternative was there? 
 
    She wasn’t ready to answer that question, but she was ready to come. She grabbed one of her breasts, digging her fingers in like Koa had that one night in the tent. They never talked about that night.  
 
    It felt like she was tumbling head over heels, falling down a hill, and when she finally came to a stop, it was in time with her blinding, toe-curling pleasure. Her release left her gasping. She grabbed a pillow and stuffed it between her legs, squeezing her thighs together just to have something other than her fingers there. 
 
    When she caught her breath after her orgasm, the rhythmic pleasure was still there. Her cheeks grew hot as she realized that her son and her esper were still going. She’d come before they had, despite being in a different room, uninvolved beyond the echo of the bond. 
 
    You’re disgusting, she thought. You’re supposed to be a queen… and a mother. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    A solid night of sleep did wonders for both her mood and her opinion of herself. She smiled as she climbed out of bed, stripping off her nightgown and briefly looking at herself naked. She’d dreamed of Petra, though it had been spurious and was already fading from memory. Petra had been in Koa’s room, sharing much of Avina’s shameful arousal thought for thought. 
 
    By forgiving her esper, she forgave herself. The larger misstep seemed almost to be the fact that Petra hadn’t returned to Avina’s room once the act was over. Avina had Reese come in to help her pick out a dress and do her hair. She looked her best as she headed down the hall to her son’s room and knocked on his door. 
 
    A minute or two passed, long enough for her to knock a second time. Avina felt a familiar progression of sleepy emotion and waking horniness through the bond. Her son was probably trying for one more early morning go, the esper steeling her resolve to turn him down. The way both their faces were flushed when the door finally opened all but confirmed it. 
 
    “Avina.” Petra retied her robe and stepped outside to stand in the hallway. “I… must have fallen asleep after… speaking with Koa.” 
 
    The esper’s tone made it fairly clear that even she realized how lame it sounded as an explanation. 
 
    “Yes.” Koa, all smug satisfaction, folded his arms and leaned against his doorframe. “Quite the energized exchange of words we had. I think she got the answers she was looking for, as hopefully you did as well, Mother.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see that you’ve calmed down.” She smiled at him, still proud, despite everything. “Would you please inform me if you go anywhere or do anything I should know about today?” 
 
    He held up a finger. “On that note, I forgot to mention yesterday that I extended an invitation on your behalf to Princess Genevieve, whose ship was off our coast.” 
 
    “Underqueen Genevieve, and Magister Argon already told me,” said Avina.  
 
    “I spoke with a certain spy about her arrival, as well,” said Koa. “Not by choice, she just happened to break into my room.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “She seems to think that Underqueen Genevieve might be partial to avoiding war if you present the idea to her properly.” 
 
    “Very interesting. Well, we have nothing to lose by speaking with her, and everything to gain by speaking with her before Lassius and Thunderclaw weave her into their games.” 
 
    “I agree.” Koa smiled and leaned in, kissing her softly on the cheek. “I’m sorry for how I reacted to your concerns yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh, Koa,” sighed Avina. “You don’t need to apologize. I feel the same way. I just want everything to be alright for us.” 
 
    “I know you do, and I know we walk a perilous path. It’s no easier being the underqueen than it is a prince.” 
 
    “We’re partners in this,” said Avina. “Don’t forget that. I’m on your side.” 
 
    “I know you are.”  
 
    He wrapped her into a hug, and Avina squeezed him back with all her strength. 
 
    “I love you so much, Koa,” she said. 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    They held each other like that for a while, perhaps longer than a normal hug should go on for, given the circumstances. Avina was becoming increasingly alright with not being quite normal. Koa kissed her on the cheek again, cupping her face so his thumb briefly brushed the corner of her mouth. Avina felt herself blinking weirdly as he finally pulled back. 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight for dinner,” she said. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” he said. 
 
    She walked down the hall alongside Petra. Neither of them said anything until they’d reached the audience chamber, where Magister Argon had already laid out a primer on the day’s petitioners. They had a moment to themselves as the guards and magister finished getting ready. 
 
    “You did as I ordered,” said Avina. 
 
    “I did,” said Petra. 
 
    “And as I expected, you also did more.” 
 
    “…I did do more.” 
 
    They looked at each other, so much more being said through the bond than through words. Petra loved Koa, but was she in love with Koa? Avina felt Petra thinking the question in time with her, neither of them having a good answer. 
 
    “Do we need to be careful about this moving forward, Petra?” asked Avina. 
 
    “If I were to say yes to that, would it not already be too late?” asked the esper. “Makoa is… well, you know how he is.” 
 
    “As well as you do. I…” Avina trailed off as a sliver of her dream came back to her unbidden. 
 
    Your turn, esper, growled Koa. Slow or fast? 
 
    She felt herself blushing, and then she felt Petra blushing, and then they both looked at each other and cleared their throats in that embarrassed, composure seeking way. 
 
    “We can be careful,” said Petra. “Or at least… mindful.” 
 
    “If nothing else, we now have two close avenues for whispering into his ear,” said Avina. “I don’t wish to control my son’s every action, but he has several momentous choices ahead of him. We need to help him stay on the right path.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Petra. 
 
    None of the audiences she granted were anything overly serious, and she was finished before lunch. She and Petra set out into town, heading along one of the backroads that led past the blacksmith, to where a tiny alcove formed by the back alleys of two adjoining buildings held a rough sleeping pallet. 
 
    Avina stood out of view while Petra used her power to blend into the shadows. She’d brought a snack, actually, a small pouch of smoked salmon to munch on in the assumption that they’d be waiting into the afternoon. In fact, it only took a few minutes. 
 
    Verity looked much worse for wear than when Avina had last seen her. She was thin, not quite gaunt, but well on her way, and her clothes and skin were flecked with small bits of dirt in places. She seemed tired as she walked over to the pallet. She sat down on it and hugged her knees to her chest as a chill from the late-fall air stole through her next exhale. 
 
    Are all the homeless within my city this bedraggled? wondered Avina. I show my privilege in even having to ask. 
 
    “Verity.” Avina stepped into the open in the same moment that Petra did.  
 
    Verity rushed to her feet, glancing once toward the alley as though to run before realizing the situation and even smiling a little. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    She sank into a fairly deep bow. Avina touched her shoulder. 
 
    “Gods, I didn’t realize that you’d be this destitute when you left,” said Avina. 
 
    “I wasn’t… at first.” She gave a small shrug. “I picked out a bad spot to hide my stuff and, unsurprisingly, none of it was there one time when I came back.” 
 
    “We need to have a talk,” said Avina. “In more comfortable surroundings than this.” 
 
    “Your son banished me from your castle.” 
 
    “My son has calmed down in the time since. Come.” 
 
    “My queen, I… can’t simply talk with you,” said Verity. “Not in the way I’d expect you’d like. I serve the king.” 
 
    “I’ve met the king,” said Avina. “I admire your loyalty. I wouldn’t ask you to forsake your mission to him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “But you’re coming up to the castle with me, for food, for a warm bed, and most certainly for a bath. It’s your choice if it’s walking or being dragged by my esper.” 
 
    “She looks light.” Petra prodded one of Verity’s thinned arms. “I could also carry her, if needed.” 
 
    Verity glanced at the alley once more, as though still considering running, and then sighed. “Fair enough.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Koa walked through the castle in a princely daze, lost in his own thoughts. Servants and guards moved out of his way as he strode forward, oblivious to the outside world. He bumped into several walls, though just at the shoulder after veering slightly off course rather than any head on collisions. 
 
    The previous night with Petra had been one of the most exciting and sexually satisfying experiences of his life… yet he still missed Ruby. The fact that both of those impulses could live within him at once made him perceive the polygamous logic of the heralder king and the underqueens from a new angle. 
 
    He felt guilty for having enjoyed himself so much. He and Petra had alternated between resting and sex, whispering and making love, teasing each other and sweaty fucking, all through the night. The few hours of sleep they had gotten had been within each other’s arms, comfortably cuddling bodies. 
 
    He wasn’t in love with Petra… or maybe he was, and it was just a different kind of love than what he’d shared with Ruby. It was framed differently, set into its own nuanced context. With Ruby, there’d been such secrecy, along with the knowledge that they could never marry. With Petra, it felt more open and brazen, and while espers inherently couldn’t marry by law, the lack of the option seemed natural, preferable, almost.  
 
    There was also the factor of his mother and Petra’s bond to her, but thinking about that simply gave him an odd erection for reasons better left unexamined. 
 
    It was just different. Perhaps that was what Koa struggled with most of all — that he could not only feel something akin to love again with Ruby’s loss still so raw in his heart, but that it was a new kind of love, with rules he didn’t entirely understand and a depth to sink himself down into, if he so chose. 
 
    He bumped into another wall, but had seemingly arrived at a valid destination. Haza’s tiny chamber in the servant’s quarters was where the old man spent the vast majority of his time, though Koa had no real idea what he did within the space. He knocked on the door, turning his thoughts away from his own love life toward greater problems. 
 
    “Princeling,” said Haza, sweeping the door open with surprising alacrity. 
 
    “Haza. I need to continue my training. I still can’t do anything with the casting ring, and the range of realms which I can open rifts to seems limited in terms of practical—” 
 
    “All of your loud gallivanting with whoever it was you had in your room last night has reminded me that I have a taste for thighs,” said Haza. “Thick thighs. Buttery thighs. The complete spectrum of thighs.” 
 
    “Buttery thighs sounds like a meal I had the last time I was in the capital, but I take your meaning,” said Koa. “Shall we go to the brothel?” 
 
    “Just like that?” Haza raised an eyebrow. “I don’t have to dangle a spell over your head or anything.” 
 
    “It’s what I promised you. I was just waiting for you to drop your reservations about paying for sex.” 
 
    He cut off before going on to point out the obvious, which was that Haza probably had few other avenues for intimacy other than an exchange of coin. He wasn’t hideous for an old man, but there was something about the sharpness and angles of his joints that left his fingers looking like a novice woodcarver’s first attempt at a hand. 
 
     “Good!” snapped Haza. “Well, what are you waiting for? I had a rise in my desires earlier and I’d like to strike while the iron's hot, as I’m afraid to admit that the mood doesn’t take me every day.” 
 
    Koa cringed inwardly but maintained respect. “Of course, Haza. And afterward, we can get back to spell training?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, whatever you want, princeling.” 
 
    He almost asked for it in writing, but given Haza’s general volatility, he doubted it would have made much difference. He led the old sorcerer out of the castle and into town, matching Haza’s slow, hobbling pace. 
 
    “I have a question, if you’ll answer it,” said Koa as they pressed through the energetic mid-morning crowd. 
 
    “I’ll hear it out,” muttered Haza. 
 
    “What do you know of the dustwalker?” asked Koa. “You saved me once from it, in Sabantius.” 
 
    “Those were dust maidens, not the dustwalker itself,” said Haza. “They’re closer to a cult. A devotional club, even. Like how some bards and theater troupes attract a following.” 
 
    “I saw them turn themselves into dust,” said Koa. “They took my friend, murdered him and subsumed him into the dustwalker. I know for a fact they aren’t powerless!” 
 
    “Did I say they were powerless? Bah! Always putting words in my mouth. They have a portion of the dustwalker’s power through means I don’t necessarily understand, and they believe they do its bidding, but trust me when I say they are separate in both form and motivation.” 
 
    “Fair enough. It’s the dustwalker I wish to speak about.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I still have little to offer,” said Haza. “Zewton’s dust creation was always something of a novelty. The area of Sabantius which it began to corrupt was already abandoned due to petty squabbles in the wake of the The Unleashing.” 
 
    “My mother mentioned that it seems to shy away from water and rain,” said Koa. “Is that a true weakness that I can exploit? Does it have any others?” 
 
    “I suppose it could be overwhelmed by a cadre of sorcerers working in tandem, or someone who doesn’t mind risking a localized flood.” Haza clicked his teeth as they pushed through a group of people too absorbed in conversation to make way for them. “There may be others. Ask me again after my carnal lusts have been sated.” 
 
    Gladetown’s brothel was a relatively tame-looking bathhouse that smelled of scented oils and sweat. A burly man stood frowning at the door, but he recognized Koa by reputation and didn’t question him and Haza as they entered.  
 
    Koa had never partaken in the establishment’s wares himself, though Brin had been something of a regular when he could afford it. He’d never met the madame before but could guess at who it was. A regal-looking older woman, tall and busty with faded blonde hair and full red lips sat behind a check-in table. 
 
    “Prince Makoa Gladefoot.” She gave a small bow without rising from her chair. “Such an honor. I’ve been wondering for years now if you’d ever stop by for a bath and perhaps a massage to go with it. I’m Cecille Byuki.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m not here for myself,” said Koa. “This is my advisor, Haza. You can bill whatever he asks for to the castle, with an upper limit of six women.” 
 
    “That’s twelve women, princeling!” snapped Haza. “We agreed on twelve sets of thighs, not simply twelve thighs.” 
 
    The madame gave them a bemused smile. Koa turned his palm up and shrugged. A curvaceous woman who seemed just like the old sorcerer’s type was already eyeing him from across the entryway. 
 
    “Your friend will be taken care of,” said Cecille. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can offer you, Prince Koa? Perhaps I could converse with you while you waited for your friend.” 
 
    She stood up and took a step closer to Koa. He laughed and tried not to eye her in the way he was tempted to. Had someone perhaps informed her that his tastes often skewed toward older women? 
 
    “I’m afraid I have another errand to run,” said Koa. 
 
    “Well, you know where to find me and your friend once you’re finished.” 
 
    “Are you all set, Haza?” asked Koa. “Haza?” 
 
    The curvaceous woman laughed as Haza, already across the room, told her some joke bawdy enough for him to whisper instead of his usual bleating. Koa shared one last interesting bit of eye contact with Cecille before forcing his legs to carry him out the door. 
 
    His mind was still on the dustwalker. He struggled to make sense of its motivations, whether there was any deeper reasoning behind its recent murder beyond simple hunger. If he couldn’t understand the monster, might he be better off simply destroying it rather than attempting to capture and control it? 
 
    It would be such a loss, he thought. Power of that magnitude deserves to be harnessed. 
 
    His memory of the moment when he’d unleashed the dustwalker on Harriston’s esper and the vestalix still stirred his excitement. The monster’s strength and efficacy were almost secondary to how right and intended it had felt to send a magical companion out to fight a battle on his behalf as a prince.  
 
    Gods, was that really what it came back to? The idea that perhaps through harnessing the dustwalker, he might blend in better with his peers and their espers? The alternative was just as sad — that he simply couldn’t accept the loss of his best friend even if it meant clinging to a simulacrum of him within a monster. 
 
    He walked to the tavern and made his way inside. The common room was surprisingly busy, despite the early hour, and the proprietor, Ashton, nodded to him as he took a seat at the bar.  
 
    “Prince Makoa!” shouted a reasonably drunk man from the corner of the room. “The great huntsman! Three cheers for the prince!” 
 
    A grumble of somewhat mixed enthusiasm came from elsewhere within the common room, but it still made Koa smile. The hunt had legitimately done wonders for his popularity. It was both amusing and perhaps sobering how quickly people set aside their grievances when the object of them suddenly became a winner. 
 
    The nature of public opinion, he thought. Fickle and unpredictable. 
 
    “Don’t all of you have somewhere to be?” asked Koa, in good natured teasing. 
 
    A handful of excuses came from various different directions. 
 
    “Well, in that case,” he said. “A round of ale for the room!” 
 
    A cheer went up, and Koa basked in his own glory and growing legend. He hadn’t come there to make friends, however, and quickly turned his attention back to Ashton as he finished pouring the various gifted ales. 
 
    “Have you seen Brin recently?” he asked. 
 
    It felt odd even just asking the question, as though he was feeding into the same lie the dustwalker so desperately tried to tell him. 
 
    “You’re asking me if I’ve seen your friend, Brin?” said Ashton, brow furrowed. “Did the two of you have a falling out?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that,” said Koa. “I just have a matter of haste I need to discuss with him.” 
 
    “He’s around,” said Ashton. “You could just wait here for him to show up. Otherwise, I’d guess he’s down around Beatrice’s house.” 
 
    “I never actually visited him there in the time before he…” Koa cut off with a shake of his head. “What street is it on?” 
 
    Ashton gave him directions after a brief moment of hesitation, admitting that he’d helped Beatrice home once or twice after she’d drunk too much and lingered after the bar closed. Koa wanted to set off immediately but suspected it would make sense to go that night after he’d checked in with Petra and his mother. 
 
    He headed back toward the castle, cloak flapping in the chill autumn breeze. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Avina placed Verity back in her old room within the handmaiden’s chambers, though she didn’t attempt to hoist any of her old responsibilities back onto her shoulders. She found herself wondering if she really saw any continued value in the young spy, or if she simply felt sorry for her. 
 
    Either way, she’d have to begin a search for a new servant for Koa. Perhaps a young man, this time around, or a slightly more homely young woman. Someone who would serve him within limits instead of getting caught up in his love life. 
 
    The need seemed more relevant in the face of her currently waiting on both Mav and Reese to find her son and bring him to the audience chamber. She wanted him to be present for Underqueen Genevieve’s arrival. The two were near enough in age that Avina suspected it might help put the other woman at ease, which might give her an advantage in convincing her to consider her perspective on the war in the borderlands. 
 
    Though, given Koa’s history in complicating his own romantic involvements, an introduction between them might well also lead to chaos. Either way, Avina wanted Koa by her side, if only so she could gauge his reaction to the underqueen of the Clawlands and warn him not to do anything too stupid or gallant. 
 
    She was surprised at how nervous she felt. The pressure for her to project an aura of confidence and calm seemingly undermined her mental efforts to actually do it. She fidgeted with her crown and tapped her fingers on the armrest of her throne, listening to the far-off sound of a procession entering through the castle’s gate. 
 
    Her heart pounded like a drum in her chest, heavy though not overly fast. She found herself wishing she could give off the intelligent but removed aura that Esanor had embodied, or even the cunning and ruthlessness of Lassius. 
 
    You’re closer to the latter than the former, she thought. 
 
    After another minute, Magister Argon finally announced the arrival of Underqueen Genevieve. Avina had met her before, though only in passing, and wasn’t sure what to make of the short, auburn-haired girl who wore the braided gold and silver crown of the Clawlands. 
 
    She looked uncertain, almost confused, and took the kind of steps of someone who isn’t entirely sure where would be most appropriate to come to a stop. Her eyes were large and brown, and a rough spot of acne on one of her cheeks was made more obvious by the way it had been powdered, rather than less. She forced a smile for Avina that really wasn’t necessary and glanced to one side, where her esper Breeze stood. 
 
    Avina vaguely remembered meeting Breeze long ago, during some form of ball or gathering. She was slender and beautiful in a way that very nearly overshadowed her master, with faintly blue hair and features and bright eyes. She seemed older than Genevieve somehow — inherited espers were a thing, though Avina wasn’t going to assume.  
 
    The thought made her think of Tessalin, her mother’s missing esper in the wake of her untimely death, but she pushed the distraction aside. Genevieve didn’t exactly bow, as underqueens don’t bow to one another, but she seemed to come close in the way she sagged under the weight of Avina’s attention. 
 
    She’s just a girl, she thought. Her struggle is a magnitude larger than the one I faced when I took the throne. 
 
    “Underqueen Genevieve,” said Avina. “I’m so sorry. I know how it feels to lose a mother unexpectedly. It’s not easy having a crown suddenly dropped onto your head.” 
 
    “I… wanted to visit you, Avina, because I thought you would understand that, too,” said Genevieve. “I’m a little confused? I knew that you were the newest of the underqueens, I just… I suppose I thought we were closer in age.” 
 
    Ouch. Avina kept her smile gentle and rolled with the comment. “Well, we are still closer in age to each other than either of our fellow underqueens, for what it’s worth. You’re welcome here in my castle, Genevieve, and I’ll do all I can to help you adjust to your newfound responsibilities.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” said Genevieve. “Thank you so much! And I didn’t mean to imply anything by… what I said. My mother used to say that I don’t think enough sometimes and… Never mind. You’re beautiful, Underqueen Avina! All the songs barely do you justice.”  
 
    “That’s sweet of you to say,” said Avina. “I hope you’re prepared to feature in your own deluge of ballads and serenades.” 
 
    Genevieve looked down, blushing at the edge of her neck. 
 
    “My master is tired from her journey,” said Breeze. “Could she have some time to rest before any formal meetings?” 
 
    “By all means,” said Avina. “How about we reconvene for a small banquet tonight? I’d be breaking etiquette if I didn’t welcome you with at least that much.” 
 
    “That… sounds nice,” said Genevieve. 
 
    Avina had Reese lead her off and find places for her and her entourage within the castle. She tapped her fingers on her throne, frowning as she considered reality versus her expectations. She’d assumed that Genevieve would be unpracticed, but perhaps still more composed than she was. 
 
    She won’t even hear any of my suggestions on the war if she isn’t comfortable enough to think, thought Avina. 
 
    “Thoughts, Petra?” asked Avina. 
 
    The esper looked as considerate as Avina currently felt. “Perhaps… a gentle touch is called for.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “I think she may react badly to you trying to immediately shift into a discussion of politics and war. She is clearly overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Again, I agree.” 
 
    Petra ran her thumb across her lower lip. “She may be more amenable to speaking with Koa, even. This is an instance where his energy and confidence might resonate well.” 
 
    Avina liked the idea while also hating it. Genevieve’s offhand comment about how she wanted to connect with someone near to her own age basically opened the door for the introduction in a completely natural way. Avina was also sure Koa had met her once before, though it would have been years earlier unless they’d bumped into each other during visits to Twinfalls. 
 
    She was unsure about how she’d feel about Koa developing a friendship — if not potentially more — with one of her fellow underqueens. Genevieve might be off balance and uncertain in her new role, but that wouldn’t always be the case.  
 
    That truth also applied to her physical appearance. She was probably only eighteen or nineteen, lacking true poise, fashion unaware. The right clothes, a spoonful of confidence, and she could easily be the type of woman capable of focused seduction. 
 
    “Is there any risk in pushing Koa toward her?” she asked. 
 
    “With Koa, there is always a risk,” said Petra. “In this case, however, I would not worry.” 
 
    The esper smiled in a way that immediately brought Avina back to that morning, pulling out of Koa’s room, sheets tangled across the bed with the faint smell of sex still lingering in the air. She pushed it from her mind as she headed out of the audience chamber and up to his room. 
 
    “Koa?” she called, knocking softly. “Are you in?” 
 
    “Ah.” Koa opened the door as though he’d already been on his way out. “Mother. I was just about to check in with you. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m well, Makoa, thanks. I just received Underqueen Genevieve here at the castle.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he said, somewhat absently. “How is she?” 
 
    “She is understandably overwhelmed. I thought it might relax her a bit to have you with us at the table for the reception banquet tonight.” 
 
    “I remember Genevieve,” said Koa. “She always seemed a touch nervous to me. There were those rumors about her with a few of the princes going around for a bit, but I never lent them over much credence.” 
 
    “She’s just a young woman trying to cope with her mother’s death in a new demanding role,” said Avina. “She could use someone her own age to talk to, if not a friend.” 
 
    “I, uh, have a vast amount of studying that Haza gave me that I really need to take care of,” he said. 
 
    “Makoa.” Avina folded her arms and gave him a stern look. 
 
    “I’ll drop by for the tail end of dinner?” 
 
    “Is that a question or a promise?” 
 
    “We’ll find out together,” said Koa. 
 
    Avina sighed, knowing it wouldn’t go well for her to simply demand his presence. If he didn’t want to be there, it wouldn’t do Genevieve any good to have him nearby. 
 
    “Do your best,” she said. “I expect you’ll be here in your room for the entire night if you really are detained by your studies.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Koa. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Almost as soon as he’d shut the door behind his mother, Koa began planning the exact means through which he’d sneak out later that night. Going through the castle the usual route was a gamble. He doubted the guards would have anything resembling orders to stop him, but he could imagine one bringing word to Avina, who would undoubtedly send Petra to fetch him. 
 
    He would have to go out the window, which posed its own set of challenges. Koa was a good climber, but he didn’t keep rolls of rope hanging around in his room for such occasions. He would have to use a sheet, probably two or three tied together. 
 
    What had begun as a simple jaunt into town began to feel like a daring mission as he set to construct his makeshift ladder. It would be obvious to any passing guard what’d occurred, lacking any way for him to pull the sheets back up behind him. But it would be just as obvious to Avina, when he failed to show for the banquet. 
 
    It would be just as easy to go tomorrow, he thought. Does this really need to be taken care of tonight? 
 
    The question made him think of the dustwalker again, along with Brin. They were separate sometimes in his mind, a dead friend and a rogue monster. Not all the time, however. It was a blurred distinction that made him wonder if he knew his own feelings as well as he claimed to. 
 
    He waited for about an hour, the time of night when early dark reaches its peak. Then, with one end of the sheets tied to his bedpost, he surveyed the courtyard for guards and tossed it out the window. 
 
    He realized the window on the second floor below him was open, which meant he would have to not just go slow past it, but veer his course sideways. The only way to do that was to place his hopes in the courtyard guards taking their time with the next lap of their patrol. Slowly, steadily, he began to move alongside the window, began to pass it… and froze. 
 
    A naked woman was inside the room, towel held in one hand, dark hair still scraggly from the bath, body practically giving off wisps of steam. She was beautiful in a powerful sort of way, lean and athletic like a dancer, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. 
 
    Her shoulders and back had two scars across them in the shape of an X. It was the sort of wound that straddled the line between neat and savage, the sort of wound that could have only been inflicted deliberately to a helpless opponent. It’d probably healed to its current state years ago, but would never go away, never fade from prominence from the woman’s tanned skin. 
 
    Koa became perplexed as to who she was in almost the very same moment he realized exactly who she was. Verity suddenly spun around, and his quick lean out of the path of visibility wasn’t enough to hide his presence. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she snapped. 
 
    “Your prince,” he snapped back. “What are you doing in my castle?” 
 
    She wasn’t just in his castle, but naked within his castle, which was either more of an offense or simply more intriguing. Verity strode toward the window, covering her smallish breasts only after Koa had taken in the exact hue of the light brown of her nipples. 
 
    “Your mother invited me as a guest,” she said. “I’m reasonably sure she outranks you.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I still take objection, and…” He trailed off as the sheet rope seemed to slip from his hands, despite his grip being solid. It was slipping on the other end, from where he’d tied it. 
 
    He stared at Verity, who seemed to be rising by him, with what must have been a shocked expression. She moved all at once, reaching forward to seize him by the armpits and yanking backward with impressive strength. Koa fell through the window and onto her very much naked body. 
 
    Verity’s chest heaved as she caught her breath. Koa stared at her, still collapsed atop her, as grateful as he was turned on. 
 
    “That’s twice now that I’ve saved your life,” she whispered. “Three times if you count when I brought you your clothes at the Great Hunt encampment.” 
 
    “I don’t count that, and I would have survived the fall, albeit with a broken leg or two.” 
 
    She smiled and Koa stared at her for several seconds, feeling a spot of wetness from her still fresh-from-the-bath body transferring to his clothing.  
 
    “Are you going to get off me?” she asked. 
 
    He exhaled and pushed off her, annoyance coming back in full force. “I didn’t want to get on you!” 
 
    “What has you sneaking out windows and dressing in disguise, Prince Makoa?” Verity stood up, turning away from him and slowly walking toward where she had a fresh set of clothes laid out. Her butt and thighs were both toned in that powerful kind of way that makes a man wonder about their strength, firmness, potential for cushioning impact. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” he said to the spy assigned by the king to observe him. “I would appreciate if you would, ah… forget this ever happened.” 
 
    She pulled on a long-sleeved shirt intended to be worn by one of the castle’s male servants, the tail end hanging just far enough to cover most of her butt. “Unfortunately for you, my memory doesn’t work that way, Prince Koa.” 
 
    “Gods, Verity!” he said, anger flaring. “Why do you have to be so—” 
 
    A heavy knock came at the door, followed by Petra’s familiar voice. “Verity? Are you present?” 
 
    Koa moved instead of thinking, knowing that either Petra would open the door and discover him, or Verity would move her lips and reveal him. He had his casting cane hanging from a loop on his belt, and he pulled it out and slashed forth a rift to his pocket realm. Verity was facing the other way and had already taken a breath to either deny his presence or doom him. 
 
    He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulled her half-naked body flush with his, and tipped them both backward into the endless white void. Verity let out a surprised gasp, but to her credit, she didn’t scream. Koa quickly closed the rift behind them, ignoring the lingering sense of anxiety he still had over not having an immediate path back to his home realm. 
 
    “Again?” muttered Verity. “Gods, Koa! Was this really necessary?” 
 
    She thrashed her arms and legs, the motion tipping her backwards in a slow somersault. 
 
    “I didn’t trust you not to announce my presence to Petra, for good reason,” said Koa. “Try not to spin too much. It can unsettle the, uh… stomach.” 
 
    Each time she spun by him, Koa received an almost perfect view of her nude crotch and butt. It wasn’t as though he was trying to see it… but he certainly wasn’t closing his eyes, either. Verity had a certain erotic appeal, in an athletic, almost dangerous way. 
 
    “What is this place, anyway?” muttered Verity. “I know it’s a creation of your magic, but… how can it exist?” 
 
    “It’s another realm in the true sense, one which I can use my magic to access,” he explained. “I call it my pocket realm, as there’s nothing in here and it’s seemingly intended for storage.” 
 
    “Oh… oh no!” Verity was trying to stop spinning, but her efforts only seemed to make her spin faster. 
 
    “Here.” Koa slid forward and held out a hand. He pulled her to him as she took it, steadying her by the hip. She glanced around uncertainly while also trying to force her shirt down further than it could really go, for once looking entirely unsettled. 
 
    “An… entire realm of this?” She shook her head, breathing like she hadn’t completely ruled out throwing up. “Did you create it?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m not sure who did or if anyone did. Hazafallius claims the pocket realm is shared by all sorcerers who can reach it, but so vast that even if one traveled through it for a lifetime, they’d still never encounter anyone or anything else. Though, I take everything he says with a grain of salt.” 
 
    “You know that I’m obligated to tell the king about this,” she said, looking down. “I would have in my last report if not for needing more information to better understand it myself.” 
 
    Koa laughed. “To be a fly on the wall during that conversation. Even if you manage to explain any of this to him, my mother seems to think that his lucidity ebbs and wanes. I’m concerned about the results of your spying, and I suspect spinning a fantasy about an endless, magical white void to the king would do more to reduce my worries than add to them.” 
 
    Verity glared at him as though he’d called into question her entire profession by simply stating the obvious. She looked around again, perhaps seeking the way out at the behest of a familiar anxiety. 
 
    “Why not use this for travel, then?” she asked. “If you can enter from anywhere and exit from anywhere else…?” 
 
    “This is a static realm,” said Koa. “I’ll always enter at the same point and exit through where I entered. There are realms which are proportional to ours in terms of travel and distance, but even then, it isn’t that simple. Haza has been very clear in his warnings that many a sorcerer has misjudged interrealm travel only to suffocate in the ground or exit partway through a wall.” 
 
    She looked at him, her expression turning serious rather than confused or annoyed. “You control the entrance. Are you going to allow me to leave when you do this time?” 
 
    “I’m not a monster, Verity. I’m not going to simply leave you in here.” 
 
    Like I did with the dustwalker, he thought. The entity which wears the face of my friend. 
 
    “I am sorry, for what it’s worth,” said Verity. “For what happened with Ruby. I never intended my reports to affect your life like that, or hers. I still intend to hold true to my word and seek her out on your behalf.” 
 
    Koa nodded, trying to believe her words might represent the lifeline his and Ruby’s relationship needed. “Yes, well, I suppose that’s something. Gods… I care for her deeply, but even just the time we’ve already spent apart has its effect. She was always like a sister to me growing up.” 
 
    “You looked out for her,” said Verity. “I understand the dynamic.” 
 
    Koa snorted and shook his head. “I somehow doubt that.” 
 
    “I… have a little sister.” 
 
    “And how far would you go to protect her?” 
 
    Verity blinked and slowly brought a hand to her chest. “As far as I’ve come, right here, right now. She is the reason why I serve the king. She is… we both are… King Kendall’s daughters.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Koa waited for Verity to elaborate further, but she stayed silent. It was the type of revelation he found hard to take at face value. King Kendall had notoriously few heirs — a son who’d been born and died as an infant during the Naked Wasting, and a bastard daughter of ill health, Princess Penelope. 
 
    “Explain,” he finally prompted. “I feel cruel using this as a threat, but I’m not letting you out of this realm until you elaborate on exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “My… relationship to Pen is likely similar to yours and Ruby’s,” said Verity. “She is my sister, perhaps not by birth, but circumstance. We were raised alongside each other. My original role was always to be her shadow, since her health never allowed her to take an esper. When it became clear that she was too ill to spend much time in public, our father set me to a new use.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that Princess Pen had died, and the king’s own volatile health prevented him from being able to, ah… acknowledge it.” Koa cut his line of assumption off as he realized how painful it must be for Verity to hear. 
 
    “I don’t know why I told you that,” said Verity, who was still very much half-naked. “I suppose I’m just wracked with guilt from collecting so many of your secrets.” 
 
    “I find it hard to tell when you’re being serious as opposed to jesting.” Koa opened the rift and poked his head out, taking in the quiet of her room. “Regardless of whether what you just told me is true, I actually know how to keep a secret. It’s meaningless to me whose daughter or sister you claim to be.” 
 
    For now, it is, he thought. Let’s tuck this revelation away for later. 
 
    He stepped back into Verity’s room and allowed space for her to do the same. She immediately began pulling the rest of her clothes on. Koa made his way to the window and paused, looking back on her. 
 
    “You’re going to follow me tonight, aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    She gave a small nod. 
 
    “Then you might as well just come along,” he said. “This is one instance in which you bringing word of my activities to the king might inspire proper action.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m going after the dustwalker.” 
 
    “The dustwalker… is a threat once more?” 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way.” 
 
    Verity did have a proper rope in her room, not that she needed it for her own climb down to the castle courtyard. They took turns sprinting between trees and bushes. There was no great risk of danger even if they were caught, but the game of staying out of sight brought Koa’s heart rate up. It reminded him of sneaking around with Ruby as children, memories which hurt in all the best and worst ways. 
 
    They went over the castle’s parapet without rope, timing it to miss the guard who walked the route. Once they were into Gladetown proper, they relaxed, walking side by side through the mid-evening crowd. 
 
    “We’re seeking out Beatrice,” said Koa. “She’s Brin’s old flame. She’ll be able to tell us more.” 
 
    “Brin was your friend who died in Sabantius?” said Verity. “What does he have to do with the monster?” 
 
    “The dustwalker took his face,” said Koa. “It absorbed his identity. Sometimes… it speaks with his voice.” 
 
    It felt strange admitting it out loud. He hadn’t really talked with anyone about the nature of the dustwalker, other than Ruby. There was a personal aspect to losing his best friend to a monster and then being forced to work through his own definition of identity across each confrontation. 
 
    “Is that why you’re seeking it out?” asked Verity. “To defend the honor of your fallen friend?” 
 
    “In part. Isn’t that only natural?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Which is why I’m surprised you’d play into such a transparent attempt at manipulation.” 
 
    Koa looked back at her with narrowed eyes, nearly bumping into a group of revelers as he continued walking blindly forward. “You haven’t spoken with this monster before. You don’t know how it thinks or what it wants.” 
 
    “Perhaps I see the situation more clearly because of that,” said Verity. “Or perhaps not. It was just a thought, not a condemnation of your judgment.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    They rounded the corner to the address Ashton had given him earlier that day. Beatrice’s home was a tiny townhouse, comfortable enough looking from the outside for a single woman on her own. She’d been married once before Brin had known her, or perhaps during the beginning of their acquaintance. Brin had never been entirely clear on that point. 
 
    He knocked on the door, not holding out hope. No response came, and he was about to knock again when Verity touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Is there a chance that she might be in danger from this monster?” 
 
    “Not Beatrice, no,” said Koa. “At least not directly.” 
 
    “I can get the door open, regardless,” said Verity. “Up to you.” 
 
    Koa sighed, stepped aside, and waved his hand at the door. Verity pulled a hairpin loose from her trousers and began working the lock. It took no more than a minute, which was convenient, as they weren’t exactly subtle where they stood amidst the street. 
 
    He went in first, suppressing a wince as he imagined the reaction that awaited him were Beatrice to be home after all. Her home was decorated in a simple manner, most of the furniture full of nicks and a mismatch of styles that suggested it’d been inherited or at least purchased separately. 
 
    It was really just the common room and the bedroom, and Koa hesitated before pushing into the latter. He knocked softly on the door, as though it might excuse what amounted to a second, deeper level of trespassing. 
 
    When he finally pushed it open, he wasn’t greeted by a sleeping Beatrice, but neither was her bed empty. Dust and sand covered the twisted quilt, a person-sized amount. Koa stared at it in numb horror, the tragedy of it chilling him to the bone as the implication set in. 
 
    “No!” he hissed. “She meant the world to him. He wouldn’t do this!” 
 
    Of course, it didn’t matter how sure he was that Brin wouldn’t have harmed Beatrice. It was a slip he felt himself making more and more as of late, mistaking a new monster for an old friend. 
 
    The door to the bedroom let out a loud and sudden bang as it was flung sideways. Koa and Verity spun around, facing a shadowed figure standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Was it you?” Brin’s voice. The dustwalker. 
 
    “What?” Koa shook his head. 
 
    “It wasn’t, was it? No, I didn’t think so, Prince Koa. But the fact that you’re here means—” 
 
    Verity attacked in a blur of movement. Koa tried to stop her without thinking, unsure of what he was even seeking in the moment. Verity held her dagger in one hand and used the other to set up the thrust. Brin stumbled back a step, grabbing at her wrist. 
 
    I’ve started thinking of him as Brin again, thought Koa. This needs to end. 
 
    “A new servant trailing in your wake?” asked Brin, mid-dodge. “Or a new lover? Either way, it feels a tad unfair to Ruby, no?” 
 
    “Verity, get back!” he snapped. 
 
    There were two reasons he needed her to come to heel, and only one of them was sentimental. They could slash and stab at the dustwalker all night long without doing any damage to it. Pulling the monster through a rift was the only way he might hope to defeat it in a loose sense. 
 
    Verity spun into a low kick, tripping the dustwalker at the heel. The monster landed in a splash of dust that slowly pulled back together and righted itself. Verity finally stepped out of the way and Koa got his cane out, readying himself for what needed to be done. 
 
    A shout came from outside the house, followed by a loud bang as the door was knocked open. A guard shouted something with two more at his back. Brin, the dustwalker, shook his head at Koa. 
 
    “You know me well enough,” he said, in Brin’s voice. “Don’t be an idiot, Prince Koa.” 
 
    The dustwalker smashed through one of the windows, disappearing into the night. Koa brought his cane down hard into the floor, the vibration jarring his hands as the point landed. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” shouted one of the guards. “Drop your weapons and step outside!” 
 
    “Go back to your posts,” said Koa. “That’s an order from your prince.” 
 
    They did as commanded. Koa wiped a hand across his face. Verity sheathed her dagger and waited next to him until he felt ready to begin the walk back to the castle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “It gets easier over time,” said Avina. 
 
    She sat at the main table of the castle dining hall next to Underqueen Genevieve. Her young contemporary had said only a few sentences across the entire meal, clearly overwhelmed, clearly still grieving the loss of her mother. She seemed about as ill-equipped for the new responsibilities resting in her lap as a person could be. 
 
    It’s quite possible I seemed much the same to Lassius during that first meeting between us, thought Avina. That may well be why she still seems so eager to walk all over me. 
 
    “I just… don’t know what to do,” muttered Genevieve. “Nobody can tell me what I should do, either.” 
 
    “That can either be intimidating or liberating, depending on the angle you see it from.” 
 
    Genevieve merely shook her head. Avina still hadn’t bridged any of the topics that were tickling the tip of her tongue. Beyond her stance on the war in the borderlands, there were also trade deals which could be struck, some of which might well be massive boons in the reconstruction of Vestus. 
 
    It felt wrong to simply wade into the details, however. Wrong and inartful. She needed to make Genevieve feel at ease and slowly build her trust. Which made the fact that Koa still hadn’t made an appearance in the dining hall that much more infuriating and unfortunate. 
 
    “My mother was my best friend,” said Genevieve. “I’m sure you must understand, having lost yours. It’s like a piece of me was torn out, a piece that I’ll never get back and can hardly live without.” 
 
    Avina gave a sad, sympathetic and entirely fictionalized smile. She’d been on speaking terms with her mother, and that was about the full extent of their adult relationship. It wasn’t as though she’d hated Tamara, but she certainly hadn’t been close to her, either. They’d seen the world in different ways, spent enough time apart to grow in different directions, and ultimately established different lives. 
 
    But perhaps there’s an opening here to encourage her in the needed direction. 
 
    “The piece is still there, I think,” said Avina. “It just needs time to heal. My advice to you, Genevieve, would be to go home to the Clawlands to catch your breath. Take some time to honor your mother and get comfortable with your responsibilities, holdings and people. Don’t rush into anything that you aren’t sure about.” 
 
    “I would like that,” said Genevieve. “Very much so. But my advisors already speak of potential war. In the borderlands, no less.” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing much the same. It’s a war that at least some of the underqueens I know for certain oppose. I didn’t want to jump into such dark matters amidst your grieving, Genevieve, but I’d be doing you a disservice to not inform you that Harvestglade does not intend to support this war.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” Genevieve blinked and shook her head. “I mean… you don’t?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” said Avina. “It’s every underqueen’s right to make decisions on behalf of their queendom, and I’ve made the one which fits both my own needs and the needs of my people.” 
 
    “How do I know how to make the right choice?” 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow and tried to answer the unanswerable. “You have to trust yourself. You were a princess, and though you may not have realized it at the time, all of the etiquette and education and even the gossiping has imbued you with the perspective of a ruler. With that comes the right to make both decisions and mistakes.” 
 
     The younger woman nodded. She glanced at Breeze, who’d been standing in the background with Petra. Avina had felt the flutter of a skirmish happening between them, though it had either been quick and decisive or more of a friendly affair. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve grown quite tired,” said Genevieve. “I hope I don’t offend by retiring early to my chambers.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Avina. “I’ll have one of my handmaidens stationed outside your door in case you need anything.” 
 
    She kept smiling as Genevieve made her leave, and then downed the rest of her wine goblet and headed for the hallway. Petra trailed behind her as she stormed up to Koa’s room, intent on getting an answer from her son on what he found more pressing than a formal banquet. The flimsy excuse of studying his spell work would not fly. 
 
    “You can go make sure that Genevieve is finding her arrangements satisfactory,” said Avina. “I want to confront him alone.” 
 
    “I see a certain logic in that,” said Petra. 
 
    She paused outside Koa’s door, thought about knocking, and simply threw it wide instead. The room was empty, much as she’d been expecting. It annoyed her that there were enough reasons for him to sneak out that she couldn’t immediately guess at where he was.  
 
    Out practicing his sorcery, lending at least a kernel of truth to the story he’d spun? Hunting the dustwalker to correct a past mistake? At the bar, or gods, the brothel, mourning the loss of Ruby? 
 
    She walked into his chambers and, like the nosy mother she was at heart, began invading his privacy. His sketchpad was sitting on his desk, and she idly began flipping through it. It was a thin, freshly bound book of vellum with only a few actual drawings. 
 
    One of them was of Gladetown, the section most heavily damaged and changed from the dustwalker attack. He’d managed to capture something of the resilience of the city that Avina felt her emotions respond to. 
 
    He could have been a painter if he hadn’t been born a prince. 
 
    The next sketch was of Ruby, a borderline erotic drawing of her in her underclothes, doing her hair up and glaring into a mirror, presumably at the person whose perspective the scene was taken from. Avina smiled, sad at her son’s loss even if she acknowledged it was for the best. 
 
    She flipped to the next page, and her heart skipped a beat as she recognized the subject — herself. He’d drawn the moment when they’d spoken while she’d been bathing. It’d been such an offhand, playful decision on her part to tease him like that, but he’d been affected enough to commit the memory to the page. 
 
    She was affronted by how lurid the scene was, drawn from his eyes, but how could she blame him? She’d been the one to call him in. She’d been the one to make the power play for no real reason beyond her own interest in getting a reaction out of him. Well, she’d certainly gotten one. 
 
    Is this really how he sees me? 
 
    It wasn’t as though any aspect of her body was overtly exaggerated from how she might see herself, but more the sum of all the parts. She looked motherly, but sexualized, with an expression as capable of doling out chastisement as soft intimate whispers and sucks and kisses. It was as though two very different aspects of her character that she normally viewed as separate things had been fused together. 
 
    She was running her finger over the swell of her own cleavage within the sketch when the sound of footsteps brought her back to reality. She turned around to find Koa behind her, face equally surprised and mortified. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted. “Who gave you permission to come into my room and start rifling through my personal things?” 
 
    He stomped over to her and snatched the sketchpad away with surprising force. Avina stifled a laugh, amused and oddly satisfied by his reaction. She was so used to him being the one to get under her skin with his rash decisions and boldness that it was interesting having it be the other way around. 
 
    “Who gave you permission to draw me in the nude?” she countered. 
 
    “The bubbles are covering you!” he said. “For… the most part. Which is beside the point. I don’t need permission to draw someone.” 
 
    “I’m not just someone.” She took a step toward him, feeling an odd tension bubbling underneath the confrontation. “I’m the underqueen of Harvestglade, and your mother.” 
 
    “I noticed.” He glanced away, looking so boyish, but still all grown up. 
 
    “What made you move off Ruby as a subject?” asked Avina. “The one you did of her was also quite compelling, from an artistic standpoint.” 
 
    “It’s hard to draw someone when they aren’t around anymore,” he said. “At least for me.” 
 
    Avina didn’t press the point further, hearing the grief in his voice. But the sketch wasn’t the only matter which needed addressing. 
 
    “Where were you tonight, Makoa?” she asked. “I could have used your help with Underqueen Genevieve, and you lied to me about studying in your room.” 
 
    “I… went after the dustwalker.” He held up a hand, cutting off her objection before she could make it. “I’m the only one who can stop it, Mother. I’m also the one who released it. It’s my mess to clean up.” 
 
    She wanted to tell him that he was being ridiculous, and moreover, putting his life at risk. But she didn’t. “Fair enough. I respect that. I think that’s the right attitude for a prince to have.” 
 
    “A prince or a king.” 
 
    Avina smiled and let out a patient sigh. “Why not Petra?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She stepped toward him and gently plucked the sketchpad from his hand. “Why not simply draw Petra?” 
 
    “Who says I don’t plan to? A man can see beauty in more than just a single woman at a time.” 
 
    Avina felt a hotness in her chest at the mention of beauty in relation to herself. She knew she was beautiful, but something about the way he said it. 
 
    “Is that how you see me, Makoa?” she asked. “Beautiful as a mother. As an underqueen. As… a woman.” 
 
    “Gods, must we speak of this?” He was smiling, despite sounding embarrassed. 
 
    “We don’t really speak of it, do we?” She didn’t say what it was, and she didn’t have to. The night in the tent, drunken teasing and play-acting leading to his hard cock in her hands. Before that, in Koa’s bed, with him sleepily humping her underdressed body. Various hugs and touches and brushes that’d overstepped the thinning line. 
 
    “Let me draw you again.” He looked her up and down, his eyes practically undressing her with their intensity. “Pose for me.” 
 
    “You want to draw me?” Avina laughed, but it was a dead serious moment. Gods, her entire body felt as hot as it had during that morning in the tub. “Assuming I said yes, would it help you get this… unusual attraction of yours out of your system?” 
 
    Am I asking him or myself? she wondered. 
 
    “I think it would help,” he said. “But even if it didn’t, having the drawing certainly would.” 
 
    She almost asked how having a provocative drawing of her would help him better control his attraction, but she already knew. She felt herself nodding, and knew it was one of those dangerous decisions she might well come to regret later. Her heart pounded as she thought about what it would feel like to be his artistic subject, to have him posing her and taking her in with his eyes. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “We’ll do it tomorrow, if we can find the right moment.” 
 
    Still smiling, Koa walked around her, coming in close from behind as though already forming the composition in his mind. “I’ll be sure that we do find such a moment. I’m excited for it.” 
 
    “I bet you are.” 
 
    He laughed, standing so close that his breath tickled her left ear. “Prepare a couple of outfits so we can see what suits the mood.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” She turned around, smiling despite her own desperate attempt to reel in her enthusiasm. “It’s late. You should head to bed soon.” 
 
    “I will soon enough. Goodnight, Mother.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Koa.” 
 
    He gave a soft and slow kiss on her cheek that left half her face burning hot. Avina walked to his door and began to shut it behind her. 
 
    “Could you send Petra my way?” he called. “I need to have a few words with her before I turn in.” 
 
    Avina felt the corner of her mouth twitch, but she was surprised to find that she was both annoyed and excited by his cheeky little request. He would have more than just a few words with her esper if Avina allowed them even five minutes alone in his bedchamber together. 
 
    And she would feel all of it through the bond. Even secondhand, the sensations were enticing, compelling and seductive. It was her esper and her choice. It would happen at her say-so, not behind her back, and something about that made it seem entirely within her control, orchestrated and liberating.  
 
    Let them do it, she thought. Make a point about letting them… and have your own fun in the meantime. 
 
    She was walking fast and, oh gods, already turned on to the point of dampness by the time she reached her own bedchamber. Petra was waiting for her at the door and raised an eyebrow, already sensing something was up. 
 
    “My son has… asked for a moment with you,” said Avina. “He’s in his room. I’m not sure what it’s concerning, but we’re just about done for the day, regardless.” 
 
    Petra blinked in surprise. “You would not take issue with me going to him, then? In his room? At… this time of night?” 
 
    “If you want to,” said Avina. 
 
    “Are you concerned he may get into trouble?” 
 
    “No, no, I just…” 
 
    I’m just a horribly lewd woman, she thought. I just want to have another toe-curling orgasm while I feel Koa make you come. 
 
    “If it is alright with you, I suppose I would enjoy the young prince’s company,” said Petra. 
 
    “It is fine with me, Petra. I’ll wait for you here. You can stay with him through the night or come back once you’re… done talking.” 
 
    Petra let out a small laugh and touched Avina’s hand before heading off down the hall.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Avina slipped into her room and leaned her back against the door, closing her eyes and breathing and paying altogether too much attention to the fluttering excitement already coming through Petra’s end of the bond. 
 
    She started stripping down to her underwear as she felt the first hint of contact, kissing, rising pleasure. The heat was stifling. She couldn’t get her dress undone and tripped over her stockings as she tried to get to the bed.  
 
    Running one hand over the outside of her underwear, Avina closed her eyes, letting the sensations flood over her as she imagined different versions of what amounted to the same scene. Koa, pressing Petra up against a wall, or the door, or down onto his bed. Koa, running his hands over her body. Koa, clearing off his desk to bend her over it, the sketchpad falling to the side with a certain lurid, taboo portrait visible on the open page. 
 
    She buried her hand in her underwear and let out a moan that was part whimper. She could never let things go any further than they already had between her and her son in the same way a dam could never let a river flow past. It would break in the event of such a flood, never to hold back water again. 
 
    Her heart was pounding out of her chest. Gods, Petra was truly at her son’s beck and call. She knew that feeling too well, though it’d been years since she’d last taken a lover. Avina realized, perhaps later than she should have, that she was getting drunk off the feeling all the same through Petra. 
 
    There was a reason it hadn’t taken any convincing, why she hadn’t hesitated before letting it happen, and that reason scared her as much as it thrilled her. She started working her fingers over her womanhood, unsure how much of the pleasure was from her own touch and how much was from whatever Koa was doing to her esper. 
 
    I could get addicted to this, she thought. How far will I let him push? 
 
    She’d never been the most sensitive of women in terms of pleasure, but tonight was different. She felt her release as a distant thing at first, and suddenly it was all upon her, making the bed feel like it was pulling up to catch her body as she arched her back and tensed. She grabbed a pillow and bit into it. 
 
    The pleasure coming through the bond was still very much on the up stride. Avina was glad nobody could see her face. She wasn’t sure how much she could take… but somehow she still wanted more.  
 
    Without meaning to, she fell asleep. That often happened to her after good sex, but this time, the tenor of it was different. She was asleep and instantly dreaming a dream that was all too relevant and prescient. 
 
    “My prince,” whispered Petra. “Mmm. You said you wished to play a game with me? Where are the pieces?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re right here.” Koa pushed her forward gently, and the esper set her hands atop his desk. “Every piece we need to play.” 
 
    He was behind her, and he took that power position Avina had always loved, hands gripping the waist, bodies bumping together. She was surprised how lucid she was and how… real the dream felt. 
 
    “I am good at games. I hope you refrain from pouting when you… mmm… lose.” 
 
    “If you play this one right, we can both win, Lady Esper.” 
 
    Koa pressed forward, and Avina felt a hard, hot cock probing against her thighs and butt. Her thighs? No, Petra’s. Had all of that intense emotion through the bond truly brought her to imagine herself as the other woman within the dreamscape? 
 
    “Lady Esper!” She heard Petra’s voice, from her own lips. “You have taken to calling as Thunderclaw does.” 
 
    “You are a lady as much as an esper.” Koa’s hands ran up her body, taking a possessive hold of her breasts. “There is ample proof to support both assertions.” 
 
    “And you wish to, ah… play a game with this lady esper?” 
 
    Koa’s thumbs hooked into Petra’s girl shorts and slowly began sliding them down. That sensation, when done by someone else, had never failed to make Avina wet. 
 
    “The game has already begun, Petra.” Koa pressed forward, and Avina thought she felt the tip of his cock pressing into her. Into Petra? Who was she, in this dream? 
 
    She heard Petra suck in a breath in the same moment she felt herself suck one in. She heard Koa let out a small, self-satisfied laugh, like he’d won a point in an argument. He was and would always be that little spoiled prince at heart. He’d finally got the toy he’d always wanted, and now he was going to play. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Petra. “Prince Koa. It takes… more than confident words… to play an opponent like… ah!” 
 
    Koa thrust forward, sinking his tool deeper. The sensation was unreal, hot and full and dirty in the way of raw sexual momentum. Petra bent further over, knocking Koa’s sketchbook and a few other papers off the desk. Koa started pumping, and the desk scraped across the floor with little, squeaky jumps. 
 
    Is he simply going to take her over his desk? wondered Avina. Is my son truly that kind of man? 
 
    It was the last thought she had for a while as sensation swept over her. She was ashamed to admit that she already had a good idea of the size of Koa’s cock. Her dream’s assumption on what it would feel like to be stuffed by it, to have him driving it into her or Petra, was maddeningly compelling. She wanted to scream, to moan, to at least make the kind of breathy, bedroom noises Petra couldn’t keep contained. 
 
    “Mmm! Ah, Makoa! Mmm.” 
 
    “Petra!” shouted Koa. “Oh, gods, yes!” 
 
    “Prince Koa!” 
 
    Why, wondered Avina. This is torture. I can only hope this dream fades before I have to… face him… oh, gods! 
 
    She was a bystander, but she was right there. The desk was knocking against the wall now. Koa missed a thrust, and Avina felt him kiss her shoulder and start to reset his positioning. He seemed to think better of it, pulling her toward his bed instead. They fell in a tangle, snapping back into the motions of mating before their bodies had come to a rest on the mattress. 
 
    Petra came out on top, pushing him flat and kissing first lips and then his chest. She rose and took his member in her fingers, finding the angle to sink down on it. The sigh she let out seemed to reverberate through Avina’s dream alongside the ebbing pleasure. 
 
    She saw Petra’s body then from the esper’s own perspective. Petra’s breasts were smaller, but her body was more toned, with powerful legs. Thighs and hips that drew the male gaze while also being perfectly suited for riding horses or men. 
 
    And she rode Makoa with that needy, feminine confidence. He touched her hips and ran his hands up her body, smiling in that way that made it clear he was happy to surrender his control. Petra rode him faster and faster, showcasing the graceful power within her body and muscles in a perfect erotic context. 
 
    Avina was urging her on, desperate for more, until suddenly the esper was going too fast and she couldn’t tell if it was Petra crying out or herself from the silence of her perspective. She closed her eyes as she came and felt Koa hugging, rolling with her, simply holding her in a cocoon of sexual bliss. 
 
    This dream is a thing of evil, she thought. Why let its hooks sink into my mind when it’s something I can never have? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Koa lay in bed with Petra, gently stroking her hair, occasionally speaking soft words. He was perfectly sated, and from what the esper had said when she’d first arrived, he had his mother to thank for that. 
 
    “You really think she knew what I intended for you tonight?” asked Koa. 
 
    Petra let out a sleepy laugh. “Undoubtedly, my prince.” 
 
    “She must have some secret motive,” said Koa. “Normally she treats my romantic engagements as though they fall under her purview.” 
 
    Petra didn’t say anything, and he sensed she knew more than she was letting on. He’d caught a glimpse of the sketch he’d drawn of his mother in the bath from where it’d fallen into view, and the sheer eroticism of it had tainted the encounter.  
 
    Tainted might not quite be the right word, but it certainly wasn’t the wrong one, either. He’d thought of both women — his mother and Petra — and the fact that their bond connected them made the association a little too real. 
 
    There was a time in his childhood when Petra had been larger than life to him. She’d been a second mother, in many ways, which made bedding her odd and intriguing in its own way, but she’d also been a woman of almost mythical proportions.  
 
    His mother’s esper, and one powerful enough to be the topic of whispered rumors and fascinated questions. He still remembered how Brin had asked him everything short of the esper’s bust size when they’d first become friends. 
 
    But now, laying with him on his bed in a pool of post-sex satisfaction, she was just a woman. He wondered if he would have a similar realization about his mother after he became king, and that thought seemed a step too far. Not for its ambition, but in terms of how daunting it was to think that he’d ever… do that. Take her like that.  
 
    But he knew, in a secretive dark place within him, that he wanted to. That he would try, when the chance presented. Still, the time seemed far off. Moreover, the political game he’d have to play to land himself on the heralder throne was no longer one he was looking forward to playing, with Ruby now in the mix. 
 
     “I should get back to the underqueen’s chambers,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “You could sleep here again, if you so chose.” 
 
    “It is a tempting offer,” she said, kissing his stomach. “But I will always be your mother’s esper before your lover, Makoa Gladefoot.” 
 
    “I hope you know that I find that kind of loyalty incredibly attractive.” 
 
    “Goodnight, my prince.” 
 
    They shared a long kiss, so long that Koa wondered if she might renege on her decision. Petra did eventually slip out the door, still pulling her clothes back on as she left. He didn’t have much trouble getting to sleep. 
 
    He awoke the next morning to a judicious amount of sunlight spilling forth from his window. His mother was knocking at the door, and he managed to call out a groggy “Come in.” 
 
    “Good morning, Koa.” She grinned at him, wearing the black and gold dress with the cleavage in front he’d come to heavily associate with her on audience days. “How did you… sleep?” 
 
    Her eyes had shifted from him to his desk, which was still unsettled from his and Petra’s fun the night before. He thought she might be staring at his sketchpad again, but he’d kicked it out of direct view at some point. 
 
    “Mother?” he said. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, no, I just…” Avina cleared her throat. “I came to assign you a servant once more. One that you’re already familiar with that has a proven track record of helping you make good decisions.” 
 
    Koa sighed and started getting dressed, unsurprised as Verity made her way into his chambers. 
 
    “She’s still a spy,” he said. “No offense, Verity.” 
 
    Verity neither said anything nor reacted visibly to the comment. 
 
    “A spy for the king,” said Avina. “With orders to assess your suitability to be the next heir and a skillset that’s saved your life several times over.” 
 
    Koa couldn’t exactly deny that. He shrugged and let out a sigh, seeing no real benefit in fighting the inevitable. She would continue spying on him even if he refused, just from an unseen vantage point. 
 
    “I won’t object to it.” He nodded to Verity, thinking of the scars across her back he’d seen the night before. As much as he wanted to ask her about them, he suspected it was a sensitive topic. 
 
    “I have some audiences to attend to, so…” Avina’s words were for him, but she was still staring at his desk for some reason. 
 
    “Don’t let me keep you,” said Koa. 
 
    He wanted to bring up having her pose for a new sketch, but Verity’s presence made it impossible. There would be at least a few drawbacks to having a spy as a servant. Though once more, it was probably better to be able to order her off on some random errand when he needed space, rather than having her spying with no boundaries independently. 
 
    “Do you have any tasks that require immediate attention this morning, milord?” asked Verity. 
 
    “Yes. I need you to call me Koa, or Makoa, rather than standing on formality.” 
 
    “Anything beyond that, milord?” 
 
    He glared balefully at her and noted the faintest touch of a smile at the edges of her mouth. 
 
    “We’ll be heading into town to ask around about Beatrice,” he said. “I need to know more about what was going on that may have led to what happened last night.” 
 
    “We might well be better off by simply searching for the dustwalker.” 
 
    Koa folded his arms. “I’m not entirely convinced that the dustwalker was behind what happened to her.” 
 
    Verity frowned and shook her head. “We were both there last night. The monster was still at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “He asked if it was me,” said Koa. “I think… it’s possible that the dustwalker was there for the same reason that we were.” 
 
    “You’re saying you think someone other than the monster might be behind these deaths?” 
 
    “It’s possible. Anyone could kill or even simply kidnap a person and leave dust and sand behind.” 
 
    “It’s also possible that your friendship to the man who the dustwalker has chosen to impersonate is clouding your judgment,” said Verity. 
 
    “I’ll be the first to admit that it is, but we both heard what Brin… what the monster said last night. It seemed to be treating me as a suspect, at least at first. Why would it leave such obvious evidence behind if only to attempt to muddy the waters of its guilt with such an act?” 
 
    “The two killed so far are the lead craftsman of the Vestus reconstruction and this woman Beatrice,” said Verity. “I don’t see anything suggesting a connection between the two.” 
 
    “Which is why we’re heading into town to investigate.” Koa clicked his casting cane twice on the floor. Horny came running over from where he’d been sleeping at the foot of the bed, circling around both humans, clearly keen on a walk. 
 
    “I suppose my question is still the most obvious one, milord,” said Verity. “Why go through so much trouble to frame a monster?” 
 
    “I don’t have a perfect answer to that question yet,” said Koa. “But that doesn’t mean that one doesn’t exist.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Avina was barely aware of what the first petitioner in her audience chamber was saying. She couldn’t get what she’d seen in Koa’s room off her mind, the papers scattered to either side of his desk in a manner that suggested something energetic had taken place atop it. 
 
    The dream. It matches too perfectly. Which would mean… that I saw Petra’s memory? 
 
    “Your Highness?” Magister Argon politely prompted her, and she shook her head and forced a smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” she said. 
 
    “The brewers of Harvestglade need a more stable supply chain,” said the representative, now somewhat peevish. “If we can’t ensure that we’re getting regular imports of hops, it simply won’t be possible for us to continue producing ale at reasonable prices.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s a matter of grave seriousness that I shall immediately begin looking into,” said Avina. 
 
    He wants to draw you, she thought. Gods, why I did I agree to that? Moreover, why do I feel as though I’m looking forward to it? 
 
    Another petitioner was led in as the previous was led out. Avina recognized him, though it took her a moment to remember from where. He was one of the craftsmen working on Vestus’s reconstruction. 
 
    “Your Highness.” The man sank into a low bow, taking a breath before speaking. “My name is Devon Greenling. I am here to deliver an update on the reconstruction on behalf of the interim lead craftsman.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Avina. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “It seems as though we’ve arrived at another juncture where we would need more… funding to continue working unimpeded.” 
 
    Avina let her expression appear as annoyed as she felt. “I’ve given you ample funding, almost every step of the way.” 
 
    Nearly all of Koa’s Great Hunt winnings, in fact, save for a small portion Avina had insisted he use on himself. 
 
    “It’s a matter of the expense of base materials,” said the craftsman. “Glass for windows. Nails, doors, door handles. It’s a real mess but… I suppose the lack of basic services in Vestus makes things more expensive?” 
 
    “Are you asking me if that’s the case or telling me?” 
 
    “Ah, no, my apologies, Lady Underqueen.” The worker took off his hat, revealing a hairline well suited for hats. “The interim craftsman has been working off our old lead craftsman’s notes, and he wasn’t much for explaining his numbers. Some of the supplies when he bought them were a fair bit more expensive than they normally would have been elsewhere.” 
 
    There was clearly something that the man wasn’t telling her, and Avina felt like she could guess what it was. Magister Argon had once explained to her that men who worked in carpentry and construction universally shared the same goal — to one day build their own home. 
 
    A man who dreams of building a home knows exactly how much things should cost… and how much is too much. 
 
    “Mister Greenling,” said Avina. “I’d like you to speak more with my magister on the specifics of the reconstruction. We may or may not have more money for the project at this current time, but we need to know the truth. Especially in regard to any… irregularities in the former lead craftsmen’s numbers.” 
 
    “Ah…” Devon Greenling winced. “I’m not in trouble, am I?” 
 
    “No, not in the slightest.” She gave him a smile that she knew he’d remember for the rest of his life. “In fact, you’ll be staying here at the castle and be given fresh clothes. One of my handmaidens will get you set up. Mav?” 
 
    “Yes, milady.” Mav stepped forward, nodding to Devon Greenling.  
 
    His face lit up in response to the honor of having an underqueen’s handmaiden so close, but perhaps it was simply due to being so long on a job site with no women. 
 
    Avina caught a glimpse of Captain Lauric working his mouth annoyingly as Mav and Mister Greenling began speaking in low tones as they left the audience chamber. She wondered again if perhaps her guard captain might have a bit of a crush. 
 
    The thought was a fleeting one, both for her and perhaps the good captain. The next petitioner was led in, a tall man in perhaps his mid-fifties with a soldier’s build in the livery of the king’s army. One eye had a rough-looking scar across it, and his graying blond hair was twisted back into a swordsman’s tail. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be!” said Captain Lauric. “My queen, I can present this particular ruffian. This is none other than Claudius Demathis, Sword of the King!” 
 
    “Once more, you steal my moment, Lauric,” said Claudius, with an easy smile. “Your guard captain and I trained together when we were boys, and served together long after that.” 
 
    “He’s a good man, a good soldier, and an absolute cheating bastard at cards,” said Lauric. 
 
    “Blaming me for your lack of guile and cunning amounts to the tears of a sore loser!” laughed Claudius. 
 
    Avina waited, keeping herself separate from the moment, like a good underqueen. It helped that she’d already guessed why the Sword of the King, whom she remembered being far more handsome from her memories as a girl, was in her audience chamber. She hated him already. 
 
    “Ser Claudius,” she said. “What brings you so far south to Harvestglade?” 
 
    “I’m here on behalf of the king, as would be assumed,” said Claudius. “He’s taking his own account of both the soldiers to be levied for the upcoming war and the men who would command them. Is your son in the castle, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, but as soon as he returns I shall send him directly your way.”  
 
    It was about the opposite of the truth. Letting Koa sit down with an old soldier with endless exaggerated stories of glory and battle was the last thing she ever wanted, especially when the soldier in question had a vested interest in recruiting him. 
 
    Captain Lauric and Claudius had begun talking about various unrelated matters, including where to grab ale in town. Avina had Reese set Claudius up with his own room for his stay, and then went in search of a solution. 
 
    Haza was in the dining hall, helping himself to a surprisingly large breakfast in contrast to his thin frame. He licked his spoon clean and began picking at one of his teeth as Avina came to a stop next to his table. 
 
    “Haza,” she said. “How are you this morning?” 
 
    “Well enough, Lady Udder… ah, Underqueen.” He wiped his mouth and tossed his spoon down. “There is a damnable chill in my chamber that I’d really like to have addressed. It seems as though each time I try to reach out to you through your handmaidens, the message never quite makes it.” 
 
    “They can sometimes be rather forgetful.”  
 
    And also have standing orders not to bother me with that kind of nonsense, she thought. 
 
    “Haza, we have something of a common problem to solve,” continued Avina. “The Sword of the King has arrived in Harvestglade.” 
 
    “A walking, talking sword?” Haza made an impressed, humming noise. “An enchantment of that level of power certainly could be quite the problem.” 
 
    Avina leaned forward over the table, ignoring the way the old man briefly leered at her cleavage. When his eyes did meet hers, she sensed him quickly grow serious. Perhaps not quite intimidated, as her native subjects might, but he was smart enough to refrain from testing his luck any further. 
 
    “The Sword of the King is recruiting for the king’s war, and he wants Makoa,” she said, slowly and quietly. “My son has… romantic notions of what going into battle would entail. I’m afraid that if this soldier is left alone with Koa, he’ll become even more fixated on the idea.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what princes do?” asked Haza. “I’m just an old, grumpy Sabantian, but from what I’ve seen of most kingdoms, the princes generally kill their way onto the throne as often as wait for it.” 
 
    “Are you still going to play at being this cantankerous old sorcerer?” Avina lowered her voice to a cold whisper. “Even if it means standing back and watching your grandson get himself killed.” 
 
    “He… wouldn’t fair that poorly,” muttered Haza. “I could see him losing a hand, or gaining a… maimed leg. Bah! What am I supposed to do about the princeling and his fool notions?” 
 
    “He listens to you, despite how little you actually say of relevance. If you make the effort, you can get through to him.” 
 
    Haza sighed, looking even older than he was. “I don’t know if that’s as true as you seem to think. At least in the way that counts.” 
 
    “Then lie to him,” said Avina. “Tell him that his departure would interfere with your spell training. Spin him some tale about some beautiful Sabantian princess seeking to come and meet him here in Gladetown during that same timeframe. If nothing else, simply try to keep him away from that damn recruiter. Haza. Please.” 
 
    If anything, Haza’s reaction to her desperation only seemed to reinforce the graveness of the situation. He bowed his head as though he’d already failed. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can, Your Highness,” he said. “I don’t wish to see Koa of Sabantius be cut down in some fool king’s arrogant war any more than you do.” 
 
    Avina left the dining hall in stride with Petra, the two of them sharing a silence that felt too much like failure. 
 
    “Should I also seek to influence the young prince in this decision?” asked Petra. 
 
    Avina nodded and touched the esper’s shoulder for emphasis. “With everything you have to offer.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Koa was glad he’d mostly forgiven Verity. He watched her from the corner of his eye as they made their way into town with Horny following at their ankles. She wasn’t the chattiest or most personable companion by any stretch, but she was solid. Intelligent and capable, and a good foil to his own ambition. 
 
    She also has a very watchable gait, he thought. It’s mesmerizing the way her hips and butt do that. 
 
    Brin’s comments from their brief encounter in Beatrice’s house echoed in his head. He still cared for Ruby and had no intention of simply slotting another servant into her place. There was an aspect of guilt that stabbed into him twice over as he thought about the role she’d played in his life as a friend and a lover. 
 
    “I spoke to my mother on your behalf in regard to Harvestglade attempting to avoid war in the borderlands,” he said. 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “So?” Koa looked at her pointedly. “I believe your side of the bargain was to carry a message to Ruby for me.” 
 
    “Do you want me to leave this very moment, milord?” asked Verity, again in that tired tone of hers. 
 
    “No. Perhaps I’ll go with you when you do depart.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It would certainly be more interesting to use you to arrange a rendezvous between Ruby and I, rather than carry a simple message. If I’m in Twinfalls, seeing her would merely be a matter of arranging a place and time, no?” 
 
    “I would expect so,” said Verity. 
 
    Koa knew that expecting something and having it actually be the case were rarely one and the same. Ruby might well be under what amounted to house arrest. At the very least, he suspected the king would have someone watching her, making sure she remained useful in terms of commanding the assurances over Koa that Kendall had spoken of during their last meeting. 
 
    He let his focus shift back to the moment as they continued down the street toward the main guard post within Gladetown proper. It was a modest vertical tower that’d once been nearer to the edge of a much smaller version of the city when it’d been built decades earlier. 
 
    Koa recognized the guard captain within the tower’s bottom floor. The man saluted smartly as he walked over. 
 
    “Prince Makoa!” said the captain. “Are you here for an inspection, milord?” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” said Koa. “You can relax. I’m here about last night’s incident with the dustwalker.” 
 
    “Ah!” The man’s eyebrows shot up. “You should know then that there was another discovered this morning. A missing person with only a pile of dust left behind. It’s good that you’re taking this matter seriously, milord. The townsfolk are unsettled.” 
 
    He shared a glance with Verity that said much without words. 
 
    “Who was the deceased?” he asked. 
 
    “One of Lady Cecille’s men from the, ah, bathhouse,” said the guard. “A bouncer at the brothel, in plain terms, Your Highness.” 
 
    “That’s helpful,” said Koa. “If you unearth any other relevant info, make sure it reaches me with utmost speed.” 
 
    The man saluted. Koa left alongside Verity, coming back out on the street in time to whistle over Horny, who’d begun playing with a group of intensely fascinated children. 
 
    “Thoughts?” he said. 
 
    “Was your friend an avid frequenter of the city’s brothel?” 
 
    “So you concede that at least some of Brin is still within this monster?” 
 
    Verity shrugged. “I can think of no other good reason for a monster as inhuman in motive as the dustwalker to care about some random thug.” 
 
    “A thug?” Koa made a tutting noise. “There are curses and haunts related to speaking so ill of the dead.” 
 
    “I’m not fully convinced of the conclusion you seem to have drawn just yet, but it seems reasonable to search for any deeper connections that might exist here,” said Verity.  
 
    “That’s enough of a concession for now. We’ll start with—” Koa broke off into a shout as Horny landed on his shoulder, wings flapping. “Mind the paws! Do you want some attention? Is that it?” 
 
    “I think he’s hungry, milord,” said Verity. “Your mother’s handmaidens have been sneaking him breakfast scraps, but with Genevieve at the castle, they’ve been otherwise occupied.” 
 
    “Then let’s get some food.” 
 
    Verity nodded with a surprising amount of uncertainty. The mood underwent a distinct change as they walked into the main market square, where various carts were set up for the day to sell bread and produce and meat. 
 
    They found one serving flatbread wrapped around a seasoned mixture of onions and peppers and pork. Koa paid for three, carrying both his and Horny’s as the juvenile hookhorn drooled and ran around in excited, flapping circles. 
 
    He brought her out to the spot just outside of town where he and Ruby had spent so much time in their youth. They sat down on a fallen log near to the road and began to eat in a companionable silence all but begging to be filled. 
 
    “If it turns out that these murders have been orchestrated by a man, rather than a monster, what’s your plan?” asked Verity. 
 
    He made a thinking noise through a mouthful of pork and bread. “I’ll bring whoever’s responsible to justice.” 
 
    “That’s just what I mean. What happens to the dustwalker if it’s innocent of these crimes? Will you lose your drive to recapture it?”  
 
    Verity picked up one of the pork chunk’s from Horny’s share and tossed it into the air. The hookhorn took flight up to the height of a man to snatch it before losing his lift and dropping back down.  
 
    “To be honest, I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” said Koa. “I suppose I really should try to put it back in my pocket realm, but…” 
 
    It was hard to articulate exactly what he was feeling, so he didn’t try. He was attempting to answer two questions, though he was only being honest to himself and Verity about one. 
 
    He wanted to know if the dustwalker was responsible for the recent murders. But, perhaps even more important to him, in that true place of friendship within his heart, he wanted desperately to know how much of his friend was truly left within the entity.  
 
    “You should give all of this thought now so you aren’t paralyzed by indecision later,” said Verity. 
 
    “A prince of my caliber could never be rendered so.” He smiled and stretched his back and tossed a piece of the pork to Horny. “I won’t recapture the dustwalker. Either I destroy it or come to… an arrangement, perhaps.” 
 
    “Foolish thinking in both directions,” muttered Verity. 
 
    “I respect you for your honesty. That’s something you should be grateful for.” 
 
    “Oh, undoubtedly, Your Highness.” 
 
    He nudged her with his elbow as he might have with Ruby, and she surprised him by smiling and nudging back. The sound of footsteps from behind them stole into Koa’s attention, and he absently was reminded about the fact that he’d been ambushed at that same spot once by an assassin. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” said a gruff, rather assassin-like voice. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked, standing up and turning around. 
 
    It was a group of men, none of them locals as far as Koa could recognize. The accent of the one who’d spoken had the guttural scruff of a much larger city than Gladetown, which set him far more on edge than it should have. 
 
    They didn’t elaborate on their business, instead simply fanning out to surround Koa, Verity and Horny. There were eight of them, more than enough to make the situation fairly serious even if they’d all been unarmed, which he doubted they were. He didn’t see any swords, but a dagger or hand club could render a man just as dead. 
 
    Verity let out an exaggerated gasp and made as though to run away. One of the men chuckled and moved to intercept her only to be immediately kicked in the balls with enough force to lift him off the ground. Verity quickly stripped his weapon from his hand, pulling out her own dagger to wield weapons in either hand. 
 
    Three men rushed Koa in that same moment, so he improvised to the best of his ability. He threw Horny at one of them, the hookhorn catching air with a flap of its wings before delivering a flying headbutt to one man, horns first. He whipped his casting cane in a hard blow into another man’s shin, eliciting a nice hiss of pain. 
 
    The idea of opening a rift to drop the men into Faskenpal or the Plains of Maltrus came to him as the strategy with the best chance of success. The third man rushed him, however, with a fourth joining in from the side.  
 
    It was all Koa could do to swing his cane in an attempt to buy any amount of space. One of the men caught it on the side of a curved dagger and stripped it from his hand. Koa winced and glanced at Verity in hopes she might be faring better. 
 
    He watched as one of her two daggers were stripped from her grip in nearly the exact same way. Apparently the technique was one the men shared. Verity’s other dagger jutted from the chest of a man breathing blood bubbles and dying unceremoniously.  
 
    She dove into a roll, picking up Koa’s casting cane from where it’d landed. Koa still had opponents of his own to deal with, and only one real, desperate hope. He flexed his fingers, turning his attention toward the ring Haza had given him. 
 
    He still had no idea what he was doing, but his motivation to try was strong. Koa focused mostly on simply visualizing the essence of Faskenpal, the realm of insane fire. It was helped by how sweaty and generally uncomfortable the current pressure of the situation felt. Koa wondered if there was any emotional crossover between the proverbial heat of danger and the actual heat of fire. 
 
    And then Koa lit one of the men on fire. He didn’t manage a fireball, or even a controlled gout of flame, more the kind of updraft of sparks and heat that might result from the wind fanning a bonfire at just the right angle. As luck would have it, his hand was pointed directly into one of the men’s faces at the time. 
 
    A horrible, gurgling scream emanated from deep within the poor man’s throat. His fellows stared at him, far more horrified by what amounted to a transformation of pain than they’d been by the attacker Verity had simply stabbed. 
 
    “By the bone,” muttered one of the men. “Is that… his cheekbone?” 
 
    Verity managed to stab another of them in the thigh amid the horror and chaos. A few of the men began pulling the one on the ground away, who wasn’t quite as badly burned as he’d initially seemed. Another man regained his courage, roaring and charging at Koa. 
 
    He was still in awe of his own handiwork, which cut into his reaction time. Swinging his palm toward the man, he once more unleashed what amounted to a smoldering hand, rather than a defined spell. It didn’t even need to make contact to halt the attacker’s advance and drive him back, which was likely the wise course of action. 
 
    The thugs took the dead man along with them. Koa and Verity shared a glance as they hurried back toward the safety of the road.   
 
    “If we went after them, we might learn who sent them,” she whispered. 
 
    “At the risk of them regaining their nerve and setting a trap for us,” said Koa. 
 
    Verity’s gaze flicked down to his hand. “I… somehow doubt they’re going to rapidly regain their nerve, but your point stands.” 
 
    Koa flexed his fingers, looking at the ring, but also his own palm. There was a blister the size of a coin right underneath his ring finger. Unsettling to think of what might have happened if he’d had any less control than what little he’d managed.  
 
    Verity leaned in, and he made a quick, jerky movement as though to press the gross blister into her face. She yelped and tripped over a stone in her rush to step backward. 
 
    “You ass!” she snapped. “Be careful with, with…” 
 
    “With my hand?” He grinned, seeing a bit of Ruby in her reaction. “Here.” 
 
    He offered her help up, pulling her to her feet and in close. They looked at each other for an oddly appraising moment before glancing away in unison. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Avina sipped her tea, tasting lemongrass with the faintest hint of honey. Underqueen Genevieve sat across from her, the two of them enjoying the fair weather from the castle’s rooftop garden. It was warm enough out to be bearable, but just cold enough for the tea’s heat to be welcome. 
 
    “Your castle is quite accommodating for its size,” said Genevieve. “It must be just enough for you and Prince Makoa.” 
 
    “It suits us well,” said Avina. “Yours is larger, no? I’m not sure I’ve visited Claw Castle since I was a little girl.” 
 
    Genevieve didn’t answer right away, but Avina didn't mind. Her thoughts were still a tangle of questions and concerns. She'd been turning over what she could remember of her dream, how close it had matched reality. Koa's desk had certainly looked as though it'd been used in a matching manner. 
 
    Your mind is making it match, she told herself. It's an impossibility. 
 
    They had a nice view of Gladetown, with the sections of the city still under reconstruction obvious from the high vantage point. The people walking along the main street had the slight haste to their step that the autumn’s cooling weather so often inspires. 
 
    “Claw Castle is a fortress,” said Genevieve. “It doesn’t have as many windows, and the damp tends to seep in during the humid months. I… wonder if there would be any objections if I chose to reside within a separate estate.” 
 
    “You’re the underqueen,” pointed out Avina. “There is nobody with the right to object to your decisions within your own queendom.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded, but it was almost as though she didn’t hear Avina, or at the least was in a different place within her mind. Petra and Breeze stood behind them, against the other side of the roof, far enough away to make it hard to tell if they were skirmishing or simply chatting in low voices. 
 
    “My mother had me after she became the underqueen,” said Genevieve. “That wasn’t the case for you, was it?” 
 
    “Ah, no,” said Avina. “I was born before. My father passed away when I was still an infant, and my mother became underqueen a time after.” 
 
    “Most would assume that the king was my father, given the timing,” said Genevieve. “I assumed such during my childhood. My mother would always get this sad look on her face whenever I’d ask about King Kendall. When he would visit me, or when I might get a chance to see him.” 
 
    “That must have been hard for you,” said Avina. “He is the king, however. I’m sure you realize that he must have been busy.” 
 
    “I… didn’t think about it.” Genevieve shook her head. “Not ever. The implication of the fact that there was never a time when my mother explicitly told me that Kendall was my father.” 
 
    Avina blinked, surprised by the other woman’s candor. It wasn’t quite the scandal that it seemed, to those who understood the finer workings of Ostean politics. The queendoms were all governed by a direct line of female successors. Genevieve was the underqueen by right regardless of any murkiness within her paternal parentage. 
 
    “Were there… ever any men close to your mother that you remember?” asked Avina. Gods, how had they arrived on this subject? 
 
    “Plenty, but that’s of no help. It’s a question without an answer now that she’s dead. I’m certainly not going to summon each and every man of a certain age who smiled at my mother at one time and demand to know if they ever slid her skirts up.” 
 
    “You are your own woman, Genevieve,” said Avina. “Nothing concerning your parentage will ever take away from your right to define your destiny.” 
 
    “That’s a beautiful perspective.” 
 
    Genevieve pulled out what appeared to be a small makeup kit from the leg of one of her high slippers and set it on the table next to the tea. She opened it and removed a tiny spoon, along with a small ceramic container that was half full with fine, faintly yellow powder — fingold pollen. 
 
    “Would you like some?” asked Genevieve. She scooped up a small amount, no more than two or three grains of rice worth, with the tiny spoon. Bringing it to her nose, she gave a quick, practiced sniff. 
 
    “Oh, no thank you,” said Avina. 
 
    “I’ve grown quite fond of it. Helps to clear my mind so I don’t loop back to the same thoughts over and over. My mother used to be quite critical of my usage, but I think… she would understand. It’s not easy being a queen. It isn’t, is it?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” said Avina. “It’s a challenge that surprises by the day.” 
 
    Genevieve took another snort of the pollen and let out a sigh, closing her eyes. “Yes… quite so.” 
 
    “Especially with events moving in the direction that they are.” Avina added a spoonful of honey to her tea and topped the cup off. “My advisors seemingly have no limit to varying opinions on the coming war.” 
 
    It was very much a lie. Magister Argon and Captain Lauric were both strongly of the opinion that the best possible outcome for Harvestglade in a war in the borderlands would be a combination of modest losses and spoils. Osteanus might profit on the whole, but her queendom would likely share more in the risks than the gains. 
 
    “War is war,” muttered Genevieve, in a dreamy tone. “If it happens, it happens. I leave those matters to my man-at-arms to sort out.” 
 
    “There is a certain wisdom in that. Though ultimately, it is the queen who would bear the brunt of the blowback, were such a war to result in a rout. Which is a distinct possibility given how our supply chain is restricted from the only land route into the borderlands being through Flintrock Pass.” 
 
     “Mmm.” Genevieve helped herself to one more sniff of pollen. “I… believe one of my advisors mentioned that, but it seems like such a… trifling detail.” 
 
    “A trifling detail which may still affect the path of history. I’ll be blunt with you, Genevieve. Harvestglade has no intention of supporting the war in the borderlands as long as it remains a conflict that does not encroach on the traditional boundaries of Osteanus.” 
 
    “Why… are you telling me this?” asked Genevieve. 
 
    “To give you a choice,” said Avina. “The Heralder King won’t be able to fight this war without majority support from the queendoms. I think what you and your queendom need right now, Genevieve, is to simply gain your footing. Tend to the Clawlands. Mourn your mother instead of rushing to gamble your queendom’s resources on a situation you might not fully understand.” 
 
    She felt like she was perhaps playing her hand too forcefully, but it also seemed like Genevieve was barely hearing every other word of her argument, lost in a haze of pollen. Breeze, however, was listening, and the esper made her way over and set one hand on her mistress’s shoulder. 
 
    “We place our trust in the king’s agenda,” said Breeze. “The Clawlands have always believed in the greater vision of a unified Osteanus.” 
 
    Listening to Genevieve’s esper speak for her reminded Avina altogether too much of Thunderclaw and Kendall, especially with Genevieve’s half-lidded, pollen-addled eyes gazing off into the distance. 
 
    “You should speak with the king as soon as you can,” said Avina, emphasizing the suggestion carefully. "I think you'll gain a greater understanding of the situation in the court of Twinfalls once you do." 
 
    "Oh, I’m sure we will at some point,” muttered Genevieve. 
 
    Petra greeted someone coming up the stairs with a smile, and Koa stepped out onto the rooftop garden. He grinned at them and walked over with a mild swagger, picking at the palm of one hand with the index finger of the other. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “Underqueen Genevieve.” 
 
    “Koa,” said Avina. 
 
    “Prince Makoa!” Genevieve knocked the table as she rose, somewhat lacking in coordination, to her feet. “Gods, it’s been so long!” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Gen.” He pulled her into a hug, surprising Avina. Petra had a similar reaction, but it was Breeze who seemed most annoyed by the breach in protocol of an underqueen embracing an unrelated prince. 
 
    “What have you been up to this morning?” asked Avina. 
 
    “A bit of investigation into a matter we’ve discussed,” said Koa. “Verity and I encountered some ruffians, but nothing we couldn’t handle.” 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow, but sensed that asking him for more details in front of a fellow underqueen might turn over too many cards. 
 
    “You should sit with us!” said Genevieve. “Have some tea. I have some pollen, too. We were just discussing, um…” 
 
    “The war in the borderlands,” said Avina. 
 
    Koa set his hands on his hips and furrowed his brow. “So much fuss over a bunch of war-torn towns in the middle of nowhere. What’s even the point of taking on such a war right now?” 
 
    “I… hadn’t thought of it like that before,” said Genevieve. 
 
    “It’s an oversimplification,” said Breeze. “There are plenty of mines, along with certain trade routes. Not to mention simply expanding the buffer zone between ourselves and Estoria for the sake of… Lady Genevieve, have you not had enough already?” 
 
    Genevieve took a quick, almost dainty sniff of pollen. “Mmm… Now I have.” 
 
    “I just think that with so much in flux, now might be a better time for the realm to consolidate,” said Koa. “Two new underqueens in the span of a year. Rumors of the king perhaps needing to hold an election for an heir sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    Genevieve made a noise of agreement and looked at him consideringly. “Are you planning on campaigning, Prince Makoa? Oh, that would be so exciting for you! How do you feel about that, Avina? Your son, potentially on the throne.” 
 
    “We’re still discussing it,” said Avina, with a thin smile. 
 
    “An open discussion, with lots of room for outside input,” said Koa. “I’d love to hear about your thoughts and concerns on the direction of the realm, Underqueen Genevieve.” 
 
    “I see exactly why Harriston hates you so much,” muttered Genevieve. 
 
    Koa laughed, and gave a small wave, excusing himself. “Oh, he has a wealth of reasons. Anyway, I have some business to attend to, so I’ll leave you ladies to it.” 
 
    He caught Avina’s gaze as he headed to the stairs, and he didn’t need to say what was on his mind for her to know. 
 
    Tonight, Koa, she thought, with a tiny smile. You’ll get your chance to draw me with permission. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Koa made his way downstairs into the castle, collecting Verity along the way. Part of him had wanted to linger in the rooftop garden, if only to get a sense of just how much Genevieve had changed since their last encounter. 
 
    He’d heard of fingold pollen before, a fairly common drug especially among younger nobles. A few times during the Great Hunt he’d suspected he’d seen some of the princes doing it off in the distance. 
 
    It’d never really appealed to him, in part because being as rare as it was within Harvestglade meant that it was expensive even as an indulgence for a prince. Brin had told him about how he’d tried it once and found the results disappointing, and that had sated his own curiosity. 
 
    “What do you think of the new underqueen?” Koa asked Verity as they walked down an empty hallway. “Didn’t you imply that you’ve met Genevieve before?” 
 
    “Through my sister, yes,” said Verity. 
 
    “Why didn’t you come up to the roof garden along with me?” he asked. “It seems odd that you wouldn’t want to say hello to her.” 
 
    “I’ve already spoken to her since she arrived here,” said Verity. “The… knowledge of what I am now isn’t something I want to prime into the forefront of her mind.” 
 
    Koa understood her logic, even if it was a precaution for a revelation that’d already arrived. It was possible that she’d presented herself to Genevieve as a spy still undercover in Harvestglade, rather than one who’d essentially been declawed and allowed to sleep in front of the hearth. If that was the case, then her presence around Genevieve with Avina also within earshot might only set the young underqueen on edge. 
 
    Koa headed into the kitchens, intent on getting a snack to tide him over to dinner. He was surprised to see a man he recognized from his few visits into the king’s court loitering around with a similar idea — Claudius Demathis, the legendary Sword of the King. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” called Claudius. “Well now! You’re certainly taller than you were the last time I saw you.” 
 
    “Lord Claudius.” Koa nodded.  
 
    He was technically of higher courtly rank than Claudius, common born as Claudius was, but the reality of politics was more freeform than the blood of birth. Claudius was a wealthy man, perhaps the most esteemed warrior within the realm during his prime, and a close friend of both King Kendall and Thunderclaw. 
 
    They shook hands. Claudius had a firm grip, but he was perhaps in his late fifties or early sixties and no longer an active general within the realm. He eyed Koa with an appraising glance and gave an approving nod that felt far more significant than it should have. 
 
    “I suspect you already know why I’m here, my prince,” said Claudius. “The long chapter of peace and prosperity the realm has sustained in the years since the Naked Wasting is under threat.” 
 
    “Yes, well, the idea of a war in the borderlands seems to be on everyone’s tongue,” said Koa. “Thunderclaw all but announced it during the Great Hunt. In… the voice of the king, no less.” 
 
    He watched Claudius as he spoke those last words. If anyone might have deeper insight into the dynamic between Kendall and Thunderclaw, it was likely to be this man. 
 
    “Thunderclaw carries out the king’s direct will, as he always has,” said Claudius. “Personally, I believe this war is unavoidable. If we’d been astute and timely, we could have fought the war when the borderlands were still unoccupied, on Estorian land. If we dally now, they’ll seize the borderlands and simply shift the battlefield into Osteanus itself!” 
 
    “You’re saying that you think if we don’t wage a war for the borderlands, a region which both of our realms have all but ignored for a century due to its sparse terrain and lack of resources, the Estorians will invade us?” 
 
    “You simplify much of the complexities of this situation, but yes, I do think that,” said Claudius. “Moreover, it’s a war which will take the combined strength of the crown and the queendoms to win, according to my spies.” 
 
    Claudius’s eyes flicked to Verity for a rather telling second. Koa twitched his mouth sideways, swallowing a bit of irrational annoyance. 
 
    “I’m aware that your visit isn’t of a social nature, Lord Claudius.” Koa steepled his fingers and then let them slide past one another as he continued. “Unfortunately, Harvestglade is still recovering in the wake of the dustwalker attack.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Claudius with a snort. “This monster in the night I’ve heard so much about. Your queendom is one of rural towns and farmsteads, however. I’m sure you could raise the required men even working around exemptions for craftsmen and bricklayers.” 
 
    Koa heard the thunking of Haza’s staff on the floor tiles from behind them as the old sorcerer entered the kitchens, headed in their direction. He looked at Claudius, sensing that the seasoned warrior had a broader view of the situation, one with information he was unwilling to share. 
 
    “It would be easier to consider this war a necessity if I had a better idea of the true political stakes at hand,” he said carefully. 
 
    “It’s a matter of patriotism, if nothing else!” snapped Claudius. “The Estorians are a savage and warlike people. Recent reports of their armies claim that they’ve taken to using slaves and monsters to fight their battles for them while keeping their own hands clean.” 
 
    Haza let out a snorting laugh from behind Koa. “Yes, clearly you Osteans have a well-carved high ground from which to throw stones on that subject.” 
 
    Claudius seemed as though he might ignore the comment, but eventually blinked and shot a glare at Haza. “I’m sorry? And you would be?” 
 
    “Hazafallius,” said Haza. “Lord of Crystal Hills.” 
 
    Lord of Crystal Hills, thought Koa. He has a title? I suppose I never really asked him if he did or not. 
 
    “Crystal Hills?” snapped Claudius. “I’ve never heard of such a place, and I’ve never heard of you. Be on your way, ser.” 
 
    “My way takes me to stand right here, as it happens,” said Haza. “Please, do continue! I so enjoy the prattles and saber rattles of men who think they understand what war can mean.” 
 
    “I’m sure a man your age hailing from Sabantius has a wealth of ill feelings toward the idea.” Claudius gave a small smile and wagged a finger in Haza’s face. “Did you come here as a refugee? I’m surprised you found relief here at the castle. It must be far more comfortable than begging on the street.” 
 
    Haza brought his staff up and clacked it down on the tiles. A bowl of soup went flying off a passing servant’s tray and splashed onto Claudius’s face and hair. He let out a hiss and tried to blink the broth out of his eyes. 
 
    “Well, it seems you’re occupied, so we’ll let you be!” said Haza, with a malicious grin. “Prince Koa?” 
 
    Koa followed Haza after politely excusing himself from Claudius. The man might have been embarrassed by Haza, but he was still someone Koa would rather be on speaking terms with, moving forward. 
 
    “That was a foolish thing to let your advisor do,” muttered Verity. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d call Haza my advisor, and I certainly don’t give or deny him permission to do anything.” 
 
    “The Sword of the King is one of the most powerful and ambitious men in the realm,” said Verity. “He might seem like a simple member of the king’s inner circle, but he’s as dangerous as any prince, if not more so.” 
 
    “I haven’t made an enemy of him yet.” 
 
    “Letting a friend make an enemy can be just as dangerous.” 
 
    “Would the two of you stop whispering about all the rutting you plan on doing later?” shouted Haza. “Get some food so we can get to work!” 
 
    Koa jammed some cheese and salami between two pieces of bread from a fresh baked loaf and munched on it as he followed Haza at a plodding pace out of the castle. He gave Verity leave for the afternoon, lacking any real need for her to be present and not necessarily wanting to expose her peering eyes to the full extent of Haza’s sorcery. 
 
    They set off toward the abandoned farmstead they’d begun using as a training ground for spells. Haza’s pace was painfully slow, but it was a gorgeous autumn day with leaves kicking about in the wind. 
 
    “I will never understand why some of the men who understand war the best prattle on about it like children playing with wood knights and nettle archers,” muttered the old sorcerer. 
 
    “He did make a fair point about how the lines of the battle could shift,” said Koa. “On top of that, the import of the trade routes which rely on Flint Rock Pass seem far more significant to me, now that I have experience with how the absence of a caravan can affect a situation.” 
 
    He had Vestus and the reconstruction in mind, how it seemed as though everything cost double when trade wasn’t flowing naturally toward a region. 
 
    “It’s a warmonger's point,” said Haza. “What you save in maintaining the trade route, you pay for in needing more men to hold ground. It’s not a game, and there is no clearly defined end.” 
 
    “I would disagree on that point,” said Koa. “Just one played by the most powerful where the stakes are in blood and gold.” 
 
    “And where would you expect you’d fall in that analogy? You do realize that Lord Face Scar’s entire reason for visiting your castle is to inspire you, specifically, to go off chasing glory with as many men as you can raise.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot, Haza. I’ve no great desire to go marching off to war. I’ve always seen myself as a prince first and a warrior as a far distant second or third.” 
 
    “Then why humor him?” asked Haza. “Why bother even hearing him out?” 
 
    “It’s all part of the game.” He came to a stop in the field where they’d practiced the day before. “By the way — I managed to make a decent attempt at the fireball spell you taught me.” 
 
    “Ah!” Haza let out a knowing laugh. “How did it go?” 
 
    Koa gently prodded the blister on his hand. “It’s certainly effective as offensive magic. I have a wealth of newfound respect for this ring of power you gave me.” 
 
    “As you should. Though keep in mind that relying upon it over proper rift channeling can lead to you developing bad habits. Treat it as a single tool in your arsenal, not the foremost one.” 
 
    “Sage advice,” said Koa. “On that note, I should really get back into the habit of training my swordplay and archery. It seems likely that this war may yet be avoided, but I need to stay well rounded, regardless.” 
 
    “Indeed. Today, we’re going to work on your defenses. Spell wards.” 
 
    “…Interesting.” 
 
    Disappointing was really the word Koa had in mind, but he kept it locked behind his tongue. He was willing to hear Haza out and see what spell he had in mind, even if he was more interested in the flashy, intimidating spells. 
 
    “I want you to open a rift to the realm of Falskenspar, but with inward flow,” said Haza. 
 
    “With the ring of power?” Koa furrowed his brow as he began trying it. It was tricky, harder than simply cutting into a realm with his cane. 
 
    That's not surprising, he thought. I've begun to rely too much on it. 
 
    “Like this!” Haza waggled his fingers in demonstration. The effect was fairly minimal — a tiny rift above one finger that looked more like a gem catching the sun than anything strictly magical. “Don't overthink it.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it's hard not to at first pass.” 
 
    “A spell ward may save your life someday,” said Haza. “As you should know, all rift magic spells have resonance that mirrors their parent realm. If you know which realm resonates with a spell, you can use that to draw the magic into your ward and away from its original target.”  
 
    “Couldn't I just use my pocket realm to the same end?” 
 
    “For physical trash, maybe, assuming you don't mind putting trash in your pockets. It won't work for spells without an immense amount of flow.” 
 
    “Yes, but what you describe seems like it would have me trying to guess the realm a spell comes from in order to contend with it.” 
 
    A crafty smile came onto Haza's face. “It is part of the game of sorcery duels. A test of knowledge and fast thinking, not just whipping out our staves for comparison.” 
 
    Koa attempted his own spell ward, frowning as he recognized the same difficulty he’d originally had with using the ring of power to channel fire. Opening smaller rifts was, in fact, more difficult for him than slicing open large ones, like the difference between tying a complex knot into a rope and doing the same with a thin piece of string. 
 
    “There!” he said, breathing out. “I think I managed it!” 
 
    “Good.” Haza pulled his hand back and flung it forward, sending a fireball hurtling toward Koa’s face. He shouted and ducked, feeling the heat of the spell tickling the back of one of his neck hairs. 
 
    “Don’t dodge, princeling!” shouted Haza. “Apply what you’ve just learned! Block the spell with your spell ward!” 
 
    It was easier said than done. Committing to the block meant trusting the spell ward to, well, ward off the spell. If it didn’t work, he was fairly certain he’d learn what cooked human fingers smelled like. Haza threw another fireball, and even though he first intended to attempt a block, his legs threw him out of the way at the last second. 
 
    “Stand and face me like a mage!” barked Haza. 
 
    “I consider myself to be a prince first and foremost, and a mage… more of a distant—” 
 
    He broke off into a shout as Haza began flinging fireballs at him with reckless abandon. Koa dodged in both directions, ducked under another, and found himself flat footed at an inopportune moment. 
 
    He tried to shield his face and create the spell ward at the same time, and was incredibly relieved when it worked, as he quite liked having a face. He stared at the ring, feeling no burns aside from the blister he’d given himself earlier that day. 
 
    “That’s surprisingly effective,” he said. “Haza, is there a version of this that would work to block an arrow?” 
 
    “Only if you get your hand directly in front of it. Otherwise, you’re as liable to pull an arrow that might otherwise miss you straight onto target.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    Haza flung another fireball at him. Koa blocked and with a smile, retaliated with his own. The old sorcerer was about as spry as he looked — not especially — but he blocked easily and let out a cackle as he flung back his own retaliation. 
 
    It reminded Koa of a game he’d played with Brin when they were younger, flinging dirt clods at one another on the sand cliffs far to the west of the glade. Though, dirt clods didn’t usually erupt into forest fires when they went far off target. Koa and Haza spent about as much time stamping out the smoldering results of missed spells as they did contending with one another. 
 
    “You understand the use of the spell ward now, princeling?” asked Haza. 
 
    “Absolutely.” He thought back to dealing with Rathos, Harriston’s esper, and wondered about the resonance of the fire elemental’s flames. “I can see exactly how this would be effective in practice even if I don’t expect to be facing many sorcerers in my travels.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hold too closely to that expectation,” said Haza, in a quiet voice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Avina saw Genevieve to her carriage as the visiting underqueen prepared to depart. She was surprised when the younger woman hugged her, and even more so by the tears she saw in Genevieve’s eyes when they stepped back from one another. 
 
    “I appreciate the welcome you gave me, along with your advice, more than I can state with words,” said Genevieve. “I plan on returning to the Clawlands and taking my time to adjust to this new role. My queendom needs stability, not a far-off war.” 
 
    Avina nodded, surprised by the surety she heard in Genevieve’s voice. Her eyes still had that reddened look from all the pollen, but she seemed otherwise lucid. Breeze stood a few steps behind her, mouth punched into a vague frown. 
 
    “I think that’s wise,” said Avina. “Part of being an underqueen is raising your voice on matters that concern the direction of the realm, and to that affect, two voices will always be louder than one. I suspect Esanor will likely also see the wisdom in seeking peace over conflict.” 
 
    “I’m glad to have had this chance to speak with you, Avina.” Genevieve touched both of the other woman’s hands. “I shall always remember this.” 
 
    Avina smiled, her expression genuine and if anything, pinched in. She felt completely and utterly relieved in a way that far outstripped how much anxiety she’d been feeling. She’d been tamping down on those emotions, all the fear and concern related to what war would entail, and could now celebrate having them off her shoulders. 
 
    Genevieve, Breeze and the rest of the Clawlands entourage departed. Avina waited with Petra until the carriage and the men on horseback escorting had disappeared down the road into Gladetown, one final little vigil. 
 
    They smiled a smile as they walked back up to her chamber, both indulging in their smugness and self-satisfaction through the bond. Avina felt something on top of that, something hard to describe. Not simply confidence in her own abilities, but a sense of accomplishment paired with an open door in front of her. 
 
    If Genevieve does continue to trust me, to listen to me, we could make quite the formidable pair, she thought. 
 
    “It seems as though you accomplished exactly what you set out to,” said Petra. 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it?” Avina let out a sigh, though she didn’t feel at all tired. “I feel as though I deserve to celebrate tonight.” 
 
    “Shall I instruct Mav to bring an early bottle of wine to your room?” asked Petra. 
 
    “If you don’t mind. Have her find Koa, too. We agreed to spend some time together tonight.” 
 
    There was a small hitch in the bond as she spoke the second sentence, and it was probably that which made the esper furrow her brow in question. 
 
    “I told him… that he could draw me,” she said. The words sounded far more guilty out loud than they had in her head. 
 
    “I am somewhat surprised you agreed to that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with him simply drawing me,” said Avina. “Scratching away with his pen, into his notepad. He’d just be looking.” 
 
    “Looking at you,” said Petra. “To begin with. We both know how Makoa can be.” 
 
    “I would stop him before anything untoward happened.” 
 
    “I believe you would wish to stop him. Your mind would tell you to stop him. But Avina… your heart and body are both sometimes untrustworthy.” 
 
    Avina glowered at her esper even though her words rang of truth. “Fine. If you’re so sure it’s a bad idea, why don’t you join us?” 
 
    “Join you?” 
 
    Avina amended her words, realizing how it sounded. “You are correct in that it might come across wrong to Koa if it’s just the two of us alone in my room. Probably with wine. Why don’t you keep us company? Join in the celebration.” 
 
    The invitation seemed to hang in the air as her and Petra’s emotions bounced back and forth through the bond. They both were feeling entirely too much for what amounted to discussing an evening with her son. The tension seemed to build with every beat of Avina’s heart, making her chamber feel small and humid. 
 
    “I will stay, then,” said Petra. “Just to… lend my presence to the evening.” 
 
    “I’m sure Koa will appreciate having you around,” said Avina. “As will I.” 
 
    “Of that, I am glad.” 
 
    Somehow, knowing that her esper would be all but acting as a chaperone for the evening did little to calm her excitement. If anything, it had the opposite effect, offloading some of the responsibility she probably should have been fortifying. It left her with the option to simply drink and behave how she pleased, leaving it to Petra to enforce boundaries and say when enough was enough. 
 
    Nothing happened right away. Mav returned with the wine and a report that Koa had disappeared off somewhere with Haza, which was what Avina admittedly had wanted. The Sword of the King was still Harvestglade’s guest, and the last thing she needed was Claudius filling her son’s head with stories of past glories. 
 
    Avina went down to the dining hall for dinner, a stew that’d more or less been made by her resourceful cooks from all the leftovers from Genevieve’s reception banquet. She had brief conversations with Argon and Lauric, feeling oddly conspicuous tending to court matters while her mind was very much elsewhere. Koa arrived just as she was leaving. 
 
    “Ah, Mother,” he said. “I wanted to check in about… tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” She cleared her throat. “I’ll wait for you up in my room.” 
 
    A smiled dawned on his face that perfectly fit a prince with mixed intentions. “Excellent. I was just going to grab a bite to eat. I’ll meet you up there.” 
 
    She was a little annoyed at how wild her emotions had gotten, doubly so because she knew Petra could feel them, too. Triply so because she knew that part of it was from Petra. 
 
    “Fetch Mav to light some candles in here,” said Avina as they returned to her chamber. 
 
    “I am well capable of working a flint lighter and a wick,” said Petra. “But… candles? Is that truly the mood you wish to prime him with?” 
 
    “What? We’ll need some lighting if he’s to draw me.” Avina shrugged. “You’re reading too much into this, Petra. Also, we’ll need more wine.” 
 
    Petra gave her an indulgent smile and passed by her to get the candles. She came in close as she made to begin setting them around the room, whispering in Avina’s ear in a way that left the esper’s breath tickling her neck. 
 
    “I hear him coming, my queen. From down the hall.” 
 
    She turned to look at the esper directly, both their faces in close for an odd moment that happened as much within their bond as within the world. Avina took a breath as she pulled away, heading to the door to greet Koa. She let him knock twice before opening the door, not wanting to seem too expectant. 
 
    “Good evening, Mother.” Koa folded his arms and leaned against the side of the door frame, looking fairly pleased with himself. 
 
    “Makoa.” She smiled and gestured for him to come in. “Petra and I were just pouring ourselves some wine.” 
 
    Koa looked surprised, but not displeased to find that her esper was with her. “Grand. I’ll take a cup as well.” 
 
    “I… wanted to ask about what you mentioned earlier, on the roof,” said Avina. 
 
    “Ah. The brigands Verity and I encountered outside of town.” He rubbed his thumb against what looked like a blister on his palm. “We managed to fend them off easily enough, but still aren’t entirely sure what their motive was.” 
 
    “You’d be honest with me if there was more to it than that?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s possible they’re part of the conspiracy that I’m alleging with these so-called dustwalker murders, but I have no evidence. They could have just as easily been a group of traveling bandits.” 
 
    She sensed that he was, in fact, being honest with her and didn’t push the issue. The night wasn’t about such things, anyway. 
 
    Then what is it going to be about? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    “I have my sketchpad, plenty of ink, my favorite pen and a spare.” Koa eyed the candles, sharing a quick smile with Petra, who was still setting spark to the last one. “The lighting in here is perfect. I think the obvious place to set the scene would be on your bed.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Avina smothered a guilty smile, trying to match the affront in her voice. 
 
    “Not for untoward reasons, Mother,” he said. “You’ll have to sit if you want me to go slow and take my time. It just seems like it would make for a more interesting composition. An underqueen on her bed, within her room. An intimate portrayal of a private space.” 
 
    “…Alright. That does sound like it could be compelling.” 
 
    “Petra, could you help me bring one of the chairs and the small table over here? In front of the bed.” 
 
    Petra let out an amused laugh. “Am I to be your assistant, Prince Koa?” 
 
    “I thought that’s why you were here?” He smirked at her and laced his fingers together. “To help with adjusting the lighting, refilling my pen… anything else I need.” 
 
     It was her son’s tone rather than the words that piqued Avina’s annoyance. “I think it might make more sense if Petra was also part of the piece. You can draw her, too, and we’ll both sit on the bed.” 
 
    “An underqueen and her esper…” Koa nodded slowly. “That’s a fantastic idea. Gods, there could be a lot there to unpack. The trust, the bond, the partnership, but also… the contrast. Absolutely.” 
 
    “Such passion in his voice,” Petra whispered to Avina. “Perhaps you were wrong to worry?” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll need you both in different clothing,” said Koa. “Something more comfortable than your regular wear. Nightgowns, maybe?” 
 
    “You were saying, Petra?” whispered Avina. 
 
    They obliged him, in the end. Avina had a changing screen that she rarely used, and she and Petra started toward it with their usual nightgowns in hand. Koa stopped them, frowning at the garments. 
 
    “Can we go slightly more provocative?” he asked. “For the sake of the composition. Color wise, these won’t work, either. I want you in lighter colors, Mother, and Petra in dark.” 
 
    Avina looked at Petra, wondering if her esper might draw an early boundary. Gods, it was hard not to hear the passion in Koa’s voice and be infected by it. She wanted to help him in his art, and from Petra’s expression, she was of a similar mindset. 
 
    “What about these?” suggested Petra, pulling loose two skimpy but matching nightgowns. One was white and gold, while the other was black and ruby red.  
 
    “I always felt they were the type of nightwear intended for a more… romantic setting,” she whispered. “They barely cover anything.” 
 
    “Those are perfect!” said Koa, coming up behind them. “Trust me. They’ll add an element of spice to the mix. Just the right amount of heat.” 
 
    “It seems the artist has spoken,” said Petra. 
 
    They both undressed behind the changing screen, pulling on the nightgowns over their small clothes. Koa was laying on Avina’s bed as they came out, running his eyes over them in a manner that seemed hungrier than mere inspection. 
 
    “Wow…” he muttered. “You both look incredible.” 
 
    They both looked like they’d stepped out of an upscale brothel, or perhaps just out of a room within the brothel in between appointments. Avina’s breasts were practically spilling out of the generous neckline of her gown, while Petra had the opposite problem, the bottom hem straining to cover her butt completely. 
 
    “We’ll try a few different poses, to start.” He took them each by the hand and led them over to the bed. “Let’s see what you’d look like just sitting down normally.” 
 
    They both sat, crossing their legs nearly in unison. They shared a glance, good nature showing through their expressions, but something other than patience feeding into their motivation. 
 
    “Interesting, but a little boring,” said Koa. “Try holding hands. To start.” 
 
    “Holding hands?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Fingers laced,” he added. 
 
    Avina held her hand out, and she and Petra threaded their fingers together. She thought of all the times she’d held Petra’s hand as a girl, the two of them running around as adolescents together or sitting in the back of her mother’s carriage. Here, on the bed, in nightclothes, in front of Koa, it felt different, somehow. 
 
    He wasn’t just staring at them, though, or posing them for the sake of his own eyes. Koa scribbled away in his sketchpad, his eyes watching with arrow intensity. He made a considering noise and shook his head. 
 
    “It’s still not there yet,” he said. “What if you both tried… laying down together?” 
 
    “Koa…” said Avina, in a voice that warned but didn’t quite object. 
 
    “Together as in next to each other,” he added. “I think it would look possessive to have you both embracing. I just want to see what the angle would look like.” 
 
    “Like this?” Petra was already obliging him, stretching out with a languid sigh.  
 
    Avina frowned, still watching her son, and took the spot next to her. 
 
    Koa came closer to the bed, and there was most definitely more in his gaze than just artistic rigor. He walked over to the side Petra was on, dividing his attention between the esper, Avina, and his new sketch in progress. Reaching out with one hand, he slid a finger into one of the straps of Petra’s nightgown and pulled it askew on her shoulder in the manner of a sexy accident waiting to happen. 
 
    It was such a small touch, but such a deliberate one. Avina felt Petra’s reaction to it through the bond so vividly it hardly mattered that her esper had been the one originally on the receiving end. That fact that she had no idea what her son might do next only made the moment hinge on the odd tension in the air, swinging in time with her pounding heart. 
 
    She thought of the night she’d shared his bed, after he’d eaten the spellbook. There’d been a time during his sleepy molestations when she’d realized there’d been nothing holding her in place. She could have left at any time, and she’d chosen, either deliberately or lost in her curiosity, to stay. 
 
    It’s the same, she thought. I can stand up from my bed or simply call it a night. But… I won’t. 
 
    “Mother.” Koa had come around to her side of the bed, and with a single finger he pulled the strap of her nightgown down to match Petra’s. “Is this alright?” 
 
    Her entire body burned as she looked at him. Again, she felt as though she was in a brothel, rather than her own bedroom, except it wasn’t a patron eyeing her up, but Makoa. She nodded, glancing down at her bosom, the way the tip of one nipple caught against an edge of the fabric was the only thing keeping her gown from completely exposing one of her breasts. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she heard herself say. “How’s the angle?” 
 
    Koa blinked, almost seeming to have forgotten his sketch in favor of simply staring at her and Petra, posed as they were. “It’s… good. Better than good. But still…” 
 
    He reached a hand down toward his own pants. Avina couldn’t stop her eyes from locking onto his crotch, judging his state of arousal from what she could see there. But that wasn’t where Koa was reaching. He pulled out a dagger, shocking Petra as much as her if the skip in the bond was anything to go by. 
 
    “Let’s sit you both back up.” He tossed the dagger into the air, catching it by the blade flat. “We’ll add this into the composition as a prop.” 
 
    Avina and Petra both rose back to sitting, fixing their clothing with varying degrees of embarrassment and regained modesty. Koa held the dagger out between them where they sat on the end of the bed, pulling one of each woman’s hand onto the weapon. 
 
    “I want you to hold it not as though you’re struggling for control, but more in… question of where in the world to aim it,” he said. “Who is the dagger’s tip meant for? I want to see you asking each other that without saying a word.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Petra flashed a small smile and looked at Avina. “Your son has some rather evocative ideas about how to portray us.” 
 
    “That he does.” Avina’s fingers were on top of Petra’s, and turning toward her at such close distance made the contact of their gazes feel intimate, almost passionate. It felt like they were leaning in for a kiss. 
 
    She blushed, remembering that they had kissed before, on the lips. Avina had gone through a phase when she’d been perhaps nine or ten years old where she’d wanted to practice kissing, not unlike many young girls and boys often do. Petra… had obliged her, neither of them really knowing much better at that age. 
 
    But we know better now, she thought. Don’t we? 
 
    “Stay just like that!” said Koa, over the sound of his scratching quill. “Keep holding each other’s gaze!” 
 
    In some ways, it was like staring into a mirror, staring into a part of herself. But Petra was not her — for all they shared through the bond, they were two separate women. Incredible and beautiful and powerful in their own ways, linked but independent.  
 
    Avina’s heart sped up as she felt a pulse of emotion through the bond from Petra that reminded her altogether too much of the old crush she’d once had on her esper. It’d never really gone away, simply evolved into a more practical, guarded sense of admiration, like a fire burning down to white coals that still smoldered underneath the surface. 
 
    “You look dangerous,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Anyone would, across the point of a dagger.” 
 
    “But you, especially.” One of Petra’s fingers twitched against Avina’s, the slightest stroke, hardly significant under normal circumstances. 
 
    “That’s… high praise, coming from an esper who’s shadowed greatsword eats the sun.” 
 
    The energy in the air, in their bond, was unreal, primed to burst at any second. Where was this coming from? Nowhere, but everywhere. It was unexpected, but was it really? Arranged as they were, connected as they were, it was the most predictable outcome, like turning around to see one’s shadow and being surprised it was a perfect fit. 
 
    Avina flexed her rather wimpy arm muscles, turning the dagger to point toward Petra. She let the tip slide into the shoulder strap of her gown, unsure of why she’d instigate and tease her esper in such a manner. Because she could? No. Because she wanted to, in that same way she found herself sometimes teasing Koa against her better judgment. 
 
    Petra smirked back at her, just as capable of retaliation and far more in tune with Avina’s emotions than anyone else ever could be. She sidled a little closer atop the bed, letting her thigh rub against Avina’s, the dagger still pressed against her shoulder, almost against her neck. 
 
    With a deliberate slowness that would have allowed Avina to turn away or pull back, Petra leaned in… and kissed her on the lips. Petra paused after the briefest contact of their mouths. Avina let out a shuddering breath and kissed her back, turning her mouth sideways, letting it deepen. 
 
    The dagger cut into the shoulder strap of Petra’s gown, fraying the fabric holding the garment in place down to a few thin, unsubstantial threads. The scratching of Koa’s quill had stopped, and both women broke from the kiss as they shared the moment of realization that he was still there, watching them intently. 
 
    Watching with the most obvious erection Avina had ever seen a man sport while clothed. He slowly walked over to the bed, each step only adding to the hotness and confusion of the moment. 
 
    “A kiss… could bring the composition to a higher level,” he said, throat sounding dry. 
 
    “He wants us to kiss again, Avina.” Petra bit her lower lip. 
 
    “For… the sketch,” said Avina. It came out almost as a question. She stared at Petra’s mouth, her pale purple lips, still tasting the wine from their previous brush. 
 
    “For the sketch,” repeated Koa. “Make it seem… like you’re about to kiss. And… here.” 
 
    He reached down and pulled the dagger up into the air. Then, as though positioning dolls on a shelf, he set Avina’s free hand onto Petra’s thigh and Petra’s free hand onto Avina’s. The two women stared at each other, close enough to kiss. Wanting to kiss.  
 
    They shouldn’t have wanted that… but they did and they both knew it, and the emotions looped and bounced back and forth through the bond until it simply needed to happen. 
 
    Koa was right there, eyes hungry and open to every detail. Avina sucked in a breath as Petra’s hand roved up her thigh. They kissed again, and everything in the world was wrong and right, all at once. Koa began sketching again, perhaps realizing he needed to commit what he was seeing down on parchment if only to better preserve the memory. 
 
    “Dammit!” He bumped the table as he made to refill his quill, spilling one of the ink pots.  
 
    Avina blinked, coming back to the moment, heart still racing. 
 
    “I’ll clean it up!” She rose to her feet, dropping the dagger, reality crashing back down. 
 
    “What? No!” snapped Koa. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    “Ah…” Petra crossed her legs and leaned back on the bed. “We need to get a towel to clean that much ink. Makoa… you should let her go get it.” 
 
    He blinked, hearing what they’d all heard in Petra’s voice. “Ah. Well, if you don’t mind, Mother.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back!” said Avina. “I just… should go get that towel.” 
 
    “Mmm,” said Petra, sliding back on the bed.  
 
    Koa was already moving to join even as Avina hurried toward the door, heart racing twice the speed of her quick feet. 
 
    Gods, she could feel it all through the bond. They were against each other before she’d even shut the door behind her — she didn’t need to have them in view to know it and feel it with certainty. It would be greedy, needy sex, the kind that happens more often in public than behind closed doors, outside the boundaries of marriages rather than within their safety. 
 
    A high-pitched shout of pleasure came from Avina’s chamber, audible even with her halfway down the hall to the stairs. She felt her vision flutter strangely and for a moment, she thought she could see the edge of her bed, her headboard, the view a woman might have while being pushed down and taken from behind. 
 
    Her legs were like jelly. She twitched as Petra’s pleasure roiled through her, all but flooding the bond. She was wet and had to cover her mouth to stifle a whimper. Reese found her, and she didn’t hear what she said, but the servant dutifully helped her find a towel that she’d almost forgotten the purpose of. To clean up the ink… or a different mess? 
 
    “You’re in your nightwear, milady,” whispered Reese. “You should… get back to your room. There are guards about.” 
 
    “Mmm,” said Avina. Her breathing was so base and needy that she could hardly guess at what her handmaiden must have thought. 
 
    She almost collapsed to her knees on the way back to her chambers as the passion flowing through the bond achieved that rhythmic, accelerating, clapping pace. That sensation she knew all too well — being taken and used at that intense speed of man’s sexual hunger. That man… was Makoa, her sweet, precious little prince. Taking her esper after posing her and sketching her like a doll. 
 
    This is too weird, she thought. Rally yourself. You are a queen. March in there and put a stop to this madness! 
 
    She managed to get her door open, feeling the wetness leaking from her thighs. Koa and Petra had moved behind the changing curtain as though the insubstantial, partially-opaque screen might offer them sufficient privacy to rut like animals. Even if their silhouettes hadn’t been clearly visible, Petra bent forward like a whore in an alleyway… the sounds. The moans. The growls and dirty whispers of her son. 
 
    “Mother!” said Koa, over the sound of slapping flesh. “Just… give us a minute!” 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah! Mmm…” 
 
    Avina made it to her bed, the entire world spinning. Her vision kept snapping to what she could only assume was her imagination creating Petra’s viewpoint in her mind’s eye. She was looking out the window behind the changing screen. 
 
    Petra’s discarded nightgown was atop Avina’s quilt, the frayed strap having broken in what must have been a rush to strip it off her. Avina let out a tiny whimper and rolled onto her back, working her fingers against her womanhood. It barely took a brush. The pleasure was like the crescendo of a symphony. She thought she was crying out in pleasure, but it was Petra’s voice she heard in her ears. 
 
    Petra’s voice, and Koa’s satisfied growl. 
 
    Too much. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Koa took Horny for a walk the next morning, strolling outside one of the lesser traveled paths around the castle to keep the majesty of the hookhorn from mesmerizing anyone. The animal was growing up so fast, handsome and powerful-looking with its gray and brown fur, golden wings sun-bleached at the edges, and of course, its eponymous spiraling horns.  
 
    “One more, Horny?” He proffered a small bit of dried jerky he’d acquired from the kitchens. “Up.” 
 
    The hookhorn went up, leaping with its powerful legs and flapping its powerful wings to briefly hover in place and devour the food before it had anything resembling a chance to land and be lost in the grass. Horny’s intelligence had expanded right along with his body, and the animal was now at least as sizable and smart as a hunting hound, with no upper boundary yet in sight. 
 
    Some of the winged hookhorns I saw in the Plains of Maltrus were large enough to ride, he thought. 
 
    It was nice to have his furred companion as a distraction, because the events of the previous night had certainly left him seeking one. He still wasn’t sure exactly what he’d been expecting in taking his mother up on the opportunity to draw her. Not plowing Petra within her chamber, basically within her field of view. Not questioning everything he thought he’d known about where the line lay between them. 
 
    He’d seen her become just as lost in the moment as he’d been. It was like realizing a door that he’d assumed to have been locked just required a different twist of the wrist, knowledge of a certain trick. And yet, then he came back to the truth at hand — she was Avina Gladefoot. The only mother he’d ever known, the only one he’d ever loved. The only one he would ever have. 
 
    Petra had come to her senses after they’d both finished the deed. He’d made an attempt at spiriting her off to his room for round two, but she’d insisted on staying with Avina, who’d fallen asleep uncovered. 
 
    “I will always be your mother’s esper first, Makoa,” she’d said to him, once more. 
 
    Verity was with him, walking a short distance behind him and Horny, but he’d barely noticed her presence. She seemed to sense something off about his mood and had been giving him space.  
 
    He wondered how much she really knew about his current situation, how much was liable to filter back to the king. Of course, even assuming that all of it did, it was still an open question if Kendall would be of a mind to process and remember the lurid secrets. 
 
    Verity whistled as Horny began veering into the trees. The animal trotted over to her, excitedly hopping around her calves in a circle. 
 
    “He’s a smart animal,” said Verity. “It’ll be interesting to see what he’s capable of once he’s fully grown.” 
 
    “I was having similar thoughts,” said Koa. “Can you put the leash on him? We should probably head into town soon.” 
 
    He tossed her the rope that’d been serving as Horny’s tether to good behavior. The hookhorn didn’t enjoy it, but he expressed his annoyance mostly through harmless whimpers and pouting. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Verity. 
 
    “Yes.” Koa sighed and forced a smile. “Quite so. Just sorting through everything currently on my plate.” 
 
    He still had to find the dustwalker and bring the monster to justice. It was a goal that no longer perfectly aligned with solving the recent disappearances, which he still suspected may have been staged. But with that said, it was the most actionable of the tasks at hand. 
 
    Horny had developed the habit of keeping his wings close to his body whenever they were in public, folding them tight in a manner that made them seem more like loose skin or even just patterns in his fur.  
 
    The animal, at a glance from someone without prior knowledge, would probably be mistaken for a normal hookhorn, or perhaps an exotic goat. Koa smiled as he considered how the common folk would view their eccentric, Sabantian prince walking a hookhorn around on a leash.  
 
    Several people still waved to him, a few closer even dropping into bows as he passed by. His popularity was, in fact, at an all-time high after winning the Great Hunt, though he knew the fickle nature of public opinion could quickly swing in any direction. 
 
    “Gladewater Tavern?” asked Verity as she realized their destination. “You think the barkeep will know more about what happened to your friend’s old lover?” 
 
    “I think he just might,” said Koa. “And if not, there are worse places to spend the morning.” 
 
    “Should I… stay outside with the hookhorn?” 
 
    “Verity, I am a prince, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    They went inside. Unsurprisingly, the common room was mostly empty. Ashton was at the bar, rearranging some bottles on the overhead shelf. He nodded to Koa when he saw him and came over. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” said Ashton. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Not just yet, Ashton.” Koa sat down and lowered his voice. “I have some more questions. About Beatrice specifically, this time around.” 
 
    Ashton nodded slowly, but Koa noted the way his gaze briefly flicked past him. “Ah! That’s the Rennallion Red. It’s in a cask in back. Think you could help me move it out?” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Koa. “Yes, I suppose that can be arranged. Ruby, watch the pet for me.” 
 
    “…Ruby?” Verity frowned, though there wasn’t much real annoyance behind it. 
 
    “Verity,” he corrected. “Sorry. My mind must be elsewhere.” 
 
    He tried to keep it from remaining elsewhere as he joined Ashton in the backroom. The inn’s proprietor looked nervous, so much so that it had Koa gripping the handle of his casting cane and glancing over his shoulder. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Ashton looked at the door for a moment before shifting his gaze back to Koa. “I… didn’t mean to hold this back from you, milord. The other day it seemed as though you were simply asking after Brin. It wasn’t my secret to share, not in the slightest.” 
 
    “Ashton, slow down. Explain what’s going on.” 
 
    “The man out there sitting in the back of the common room,” said Ashton. “The hairy fellow with his face lost in a wolf’s beard. He… works for the Blackrope Guild.” 
 
    Koa rubbed his chin with the tip of his thumb. He’d heard of them before, of course. Most people within Osteanus were at least familiar with the name. The Blackrope Guild was a shady criminal cabal, mostly smugglers and bandits, who mainly operated out of the capital and the queendoms further to the north. Koa had never heard so much of a whisper of them within Harvestglade previously. 
 
    “Tell me what a member of the Blackrope Guild is doing in your tavern, Ashton,” said Koa. 
 
    “Making sure I don’t buy my ale from the wrong brewer, in essence,” muttered the innkeep, with a tired shake of his head. “We don’t have long. That man I mentioned will know something is up soon. What you need to know is that I think Beatrice owed him some money. I think… perhaps even the townhouse she was renting was owned by the guild.” 
 
    “And when she couldn’t pay…” Koa breathed out, running his fingers through his hair. He’d promised Brin quite a bit of money to go to Sabantius with him. Was that money he’d needed to pay off Beatrice’s debts? One tragedy tumbling into another as misfortunes compounded… 
 
    “I can’t say anything for sure about what might’ve happened, but I thought you should know,” said Ashton. “I should have told you earlier. It’s just… hard, being in the situation I’m in.” 
 
    “I understand completely.” Koa smiled and leaned his weight onto his cane. “Come. Let’s get that Rennallian Red out to the bar. I think I’d like to try a glass.” 
 
    He sipped his wine but out in the common room, watching the man Ashton had pointed out with circumspect glances. Verity picked up on what he was doing without need for an explanation for words. When the shaggy beard man left, Koa and Verity waited for half a minute before following as discreetly as they could. 
 
    “Have you heard of the Blackrope Guild?” he asked Verity, once they’d fallen into step behind their target at a suitable distance. 
 
    “I have. This man works for them?” 
 
    “He does, and Beatrice owed them money.” Koa tugged Horny’s leash as the hookhorn made to sniff at a food vendor’s stall. “It’s a start, though it’s hard to say where it will lead.” 
 
    “Should we report this to your mother first?” 
 
    It was a valid question. Koa considered what Avina’s reaction might be and realized she’d probably insist on handling the situation her way, or at the very least, delegating it to Petra. 
 
    “Let’s follow him and see where he’s going.” He pressed the tip of his cane down, both hands gripping the handle. “We can decide once we know more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Avina needed to get out of the castle, and as luck would have it, she had the perfect excuse to. The situation with Vestus and the missing reconstruction funds was one that honestly demanded serious attention. She brought Petra with her, but opted against bringing any of her handmaidens, sensing she and her esper might need to have a sensitive conversation. 
 
    Avina had dreamed of Petra again, and once more, the details had matched unnervingly well with reality. It’d been those moments right after she’d fallen asleep… right after Koa and Petra had finished having sex.  
 
    Petra had tucked Avina into bed like an older sister might look after a sibling who’d fallen asleep early. Koa had come up behind Petra, still naked, and pulled her into a hug, kissing the nape of her neck. 
 
    “The night is still young,” he said. “Care to join me in my room for a while, Lady Esper?” 
 
    “Would that I could.” She turned, reaching down to fondle his manhood. “I will always be your mother’s esper first, Makoa.” 
 
    She shook the memory away, wanting nothing more than to ask Petra if her dreamed matched with the reality of what’d happened. Part of her found the very idea silly and superstitious. Another part of her was just as unsettled by the possibility that it was a true dream, coaxed into her mind through bond. 
 
    The underqueen and her esper both sat in the back of a carriage. Avina would have normally preferred to ride on horseback, but the fall weather had been cooling off in a hurry, and it wasn’t unlikely that they might see snow on the way out or back. The carriage driver was making good time, and she suspected she’d be able to simply take the outing as a day trip, returning before nightfall. 
 
    “You have been rather quiet this morning,” said Petra. 
 
    “Have I?” Avina shook her head and managed a smile. “Just tired, I suppose.” 
 
    The carriage rolled on, the sound of the wheels turning over earth accompanied by the familiar clop of horse hooves. 
 
    “If you do have any lingering concerns about how last evening progressed, you know I would hear them,” said Petra.  
 
    “I know you would, as you know I would normally share them.” Avina blew out a breath. “On this occasion, my concerns don’t make sense. They aren’t based entirely in reality, which makes it hard to know how much validity they actually hold.” 
 
    “It is not yet too late for us to draw stricter boundaries with Makoa,” said Petra. 
 
    For us to draw stricter boundaries. Avina hated how much her esper’s phrasing made her want to immediately defend herself, shirk all responsibility for the direction both their relationships with Koa were shifting in. She’d hardly done anything with him, after all, aside from a few occasions where the wine had gotten the better of her. 
 
    That’s why these dreams affect you so deeply, she thought. It’s only natural for your guilt to manifest itself during sleeping hours. 
 
    “I just need some time to think,” she said, aware of how lame it sounded. It was the truth, despite that. She couldn’t articulate to Petra what she wanted or what she was feeling, because she didn’t entirely know herself. Avina closed her eyes and let the bumps in the road fade into the background, drifting off to sleep. 
 
    She was looking outside of the carriage, next she knew. She thought she’d been sitting on the left side, not the right. It took her longer than it should have to guess at what’d happened, but she was given no chance to react to the shift. 
 
    The carriage went over a hard bump, knocking her, Petra, into the air. She steadied herself against the dividing wall after taking a small bump on the side of the head. Not the head — the side of one of her horns, which apparently felt much the same. 
 
    She looked to her left… and saw herself there, on the bench. She had been sleeping, which seemingly let even more credence to the possibility she’d been struggling with. Avina watched, first with curiosity, then with horror… as she saw herself blink her eyes and come awake. 
 
    “Avina?” she watched herself say. Her body, her mouth, her voice, but not her. She saw a similar moment of realization paired with a familiar reaction and expression. 
 
    “Petra,” she said. “What… is this?” 
 
    She thought she saw the esper shaking her body’s head in answer, and then realized she’d begun to seize. Avina, through Petra’s eyes, was watching her own body have a seizure, and few experiences across her entire life had been anywhere near as terrifying. 
 
    “Stop the carriage!” she screamed. “Shh, shh. It’s alright! It’ll be alright!” 
 
    She tried to hold her body still. Petra’s arms were so much more powerful than she’d ever realized, but simply pinning herself still seemed like a recipe for injury. The carriage driver had brought them to a stop. Avina hurriedly threw the door opened and pulled her seizing body out onto the grass where it wasn’t thrashing into solid wood, at the least. 
 
    Several minutes passed. The seizing slowed down, each jerking movement a little more relaxed than the previous. The fact that Avina was still witnessing the incident through Petra’s eyes kept the terror there in the background, the panic only dulled rather than done away. 
 
    Is this really happening? Could I… be stuck like this? 
 
    A shiver ran through her alongside the thought, and then quite suddenly, the world blurred. Her perspective shifted as her eyes came back into focus, with Petra’s silhouette backlit by the sun at its center. She was on the ground, laying in her oldest friend’s arms. She was back in her body, and she now had her answer. Undeniable proof that something was deeply wrong with their bond. 
 
    “Avina,” whispered Petra. “What is happening?” 
 
    “I…” Avina swallowed, forcing calm into her voice. “I don’t know, but it’s happened to me before. I’ve seen small snippets through your eyes, brief, passing scenes.” 
 
    “The dreams?” Petra nodded slowly. “I have had those too. I did not think…” 
 
    “Neither did I.”  
 
    Avina sat up. Her face and hair were sweaty in that cold way when it’s a reaction of the body under stress rather than under heat. She pulled Petra into a tight hug, so tight that they could feel each other’s racing hearts, almost beating in one rhythm. 
 
    “Should I run back to town, Your Highness?” asked the carriage driver. 
 
    “No,” said Avina. “We’re alright.” 
 
    Petra nodded, but it felt like they were both trying to make it true rather than it being so. 
 
    “I have heard nothing of this,” said Petra. 
 
    “Neither have I, but that doesn’t mean that we’re the only ones it’s ever happened to,” said Avina. “Perhaps… one of the other underqueens?” 
 
    Even as she spoke it, the idea of admitting such a weak point to Esanor or, gods forbid, Lassius, seemed like passing them arrows to load into their quiver.  
 
    “Haza might know something,” said Avina. “We’ll meet with him as soon as we return.” 
 
    “Yes,” whispered Petra. “That seems actionable.” 
 
    It would have to be. It was all she could think of. What truly scared Avina was the realization that Petra was scared too. They couldn’t turn to one another for help, as they usually did, and that simple fact changed everything. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Koa and Verity tracked the bearded man through town. They watched from a distance as he made a passing stop at the very same bathhouse brothel Koa had brought Haza to just a few days earlier. 
 
    “Interesting,” he muttered. 
 
    “It's perhaps unsurprising that a guild of criminals would have an interest in the town brothel,” said Verity. 
 
    Koa nodded, turning his head casually as the bearded man came back out. From there, they followed him into the forest surrounding the glade. They still had Horny with them on his leash, though the hookhorn seemed remarkably aware of the situation, making less noise than they did overall. 
 
    And the noise was certainly a factor. It was hard to be stealthy tracking a paranoid target with dry autumn leaves crunching underfoot. But track them they did, all the way to what was clearly a manmade encampment in a section of forest Koa would never have guessed to have held it. 
 
    He and Verity picked the same tree to hide behind, back-to-back with shoulders brushing, as they watched the bearded man enter through a gate that was manned by two more guards. The entire outpost was encircled by a palisade of sharpened posts, the type of fortification one might expect to be improvised on a battlefield. It appeared there was one other entrance other than the main gate, but Koa expected it to also be guarded. 
 
    “We need to find a way to sneak in,” whispered Verity. 
 
    “We absolutely don’t need to do that,” said Koa. “I’m a prince, Verity. A short trip back to town, and we’ll have a couple dozen guards at our disposal to storm this encampment.” 
 
    “We have no idea what could be lurking behind those walls. Even with guards, we’d need a sense of what we’re up against. Otherwise, we’d just be throwing men’s lives aways. What if they have archers? What if there are hidden traps?” 
 
    Koa sighed. “You raise valid points, but that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea for either of us to attempt sneaking inside. The risk-reward ratio is a bit one sided.” 
 
    “This is what I do.” Verity folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Don’t interpret your own hesitation as a point against my skill.” 
 
    “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “Take a breath,” she said, touching his chest in a rather condescending manner. “I’ll be back before you know it, and then we can go and get all the guards you want.” 
 
    She was moving before Koa could stop her. He swore under his breath as he saw her circling around the edge of the trees. There was a spot amidst the palisade where a gap existed between two posts, too thin for a man to slip through, but just right for a slender woman. 
 
    He worried for a moment about how nerve wracking it would be to lose sight of her while having to wait at a distance. It was a worry that was almost immediately outshined by another. Verity’s shout of surprise came from the other side of the palisade. He could still see a glimpse of her through the hole she’d squeezed in through, slowly raising her arms as two men held her up at crossbow point. 
 
    “Verity, Verity, Verity,” muttered Koa. “Overconfidence will be the end of us all.” 
 
    He felt annoyed at himself for not putting his foot down and insisting that they turn back, regardless of her objections. Now, it was too late. By the time he could double back to town to collect enough guards to storm the outpost, any number of unfortunate outcomes might befall Verity. 
 
    I’ll have to save her myself, he thought. But how? 
 
    He took inventory of his options. Verity had already proven that sneaking into the outpost without some kind of active distraction was a losing play. He considered how he might use his rift magic to perhaps circumvent the palisade, but Haza’s warning on trying to use proportional realms to skip past walls or doors still echoed in his ears. 
 
    Only fools with a death wish try such nonsense. 
 
    He was fairly certain he could manage to throw some fireballs with his ring of power, or even simply open a rift to Faskenpal and torch an entire section of the palisade, but that was an opening move, at best. He needed to free Verity, not simply do some damage. 
 
    The bandits guarding the outpost had hauled her off toward one of the longhouses Koa could see the roofs of over the palisades. He’d been holding out hope that perhaps she’d intended to get caught and had some spy trick up her sleeve, but it seemed unwise to count on that. 
 
    He reached over to pet Horny, who’d been remarkably calm through the whole adventure. Almost seeming to respond to the thought, the expectation, Horny began to whimper in the way he did when he was hungry. A squirrel reacted to the faint noise, scampering out of a nearby bush. Koa furrowed his brow and tried to gently seize the hookhorn by the scruff. He was an instant too late. 
 
    Horny rushed toward the animal, letting out one of his gruff hookhorn barks. Koa heard someone shout something from within the palisade. He grabbed at Horny again, this time managing to seize one of his legs and drag the animal behind the trunk of the tree he was pressed against. 
 
    Horny barked again, and as bad as Koa knew he’d feel about it later, he knew what he had to do. He used his casting cane to cut open his pocket realm and unceremoniously dumped the hookhorn into the featureless void. 
 
    He heard one of the guards walking outside the palisade, doing a slow lap around the outpost in search of more intruders. His thoughts kept circling through a loop, jumping from desperate pleas for the gods to help him stay concealed to the fact that a prince of his caliber deserves companions who aren’t actively contributing to getting him caught. 
 
    Eventually, the bandit returned to the encampment’s interior. It’d already been ten or so minutes since Verity had been captured. He didn’t have time to consider his options anymore. First and foremost, he needed a better view of what was going on, and he did at least have a way of achieving that. 
 
    He began climbing a nearby tree, sticking to the branches abutting from the side of the trunk obscured from the encampment’s line of sight. He peered around the side once he was high enough to have an unobstructed view within the outpost. 
 
    It was hard to tell exactly what the base was intended for. There were two longhouse structures, a smaller shed, and a stable housing a couple of horses. Koa presumed Verity was being held within the western most longhouse, simply from the two men guarding the outside of it. 
 
    He’d half expected to see evidence of poaching, given how much profit existed within Harvestglade for such crimes, but there were no hanging buck hides or discarded animal bones. The men clearly were engaged in extortion, but what purpose does a forest encampment serve for shaking down businesses within a city? 
 
    It wasn’t a question which he had the time to consider or needed to answer right then. Koa eyed the bonfire at the center of the camp, noting that a pile of firewood sat not far from it. If he could ignite that pile with a well-aimed fireball, perhaps along with a section of the wall, and one of the buildings… 
 
    Let’s just set it all on fire, he decided. It might not be the most subtle strategy, but Haza would approve. 
 
    He gave himself a minute to try to think of a better idea, and when he didn’t come up with one, he flexed his fingers and took a breath. Pulling his arm back, he let his focus narrow onto the ring of power and unleashed the first fireball at the pile of chopped wood. 
 
    The old blister on his palm tingled with pain, but he kept going, tossing another fireball at the shed, another at the unguarded longhouse and two more at the wall. He unleashed them all in quick succession, knowing it wouldn’t serve him to draw the men’s attention his way. He wanted the fires to seem like they burst into existence spontaneously, or from a larger attack coming from outside the outpost. 
 
    Shouts of alarm emanated from multiple directions within the base. Koa tried to get a quick head count, spotting at least ten men, perhaps as many as fifteen. He climbed down the tree and dropped to the ground, crouching low and watching the rear door leading through the palisade.  
 
    One of the bandits came rushing out of it a second later, trotting over to the fire Koa had started on the far end of the palisade. He broke into a sprint the second the man had passed by him, making it to the gate and slipping through amidst the chaos. 
 
    The instant he stepped into the encampment, he felt exposed. Men were shouting and running around, and every noise sounded like his cover being blown. The extent of the fire was to a point where even if they had seen him, catching him still might not be their immediate priority. 
 
    He looped around the far side of the longhouses and was incredibly relieved to discover that each of them had a door in back. Pulling loose his dagger, he tried to lever the very crude plank door open. When that failed, he hurled a couple of fireballs at it, hoping the woosh of the flames as each fed into the blazing door wouldn’t bring any bandits running over. 
 
    He kicked through the wood the second it was charred enough to be compromised. Verity was on the ground within, tied up and gagged and wide eyed. A conspicuously important-looking travel chest was against one of the room’s walls, but he focused on his captured companion first. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he whispered, cutting her bonds. He cut the gag and stepped back as she tore it loose and flung it upon the ground. 
 
    “Doing better now,” she muttered. “I… may have overestimated my sneaking skills.” 
 
    “Evidently.” Koa walked over to the chest and tried the lid. It wasn’t locked, and it swung open to reveal a massive pile of gold caelins. Far more than he’d won for taking the Great Hunt’s prize. He looked at Verity, who was also gaping at the pile in mute surprise. 
 
    “By the bone,” whispered Verity. “I doubt we could even lift this chest entirely off the ground between us. That’s so much gold.” 
 
    “Far too much to take… if we were carrying it by hand.” Koa grinned at her and made to cut into his pocket realm. 
 
    The front door of the longhouse slammed open before he could. A bandit with a loaded crossbow shouted at them. Verity ducked. Koa cut open a rift. He tried to set the flow outward, hoping to deflect the crossbow quarrel rather than attempt to suck it in. 
 
    The strategy also served to fling Horny, whom he’d forgotten about, out of the pocket realm and into the bandit’s face. The man let out a shout and banged into the door frame. Koa winced and reversed the rift’s flow, suddenly getting an idea. 
 
    “I think we could use some firsthand information on what these men are doing here.” He seized the bandit by the scruff of the shirt as he howled and clutched the bloody gash where Horny had nipped off an ear. 
 
    “I… think that’s a fantastic idea, my prince.” 
 
    Koa pushed the man through the rift. With Verity’s help, he managed to sidle the chest of gold over to the rift and tip that in, as well.  
 
    “How do we get out of here?” asked Verity. 
 
    Koa poked his head out the door. Nearly every man he could see was engaged in batting at the flames consuming the second longhouse or carrying buckets in that same direction.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think anyone will stop us from walking out.” 
 
    They did just that, followed by Horny, who was wagging his bobtail and chewing on what appeared to be a severed ear. The party escaped without incident, blending into the trees as they hurried off toward Gladetown. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Avina continued on to Vestus with Petra. As much as their brief body-swapping incident had unnerved them, it seemed pointless to abandon what they’d set out to do once the episode had passed. They rolled into the destroyed village late in the afternoon, refocused on their objective. 
 
    “We need to get a full account of the reconstruction’s finances,” said Avina. “The money that’s gone missing didn’t simply disappear into thin air, and I won’t buy excuses about irregular prices for the raw materials. This discrepancy seems to point toward fraud, perhaps even more so when combined with what happened to the lead craftsman.” 
 
    “Should we speak with the mayor?” suggested Petra. “She may well have her own suspicions, and I would expect she would be less concerned about covering up for anyone.” 
 
    “Seems as good of a starting point as any.” 
 
    A number of men stopped their work to bow and greet her. Avina smiled and said a few words back to them but made no attempt at explaining her business. She did pause when she reached the rebuilt inn, recognizing the messenger who’d brought the request for more funding. 
 
    “Devon Greenling,” said Avina. “Is the mayor inside the inn?” 
 
    “I believe she is, Your Highness,” said Devon, taking off his hat. “We had a traveler pass through, and she’s been running the bar for him. Could use any extra money we can get, being honest.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    She pushed the door open and stepped into the common room with Petra following in her wake… and then froze. Ingrid, the mayor of Vestus, was smiling and chatting with one of the inn’s few guests, and it was someone Avina recognized. Someone who was no longer among the living. 
 
    Brin, Koa’s best friend and the dustwalker’s avatar, turned his head to face her. He waggled his eyebrows and grinned, sipping from a half-full mug of ale. Avina walked slowly across the common room, nearly as unsteady as she’d been after swapping bodies with Petra. 
 
    “Ah!” said Ingrid. “Underqueen Avina! Devon mentioned that you might be checking in on us, but I wasn’t sure whether you’d come yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, well… I felt as though the matter required my direct attention.” 
 
    Brin slowly rose to his feet. Avina tried to remind herself that it was the dustwalker she was looking at, not a flesh and blood man, not her son’s drinking buddy. He looked indistinguishable from her memory of the man, so much so that it was tempting to doubt Koa’s account of the dustwalker’s metamorphosis. 
 
    “I was on my way out,” said Brin. “My deepest thanks for your more than adequate hospitality, madam mayor.” 
 
    “Oh, anytime!” said Ingrid, with a flirtatious little laugh. 
 
    Brin held Avina’s gaze and nodded to her as he made his way out. She exchanged a quick glance with Petra and then held up a finger. 
 
    “I forgot something in my carriage,” she said. “I’ll be right back to discuss matters with you, Ingrid.” 
 
    She hurried out after Brin, catching him right as he was walking through the destroyed buildings on the outskirts of town. The dark irony of the same monster that had destroyed Vestus being welcomed so comfortably into its first rebuilt establishment was not lost on her. 
 
    Questions flooded through her mind, so many that it was hard to pick just one to ask. The dustwalker’s motivations made little sense to her, especially its sudden fixation upon presenting itself as her son’s dead best friend. She remembered how it had acted in the time before, so aloof and separate from humanity even as it destroyed towns and marched on her capital. 
 
    “Why did you attack my queendom?” she asked. 
 
    Brin was faced away from her and only slowly turned around. There was still light out, but he stood underneath the shadow of a building, the darkness washing color from what had once been a suntanned face. 
 
    “In a sense, it was because I was hungry,” said Brin. “I can apologize or not. It makes no difference to anyone.” 
 
    Avina narrowed her eyes. “My subjects are not your food.” 
 
    Petra began slowly circling Brin, not moving all the way around to stand behind him, but picking an angle that left her clear to fling herself forward without having Avina in between. 
 
    “Have you never experienced the true grips of hunger before, my queen?” asked Brin. He didn’t smile, but he showed his teeth. “The kind that consumes your good reason and inhibitions? The sort that reveals the darkest truths about you?” 
 
    “No. Never.” She didn’t know if that was the truth, even as she said it. She’d hungered for food before, though never to such desperate lengths. But food… was not the only need that stirred such hunger. Her confidence frayed at the edges, sapping at her conviction. 
 
    “This is not a game,” said Petra, stepping closer to the monster. “Surrender to us, or flee this town.” 
 
    “I shall do neither.” 
 
    A sudden blur of movement came from Petra as she flung herself forward and into action. She drew her greatsword, Shadassara, to hand, the dark weapon seeming to pull shadows toward it as it passed through them. 
 
    Brin was just as fast, dodging her attack and spinning forward to push her hard in the shoulders. Petra flew backward, slamming into a destroyed building. The wall splintered, but didn’t break. She forced her arms back against it to shift her momentum forward, swinging her greatsword into another cleaving slash too fast to follow. 
 
    The fear hit Avina all at once. It was her own fear, though primed by Petra’s doubt leaking through the bond. Avina hated that she was primed to be scared in these moments, so unused to her esper feeling anything resembling doubt that even just the faintest brush of it spoke of catastrophe. 
 
    The dustwalker pounced. Petra swatted him sideways with her greatsword. The monster’s body tumbled into another building that’d been turned partially into dirt and dust. A great cloud rose up from the debris. Avina covered her mouth and coughed. 
 
    Petra waited, sword at the ready, as the dustwalker slowly emerged from the wreckage. It was hard to tell whether the dirt covering parts of its face and hands had been picked up from the mess, or revealed from damage to its body. 
 
    “This fight won’t end well for you or your esper, Underqueen Avina,” said Brin. “You know as well as anyone what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “Leave this town.” Avina forced the words out, hating the fact that she knew the monster was right. “Abandon whatever further cruelties you have for these people who have already suffered so much and go.” 
 
    “That has always been the choice, hasn’t it?” Brin ran a hand over his face, wiping away dust. “I suppose I will go, then. But, since you’re here, I would ask you to carry a message to Koa for me.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing.” 
 
    Brin chuckled and folded his arms. Footsteps sounded from elsewhere within Vestus, craftsman hurrying to see what the commotion was. 
 
    “The thing that does the most to stay my hand is Koa,” said Brin. “You must know that. I have a great deal of respect for him. Not just what he’s capable of, but where he might end up… and of course, who he is. I know him better than just about anyone. Maybe even better than you do.” 
 
    “Don’t speak of my son as though you’re still his friend.” 
 
    “Oh, but I am still his friend!” Brin grinned and let out a patient sigh. “Tell him I’ll be at Gladewater Tavern every night this week. Don’t send your guards or your esper after me unless you want to experience an incident of mass death.” 
 
    Petra lifted her sword and started forward. Avina stopped her with a wave of her hand. The dustwalker fell into a low, loping run and disappeared into the trees. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Koa and Verity immediately sought out Captain Lauric upon their return to the castle. The guard captain’s expression took on a sobering edge as they explained the bandit outpost they’d discovered, so close to the town that it should have been under his purview. 
 
    “I… was unaware of such a buildup of brigands,” said Lauric. “We should move against this outpost at once.” 
 
    “I’m of the same opinion,” said Koa. “Begin gathering your men. Wait for me near the gate.” 
 
    “You’d accompany us, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Yes, I would.” 
 
    Lauric saluted, and Koa felt a little rush at the realization that his authority had expanded in recent weeks. A trek out to handle some bandits would have normally required a command from his mother, and seeing Lauric snap to attention at his word in her place reinforced how much he’d come into his own as a prince. 
 
    “Interesting.” Claudius had been speaking with Lauric before Koa had interrupted, and he ran a hand across his chin. “Are these brigands a common threat here in Harvestglade, or is this a new development?” 
 
    “New to us, at the least,” said Koa. 
 
    He headed down the hall with Verity at his side. She glanced at him expectantly. 
 
    “I think we should drop our prisoner off at the healer,” he said quietly. “Wouldn’t want him to bleed out from Horny’s bite wound before we got a chance to get information out of him.” 
 
    “What of the gold?” 
 
    He smirked and shook his head. “What gold?” 
 
    “…Right.” 
 
    They reached the quarters of Cathelia, the castle healer, and explained the situation. She looked at them extremely skeptically until Koa opened his pocket realm. The man he’d been storing within fell out, clutching at where his ear had once been and sobbing uncontrollably. His shirt was stained with more than just blood. Vomit, perhaps? 
 
    “Please…” he groaned. “Please don’t put me back in there! The dungeon, milord! I’ll take the dungeon!” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” said Koa. “But first, I think we need to take a look at that ear.” 
 
    Horny had been trailing behind Koa and gave the man another shock of horror as he came to the door of the healer’s quarters to growl at his former opponent. Cathelia was quick with cleaning and bandaging his wound, and with the help of two passing guards, Koa had him brought down to the dungeon. 
 
    He and Verity hurried out to rejoin Captain Lauric as soon as the bandit was locked into a cell. Lauric already had his men ready and waiting, and they all saluted Koa in unison. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” said Lauric. “Do you have an estimate on the number of bandits we’ll be facing?” 
 
    “More than ten, less than twenty.” 
 
    “Fortifications?” 
 
    “They had a palisade wall around their outpost, but something tells me it will be of limited use to them in the event of an attack within the next few hours,” said Koa. “Fire and fences don’t tend to mix.” 
 
    They set out into the forest, with Koa and Lauric and Verity in the lead. Retracing their steps to the bandit outpost was a fairly simple matter, and they arrived just as the sun was beginning to set, giving them the option to attack by nightfall. 
 
    Except… the outpost was deserted. Koa walked through the main gate, which had been left open as though to offer even more evidence of their enemy’s retreat. He led the guards through searching each of the buildings, most of which had suffered damage from the fire, all of which had been stripped down to the walls. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” muttered Koa. “No evidence of what their business within Harvestglade was. Nothing of value for us to reclaim.” 
 
    “They must have known we’d be back,” muttered Verity. 
 
    “Did you overhear anything after they took you captive?” 
 
    Verity shook her head. “I was only held for a few minutes before you made your way in.” 
 
    “Orders, Your Highness?” asked Lauric. 
 
    Koa sighed. “Leave a few men to break down the rest of this camp. The rest should see about scouting for any tracks that might tell us where they were headed.” 
 
    There was little for him to do, so he left with Verity, intent on at least seeing what their prisoner might have to say. They arrived back at the castle just before dark and made their way down into the dungeon. 
 
    Koa stared into the cell where he’d left the bandit, disbelief and anger compounding into outright gall. The man was dead, and not from the wound Horny had inflicted. He’d been tortured to death, whipped across the back, stakes forced through his palms, before finally having his neck cut. 
 
    “You didn’t order this,” muttered Verity. “What in the gods?” 
 
    “One of the guards, maybe?” Koa shook his head, the answer not fitting even though it was the only one that came immediately to mind. 
 
    “This man was a member of the Blackrope Guild.” The voice of Claudius Demathis, Sword of the King, echoed from the stairs leading up to the castle’s main floor. “I questioned him in the name of our liege, as this particular gang of outlaws is considered to be a threat to the entire realm.” 
 
    Koa slowly turned to face the other man, jaw tense. “Questioned him… and executed him.” 
 
    “I apologize for that.” Claudius smiled in a manner that belayed his words. “There was a scuffle, and I’m afraid I had no choice. I’d already extracted from him the relevant information, so it was no great loss. He told me all about the gold you confiscated, Koa of Sabantius.” 
 
    Ah, thought Koa. The gold. It always comes back to that, somehow. 
 
    “Gold?” Koa furrowed his brow and glanced at Verity in mock confusion. “I’m afraid there wasn’t any back at their outpost. Both the men and their possessions appear to have quit the area.” 
 
    “Don’t attempt to lie to me, Prince Koa,” said Claudius. “I was doubtful myself when the bandit began ranting about how you entrapped him within a white magic prison. He was quite clear on the point that you also stored the gold there, however. Clear enough to stake his life on it.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it seems that worked out well for him.” Koa laughed and smiled and even gestured as though he found the situation funny. “Do you hear yourself, Claudius? White magic and prisons? Hidden gold? I didn’t have you pegged as a man capable of believing such nonsense.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s nonsense.” Claudius took two steps forward, hand resting upon his sword. “Neither will King Kendall or Lord Thunderclaw.” 
 
    Koa noted the other man’s phrasing, how he appended the honorific to the esper’s name. More than that, he noted how Claudius was looking at Verity, smiling as though she was about to stab him in the back. Was she about to stab him in the back? 
 
    “I’ve… been with Prince Koa for the entire day,” said Verity. “We’ve encountered no gold, Lord Claudius. Just bandits.” 
 
    “How very like a woman to lie for the man that’s bedding her,” said Claudius. “I will be sure to bring report of this to the king as well when I leave. Though that will not be until you’ve handed over that gold, Prince Koa. It is the property of King Kendall, as the Blackrope Guild has stolen directly from the crown numerous times past.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you the best of luck in finding it.” Koa made to stride past Claudius up the stairs. The other man casually stepped to block his way. 
 
    “I can’t arrest you here in Harvestglade, which leaves me with only one reasonable option for securing the king’s property. Either you hand over that gold, Makoa Gladefoot, or face me in the dueling ring with true swords. I leave you until tomorrow night and encourage you to speak with your mother on the matter.” 
 
    “No discussion needs to be had.” Koa took one more step, bringing him whisper close to the other man. “There is no gold, Claudius. If you want to make this into a spectacle, then so be it. It won’t bring this imagined money into existence.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many men I’ve killed in the name of the king, Sabantian?” asked Claudius, with a tiny shake of his head. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, numbers can oftentimes be a challenge for soldiers.” 
 
    “Bah!” 
 
    Claudius shouldered into Koa on his way by, which was more than a little forced, given he had to turn around to walk in the direction he needed to go in. Koa let out an amused chuckle that immediately cut off when he saw how white Verity’s face had grown. 
 
    “You… should speak with your mother as soon as possible,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I sense I already know what she’ll say.” He leaned on his cane, suddenly feeling a bit of sweat beading his brow. “The Sword of the King is a good decade out of his prime, no? He’s simply posturing, trying to intimidate me into revealing the whereabouts of gold that, as we both know, doesn’t even exist.” 
 
    “Prince Koa…” Verity pressed her hands together. “You will more than likely die if you go through with this duel. Please, listen to me, and hear every word. This is a time where I simply can’t overstate the danger you’d be in by committing to this course of the action. He did not become the Sword of the King through politics or inheritance.” 
 
    “Good for him.” Koa began cracking his knuckles, an old nervous habit. “Verity, I don’t see any other option that’s reasonable. Even if I did have this gold, and even if I handed it over, who’s to say he’d believe that it was the entire amount?” 
 
    “It’s the best option you have. Maybe the only one.” 
 
    “Maybe. But maybe not.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Koa… did what?” Avina stared at Mav, who’d run out to greet her carriage at the gate, despite it being well into the night. “Slow down. Repeat what you just said.” 
 
    “He confronted the Sword of the King, and the two of them agreed to an honor duel!” said Mav, who was barely maintaining her cool. “It was supposedly over something he confiscated from the bandit outpost he raided with Captain Lauric!” 
 
    Avina shook her head, unamused that so much could have taken place across a single day of her absence. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Downstairs in the training hall, Your Highness.” 
 
    She set off immediately, with Petra at her side. As they reached the castle proper, Avina spun around and took her esper’s arm. 
 
    “Don’t speak a word of our encounter with the dustwalker,” she whispered. “Especially the invitation he wished us to carry to Koa. The last thing we need is for him to be any more riled up than I would assume he already is.” 
 
    “I think it a wise omission, for the time being.” 
 
    They went straight downstairs. The training hall was lit in such a way to reveal Koa’s shadow before they saw him. He was practicing his fencing forms, moving through them with the grace of years’ practice, though up against Claudius with decades of experience, it would hardly be enough. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina as she reached the bottom step.   
 
    “Mother.” He paused, letting the tip of his sword fall. He was shirtless, chest and face covered by a glossy layer of sweat, and grinned at both her and Petra. 
 
    “Explain to me exactly what was going through your head.” Avina pressed her hands together. “You raided this bandit outpost, something which, as an aside, I would appreciate you asking me before doing. Then, Claudius made a demand of you and…” 
 
    “He demanded money which I’m afraid I don’t have,” said Koa. “Verity and I took a prisoner while we were scouting. In my defense, we never actually raided the outpost. We were about to, and it was while we were gone that Claudius tortured the prisoner to death and got this strange idea of gold into his mind.” 
 
    “An idea which you seem strangely unable to disabuse him of.” 
 
    “He’s the Sword of the King.” Koa smiled and moved to continue his training with a parallel cut. “He’s very willful and sure of himself. Smug, some might even say.” 
 
    “Are you aware of how many duels he has fought?” asked Petra. “How many battles this man has won? My prince, he was a seasoned warrior long before you were even born!” 
 
    “Good for him,” said Koa. “I’m sure his reputation has forced many men to yield to him on prior occasions.” 
 
    “Stop being ridiculous, Koa!” snapped Avina. “You can’t duel this man.” 
 
    “Watch me.” Koa rolled out his shoulder, one hand reaching back to touch the scar that likely still pained him from his assassination attempt.  
 
    “I would be watching you charge to your own death!” said Avina. “I’ve seen Claudius duel before. He kills men in seconds, brutally and efficiently. Even with your sorcery…” 
 
    She didn’t let herself finish the sentence. Her mind was doing a good enough job of painting how quickly the duel would be over, how pointless and immediate the loss of her son would be. 
 
    “What else can I do?” shouted Koa. “He’s demanding gold from me that I… simply don’t have. It doesn’t exist, not that I would be partial to handing it over even if it did. This is a pathetic shakedown attempt no different than what the Blackrope Guild has apparently been doing within our borders.” 
 
    “He’s here on the king’s authority!” shouted Avina. “It’s different by its very nature! We can come up with a… plan to pay him. You haven’t tried discussing alternatives with him, have you?” 
 
    “He sidestepped our authority to torture a man to death in our dungeon,” said Koa. “No. I have not tried discussing alternatives with him.” 
 
    “Koa, please…” Avina came up behind him, gently touching his shoulders. “Underqueen Esanor once told me that politics is a game you can play for ten times ten years and still be at the start of a fresh round. Even if you did win this duel against Claudius, it would only lead to more challenging you.” 
 
    “And what if I shy away from it?” he snapped, spinning around. “Do you think other challengers will watch me being bullied and not think themselves just as capable of forcing my hand? Not everything is about protecting me, Mother.” 
 
    “Idiot!” hissed Petra. “Not everything is about your pride or your reputation, Prince Makoa!” 
 
    Koa looked past her, holding Avina’s gaze. “Ruby once accused me of seeking your approval in all things. Even now, my concern is more for how you’ll react to me standing my ground on this choice, rather than the very real danger of the duel itself.” 
 
    “You would throw your life away just to make an empty point against the accusation of your former servant and lover?” asked Avina. 
 
    Her anger boiled over, and she made to grab his sword and pull it from his hand. Koa lifted it out of reach, grasping her hand with his, not hard, but not gently. 
 
    “No, I would not.” He stared at her, the self-assured smile fading into a far more sober expression. “I am a prince with ambitions. I admit that. I have to do this. For Harvestglade… but also for myself.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Makoa!” Avina tried to yank her hand back, but he held it firm. 
 
    “An idiot who loves you.” He leaned in, looked at her from that up too close distance for a moment, and then kissed her on the lips. 
 
    There were so many layers to that kiss that Avina couldn’t be anything but stunned. Koa never kissed her like that, like a man, with pretenses set aside. Petra was right there, her own reaction feeding into the bond, further confusing Avina’s emotions. Most prominent was simply the fact that this was what Koa wanted, to distract her from her anger, force her to retreat. 
 
    It’s what he wants, and it’s working, she thought. 
 
    She pulled away from him, feeling cold as she stepped back, as though the heat of her son’s passion had become a part of physical reality. Shaking her head, Avina turned and marched back upstairs, her anger flooding back in with every step with no direction to flow in. 
 
    Petra followed her up to her chambers. The esper put her arm around Avina’s shoulders as soon as they were alone. 
 
    “This may not be as dire as it seems,” whispered Petra. “Claudius expects him to back down. He may not push the honor duel to its end even assuming Makoa does go through with it.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s a likely enough outcome to bet his life on?” 
 
    Petra didn’t answer, instead simply wrapping Avina tighter into a hug. They held each other for a moment, breathing in unison. It happened just as suddenly as it had before, in the carriage. 
 
    Avina’s view shifted, fluttering and spinning and coming to a stop from a new perspective. She was staring at herself, the top of her head, from Petra’s viewpoint. She watched herself glance up in shocked surprise, eyes reflecting the fear they both felt. 
 
    “…Again?” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Not now!” hissed Avina. “Why now? Oh, gods!” 
 
    Another sudden lurch as reality refused to hold still. Avina fell sideways, back in her own body but no less unsettled.   
 
    “We cannot persist through this… anomaly,” muttered Petra. “We must seek out Haza. Perhaps he can help?” 
 
    Avina let out an exhausted sigh. She needed to be helping Koa, not dealing with whatever had begun to affect her and Petra. But there would be no helping her son if she couldn’t even trust that she’d stay anchored to her own body. 
 
    They had a glass of wine to settle their nerves and then set out to find the old sorcerer where he’d been put up in the servant’s quarters. He’d left the door open, and the chamber’s interior smelled of pipe smoke. 
 
    “Hazafallius,” said Avina. “May we speak with you for a moment?” 
 
    Haza grunted and waved a hand dismissively. “The princeling already came to me in search of a spell he could use to enhance himself for this duel he’s agreed to. I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. Such spells do exist, but they aren’t simple enough to learn in a day.” 
 
    “That’s not why we’re here.” Avina closed the door to Haza’s chamber and folded her arms, hating how vulnerable she felt. “Petra, could you explain?” 
 
    “We… have been experiencing a magical anomaly,” said the esper. 
 
    “Oh?” Haza furrowed his brow. “Go on.” 
 
    Avina described the situation to the best of her ability, with Petra adding context where it fit. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting of Haza’s reaction, but the sorcerer hung on every word, his face set into an intense expression of concentration. 
 
    “Interesting… and extremely dangerous,” he said. “This has never happened to you both on previous occasions?” 
 
    “Never,” said Avina. 
 
    “And as far as you know, there aren’t any accounts of this happening to other Osteans and their espers?” 
 
    “If there are, I’ve never heard or read of them,” said Avina. “I suppose it’s… possible that others have experienced this without ever speaking of it publicly, but I don’t see how that would help us.” 
 
    She frowned as she considered how little she actually knew about what was happening. Would it always occur as a brief episode? Was it possible that she and Petra might end up swapping bodies and being stuck as such, even?” 
 
    “Hmph.” Haza took out a small, weathered notebook and began scribbling in it. “I don’t have a spell to make it go away, if that’s what you’re asking. It is, however, exactly the sort of magical anomaly that I think bears further research.” 
 
    “Can you help us?” asked Avina. 
 
    Haza ran a hand over his mouth and then walked over to his traveling bag. He pulled out an ancient-looking, bone-handled knife and stepped toward Avina and Petra, saying nothing as he cut a small lock of hair from either of their heads. 
 
    “Will that help you identify the problem?” asked Avina. 
 
    Haza stopped sniffing the hair and shrugged. “It’s possible it might. Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.” 
 
    “Please, Hazafallius,” said Petra. 
 
    The old sorcerer sighed and stuffed the hair into his pocket. “There is a library far to the south in Sabantius, within the city of Zaya. If there was documentation about this sort of phenomenon anywhere, it would be there.” 
 
    “If you could provide us with directions, we could send a guard or two on a journey to acquire the—” 
 
    “I’ll go myself,” said Haza. “I need to be getting back to my own land, and this seems as good of a reason to start off that way as any.” 
 
    Avina and Petra glanced at each other. 
 
    “Prince Koa will be disappointed to see you go,” said Petra. 
 
    “I would think the princeling has more pressing concerns right now,” said Haza, with a dark chuckle. “He’s a young man, regardless. I’m glad for the time I was able to spend with him, but I have no intention of warming my bed here in this castle while he’s off on whatever political business catches his fancy next.” 
 
    Avina didn’t say so out loud, but warming a bed in the castle was exactly what she would have expected of a man with as much gray in his hair as Haza. “If you would be willing, Hazafallius, we would both welcome and reward such help.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll set out tomorrow. Don’t tell the princeling I’m leaving. He’ll insist on making it into a much larger deal than it need be.” 
 
    “You might just be right about that,” said Avina. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Koa was annoyed with himself as much as he was with his own circumstances. He paced back and forth in his chamber, trying to divine the best way forward and hating all paths presented. 
 
    He’d fully intended on speaking to his mother and Petra about de-escalation strategies, specifically any ideas they had about how to placate the Sword of the King. As soon as she’d started talking, as soon as he’d heard that motherly, protective tone of hers, his annoyance had kept him from being able to pull back. 
 
    It was the idea of Harvestglade being bullied and moreover, his mother allowing it simply out of her concern for him, that truly needled his pride. He hated the idea of being a liability to the queendom, the maker of messes for the queen and her esper to swoop in and clean up. 
 
    His shoulder was aching from his earlier shadow fencing. He rubbed it, annoyed at how much the injury tended to act up whenever he most needed to rely on his body. Claudius was nearly three times his age and yet, might well still be more fit for fencing from a physical standpoint, even setting aside experience and skill. 
 
    It didn’t seem fair, but of course, there was no fair when it came to death and politics. He would increasingly be forced into situations where he was up against opponents who had advantages, training and experience he did not possess. Reality had a way of forcing such men and women into the path of anyone aimed toward the throne. 
 
    I should be grateful that Claudius doesn’t have an esper, at the very least, he thought. 
 
    It was a small, mostly insignificant solace. An esper wouldn’t factor into a one-on-one duel, regardless. Perhaps his relief at that fact simply played how much he’d come to view his own lack of one as a disadvantage to be endured, rather than a difference to be accepted. 
 
    He needed to be confident, but it was a challenge, especially when confidence seemed like it might well get him killed. Koa wasn’t afraid of death any more than usual — perhaps even far less so, considering how he gallivanted off to Sabantius, and his approach to taking on the Vestalix in the Great Hunt. 
 
    But he wasn’t an idiot, either. Brushing off the danger in accepting an honor duel against the man that came to mind as potentially the person who’d fought the most of them across the past forty years was simply foolhardy. He might very well die. It was a believable outcome, one which he needed to take seriously, regardless of what he did. 
 
    He sighed and picked up his casting cane. His sorcery had, of course, entered his thought process numerous times. At first, he’d mostly just considered how it would seem from an outside perspective, whether it would come across as fair or foul play once the rumors inevitably began to spread.  
 
    After giving more thought, the question of whether it would even make much of a difference rose to the top. Sure, he could fling fireballs at Claudius, but the other man would be wearing armor and capable of dodging. He could open a rift, try to draw him in with the flow, but Claudius would be an opponent on guard, ready and watching for tricks. 
 
    There was one problem he could still use it to solve, however. Cutting into his pocket realm, Koa climbed through the rift and let out a fond sigh, an almost parental sigh, as he stared at the gold he’d stolen from the bandits. He still hadn’t counted it, but some amounts of money almost discouraged counting. The only thing counting an entire chest of gold does is replace a miracle with a number. 
 
    But it wouldn’t serve anyone any good if he did die, and it was forever lost within his pocket realm, permanently inaccessible. Koa went to his window and opened it, not wanting to go out the castle’s front. It was raining hard outside, but that suited his mood, if not the climb down to the gardens. 
 
    With a couple of sheets tied together and the same cavalier attitude that was driving him toward the honor duel in the first place, Koa made it down to the ground. He found a shovel within the groundskeeper’s shed and began walking toward a spot in the far corner of the gardens that nobody ever paid attention to. 
 
    Something moved out of the corner of his vision. Koa straightened up, leaning on the shovel, expecting a guard. What he saw instead was far more unnerving, far less expected. 
 
    Brin, the dustwalker, walked up from a short distance away, aiming as though intent on reaching Koa’s own window. The rain was taking its effect on the monster, each droplet tearing trenches through its exterior like little plops of acid. Koa felt himself smiling, and saw himself waving. 
 
    “Ser Brin,” he called. 
 
    “Prince Koa. What has you out and about at such a late hour?”  
 
    “Burying a pot of gold,” said Koa. “You?” 
 
    “Crying in the rain.” 
 
    “Want a drink?” 
 
    Brin let out a surprised laugh and then nodded. They made it up to his chamber by way of stairs fashioned from the dustwalker’s own body, with Koa turning to pull the monster through his window by the hand.  
 
    He was increasingly doubtful of his own judgment as he stared at Brin, who slowly walked around his bedchamber, glancing at a tapestry of one of the old queens that hung across from his bed, his drawing desk and his neatly made bed. 
 
    “How many times have I come here in the time before?” asked Brin. 
 
    “A few.” Koa shrugged. “At least twice.” 
 
    “It’s comfortable.” Brin wiped a hand over his short, cropped hair, removing only water, rather than the sand and mud that’d been dripping from him outside. “Fit for a prince.” 
 
    “As it should be.” Koa poured them each a glass of wine and dropped down into one of the chairs at the sitting table. Brin took the one across from him, and for a few moments, they simply sat and drank. 
 
    “Were you actually burying gold out there?” asked Brin. “Don’t you have a vault for that sort of thing?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. One which, unfortunately, ends with the Sword of the King challenging me to an honor duel.” 
 
    Brin laughed as though it were a joke, but if anything, his smile grew even broader as he seemed to realize it wasn’t. “Interesting. Will you be the new Sword of the King after you run him through?” 
 
    “I would expect King Kendall to simply appoint a new one from a list of generals, unfortunately.” Koa sipped his wine and rubbed his chin with a thumb. “I could pull off an unexpected victory, couldn’t I? Find a way to turn the tide in my favor?” 
 
    “It’s always possible,” said Brin. “Imagine the crowd that will come out for the spectacle. All the young maidens who’ve barely even seen properly sharpened swords before, staring on as young Prince Koa defends the queendom’s honor against some old, pudgy bully from the capitol.” 
 
    “He’s in quite good shape, unfortunately.” 
 
    “He’s old, though,” said Brin. “Just stay on your toes. Dance around him, and he’ll look like a fool. You’ll swoop in while his guard is down and cut his belt off, leaving him tripping over his trousers.” 
 
    Koa stroked his chin. “Mmm, yes. Then I’d kick him in the back, knock him onto his stomach like a floundering fish.” 
 
    “It’ll make for a storied victory!” Brin poured himself more wine and lifted the glass for a toast. “One for the ages!” 
 
    “You’ve never lacked confidence on my behalf, have you?”  
 
    “I know what you’re capable of,” said Brin. 
 
    He said the words as a compliment, and Koa knew that they were just as true on his end. He knew exactly what the dustwalker was capable of and yet, he’d chosen to invite him up for wine, encouraging him to act the part of a month’s dead best friend.  
 
    “You said you were crying in the rain?” he asked. 
 
    Brin nodded, but didn’t elaborate. Genuine emotion, or subtle manipulation? Koa wasn’t sure he cared that much either way. 
 
    “Beatrice,” he guessed.  
 
    “In part,” said Brin. “It’s lonely being… what I am. Sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it? A monster’s lament, like some children’s fable.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s ridiculous. I find myself wondering more and more if monsters exist in the sense we pretend they do.” 
 
    “Oh, they exist,” said Brin. “The question is more of where to draw the line.” 
 
    Koa tapped a finger along the side of his wine glass. “I found some of the men responsible, you know. For the murders you’ve been accused of.” 
 
    Brin slowly lifted his head, holding Koa’s gaze. It was the eyes that threw him off, exact copies of Brin that didn’t know how to act right, how to blink as needed or glance away to break the tension. 
 
    “The Blackrope Guild,” said Koa. “It seems as though Beatrice owed them money.” 
 
    “She…” Brin finally closed those strange, uncanny eyes. “She owed someone money. Never really talked about it openly. I never asked about it, not as I should have. Didn’t want to embarrass her, if you can believe it. Fucking idiot I can be sometimes.” 
 
     “The gold I was outside to bury came from one of their bandit outposts. They scurried off like rats when I brought the guards out to deal with them… but before that, they also took an interest in Gladetown’s brothel.” 
 
    Brin leaned back, pulling one knee in to rest the foot on the seat of his chair. “Is this a lead that you’d allow me to help you follow up on, Prince Koa?” 
 
    There were a dozen different reasons why it was a bad idea to let the dustwalker anywhere near such an investigation, but none of them seemed all that compelling then and there. Koa nodded slowly. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” he said. “We’ll drop by together. Feel the place out.” 
 
    Brin snorted. “You sound as though you’re just eager for an excuse to go to a brothel.” 
 
    “My duel is tomorrow night.” He turned one hand palm up. “I should at least make what might well be my last day of life interesting.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Darkness swirled all around Avina. She was in a tunnel, then in a cave, then underwater. She was… on her way to Glass Tree Grove, a place she’d only ever visited once in her life.  
 
    She’d just been a child. A boat had brought her across the channel to the island on a cold early spring day. She’d huddled next to her mother and her mother’s esper Tessalin, breath white from the cold, and then been left alone on the beach for her own pilgrimage, scared and confused and ready to quit before she’d even begun. 
 
    The memory was as surreal to her within the dream as it’d been in reality. Every step she’d taken through the grove had been reluctant and uncertain. The sun had caught on the veil glass of the tree leaves, reflected so brightly that it hurt her eyes to look in most directions. 
 
    Was there something there that she needed to remember? The answer… was this where it could be found? Avina had never been able to remember the specific moment when Petra had crossed the veil, but the feeling had never left her, that sudden distinction between being scared and alone, and scared and together. 
 
    They’d hugged each other before they’d ever spoken, but that was typical. Petra hadn’t actually spoken Ostean when she’d first arrived in Osteanus, though the bond had allowed her to pick the language up expeditiously. She didn’t remember that first moment of seeing Petra, just her being there, as though that was her own true beginning. 
 
    And there she was, again. Avina pulled her into a tight hug as the glass trees and the island and reality began to spin around them. She knew without needing a reason, without needing evidence, that they were within a shared dream, rather than it simply being a dream of the sharing. 
 
    “Avina,” whispered Petra. “Is this…” 
 
    Is this where we must go? 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    They spun faster, the torque pulling them away from one another even as the fear and confusion they shared deepened. It pulled until the grip was only through their arms and hands, and it pulled further still. 
 
    Their fingers broke contact, but caught again just after they pulled apart. They held a crown between them, Avina’s own golden circlet. It spun through light and dark as they continued to turn, faster and faster. The crown glimmered gold in the light, but then went dark amidst the shadow, the change happening with more rapidity until it seemed both states at once. 
 
    Avina pulled on the crown, trying to outmuscle the intensity of the spin. She felt Petra pulling, and then the two of them were grabbing at each other again, and then… they were simply together. 
 
    She woke in bed, tangled in damp sheets. A gasp came from directly beside her, Petra, where she’d fallen asleep. They didn’t always share a bed, but amid the fear of whatever was happening to them, it’d seemed like the only choice when they’d retired earlier in the night. 
 
    “Petra,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “I… dreamt it, too,” whispered her esper. “Should we… seek out the castle healer?” 
 
    She could hear Petra’s desperation both in her tone and words. They both knew Cathelia could do nothing for them. There was no simple remedy, no easy solution, to save them from this disorder of their bond. 
 
    “We’ll… be alright,” whispered Avina. “We’ll find a way forward.” 
 
    She slid over, pulling Petra into an embrace. The esper was facing away from her, and they were both naked save for their small clothes. Avina couldn’t remember when she’d last held Petra like this, her body nestled against Petra’s back, a mismatch of short and tall. Had she ever before? So often it was Petra looking out for her emotional needs, but now they both simply needed each other. 
 
    Petra was shivering, though it wasn’t all that cold within Avina’s chamber. She felt the esper slowly turn around within her arms… and then she felt their lips meet. They shared a long kiss, one that felt so strange, but so reassuring. There was a solidity there in the way the intimacy made her heart flutter, a confirmed certainty in them still being two separate women with their own drives and needs. 
 
    They kissed again. Avina felt Petra pulling closer, one leg entangling with hers. They hugged, heads leaning to rest against each other’s shoulders. There was a needy quality to it, separate from what Avina would have considered normal arousal. Desperate, almost possessive. 
 
    “Avina,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Mmm…” She kissed Petra’s neck. “Let’s just… stay like this.” 
 
    They did, and if anything, true arousal did eventually smolder from the kindling of their embrace. Avina was scared of what might happen if they went any further, but not in the usual sense. Too much was already in flux within their bond and relationship. She needed to maintain at least some semblance of normality. 
 
    They traded sleep for the stability of each other’s arms. When the sun finally rose beyond the horizon, so did they, hazy and unslept. Avina dressed herself, in no mood to summon her composure even just for Reese and Mav. 
 
    “We should go to Glass Tree Grove,” said Petra. 
 
    “We will, if it keeps happening.” 
 
    When it keeps happening. She was under no illusions, carrying no great hope that the anomaly had burned itself out. 
 
    “In the meantime, we should simply do our best to keep going,” said Avina. “If… it does happen again, we can’t let it get in the way of running the queendom.” 
 
    “You are saying… what?” Petra was still in her underwear, and she folded her arms over her chest. “We should pretend to be one another if we are forced into each other’s bodies?” 
 
    “Petra… What else can we do?” 
 
    The esper was silent for several long seconds as the stark reality of what amounted to a curse on their bond truly settled in. She nodded slowly and paused after taking a breath before speaking. 
 
    “Makoa… I will pull back from the intimacy we have begun to share. It may even be connected, somehow. What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Avina. 
 
    It was the truth, but it also was a passive response. Part of her wanted to feed into the idea, regardless of whether it was feeding into the cause of their episodes or not. The other part of her had no idea what it wanted, most of all concerning her son. 
 
    They dressed and began their day, bodies tired, minds sluggish. There were still audiences to be held as the queen. Avina sat on her throne and said the right words, smiled at the right time, as a procession of embodied concerns entered the chamber, one by one. 
 
    She managed well enough. She’d always worked well under pressure, and what was happening between her and Petra was more of a personal problem compared to the dustwalker or Estorian assassins in the night. She managed well enough… right up until Claudius Demathis, Sword of the King, walked in for this audience. 
 
    “Lord Claudius.” She struggled to keep her voice level, to keep the anger contained. “What is it that brings you to seek an audience with me this morning?” 
 
    “The honor duel, as you would expect, Lady Underqueen,” said Claudius. “Have you spoken with your son about the manner in which he will concede?” 
 
    “I have not.” She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to lie about it, but the logic almost didn’t matter in the face of Claudius’s arrogant smile. “I would venture to say that he intends to go through with the honor duel, as of now.” 
 
    Petra’s anxiety spiked, which felt altogether too much like her own anxiety spiking. 
 
    “I would highly advise you to convince him not to,” said Claudius. “Otherwise, you will need to provide a suitable venue for the duel to be fought and witnessed.” 
 
    “The castle courtyard should suffice. I’ll have some of the servants bring out chairs.” 
 
    “If I may be entirely frank,” said Claudius. “I’ve fought many, many honor duels, Your Highness. The fact that I’m still standing here, breathing, should be evidence of the fact that I’ve never lost one. Your son will die if he faces me, and I think we can both agree that such an outcome should be prevented.” 
 
    Avina felt her jaw tensing as her anger piqued, but there was just as much fear underlying it. She ran a hand across her mouth, blinking, quite suddenly feeling that familiar, spinning flutter that seemed to accompany moments in which she and Petra switched bodies. 
 
    Could emotion be a factor? The other times… was it Petra’s emotions that served as the trigger? 
 
    Avina took a deep breath and felt the world stabilize by a degree. “I have no wish to see harm befall my son, Claudius. You are the one forcing this encounter, however. I would ask the same of you — stand down to avoid bloodshed.” 
 
    “I’m more than willing to,” said Claudius. “If you’re willing to turn over the gold confiscated from this bandit outpost, which is King Kendall’s rightful property.” 
 
    “There is no gold, Lord Claudius. What you’re asking for simply amounts to an unlawful tax of our treasury.” 
 
    The Sword of the King shrugged in a way that hardly denied it. “Sundown is traditionally the time at which honor duels are fought. I’ll be waiting for your son in the courtyard.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Koa spent most of his early morning lying awake in bed, coming to terms with his present reality. As much as his reputation seemingly demanded that he take on Claudius in the honor duel, facing off against the Sword of the King would probably be the most foolhardy decision he’d ever made in his entire life. 
 
    Even with my magic, fireballs and rifts… He’d only need a single well aimed thrust to kill me. 
 
    The fact of the matter was that Claudius had been the one to get that thrust in every honor duel he’d ever fought. Plenty of the other men he’d faced had likely gone into their last encounters clutching their own secret trick for confidence. Koa had heard at least one story of a prince from years back who’d tried to interrupt his own duel against Claudius with his esper. Both had died in the end. 
 
    Claudius would expect some sort of surprise from him. That didn’t necessarily mean that Koa wouldn’t be able to get an advantage with his sorcery, regardless, but was it a sure enough thing to bet his life on? 
 
    He was capable of swallowing pride. Far better at it than most men, and definitely most princes. The gold Claudius wanted to confiscate on behalf of the king was a countable amount, large but pointlessly insubstantial against what he considered to be the worth of his own life. Sometimes losing the round made sense in terms of winning the overall game. 
 
    But will it just be the one round? he wondered. If we allow the Sword of the King to act like a bully, who’s to say he won’t try it again? 
 
    The true mistake had been in losing track of one of the king’s trusted allies within the castle in the first place. That was his mistake — perhaps his mother had primed it by allowing Claudius too much access, but that’d only been the start. He’d been the one to ride off to the bandit outpost with Lauric and many of the guards who would have been in position to stop Claudius from having free rein of the castle. 
 
    It was painful to give up the windfall of the bandit treasure, but doable. Koa climbed out of bed, feeling immensely resolved to move past his own stubbornness. He’d left the chest of gold in his pocket realm the previous night after speaking with Brin. In a way, he’d made the decision then and there by not burying it for safekeeping.  
 
    He would give it up and live to fight and scheme and indulge another day. But there was no reason to rush. He’d agreed to go with Brin to the brothel in search of clues leading to the Blackrope Guild. Claudius had no real knowledge of the exact amount he’d taken from the bandit outpost, and in addition to contributing a healthy share to the queendom’s treasury, Koa saw no reason not to use some to help lubricate his investigation. 
 
    Verity was waiting outside his door along with Horny, the two of them having become somewhat of a pair given how often she took care of the hookhorn. Her concerns were written across her face, but they mellowed into confusion as she picked up on his mood. 
 
    “You… slept well, I take it?” she asked. 
 
    “Very well.” He smiled and leaned forward to scratch Horny’s head. “I’m heading into town this morning. You’re welcome to take the day for yourself.” 
 
    “I assumed you’d want my help preparing for the duel?” she asked, voice gentle, almost patronizing. 
 
    “There will be no duel. I have to be mindful of my long-term goals, among which I would include staying alive past nightfall.” 
 
    Verity nodded, confusion and skepticism giving way to a slow nod. “I think that’s incredibly wise.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’d rather be known for my wisdom in the present tense than my bravery in the past.” 
 
    “Prince Makoa.” Verity touched his arm as he started down the hall. “You’re making the right choice. The mature choice, really. I’m fully in support of this, and I know it’s not easy to back down publicly in such a manner.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “If you need someone to talk to, or drink wine with, or even just walk an energetic hookhorn…” 
 
    “I could use some help finishing a letter I’ve been writing,” he said. 
 
    “Just let me know.” She squeezed his shoulder and let her hand drop. Koa gave Horny one last pet and continued on his way.  
 
    He felt like Verity was becoming a true friend, which he recognized was still as dangerous now as it had been before their last falling out. Still… it was hard to avoid letting her judgment of his decisions affect his thinking. She had a unique and valuable perspective into events. She was oftentimes more grounded to reality than he was, as might be the expected difference between a capital-raised spy and a southern prince. 
 
    He didn’t grab breakfast from the dining hall, not quite ready to present the same chastened attitude to his mother and Petra. Instead, he grabbed food on his way through town, a sweet pastry filled with apple jam still warm from the ovens. He headed to Gladewater Tavern and found Brin already waiting for him at a table. 
 
    “Wasn’t sure you’d come,” said Brin.  
 
    “Yes, well, it seemed like a more reasonable way to spend my day than pacing around worrying about dying in a duel. Two ales, Ashton.” 
 
    “Haven’t I always said that a duel avoided is as good as a duel won?” said Brin. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say that, but it’s choice advice, regardless.” 
 
    “Though imagine how heroic you would look if you did manage to take him on and win,” said Brin. “The maidens throwing flowers to you. The way it would feed into your legend. Hard decision, that one.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s a good thing I have plenty of booze to use to chain my ego.” 
 
    “I’ve found it to be remarkably bad at that particular task,” said Brin. 
 
    They drank regardless, and Koa still felt good about his decision. After a second round, he tapped a hand on the table and leaned in closer to his friend. 
 
    “The brothel,” he said. “Let’s see if we can get a better sense of how it’s connected to this bandit guild.” 
 
    “The guild, and Beatrice.” Brin’s voice had a ragged edge as he spoke on the topic. 
 
    “We’ll find whatever truths there are to learn here, but… I’m going to need a disguise.” 
 
    “Why… exactly?” 
 
    “I’m a prince,” said Koa, with a snort. “I can’t simply develop a reputation for frequenting the local brothel. Especially after I already brought Haza by a few days ago.” 
 
    “Princes are allowed to visit brothels,” said Brin. 
 
    “But I also can’t have my mother finding out about this.” 
 
    “I can’t have my mother finding out about this,” parroted Brin in a mocking voice. 
 
    “Oh, hush. Don’t you have a harem of lady dustwalkers who would be equally put off by you relaxing socially with an Ostean courtesan?” 
 
    “The dust maidens are not dustwalkers.” 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow and left Brin room to go on, which he eventually did. 
 
    “They are the soil,” he said, with a shrug. “I am the tree.” 
 
    “So be it. But I am the prince, and I’d like some anonymity.” 
 
    Brin seemed skeptical, and Koa even questioned himself whether it was really necessary. It was the mood he was in, the level of distraction he currently sought, day drinking and disguises and a mission into a brothel. It was what he wanted to ask of life in exchange for bending to the inevitable. 
 
    He settled on a warm wool hat and a neck scarf, neither of which was out of place in the chill weather. Neither of which seemed to have the intended effect, as Cecille, the madame, greeted him with a rather knowing smile. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “Prince Makoa. Please, come in. Is this another friend of yours in need of companionship?” 
 
    “I’m the prince’s new bodyguard,” said Brin. “I’ll wait down here.” 
 
    That hadn’t been part of the plan, though Koa conceded that they hadn’t really established a plan beyond showing up and hoping for the best. “Ah, yes. I suppose I’ll be partaking in… a massage? You do offer those here, yes?” 
 
    “Of course we do, my prince,” said Cecille. “Whatever you need.” 
 
    He smiled, trying to move past what his mother and Petra might say if they knew where he was, at that moment. The investigation was his current priority, and he supposed it did give him a certain amount of leeway. He had an objective, and if getting a massage at a brothel brought him a step closer to it, then… so be it. 
 
    He shared a knowing glance with Brin, whom he expected would be watching for opportunities to investigate anything interesting while he waited in the common room, which had tea service, apparently. Cecille led him upstairs, into a room with a leather bed and a faintly stale odor of sweet, scented smoke. 
 
    “You can undress here to the level that you’re comfortable with, my prince,” said Cecille. 
 
    He nodded slowly. 
 
    “Most clients prefer to be massaged fully undressed,” she added. 
 
    He nodded again as she stepped out through the curtain. Koa found it rather hard to not be taken in by the intrigue in what a basic massage at such a place would entail. He was not the type of man to seek out a brothel, but now that he was here and all had been arranged… there was certainly an odd thrill to it. 
 
    He stripped down to his underwear and after a moment of consideration, ditched those as well. There was a towel on the padded table which he presumed was to cover himself with, and he tossed it on.  
 
    Cecille returned a minute later with a small jar of oil in hand. She smiled at him as she slowly opened it. 
 
    “I would normally offer you a selection of different women for this, but you arrived at a time when everyone else was either engaged or out for the day,” she said. “Not uncommon in the early hours. I hope you don’t mind getting the touch of the madame herself.” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Koa. She was quite attractive, despite being older, with full breasts and a dangerously confident smile. But it was her tone that caught Koa’s attention, rather than her body. 
 
    Do I detect a hint of wariness, Madame Cecille? he wondered. She is a sharp woman, there is no doubt about that. 
 
    He let out a soft groan as she began working her hands into his back. Her fingers felt good, and she knew where to touch, how to loosen overworked muscles. She was especially careful around the scar on his shoulder, making soft cooing noises as she touched the area surrounding it. 
 
    “This is such a terrible wound,” she whispered. “Oh, my prince! You should have come seeking my attention much sooner.” 
 
    “The mark of an assassination attempt, as it happens. We live in a rather dangerous world, but I’m sure you know that.” 
 
    He waited for a second or two before pressing his point, doing what he’d arrived to do. 
 
    “I heard that one of the men who worked here went missing,” he said. “Disappeared under unusual circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes…” She let out a sigh, hands going lower. “He was a good man, well-liked by the girls. I believe he had some debts with the wrong sort of people.” 
 
    “I’d be interested in knowing exactly who those people are,” said Koa. 
 
    “I couldn’t say, Prince Makoa. He never spoke of such things. It was his private business.” 
 
    Her hands went lower still, briefly grazing his buttocks before working the backs of his calves and down his legs. Koa considered trying to force the point, even whether it might be worth it to bring up the man from the Blackrope Guild he’d seen stop by the brothel long after that, but he doubted it would affect Madame Cecille’s willingness to talk. 
 
    “I could do your front, if you’d like?” she offered. 
 
    “Ah, that shouldn’t be necessary,” he said.  
 
    “Oh, it’s not trouble at all, my prince. Really.” 
 
    He rolled over and she began massaging his chest before he could firm his decision. Something was firming, regardless. Her hands found their way down to his cock with casual speed, and she shot him an expression of surprise and delight that was rather convincingly feigned. 
 
    “Oh, well,” she whispered. “It has been many years since I’ve offered this service myself, but for the prince of Harvestglade…” 
 
    Her hands made a sticky noise as she pumped them along his shaft. She was doing something with her fingers, squeezing them in sequence with just the right amount of force. It might have been many years, as she’d claimed, but she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    “There are many other services which I also have stopped offering myself,” she said, words barely audible over the squishing oil. “If you’d come back, my prince. Come anytime you want. If you just come. Come stop by. Come as you please.” 
 
    Koa felt shockingly unprepared for how fast she was delivering the pleasure to him. It was a different level from Ruby or Petra, or anyone else he’d been with. Unfair almost, with years if not decades of practice and skill weighted in her direction. It made him think of the honor duel, for some reason. 
 
    “You’ll always enjoy yourself if you come visit us, Prince Makoa.” She shifted to stroking him with one hand and rubbed his chest with the other. “Come and have a taste of our services.” 
 
    Koa groaned and leaned his head back as he finally did just that. Cecille was quick with a towel, mopping up his mess even as his pleasure was still peaking. By the time it settled over him, a warm blanket of satisfaction and mild regret, Cecille had begun working his member again with gentle fingers. 
 
    “It’s still so early in the day, my prince,” she said. “I’m sure you’re so busy, but if you did have time... As I said, I did once offer a full range of services.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m sure I must be needed back at the castle.” He rubbed at his chin, an idea coming to him. “I will need to wash all of this scented oil off before I leave, however. The queen would certainly not approve of me arriving back with such a telling aroma clinging to my shoulders.” 
 
    “No, I suppose she wouldn’t.” Cecille’s tone spoke of a wealth of womanly respect. “I don’t normally allow patrons to bathe here this early in the day, but you’ll be the exception. I’ll have a bath drawn up for you on the lower level.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Koa dressed and made his way down to the brothel’s basement. A young woman looked uncertainly at him, as though considering whether to get in his way, as he headed for the stairs. Brin eyed him as well, still waiting on one of the couches with a teacup in hand. 
 
    Aside from several large baths, one still in the process of being filled by a servant, the basement looked fairly ordinary. There were a couple of closed doors on the far end, and Koa waited until the servant was headed back up after dropping off a bucketful of water before sneaking over to examine them. 
 
    The doors were all locked, which seemed to blunt his investigation before it had really even begun. He was considering whether to simply forgo the bath and head back to the castle when Brin tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Gods!” he said, surprised. “How did you… even get down here?” 
 
    “I told them I needed to make sure you kept an appointment for the queen,” said Brin. “The madame seems terrified of attracting her attention.” 
 
    “Rightfully so,” said Koa. “I honestly think my mother might shut this place down if I ever started coming here regularly. Anyway, it seems as though we won’t be discovering much here unless we can find a way through a… locked door.” 
 
    Brin spun a key in his fingers and tossed it to Koa. “Did you think I was just sitting around and drinking tea up there?” 
 
    “I mean… yeah, I did.” 
 
    The key opened the first door, revealing a small closet full of clothing that smelled faintly of perfume. The second door was filled with various cleaning supplies, brooms and buckets and mops, with a few miscellaneous tools mixed in and a large sword that was incredibly rusted and nicked. 
 
    The third door revealed a chair bolted to the floor with chains dangling from it with what appeared to be one or perhaps many bloodstains underneath. Koa stared at the scene in quiet distaste, but Brin outright fell to his knees. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Koa. “Was she here?” 
 
    Brin pulled up what first appeared to be a thin thread. Koa realized it was a strand of hair. 
 
    “It… it’s her,” muttered Brin. “It… was her.” 
 
    “Hold on, Brin. How can you know that for certain? Is there… Brin!” 
 
    He watched his friend turn and head for the stairs, each step heavy and ominous. A similar, sinking realization took hold in that moment for Koa as he remembered that, despite looking like Brin and acting like him to a degree, he was looking at a monster, not the man. 
 
    “Wait!” Koa ran for the stairs, reaching them only in time to see the door at the top slamming into its frame, but not closing completely. 
 
    He raced up them and out into the common room, shielding his eyes against a sudden peppering of sand that seemed to come from all directions. He pulled his shirt up over his mouth as the grit threatened his breathing, and for a few seconds, all he could do was hold position. 
 
    When he did open his eyes, he saw Brin gripping Cecille’s throat. He had another girl held by the arm with his other hand, her face contorted in pain. A third woman was trying to sidle around him toward the door, but Brin matched each of her steps, keeping himself between her and an escape. 
 
    “Brin!” said Koa. “Let go of them. We don’t know what happened here!” 
 
    “I know enough.” Brin’s fingers tightened around Cecille’s throat, her eyes bulging with both terror and pain. 
 
    “Was there a woman in that basement?” Koa shouted at the woman cowering by the edge of the room. “In the locked room with the chair?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “The guild… uses that room. I don’t know! Please! None of us know!” 
 
    Cecille’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head. Brin let out a shuddering breath, his face and entire body losing its color and smoothness in favor of the dustwalker’s sandy exterior. Koa stared, unable to do anything but stare. He hadn’t brought his casting cane with him. How quickly he’d let himself be fooled by the monster wearing the face of his friend. 
 
    Except… it was exactly how Brin would have reacted. Koa shouted at him again, hardly even hearing what he was saying.  
 
    “Stop this madness!” he screamed. “Brin! You don’t have to do this!” 
 
    “I hope you never have to feel like this, Prince Koa,” said the dustwalker. “My anger will seem as nothing in comparison.” 
 
    Brin let Cecille’s lifeless body drop and moved to grab the third woman, still dragging the girl with him. Koa surged forward, slamming a punch into the dustwalker’s face. 
 
    It landed as though he’d punched a beach, sliding through the body of a monster that didn’t conform to human standards. Brin pushed him in the chest with his free hand. Koa flew backward, slamming into the wall, head thunking hard enough to make the world pulse out for a moment. 
 
    There were more screams as he regained his awareness, each one cutting off into strangled silence. Koa tried once more to rush the monster, to intervene as both a man and a prince. He tried to grab Brin’s neck only to take a vicious head butt in retaliation. He hit the wall again and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    All three women were dead as he finally rose to his feet. The monster was gone. 
 
    Koa sank to his knees amidst the bodies, numbness giving way to a directionless rage. He stomped to the door and flung it open. 
 
    “Guards!” he bellowed. “There’s been… an attack. The dustwalker has attacked.” 
 
    I led him here, thought Koa. I pointed him in this direction and watched it happen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    The next hour was a blur of half explanations and unanswered questions. Koa eventually made it back to the castle, back to his room, and sat down on his bed. The guards had been reluctant to release him, perhaps rightly sensing he must somehow be connected. One of them ran off to inform Captain Lauric, while the remaining man in charge reluctantly let Koa go on his way. 
 
    “Prince Koa?” Verity had seen him on his way in and made several previous attempts to enter his room, trying the barred door once more. “Would you please open the door? Talk to me.” 
 
    He’d been so foolish, so incredibly naïve, and he’d never doubted himself for a moment. The sheer gall of his own actions left him feeling like he’d strangled each of those women himself, or at the very least that he should have paid for his own mistakes in their place. Regardless of how involved they’d been in Beatrice’s disappearance, and he did think Cecille at least had been involved, they hadn’t deserved execution without trial. 
 
    “Should I seek out your mother?” called Verity. “Koa, you at least need to meet with Claudius, as distasteful as it might be. Whatever your mood is, ignoring the situation around this honor duel will only lead to a greater disaster.” 
 
    “I’ll handle the duel, Verity,” he said slowly. “Thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “One of the guards said something happened with you, but they wouldn’t tell me more beyond that it was an incident in the city.” Verity tried the door again, the wood shaking alongside the sound of her slapping a hand against it. “Koa, please! Let me in.” 
 
    “I just need a minute,” he said. 
 
    A minute. An hour. It was late in the afternoon when Koa finally escaped his looping thoughts and came to a decision about what to do. He had a glass of wine and was still sipping it when a soft, familiar knock announced the arrival of his mother. 
 
    He greeted her at the door, stepping back to let her come in. Petra was with her, though the esper seemed distracted, in no mood for their normal flirtations, though neither was he. Avina  eyed the wine in Koa’s hand, the open bottle, and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I suppose I approve if you think it will help you concede this episode,” she said. “I know how much of a struggle this must be for you, Koa.” 
 
    “The wine will absolutely help,” he said. 
 
    He took a seat at his table. Horny had run in with them, and Koa took the hookhorn up onto his lap. The scruffy little bastard seemed to be growing by an inch every day, but it was how the creature had mellowed out, especially toward him specifically, that he truly appreciated. 
 
    “Why have you not already gone to see him?” asked Petra. “A crowd has begun to gather. The Sword of the King drew out the dueling circle in the courtyard, even. He seems to expect that you will duel him.” 
 
    “It took some time for the path forward to reveal itself,” said Koa. “I know what I have to do.” 
 
    He expected either Avina or Petra to pin him down for being so vague and cryptic, but they both seemed a little preoccupied. He stood up and drew them in close, not quite hugging them, but with an arm around each. 
 
    “I heard from Lauric that there was… some kind of incident earlier?” asked Avina. “He was oddly sparse on the details, but he said he wanted to speak with you about it alone when you got the chance.” 
 
    Ah, good man, Lauric, he thought. Or perhaps he simply didn’t want to be the one to have to use my name and a brothel in the same sentence directly to her face. 
 
    “Just a minor thing,” he said softly. 
 
    “Makoa, if this gold that Claudius seems to think you have really exists, you need to tell me,” said Avina. “Otherwise, I will be forced to pay him from the queendom’s vaults, which at the moment, are basically empty.” 
 
    “There is no gold.” He rubbed a hand along the side of Avina’s body, feeling detached. “Claudius is confused, but he’s a reasonable man. With the duel looming, I get the sense he’ll hear what I have to tell him. All will work out.” 
 
    “I told you he would come to reason,” said Petra. 
 
    “One less problem for us to worry about,” said Avina, in a loving voice. “Thank you, Koa.” 
 
    She kissed one of his cheeks. Petra kissed the other. Gods, he felt like a lucky man, and he was, in so many ways. Tripping over his own luck at times. Leading his friends into situations that only he could hope to be lucky enough to escape. 
 
    “Petra and I need to sit down with you later tonight, once this is settled,” said Avina. “We… have to explain something to you.” 
 
    “A complicated matter,” said Petra. 
 
    “Well, that’s suitably intriguing.” He let his arms drop and subtly motioned toward the door. “I can’t wait to hear more. But for the time being, I should check in with Captain Lauric.” 
 
    “Come find me as soon as you’ve finished speaking with Claudius,” said Avina. “And Koa… please don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Everything is stupid. 
 
    He tried to compartmentalize his sulky mood as he watched his mother and Petra head off down the hall. Descending to the training hall, he found Captain Lauric in his office, in the middle of a rather fun sounding conversation with Mav. The guard captain’s expression grew far more serious when he saw Koa. 
 
    “Lauric,” said Koa. “Just the man I was looking to speak to.” 
 
    He glanced at Mav with a polite smile. She took the hint, touched Lauric’s shoulder, and left to give them room. 
 
    “We do need to speak, my prince,” said Lauric. “I… heard from one of my guards that there was an incident at the brothel. That everyone was… dead inside, except for you.” 
 
    “I need a new sword.” Koa brought the one he’d taken with him from his room into view, frowning at the thinness of the blade in its scabbard, the tacky and janky ceremonial hilt. “Something with a wider blade and a larger profile.” 
 
    “…Prince Koa, this is a serious matter. My guards who arrived at the scene noted dust scattered on the floor and on some of the bodies. You were… at the scene of one of the previous dustwalker murders before this. I’m not accusing you of anything, milord, but you’ve also been seen in the company of a man who the queen has informed me is the dustwalker in guise. A supposedly dead man.” 
 
    “He is dead. That’s entirely the problem. The anger and grief of those outside our world is like the heat of a covered pot, boiling with nowhere to go.” 
 
    The guard captain trailed off as Koa stepped forward, closer than needed, and then reached down and drew Lauric’s own sword with a slow motion. Captain Lauric stared, confusion and abject surprise, and a bit of fear in his expression, too. 
 
    “Relax, Lauric,” said Koa. “What was it you used to say to me when I stopped getting angry when I lost in practice? You’re finally sounding like a prince should sound. That was it, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I… believe so, my prince.” 
 
    Koa took his fingers to either edge of the sword like calipers, getting a sense of the size. He nodded, and then pressed the ceremonial weapon into Lauric’s hands. 
 
    “I’ll trade you for the night,” he said. “Scabbard too. Off with it.” 
 
    Lauric stared at him, looking more confused than ever. Koa snapped his fingers several times, finally coaxing the man into motion. 
 
    “As for the dustwalker, know that I plan on hunting him… it… just as fervently as I assume you will. I got fooled, Lauric. Or maybe I didn’t. The question of whether I did is painful, either way. But I know what I have to do. It just won’t be easy.” 
 
    “…I’m glad to hear that, milord,” said Lauric. “There’s also the matter of the duel. Your mother seems to be under the impression that you will concede before it begins?” 
 
    “The general sense of that impression has followed me for my entire esper-less life,” said Koa. “It’s simply no fun.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Koa heard the crowd long before he saw it. He was impressed that Gladetown could even produce such a crowd. There had to be at least a few essential jobs going undone, stable masters unavailable for readying horses or bakers leaving the next day’s bread to proof past the point of necessity. 
 
    He watched it from the window of his room, still just short of being entirely resolved toward what he was about to do. Verity was watching him watch the crowd — he could feel her eyes on him even if he wasn’t sure from where. Koa looked at the crowd again and, not for the first time, wondered what sound they’d collectively make if their prince died in front of them. 
 
    Perhaps that’s why they’re all here, he thought. They also wish to discover what noise that is. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake.” Verity was apparently inside his room, which was news to him.  
 
    “It’s entirely possible that I am,” he said. 
 
    “You have the gold, Koa. It’s a large sum, but no amount is worth dying over.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong. A shame that the Sword of the King seems to disagree on that point.” 
 
    “Koa…” She came up behind him and touched his shoulder. “You could simply take a walk, instead. Head out through the back. Return later tonight, or even sometime tomorrow, and settle what needs to be settled.” 
 
    He turned around and let Verity see his face, his eyes, almost as though looking into a mirror, searching for something in her reaction to him. 
 
    “I could do that,” he said, with the smallest shake of his head. 
 
    She walked alongside him as he made his way downstairs and out through the castle’s vestibule. The energy of the crowd was infectious even from a distance. He could see his mother and Petra standing near the Sword of the King, undoubtedly trying to cool the situation down. It had the unfortunate effect of making it seem a little as though they were on his side.  
 
    Koa was clad in his princely best, and he knew Avina would draw conclusions from that before he’d spoken a word. He had Lauric’s sword belt on over fresh-laundered black trousers, a clean gray undershirt, and a new navy and gold jacket which had somehow arrived in his wardrobe. 
 
    He kept one hand at his waist as he slowly walked toward the makeshift dueling circle. Claudius wore armor — an entire suit of plate mail up to the neck, with a steel buckler attached to his left arm.  
 
    It was the outfit of a man who was both comfortable with wearing armor and extremely talented at not being stabbed. It would also render him near impervious to fireballs, given how the metal would disperse small bursts of heat. 
 
    Koa slowed to a stop just outside the dueling circle, smiling as he heard the crowd’s chatter fade to silence, every set of eyes turned his way. He steepled his fingers and leaned his head back, watching the other man as the inevitable slid into view. 
 
    “Claudius Demathis, the Sword of the King,” he called. “Are you well? How is my castle treating you?” 
 
    “The underqueen’s castle is exceedingly comfortable,” shouted Claudius. “What it lacks in size it makes up for with that personal touch.” 
 
    He flashed a passably handsome smile. Koa waited for a few seconds. The wind blew through the courtyard, tousling hair and clothing and stirring up leaves. 
 
    “I’m surprised you would push this empty claim of yours all the way to the edge of an honor duel’s circle.” Koa held his arms out, presenting nothing. “You may believe that there is ill-gained property to claim in the king’s name, but with no evidence, your demands amount to little more than extortion.” 
 
    “I have it on the word of one of the bandits you captured that there was gold taken from an illegal outpost of the Blackrope Guild, an organization that operates primarily out of the capitol.” 
 
    “The claims of a criminal forced out under duress,” said Koa, with a sigh. “I would have assumed you to know better than to take such hearsay at face value.” 
 
    “I know well enough, Prince Koa,” said Claudius. “I’ve lived a long life. I’ve fought many of these duels. When it gets to this point, the only means one has of talking their way out of their fate is submission.” 
 
    “Well then.” Koa made a rolling motion with his hand. “Are you going to submit, Lord Claudius?” 
 
    A couple of chuckles came from the crowd. Claudius took a step forward into the dueling circle. The rules of honor duels dictated that as soon as Koa did the same, the duel would begin and only end once one of them either died or fled the circle in shame. 
 
    Again, he let the moment hang, knowing he still had a choice. He could do what his mother wanted, what the crowd expected and what part of him considered to be the wiser course of action. Earlier that morning, before his time with Brin, it was exactly what he’d planned to do. 
 
    “Have you heard any of the rumors surrounding me, Lord Claudius?” asked Koa. “Rumors and questions. The Replacement Prince. The Sabantian. How did he fair so well in the Great Hunt with no esper and no reputation for combat?” 
 
    “I don’t listen to rumors,” said Claudius. 
 
    “I would normally say good for you, but this is one of the cases where perhaps it would have been better to.” 
 
    He lifted a foot, wiggled it in the air, poised to step into the circle. He heard his mother’s voice, but the crowd was louder, various people shouting out what he should do, where he should stick his sword, the name of who they’d decided to cheer for. Mostly Claudius, though he picked up on a few shouts of Koa. 
 
    “Prince Koa!” shouted Claudius. “Think one last time about what you’re about to do. I’ve killed many men before. Enemy generals and champions. Swordmasters, duelists, even a prince. You remember Prince Bellafor, I would assume. Or perhaps you don’t. It happened, regardless.” 
 
    “You arranged this, Lord Claudius.” Koa brought his foot down, striding the circle’s line, but not yet stepping fully in. “Why would you seek an alternative now, at the eleventh hour?” 
 
    “You may well one day be king,” said Claudius slowly. “It’s still a possibility. It could happen one day yet within my lifetime. Why not accept the state of concession here and now, and perhaps earn yourself a powerful friend for years to come?” 
 
    “Why does anyone do anything?” laughed Koa. “Gold. Reputation. Outright preference. The simple fact is that I don’t, as a general rule, make friends with people who try to extort me.” 
 
    “So be it.” Claudius looked toward where Avina stood in the crowd and gave her a small, somber shake of the head. “I am sorry that this couldn’t be avoided.” 
 
    “I feel much the same.” Koa let his other foot enter the circle and began walking along the edge of it.  
 
    Claudius matched his pace, the two of them keeping equal distance from one another. 
 
    The tension reached new highs as the silence of the crowd became so complete that Koa’s footsteps were audible against the grass and leaves. He saw his mother’s face — her expression a cold mask of anger and fear — and he knew he’d hear it from her if he survived the hour. 
 
    “Bravery and foolishness so often go hand and hand,” called Claudius. 
 
    “Not unlike age and overconfidence,” said Koa. 
 
    “Or youth and overconfidence.” 
 
    Koa laughed and gave a small nod. “Fair point.” 
 
    His hands were shaking, and the audacity of what he intended settled down on him, almost making his vision feel opaque. Claudius had shifted his path, still circling, but cutting a little closer inward with each step. Koa took hold of the familiar handle jutting out from Lauric’s scabbard, still standing at an angle. 
 
    “Come at me then, if you have the nerve,” called Claudius. “See what it means to face a true opponent in a real battle. This is no fencing bout, young prince. This is life and death.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m aware of that.” Koa switched directions, pacing backward and then again to walk in his original facing. Claudius matched him so smoothly that it seemed automatic, a little preview of how intuitively he’d respond to sword thrusts and slashes. 
 
    The crowd hit that frantic, fevered pitch, bloodthirsty roars overlapping in demand for violence. Koa began approaching Claudius, knowing that he wasn’t fully in tune with the other man’s range. The true duel would likely begin before he was ready, a game of reflexes in those first few moments. 
 
    He felt alive, and for once, entirely certain about his path forward. It was a path that led through that twitchy kind of terror, the kind akin to seeing the ground approaching during a fall from on high. He might well have made a very foolish choice in deciding to take on Claudius, but the choice had very much been made. 
 
    “Are you scared of me, Prince Koa?” asked Claudius. 
 
    Brin’s face came to mind, as it had been and as it was now, familiar as dust. “To an extent. That extent being the length and point of your sword. A wise man should hold a generous amount of fear for any drawn sword.” 
 
    Claudius laughed and drew his sword. “You should have taken a wise man’s advice, then.” 
 
    “Oh, but I did, Lord Claudius. I—” 
 
    The Sword of the King picked that moment to rush forward, attacking Koa as he was still drawing his own weapon… exactly as intended. He’d been curious as to whether Claudius would pick up on his awkward stance, the way he kept one hand in front of the unusually gnarled handle of his “sword,” the way he’d circled to keep Lauric’s unusually large and pliable leather scabbard from direct view at all times. 
 
    Claudius swung his sword. Koa swung his cane, cutting open a rift as though mistiming his own parry. The silly wrapping he’d done the bottom of the cane up with slid under his palm, but didn’t prevent him from opening the way to Faskenpal, flow aimed outward into the face of his opponent. 
 
    It wasn’t fair, by any definition, but Koa’s general policy was to avoid fighting fairly against dangerous opponents. Claudius would have been wary if he’d seen the cane ahead of time, and even without understanding what Koa intended or being knowledgeable of his sorcery, he might have still managed to dodge around the magic. 
 
    He’d tried in the past at simply using his own sword in the same manner as his cane to open rifts. He could do it, but not consistently, and not with proper control and flow. He was undoubtedly too reliant on his casting cane. Something to work on in the future, perhaps. 
 
    The effect of the rift was a bit more subtle than he’d been expecting. Other realms could be unpredictable. Instead of flames spilling outward from a land unseen, it was merely an insane amount of heat, enough to make the air ripple. Enough to make Claudius’s skin ripple, and his eyes… gods. Koa didn’t especially enjoy watching the other man’s corneas bake and bubble like pie filling, fresh from the oven. 
 
    The Sword of the King screamed in agony, the sound of it choking off into a cough as his hair and clothing spontaneously burst into flame. Koa closed the rift almost as quickly as he’d opened it. The entire attack, if it could truly be called that, was over in less than three seconds, so fast that most of the crowd began muttering in confusion. 
 
    Claudius collapsed into a seated position, staring at his sword, which appeared to have melted to his hand. He clearly couldn’t see or speak anymore and was perhaps sharing in the crowd’s confusion. The duel still wasn’t over, but it was past the point of… really feeling like a duel. Koa pulled out his dagger and prepared to deliver the killing blow, a mercy, in truth. 
 
    Petra seemed to meld out of the early evening shadow, loping to set herself in front of him before he could put an end to his opponent. Koa glanced from her to his mother in the crowd. Underqueen Avina looked furious, which he supposed he could understand after the assurances he’d given her earlier. 
 
    I never agreed not to duel, but it sounded like I did, he thought. I certainly never agreed not to use my sorcery, but perhaps she heard what she wanted to hear. 
 
    “Your mother does not wish this man dead, Prince Koa,” said Petra. “For your sake! The way people will speak of this duel…” 
 
    The esper shook her head, looking as unsettled and uncomfortable as the crowd currently sounded. From behind her, Claudius had begun to scream again, horrible gasps of agony that somehow managed to sound both dry and wet. 
 
    “The entire reason I took this honor duel up is so people will speak of it.” He set his cane down and leaned on it with a thin smile. “He has to die, Petra. There’s no kindness in leaving him alive like this. What would you imagine the castle healer could even do for him?” 
 
    “It is the underqueen’s decision. She has the right to spare who she wishes and intervene at her whim.” 
 
    “At her whim, on a whim.” Koa stared in his mother’s direction, not quite glaring, but feeling his anger pouring out regardless. “If he does live, I’ll have an enemy for the rest of my life, with nothing to lose and an outsized grudge. Is that what you want, Mother?” 
 
    Avina opened her mouth to reply, but she and Petra suddenly touched a hand to their foreheads, eerily close to being in unison. 
 
    “It is a far more complicated situation than you realize, Koa,” said Petra, with surprising annoyance. “And you are the one who made it so!” 
 
    Claudius’s screams had died down for a moment, but he started moaning again, each one increasing with intensity in that way that perfectly conveyed the rise of unimaginable physical pain. Koa turned away from Petra and his mother, facing the crowd. He smiled and held his cane up like the sword of a returning champion. 
 
    “What?” he called. “No applause for your prince? You’ve witnessed something remarkable today. You’re allowed to be impressed.” 
 
    The most tepid of tepid applauses followed. 
 
    “Thank you… I appreciate that.” His smile was genuine, and gods… he felt proud, even if he’d done a truly awful thing. As hideous as Claudius’s injuries and future outlook might be, he’d stood up for himself. Perhaps he’d delivered grievous, disfiguring, life threatening injuries in the process, but not every accomplishment needed to be pretty.  
 
    “The Sword of the King…” Koa made to confiscate Claudius’ sword as a bit of a souvenir to remember the encounter by, but it actually had fused quite solidly to the other man’s hand. He figured he’d just have to do a sketch, instead. 
 
    Let’s go with pre-face melted Claudius, rather than post. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Avina walked through the castle alongside Petra, having dispersed the crowd, and handled the aftermath of the duel. The queen and her esper, a scene quite familiar to the servants and the guards and her handmaidens. Except… 
 
    She’s in my body, and I’m in hers, thought Avina. 
 
    She stared at Petra — at herself — and was again taken by a horrible sense of vertigo, like the world was spinning and any attempt to slow it down would only contribute to the velocity. 
 
    “We simply need to calm down,” said Petra. Her voice sounded like… gods, what was it? It reminded Avina of listening to her mother mixed with Petra, almost. Her mother when she’d been much, much younger. 
 
    “We are being calm!” hissed Avina. “If this doesn’t qualify as calm, then how—” 
 
    “Avina.” Petra took her hand, her own hand, and gave it a small squeeze. They looked at each other, still walking, still maintaining appearances. The vertigo was there, but instead of being overwhelmed by it, Avina tried to push through. She gritted her teeth from the effort. 
 
    “Avina!” said Petra. “Ah!” 
 
    She only realized then that she’d been squeezing Petra’s hand, her own body’s hand, with the force of Petra’s strength. She relaxed her fingers and glanced behind. They were alone in the hallway, thankfully. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” said Avina. “I just… Petra, this needs to end!” 
 
    “We cannot push our way through it.” Petra winced as she touched her bruised hand. So delicate… or perhaps Avina had simply never realized the esper’s strength. “Avina. Stop. Breathe and slow down.” 
 
    She set a hand on Avina’s hip and pulled her against the side of the hallway, into one of the doorwells. Avina was the taller of the two now, and the urge to simply push past her own body was a hard one to overcome. 
 
    Petra reached up and cupped her cheek, staring into her eyes. It was one of those rare times where Avina didn’t need the bond to know exactly what the other woman was seeing. They both stared into their own faces, lost in that bizarre, almost narcissistic sense of outside body awareness. 
 
    “Is it so bad?” whispered Petra. “In truth? Is my body that uncomfortable for you?” 
 
    “You know that’s not it.” Avina touched Petra’s hand, and then higher up on her arm. Her own arm, thin, insubstantial muscles. The physique of a princess still, not yet put on the weight so many queens seemed to carry. 
 
    “Are you afraid of what I will do while within your body, then?” asked Petra. 
 
    “If I answer yes, it would make it true through doubt, whereas if I answer no, it almost makes it as true through trust.” 
 
     “You have all of the power, my queen. I cannot simply order you around just from having access to your lips. But there is no such similar need for permission when it comes to my powers, my sword.” 
 
    Petra was touching her, too, now running her hands up the side of Avina’s hip. Avina touched the small of Petra’s back, noting that it seemed just as sensitive to the esper within her body as it usually did for her. Petra’s hand drifted, and she smiled mischievously as she poked Avina’s pert nipples. 
 
    “Hey!” said Avina, with a reluctant smile. 
 
    “What?” Petra shifted to outright groping both breasts. “I cannot touch my own body?” 
 
    Avina felt the touch all the more intimately through the tightness of Petra’s outfit, tunic and leggings pulling taut against every curve, fitted by Avina’s own tailor. She retaliated, touching her own chest with playful, bouncy little lifts from underneath. Her breasts were quite large, and they moved in such interesting ways. She suddenly gained a deeper insight into why the gazes of men so often ended up there. 
 
    Petra made to reach around and touch her own butt, and Avina decided she’d had about enough. She grabbed the esper by her own slender wrists and spun them around, pressing her own body into the door well. Her own eyes stared at her, surprise and intrigue etched into crystal blue irises. 
 
    The strange, intense night when Koa had drawn them both suddenly came to the forefront of her memory. Petra’s eyes fluttered, and Avina understood exactly how the kiss had happened. It had just been a simple act of leaning in, limit testing that revealed no limit.  
 
    Avina went first this time, leaning in, tasting her own lips. There was an element of compulsion to it, a desire to play, narcissistic and masturbatory. It was her body, and of course she could kiss herself, and Petra was kissing back, and then touching too, touching her own body, and so on and so forth and… 
 
    “Ow!” Their foreheads knocked together as the world seemed to invert on its axis. Avina was back in her own body, back in her own dress, back staring at Petra… who was still holding her in that same position, pinned by the wrists. A shudder ran down her back as she felt the esper only slowly release that grip. 
 
    “Is this… the solution?” asked Petra. “If we kiss, do we…” 
 
     “I wish it were that simple. But no.” She kissed Petra again, to prove her point and ignored the way it made both their hearts flutter. “It’d already begun to happen in my dreams before this. Not to mention that we… went through that kissing phase when we were younger.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Petra. 
 
    The esper stepped back, giving Avina room to step out from the door well and, just as importantly, room to breathe. Mav was on her way down the hall, seemingly intent on finding her queen. Avina and Petra shared one last look, silently communicating the obvious. 
 
    We’ll simply have to figure it out as it continues to happen. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said Mav. “The prince is in his chamber and seems to have calmed down.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll speak with him. You can take the rest of the night off.” 
 
    Mav bowed and departed. Avina took a breath, flipping the page in her thoughts. She waved a hand to dismiss Petra, as well. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked the esper. “Koa may listen to aspects of my point of view that he will not hear from his mother.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why I think we should speak to him separately,” said Avina. “I’ll catch up with you in my room once I’ve finished talking to him.” 
 
    Petra nodded and headed off. Koa’s room was down the hall and up the stairs, and Avina paused outside the door before knocking. There was so much she needed to say to him, but the very act of getting her point across, let alone convincing him of its wisdom, felt like navigating a battlefield littered with pitfalls. 
 
    “I heard you walk up, Mother,” called Koa from within. “The door’s unlocked. Come on in and have some wine.” 
 
    “Oh, Koa…” She sighed and opened the door. Koa was sitting at his table, sketchpad set in front of him, wine glass perched in his fingers. 
 
    She eyed the scene he’d begun as she slowly walked over. It was the view he’d had of the duel just before it’d begun, with Claudius standing with exaggerated prominence and the crowd arrayed behind him like a palisade wall. From that perspective, his actions made more sense… but still not enough. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” she asked, keeping her voice soft. 
 
    “I was thinking that a dangerous man wanted me dead.” 
 
    “He didn’t want you dead, he wanted a payoff!” said Avina. “He wanted to serve his king. We needed to endure this, not rise to the provocation. It’s less of an offense than the subterfuge Kendall played upon you with Ruby.” 
 
    “You think I wouldn’t have fought a duel over that, if I’d had the option?” Koa sipped his wine, set the glass down and added a few lines to Claudius’s hair. It brought to mind the smell and crackle that’d invaded the air when the man’s scalp had burst into flames. 
 
    “There were other options here. You would have lost nothing by placating him other than a small amount of pride and some money, likely far less than what he was demanding.” 
 
    Koa picked his cane up from where it rested against the table and drew it downward. Avina flinched back, surprised by the ethereal opening that appeared in the wake of its tip. Koa stood and put an arm around her waist, drawing her to stand right in front of it. A chest with its lid tipped back hovered in the air, swaying slightly as though within the hold of a gently rocking ship. 
 
    “This is what he wanted,” said Koa. “This is what we get to keep, and it might even be the lesser advantage of having stepped out of the circle victorious. Those are all gold caelins, Mother. It’s more than the prize money I took from the Great Hunt, and it puts us in quite an interesting position.” 
 
    “You can’t bribe away my concerns, Koa! Did you miss the point of what I asked of you during the Great Hunt? Making your sorcery known will only complicate your situation.” 
 
    “My situation is complicated.” Koa poured some wine into the second glass on the table and nudged it in her direction. “I agree with you, in hindsight, that the timing would have been off if I’d revealed my sorcery during the Great Hunt.” 
 
    “How so?” Avina picked up the glass and took a small sip. 
 
    “There were too many people of note around. Princes and underqueens, not to mention King Kendall and Thunderclaw. There could have been a range of unpredictable consequences.” 
 
    “You speak as though there won’t be from what you just did tonight.” 
 
    “There will be, but with everyone back in their castles, on their own lands, the effect will play out much differently. The news will arrive as rumor paired with fact. It will be unquestionable that I dueled and defeated arguably the most dangerous swordsman in the realm, but the how, the why, will all have to be taken off hearsay.” 
 
    “This was your ploy to try to raise your prominence in the minds of the nobility?” asked Avina. “You think their regard for you will be lifted by such rumors?” 
 
    “I think they’ll be talking about it and arguing over what really happened for months to come. The very idea of Koa of Sabantius killing the Sword of the King is just too fascinating not to be the topic of conversation around every gilded dinner table.” 
 
    “He isn’t dead,” Avina pointed out. 
 
    “Are you beginning to understand just how inconvenient that is, Mother?” 
 
    She stood up and walked to the window of his room, leaning to peer out into the dark courtyard as she sipped her wine. She heard Koa rise and approach her from behind. Every step he took closer primed more of a response in her body, a warm, reactive tension to his presence that’d never been there before that year. 
 
    “Rumors alone won’t get you what you desire, Koa.” 
 
    He took another step. “I have more to offer than just rumors.” 
 
    “You expect to scare the nobles of Osteanus into making you king?” She turned around, sitting on the windowsill, lifting her chin, more a queen than a mother. “Is that your plan?” 
 
    “I’m aiming for intrigue, but I would settle for fear. It wouldn’t be the first time that intimidation swayed the votes in the favor of a candidate for the heralder throne.” 
 
    “You would have learned more from losing a piece of your ego, rather than gaining one.”  
 
    Koa grabbed the bottle of wine and came back over to her. “But that’s not how it played out. I didn’t fight Claudius because of my ego. I did it because it made more sense than the alternative. I’m sorry I didn’t share my plan with you ahead of time.” 
 
    He motioned with the bottle, and Avina nodded. Koa slowly poured her more, stepping past her afterward to set the wine down on the windowsill. He stayed close, standing so near that she primed in that same way it always was when a handsome man made his intentions clear through body language. 
 
    “You need to communicate what you’re thinking more clearly, Koa. You can’t just run around doing whatever you want, whenever you want.” 
 
    “Even when it works out? Sometimes a choice might seem like a misstep, but in retrospect…” 
 
    “Retrospect is not the same as rewriting history,” whispered Avina. “Wrong and right still exist. There are lines separating the choices we make. How we behave.” 
 
    “I’ve found those lines to be blurred.” He smiled and leaned just a little closer. “Flexible, even, at times.” 
 
    “You’ve found them to be, or you imagine them to be?” 
 
    They were too close now, the pretense of normal conversation breaking into something else. Avina set a hand on Koa’s chest, not pushing him back, more just… rubbing. He smiled and glanced sideways, looking chastened when his eyes finally met hers once more. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mother,” he said. “I am, in truth. I didn’t want this situation. You must know that?” 
 
    “I do, Koa.” She rubbed one of his pecs, pretending not to notice as she urged him to draw even closer. “Things happen. I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “I thought about calling it off at the circle, but in the heat of the moment…” 
 
    “You’ll do better next time,” she whispered. “Come to me first. I’m always here for you, Koa.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Whenever you need me.” 
 
    He pulled her toward him, and it was hard to know whether the embrace would become a hug or something more intimate. Avina made it a hug, as much out of willpower as it was release of all the motherly concerns and emotions she’d weathered while watching the duel. Koa let out a light groan, rocking into her with a bit more of that manly, masculine intention. 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and pulled back, smiling at his flushed face. He may have won the duel outside, but they were playing a different game here in his room. Perhaps she’d been wiser than she’d realized in speaking to him without Petra present. 
 
    “Did you ever finish your sketch?” she asked, putting some distance between them. 
 
    “Ah. Not completely.” 
 
    “Good.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “You can work on that over the next few days. I don’t want you leaving the castle until I get a sense of how the aftermath of this incident is going to play out.” 
 
    “You… don’t want me leaving the castle?”  
 
    “The guards will have orders to refuse you at the gate, Prince Koa,” she said.  
 
    “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    “I am more serious than ever.” Avina sighed and started toward the door. “Actions have consequences.” 
 
    “Are you trying to shield me from them or inflict them?” he snapped. 
 
    Avina didn’t answer as she made her way out into the hall. She leaned against the door as she closed it and sighed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Consequences. It wasn’t as though Koa hadn’t known that some would result from dueling Claudius in the manner that he had. Moreso that the full breadth of them spanned his entire world, beyond Harvestglade, beyond politics, even. 
 
    “Dear Ruby…” He let his pen tip stall as he, not for the first time, struggled to know exactly what to write. “You may hear a rumor or two about me over the next few days. Rumors… which flatten the complexity of events.” 
 
    Gods, am I writing a letter to the woman I love, or defense of my reputation? 
 
    He came to a decision, then and there. He’d already begun making the preparations, and when Verity knocked on his door, he swept it open with a smile. 
 
    “Good timing,” he said. 
 
    “I thought I’d see if you needed anything…” She frowned with obvious concern, though who wouldn’t be a little concerned after watching what he’d done to Claudius. 
 
    “I need you to deliver a letter and a package,” he said. “Both departing for the capital. Immediately. Tonight.” 
 
    “Ah… I can do that, if you want me to,” she offered. “What’s the package?” 
 
    Koa raised a finger and pointed it at himself.  
 
    “Your mother isn’t going to just let you walk wherever you please after… recent events,” said Verity. “What you’re asking isn’t something I know if I can do.” 
 
    “Lower your voice, to start!” said Koa. “She might have Petra hiding in the shadows outside my room.” 
 
    Petra. He rubbed at his chin, feeling lots of emotions that he hadn’t taken the time to examine. As much as he would like to say a proper goodbye, or perhaps even dream of a way for her to join the journey alongside him, it was impossible. It was, in fact, naïve to think that giving her advance notice of his plan was any different from whispering the details right into his mother’s ear. 
 
    “I am still in service to the king as much as I am to you, my prince,” said Verity slowly, regretfully. “By… asking me to bring you to the capital, you’re testing my trust.” 
 
    “I am.” Koa walked up to her, not stopping until they were almost chest to chest. “You knew about the trick I arranged with my cane to surprise Claudius.” 
 
    She gave a small nod. He’d sent her off to find the right leather to wrap around the top of his cane to make it look like a sword hilt at a passing glance. 
 
    “But you didn’t tell him, even though he was the Sword of the King.” 
 
    “He is the Sword of the King, you mean.” 
 
    Koa chuckled. “Right, right. I keep forgetting that he’s not dead. But my point still stands. I see the way you navigate the paths of trust. You can’t always walk straight when you reach a fork in the road.” 
 
    “I might have to take the far fork next time, milord. That will always be a risk for as long as I serve the king.” 
 
    “As long as you serve the king.” Koa gave a slow, rather self-satisfied smile. “You may well be in a position to hold to that vow without ever letting me down, Verity.” 
 
    “Ambition is not virtuous. Your mother, the concern she has for you, even this decision to try to keep you near to the castle after this duel… She’s acting from a place of love and reason.” 
 
    “Whereas I’m acting on instinct.” Koa jabbed a finger at his head. “Do you understand what an advantage it is to have instincts like mine, Verity?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked down. “Your… belt is free from its loops, milord.” 
 
    “Ah!” Koa fumbled to fix it. “Well, I had Ruby on my mind as I was writing the letter to her and… It doesn’t matter! A prince need not explain the condition of his belt. Are you with me on this or not?” 
 
    “If you insist on going, I will accompany you,” she said, with a sigh. “Don’t take that as my support for your motivations.” 
 
    “Of which there are several. Not only will being in the capital on the heels of the rumors of my dramatic victory give me some tailwind, but I still need to think about the Blackrope Guild.” 
 
    Verity blinked. “You’d seek them out? We know personally how dangerous they are.” 
 
    “Not as dangerous as what I think is going to be hunting them.” Koa glanced toward the mirror in his room, which only reflected half of his face at that angle. “If I play my cards right, I can even leverage the chaos of the monster I… mistook as my friend.” 
 
    “You think the dustwalker will go after the guild?” 
 
    “I know he will.”  Koa ran a hand through his hair. “The other rumor that will travel north will be of the dustwalker. The murders. The fact that I was discovered in the brothel after a set of them. I don’t like it, but I’d be a fool to ignore the nature of the implication of those whispers.” 
 
    “I think you should consider ignoring everything and simply going to bed, milord.” 
 
    “Our party will need one more member to reach its full potential,” said Koa. “Haza will serve as both my advisor and resident sorcerer. I think his usefulness will outstrip what we can even imagine if we keep him sufficiently happy and entertained.” 
 
    “As much as I do see the potential entertainment in bringing your grandfather along on a journey across the realm, I doubt he’d be able to travel at our pace.” 
 
    “…What did you just say?” 
 
    Verity stared at him for a moment and then winced. Koa walked toward her slowly, holding up a finger. 
 
    “My grandfather?” He let the gall leak into his voice. “You assume that because Haza and I are both Sabantians, that he’s just, what? Automatically related to me?” 
 
    “By the bone,” muttered Verity. “I thought you knew. Prince Makoa, your mother believes Haza… to be your paternal grandfather. I overheard her talking with Petra. It seems as though she met him once long before, perhaps even when your adoption was being arranged.” 
 
    “Haza… is my grandfather? And my mother kept it from me?” 
 
    “More importantly, he’s left the castle, I believe on your mother’s orders. His room is empty. I passed by it on the way up here.” 
 
    If Koa hadn’t already been resolved to depart from Harvestglade, this new revelation would have pushed him in that same direction on its own. He walked over to his window and braced himself against it, so infuriated that his fingers felt like they could crush the mortared rock. 
 
    “We’ll leave tonight,” he said. “Under the cover of darkness. You’ll have to do the majority of the packing.” 
 
    “On foot?” 
 
    Koa absently opened his pocket realm, jammed his arm inside, and pulled out a handful of gold caelins. “Use these to convince the boy who usually minds the stables overnight. Actually, you might not even need them if you smile and apply some feminine wiles.” 
 
    “I’ll try bribing him first.” 
 
    Verity departed. Koa walked over to his bed and flung one of the pillows into the wall. Haza was his grandfather. It was a fact that exposed multiple lies, told to his face, if only through omission.  
 
    Haza hadn’t told him. His mother. Petra, even. What had they been worried about? Was there something unpleasant waiting for him back in the land of his birth, a family that perhaps he was better off not meeting? 
 
    He pushed himself out of his spiraling thoughts and began putting together his traveling bag. He realized as he finished grabbing what he needed that he was going to have to climb out of his room once again, a process made more difficult by everything he needed to carry with him. 
 
    Verity simplified the problem for him by providing something more than tied sheets to climb with, with some help from Horny. The hookhorn flew one end of a rope up to his window, and after securing it to his bed, he was easily able to drop down into the courtyard. It was only the first step of what would be a long journey, full of challenges and danger. 
 
    “I saddled the horses by the castle’s back gate,” whispered Verity. “There is a guard there, but he’s sitting down and seems like he might be drunk.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Koa. “Stay close.” 
 
     Verity nodded, and both she and Horny managed to be at least as stealthy as he did as they hurried across the courtyard. They were at the very beginning of their journey, but it was likely the point where they stood the most chance of being apprehended, simply by virtue of the number of sets of eyes. 
 
    “Open the gate,” snapped Koa. 
 
    The guard sitting down suddenly jerked up and awake. He staggered to his feet and offered a tired salute.  
 
    “Yes, milord.” The man hesitated as he started to open the castle’s back gate for them. “Ah. Your mother did mention earlier that, um…” 
 
    “This is an emergency!” hissed Koa. “Open the gate now or suffer the consequences from your prince.” 
 
    The man winced, one hand coming up almost as though to stave off an attack. He’d likely watched the duel, or at least heard a generous account of what Koa had done earlier that day. Roles reversed, Koa suspected he might react with a similar amount of fear. 
 
    They left through the back gate and immediately saddled up. The temptation to simply bunk for the night in Gladetown was a hard one to resist, but Verity got a torch lit, making it a simple matter of following the road even in the dark of the night. They set off to the north, flush with the exhilaration of an open-ended journey. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    “He wasn’t in his room,” said Petra. 
 
    “I didn’t expect that he would be.” Avina sighed and poured herself some more wine. “Gods, I could have tied him down to his bed and he still would have found a way to sneak off. I practically tempted him into it by letting it slip that I was ordering the guards to detain him.” 
 
    “He would have made his choice regardless of what you did.” Petra came up behind Avina and rubbed her shoulders. “You know how your son thinks.” 
 
    “I’m afraid,” whispered Avina. “I’m afraid, and I don’t know whether it’s just for the situation right now or the one around the next bend. He may well ride easy victories, his own intelligence and cunning, straight into a room full of knives. Too many for him to ever dodge them all, and it only takes one.” 
 
    “He dodged more than just a knife tonight,” pointed out Petra. “It is possible that you are underestimating him. He has many advantages.” 
 
    “And faces just as many challenges.” Avina sighed and scowled into her wine glass as she finished half of it in one sip. “It sounds like I lack belief in him when I just speak freely about my concerns, but that isn’t it. I’m his mother. I can’t stop myself from worrying.” 
 
    “Send me after him,” suggested Petra. “He cannot have gone far yet.” 
 
    “I think he intends to go far, however,” said Avina. 
 
    She frowned as she looked at her esper. It was rare for her and Petra to spend much time apart, and Koa was likely heading either toward the capital or into Sabantius, if Avina had to guess. Sending Petra to observe or even accompany him on his journey would mean a separation of at least days, if not weeks. 
 
    Perhaps that’s exactly what you and her need, she mused. Time apart might diminish the recent anomalies of the bond. 
 
    “Avina?” prompted Petra. “If I am to go, I would need to leave immediately, before his trail runs cold.” 
 
    “I suppose it makes sense. Catch up with him if you can and see if you can… persuade him to come home.” 
 
    She held Petra’s gaze, and the esper nodded. 
 
    “If he refuses?” 
 
    When he refuses… 
 
    “Come back, I suppose,” said Avina. “If he won’t come willingly and can’t be tempted off course, there’s little else we can do. He is his own man. I couldn’t even have you drag him back if I desired it given what he can do with his magic and those doors into other realms he can open.” 
 
    “They do as much to foil any enemies who might make attempts on him as they do to prevent us from controlling him,” said Petra. “He may be putting himself in danger, but he does have tools to circumvent it.” 
 
    “I know that. I just… wish his life could be simpler. Sometimes I imagine what life would be like for the both of us if I’d been born to a lower station. If I owned a general store, or a tailor’s nook, and we both lived a more common life.” 
 
    “This is a vision of your life that I would not be a part of,” said Petra, with a small chuckle. “Neither would Makoa, in all likelihood.” 
 
    “It’s a passing thought, Petra. It doesn’t have to obey the rules of reality.” 
 
    “I only mean—” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” She took Petra’s hand into hers and kissed the back of it. “I’m not distraught. Just buried in stress and worry.” 
 
    “I wish to add no more to the pile, but there is still the matter of Lord Claudius.” 
 
    “I can handle that much on my own.” 
 
    Petra set out shortly after, all but fading into the darkness of the night. She’d need to question the guards, figure out which one was so lax in their duty as to fail in it completely. She might have to dismiss whomever it was from her service, or at least transition them into a role that seemed like a suitable punishment. 
 
    She walked down through the castle, steps slow in awareness of the distasteful task ahead of her. Cathelia, the castle healer, was reading a book in her rocking chair within the infirmary. Claudius’s breathing was low and labored, as though his lungs had been scorched along with everything else. 
 
    “May we speak outside for a moment, Cathelia?” asked Avina. 
 
    The old healer bowed on her way to standing. “Of course, my queen!” 
 
    Avina took a few steps from the door, hugging her arms at the elbows as she spoke in a quiet tone. “How is he?” 
 
    “Alive,” said the healer. “That’s more than most men could ask for after such injuries. He will be blind, if he recovers, with absolute certainty. Possibly deaf, though I have less understanding of the nature of the ears. May just be hard of hearing.” 
 
    “Do you think he will recover?” 
 
    “It’s hard to know,” said Cathelia. “It comes down to his breathing, which is regular, but strained, and whether the burns sour. He is severely burned, near the worst I’ve ever seen. I wasn’t there for the duel, Your Highness, so it’s hard for me to even imagine the scene.” 
 
    She shook her head but was clearly aware of whom she was speaking with, aware of how much she could say in regard to the cruelty of the injuries inflicted. 
 
    “Have you been treating him for the pain?” asked Avina. 
 
    “No choice but to treat him for that. The screaming when he was first brought was hard for me to listen to, and I’m in the business of hearing men’s pain. I’ve been giving him sips of the strongest poppy seed drought I have, but even then, he’s moaning and wincing when he’s awake.” 
 
    “Good.” Avina took a breath and laced her fingers together. “I’ll give him his next dose.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s quite all right, Your Majesty. I know you must feel some responsibility given that he was dueling your son, but you needn’t treat him personally. It won’t change anything.” 
 
    “Cathelia.” Avina looked the healer directly in the eyes. “I’m going to give him… more than a standard dose. Do you understand?” 
 
    The healer blinked and dropped her gaze. “…I think I do. He is my patient. I… is there no other way?” 
 
    There probably were other ways, other paths forward that might lead to Claudius living out the rest of his life without being such an inconvenient problem. But none of them were perfect. None of them would ensure she’d never have to worry about a maimed man arranging her son’s murder in search of revenge. 
 
    Koa, she thought. I can’t shield you from every knife, but I can shield you from this one. 
 
    “It’s as you said,” whispered Avina. “He’s in severe pain and would live a life blind and possibly deaf. This is the greatest mercy I can offer.” 
 
    Cathelia didn’t say anything, but she took the drought out as they reentered the infirmary and pressed it into Avina’s hand. She waved the healer off, at least able to spare the sensitive woman the shock of watching her queen put a man she’d tried to save the life of to death. 
 
    Avina eyed the Sword of the King with a flat expression, unenthused by what she had to do, but not overly intimidated by it, either. The result of Koa’s sorcery was a hard thing to see up close. 
 
    Claudius had suffered devastating wounds across his head, neck and entire upper body. His face looked a poorly made wax candle melted down to the base. The damage was monsterish, but what did that really mean? Of such a degree to make a man grotesque enough to be mistaken for a monster? Or so transformative that the injuries could have only been inflicted by a monster? 
 
    Avina refused to ever let herself think of Koa like that, but she also wondered if that immediate, instinctive refusal was part of the problem. Had she been too lax on him? Too quick to spoil him and lavish him with attention in response to his unfair circumstances? It was possible, though she wasn’t at the point of condemning herself entirely just yet. 
 
    The wounded man’s breath seemed to catch for a second on inhale, stuttering until some obstruction or pain had been forced away. Her son had done this, melted his face and cooked his eyes and scarred his lungs. Her son had done this, but not without reason. 
 
    She could still remember how smug and overconfident Claudius had looked when he’d first arrived in Harvestglade. If he’d simply done the job he’d been there to do instead of meddling, Avina might be mourning a different unpleasant outcome.  
 
    The idea of Claudius realizing Koa’s potential after seeing him use his sorcery in practice, spiriting him away to war in the borderlands, was probably worse than how events had transpired in reality. She’d wanted a perfect outcome — for her son to stay safe and nothing else to change, and instead he’d melted a man in a duel over honor and gold. 
 
    Was this simply how it was for mothers of adult boys that never lost their fire? She’d shifted from spoiling and reassuring him to cleaning up his messes. Though, this was one that Koa had tried to clean up himself. She’d stopped him from killing Claudius… why? 
 
    Because you don’t want to see him as a killer, even if the world begins to, she thought. 
 
    “Please…” Claudius’s voice came out as a scratchy whimper.  
 
    Avina drew herself from her thoughts and focused again on why she was there. 
 
    “Lord Claudius,” she whispered. “I have the drought for your pain. I’ll give you… as much as you need. Or as much as you want. But I need you to answer a single question first. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Please… Yes.” 
 
    “This war in the borderlands. Why? What’s the real reason for it?” 
 
    “…Survival.” 
 
    She let the word hover in the air, wondering if he’d understood correctly, or if she’d heard him right. Estoria was a rival of Osteanus more in a historical sense, interests abutting along the shared buffer of the borderlands. Claudius was breathing faster, and she sensed she’d get nothing more for an answer. 
 
    “Here,” she whispered. “Drink this, Claudius. Drink… and sleep.” 
 
    He opened his mouth as she brought the draught to his lips, greedily sucking down the first sip. She had the option of stopping there, granting him relief from his pain and another day of struggle. It was no real option at all. 
 
    “Thank… you,” muttered Claudius. 
 
    Avina poured the rest of the drought down the throat of the Sword of the King. She heard his breathing begin to slow, and waited until the next breath never came before leaving the infirmary. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Koa and Verity traveled at an even clip along the road leading north from Harvestglade. The horse she’d secured for him was one of the spares often loaned to the guards, a gelding named Branson that he didn’t know much else about. 
 
    He missed his old horse, Lazy, whose gait and mannerisms he’d been so familiar with after years together. It was a foolish impulse — an unfamiliar horse would only be the start. He was heading into an unfamiliar world, with rules he’d need to learn as he went. 
 
    Verity had been taking the lead most of the way, given that Koa had both his bag and Horny to think about. He’d considered simply dumping them into his pocket realm, but he wanted his bag available at short notice and it seemed somewhat callous in the case of Horny. The hookhorn was riding in a makeshift harness against his chest, staying remarkably calm and even sleeping, despite the circumstances. 
 
    Verity slowed, letting their horses ride side by side. “Whitebridge is ahead. Are we stopping there for the night or continuing on?” 
 
    It was a fair question. If his mother had already realized he was gone, stopping in Whitebridge might give whomever she sent after him an opportunity to catch up. But that opportunity would only exist if she’d guessed his intentions perfectly… which she well might have. 
 
    “It’s a risk, but not one worth worrying over when it would simply mean an encounter with Petra, or perhaps a small group of castle guards,” said Koa. “We’ll spend the night at the inn. A full meal and warm beds will be of more use than a couple hours extra distance.” 
 
    Verity nodded, but she looked troubled. Koa kept his gaze on her, both horses now having slowed to a walk. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I… don’t mean for this question to sound condescending, my prince, but what are your intentions?” She snapped her eyes around to meet his. “Do you have a plan, or were you just sick of having the underqueen breathing down your neck? We are heading to Twinfalls, the capital of Osteanus, a place with as many pitfalls for an ambitious prince as any battlefield.” 
 
    He did have a plan — to find Ruby and spend some quality time with her, to start. Verity had a way of challenging him, however, that made him hesitate to say so out loud. Brin would have understood, but thinking of Brin was like flipping over a stone and poking at the worms underneath. 
 
    “I’m counting on you to get me a clandestine meeting with the king,” he said, which was true. “I’ll know more once I’ve spoken to him. My duel with Claudius was the kicking of a proverbial beehive. I don’t want to plan ahead too far until I’ve gotten a sense of how the rumors are settling.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise? You won’t have anyone to fall back on if the political situation turns dangerous for you. I’m… excluding myself, even. The king may well view my task as complete or obsolete and reassign me.” 
 
    “Would sitting around and doing nothing be any wiser? Everyone around me is always trying to protect me. I’m not so sure I’ve ever truly done anything that’s worthy of earning that protection.” 
 
    “That sounds humble on the surface, except you’re using it to justify recklessness and ambition.” 
 
    “I can’t sneak anything past you, can I, Verity?” He grinned, and they both fell back into riding single file as they entered the outskirts of Whitebridge. “Let’s get some food and some beds, and perhaps some wine to improve both.” 
 
    Whitebridge was a small trading village, split down the middle by a river with thatch-roofed buildings clustered around its eponymous bridge. Koa and Verity tied their horses up outside the inn, which was fairly busy compared to the rest of the street. 
 
    He pulled his hood up as he approached the door leading to the common room. Verity touched his shoulder and leaned in. 
 
    “It would be better if you weren’t recognized here,” she whispered. 
 
    “I agree. The trouble is I’m the prince of this queendom, and rather recognizable in my own right.” 
 
    “We’ll play the part of a newly married couple heading north in search of work,” said Verity. “Given recent events in Harvestglade, it shouldn’t seem too out of place. Let me do all the talking.” 
 
    “As though you wouldn’t have tried to anyway.” 
 
    She punched his shoulder playfully, and Koa suddenly missed Ruby deep within his aching heart. He kept to the plan as they entered the common room, peering out from within his hood as Verity did the smiling and made the eye contact. 
 
    “Hello,” she said to the innkeeper. “My husband and I need rooms for the night, along with food and drink.” 
 
    “Of course, milady. Take a seat at an open table, and we’ll get a room prepped.” The innkeeper smiled briefly as he glanced toward the hookhorn, which was walking at Koa’s feet as a dog might, but he made no immediate objection. 
 
    There was no bar within the main room, which seemed odd, though a busy-looking tavern girl hurried out from a door presumably leading to the kitchens with a tray full of drinks. The hearth was well stocked, and the stuffed head of an impressive buck hung high over it. 
 
    The common room was at about half capacity, and most everyone was keeping to themselves. Koa took a seat at a table in the far corner, Verity dropping down next to him. The tavern girl came around with mugs of ale, to start, but didn’t hand them over until Koa had paid for everything in advance. 
 
    “Dinner is mutton stew with cauliflower and pickled plums,” she said. “It’s tasty, if you don’t mind the plums.” 
 
    “We’ll manage,” said Verity. 
 
    The ale was on the weak side, but the stew was surprisingly good. Koa lifted his bowl to mop up the last of his as he finished eating. There was a folded piece of parchment underneath. He pulled it loose and glanced first at Verity, then around the room, as he unfolded it. 
 
      
 
    We have more in common than recent events would suggest, Prince Makoa. Seek out the tailor with the broken scissors over the door once you reach Twinfalls. 
 
      
 
    A coiled rope ending in a knotted noose was the note’s only signature. Koa rubbed a hand over the stubble on his cheek as he passed it to Verity to read. He glanced around the common room, paying special attention to the woman who’d served them and the innkeeper, but nobody stood out as a potential member of an outlaw guild. 
 
    “Why would they reach out to you?” asked Verity. 
 
    “That’s the question, isn’t it? They sent me a message. With access to our food, they could have just as easily poisoned us and been rid of a recent enemy.” 
 
    “I doubt they’d prefer the attention that assassinating a prince would draw, but the point still stands,” said Verity. “It doesn’t necessarily mean they are genuine in their intent to court you as an ally. They could simply want their gold back and be aiming for an opportunity to capture and interrogate you.” 
 
    “Again, that seems like it would draw too much attention.” Koa drummed his fingers on the table. “Perhaps I will go see them once we arrive in Twinfalls. At the very least, I’ll keep my eye out for the signs outside the various tailors.” 
 
    Horny stirred from underneath the table. Verity put her bowl down on the floor for the hookhorn to finish. The serving girl refilled their mugs, and after sitting for a while and sipping their ale, they headed up to their room. 
 
    Room, singular. Koa was aware of how it would look to rent two rooms as a supposed married couple, but their cover had already been seen through by at least one person within the building. He turned a hand up in gesture toward the door the innkeeper had led them to, but Verity cut him off. 
 
    “This is fine,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome. Let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    Koa waited until the innkeeper descended the stairs before raising an eyebrow at Verity. “The rooms here aren’t expensive. We could rent two. It’s no trouble.” 
 
    “Neither is sharing a single room. This way, we’ll both be alerted to danger if anyone does try anything during the night.” 
 
    “A touch paranoid, but valid,” said Koa. “I doubt anyone would dare to be so brazen. Bed’s big enough to share, how convenient!” 
 
    “That isn’t happening.” 
 
    “Relax, Verity,” said Koa. “I simply meant to present the option. I am, of course, a prince, so my comfort will have to take priority. You can always grab a few coins from my purse and run down to rent another room if you’d rather get a good night’s sleep than maintain a cover.” 
 
    He saw her sigh and snag one of the pillows and the heavier of the two quilts. Koa distinctly remembered Verity once threatening to geld him if he ever touched her without permission, but that wasn’t really what stayed his advance. 
 
    She was her own complex person, intensely private, intelligent and talented. He respected her and wanted to know her, to have her as a friend and ally. His life as a prince and, eventually, the heralder king, would not be all about sex, even if it was his favorite part. 
 
    “Goodnight, Verity,” he whispered. 
 
    “Goodnight… Makoa.” 
 
    Koa extinguished the room’s candle and sighed as he stretched out. It did not take him long to fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He awoke amid the usual sense of vague confusion he had after sleeping somewhere new. Movement, rustling, to one side had been what’d stirred him. He rolled up on one elbow, hand poised, though he hadn’t decided whether to try to throw a fireball or reach for his dagger. 
 
    It’s just Verity, he realized.  
 
    She crawled up onto the bed, pillow in one hand and quilt in the other. It reminded him of a few times when he’d been very young, sneaking off to try to seek out his mother after bad dreams. His room had been closer to hers back then, connected by a doorway, and he’d almost always been intercepted by Petra on the way. 
 
    He could feel Verity shivering as she quietly, perhaps still assuming him to be asleep, added her quilt over his and filled the empty space to his side on the bed. Her shoulder brushed his and she went still. They turned toward each other in the dark and simply held position, like armies in the field staring at the enemy. 
 
    He wanted to ask her what she was doing, but that wasn’t the one that came out when he spoke. “Can I trust you?” 
 
    “For tonight.” 
 
    It wasn’t explicit permission. Well… it was, just not explicitly stated. He touched the side of her body. She was in her underclothes. No wonder she’d been cold before. Koa drew her toward him. They fumbled, breathing at each other as they went for a slow, clumsy kiss. 
 
    There was no reason for them to have sex, but plenty of need for it. No need for it, but plenty of reasons. She was a spy, and he was a prince. He wondered if perhaps the only reason they could consider kissing, touching one another, was how little either of them cared about those two facts. They were actors in a play where being royalty or stabbing assassins was simply a part of the procession of events. 
 
    And they were both hungry for it. Koa was also in his underclothes, and felt suddenly hot at the amount of skin to skin contact going on beneath the blankets. He hadn’t realized Verity had so much… skin. Or that her skin, smooth and begging to be touched, could be so sexual. 
 
    He pulled her closer. Verity wrapped her arms around him and they kissed again, lips sucking in a way that seemed to lead the charge for the rest of the contact. Koa slid a hand down her back, into her underwear, and then yanked them down.  
 
    He half expected her to stop him, but instead, she mirrored the movement. He kissed her again and got her breasts free, rolling her underneath him. Verity’s breathing tickled his ear as he ran his lips along her neck. 
 
    “Ha… ha… mmm.” Her fingers dug in against his shoulder. Koa found the angle and thrust forward. She was wet, but still shockingly tight.  
 
    “Ah!” Verity’s legs wrapped around him for one squeeze on the first thrust, and then went slack as Koa began to pump. 
 
    It was sex in the night, sleepy and feverish. There was no soft, tender buildup despite it being the first time they’d ever gone so far. It was the culmination of many moments, the victories and frustrations and conflict they’d shared. 
 
    But it wasn’t about romance, eternal and beautiful. Verity rocked her hips as Koa rushed his pace forward. It was about pleasure, about release in the sheets. They’d both stumbled out of sleep into the same horny need, grabbing at each other to take care of it. 
 
    The bed creaked. Noises from elsewhere within the inn filtered through, which suggested their own noises were filtering out. Koa didn’t care. He kissed Verity and pumped into her. He groped her breasts, which were a tad larger than they looked bundled up, though still on the small side. 
 
    “Koa!” cried Verity. “…Oh!” 
 
    He’d begun to ignore the fact that Verity was an attractive young woman. In truth, it had seemed secondary to everything else about her, intelligence and excellence of a caliber that had her beauty playing second fiddle. No more. There was no coming back from this fork in the road, but Koa was excited to go forward. 
 
    “Verity,” he breathed, against her ear. 
 
    “Yes! Prince Makoa. Oh, gods!” 
 
    They hit that galloping sex pace, every muscle contributing to the flow of bodies. The fact that Verity was likely in better shape than he was made him feel like he could push as hard as he wanted, pump without limit. The bed creaked and groaned. Verity squeaked and groaned. Koa let out a low grunt, and they both kissed and squeezed together, and… 
 
    Oh. Right. 
 
    He came inside her, despite having all the warning in the world that his release was on the way. Some of the blame could surely be laid with Verity, who had him wrapped up like the ties used to hold back the massive curtains shielding the windows in the castle’s audience chambers. He didn’t just finish inside Verity, but did it with a significant amount of his seed. 
 
    She was still moving her hips, still in need, as he pulled out. Koa kissed her and let his fingers slowly tease her to an orgasm. She must have been close, because it didn’t take long. Verity grabbed his arm and directed it as her body went into the pattern of an orgasm at the end. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely free of regrets, in those moments of aftermath. He was on his way to Twinfalls in search of Ruby. Explaining to her that he’d begun bonking his new servant would make for an extremely difficult and awkward conversation. 
 
    There was also his mother and Petra, who’d both likely have concerns of a more political nature, not that he couldn’t imagine some jealousy existing there. In truth, the mind he was most interested in divining the intentions of was Verity, herself. 
 
    Was it mere coincidence that she’d been so willing to take him to Twinfalls and to bed in the same night? Had she her own reasons for having sex with him separate from lust and convenience? He thought back to the note he’d received from the Blackrope Guild… was it possible that Verity had written it herself? 
 
    He knew he was diving deep into the realm of conspiracy, but he couldn’t escape the plausibility of the idea. It was awfully convenient for a member of the guild to just happen to be waiting at that inn, aware that he was heading to Twinfalls.  
 
    Can I trust you? 
 
    …For tonight. 
 
    Verity kissed his shoulder. Koa put an arm around her. He wanted to trust her, and perhaps that’s what trust really was at its root. Neither of them said anything as they fell asleep, with the world and adventure and reality’s consequences awaiting them outside the door of their rented room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Avina took a step forward, giving Reese better access to the ties of the new seasonal dress her tailor had prepared for her. It was designed to fit her tightly, which was fashionable, but annoying. 
 
    “I’m not hurting you, am I?” whispered Reese. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Is… something else the matter then, Your Highness?” 
 
    Avina sighed. “No. It’s all right.” 
 
    It wasn’t all right. In truth, Avina was miserable, but there was nothing that Reese or Mav or anyone else currently at the castle could do about it. With Koa off on his newest rebellious adventure, and Petra off chasing after Koa, Avina was alone at the castle. And in truth, she’d never stopped to feel the full breadth of just how lonely being alone could be. 
 
    I killed a man last night, she thought. Do I need to unburden my soul? Or just to have someone tell me that the action made sense? 
 
    “Just one more.” Reese did up the last tie and took a step back so Avina was by herself in the mirror’s reflection. “There. You look stunning, Your Highness!” 
 
    “Thank you, Reese,” she said. “My audiences for the day are about to begin. Why don’t you go and inform Lauric and Argon that I’m on my way.” 
 
    The handmaiden bowed and departed. The sound of Reese’s footsteps faded as she hurried down the empty hallway. Avina stood in her room until she couldn’t hear anything, and then sighed and reluctantly made to start her day.  
 
    Captain Lauric was waiting outside her audience chamber, speaking to Mav in low, animated whispers. He saluted and made to fall into step alongside Avina. She didn’t slow, forcing him to speak from behind her instead. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” he said. “I… need a moment. Preferably before you sit down to take audiences.” 
 
    “What is it, Lauric?” she asked, with a sigh. She knew what it was simply from the tightness in his expression, the way he leaned in to keep his voice low. 
 
    “Lord Claudius passed away in the care of the castle healer,” said Lauric. “While his injuries were quite severe, I was under the impression that his life wasn’t in danger from them. It may be that someone saw and seized the opportunity to—” 
 
    “I was already informed of his death, Captain, but thank you for giving it your attention,” said Avina. “Cathelia is an honest woman. I trust that if she believes nothing untoward happened, then that is the case. Don’t badger her with questions. I’ll speak with her.” 
 
    “This… is a matter of serious importance, Your Majesty,” said Lauric. “This man was the Sword of the King. If there’s even a chance that his death was an assassination, rather than from his wounds… we need to confirm it.” 
 
    Avina stared at him, not even bothering to repeat herself. Lauric dropped his gaze, and Avina nodded as though they’d ended the conversation on a more satisfactory note for them both.  
 
    Magister Argon let out a creaking, phlegmy cough and Avina stifled a frown. Her magister was old by every measure. She would have to look into securing an apprentice. Argon and Lauric, both men she trusted, but neither she could talk to, not in the way she needed. 
 
    “Are you, ah… ready to begin, milady underqueen?” asked Argon. 
 
    “Send in the first petitioner.” 
 
    She recognized the messenger from Vestus by his face. Her initial, fleeting hope that it might be good news sobered into disappointment as the messenger detailed the rebuild’s runaway expenses. Absently, she thought of the gold Koa had acquired and hidden from the Sword of the King. 
 
    I need you here, Makoa, she thought. You took the wrong inspiration from your victory. 
 
    But that was her reworking of events. He’d run off because she’d panicked and tried to tighten her grip on him. He’d run off because her motherly instincts to keep him safe had become more heightened in recent weeks, rather than less. 
 
    The second messenger was from Underqueen Genevieve, and Avina repeated the exact same pattern of hope descending into disappointment. Genevieve had ultimately reconsidered her stance and committed to the war in the borderlands after considering the financial and political implications. The phrasing reeked of Lassius, but without speaking to Genevieve directly it was impossible to know for sure. 
 
    There were a few others, local merchants and one out of work man seeking employment at the castle. Avina was exhausted when it was over, despite it still being only midway through the day. 
 
    She spent an hour fencing with Mav, and then the next few hours reading in the library. Boredom and loneliness were like a married couple arguing over both shoulders, droll and inescapable. She drank a lot of wine and did a lot of thinking, enough to tempt her into a spiral of valid concerns. 
 
    What if something had happened to Koa? In truth, it wasn’t a question of if, but when. His behavior, his ambition, his cavalier sense of adventure, it all had him pointed in the direction of danger. 
 
    She’d sent Petra after him, but in so many ways, that was adding to the problem more than tending to it. She’d done it on reflex, almost, in the same way she always had throughout Koa’s childhood and teenage years.  
 
    A hint of danger, which Koa certainly tended to attract, and Petra would likely be glued to his side for the foreseeable future. It was in line with what Avina and Petra would both want, but also meant that she’d be the odd one out, alone in her castle. 
 
    She had some more wine and slowly found her way to bed. It was as she was climbing under the sheets, still getting comfortable, that the sensation came on in full. She sucked in a breath, the world engaging in a surreal, transformative spin all around her. It was too much. She closed her eyes. 
 
    When she opened them again, she was on her feet, far from her bed. For once, Avina was actually delighted to have swapped bodies with Petra through the anomaly of their bond. She felt a faint, shameless surge of hope that the esper might have already caught up with Koa, that the two might have set up a joint campsite with intentions of… spending the evening together. She scowled and tamped down on the thought. 
 
    Sparse trees surrounded her on one side — the slope of a hill. She was standing in a flat field atop that hill in the dark, foliage thicker in the distance like wisps of hair on a monk’s head. It was night, but she could see the Glass Road perhaps a few hundred feet away from the gleam of moonlight it reflected. 
 
    Petra had gone off the road, which was odd at this time of night, especially with no camp in sight. Avina wondered if she’d needed to relieve herself, but again, she was in Petra’s body. She could feel that she didn’t and likely hadn’t recently. Why then would Petra be tramping through the forest and up a hill in the middle of the night? Was she closing in on Koa? 
 
    “You’re finally here. Good.” 
 
    A familiar voice, in all the wrong ways. Dumbfounded, Avina slowly turned around, feeling the wind playing with Petra’s hair as she shifted directions relative to it. She stared up at the hill’s peak… up at Thunderclaw, eyes glowing bright in the dark of the night. 
 
    But it was who Thunderclaw stood with, who the king’s esper had his arm wrapped around, that truly stole Avina’s breath. Tessalin, the former esper of her departed mother, Underqueen Tamara. 
 
    The mystery of what happened to you after my mother’s death finally has an answer, she thought. An answer that raises so many new questions. 
 
    Tessalin was beautiful like a porcelain doll, pale flawless skin and statuesque features underlined by an odd stillness to her movements. She wore a black dress and no shoes. She was at full strength as a moon elemental, given the time of night and the place within the month. She smiled at Petra — had they spoken before since Tamara’s death? Oh… gods. 
 
    “Zentallian will be here soon,” said Thunderclaw. “You can make your case to her. Tessalin and I were…” 
 
    His lips kept moving, but Avina’s sense of the words suddenly faded out of conscious awareness. The world was spinning in reverse now, and she tried to hold it in place, hold on for just a few minutes more to further uncover the conspiracy. 
 
    She came awake in her bed, sweaty and scared… and alone. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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