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PREVIOUSLY




 



Still reeling from the departure of his beloved companion, Ruby, Prince Koa attempted to get to the bottom of a new spat of dustwalker murders. The path to proving the innocence of his old friend, Brin, and the new monster he’d become, leads Koa to a new threat — the Blackrope Guild, who’d been arranging murder scenes to cast suspicion on the monster.



In the process of raiding the Blackrope Guild’s outpost and securing their ill-gotten gains, Koa ran afoul of Lord Claudius, Sword of the King, who challenged him to an honor duel over the possession of the spoils. Koa proved victorious, permanently maiming Lord Claudius, who met a swift end at the merciful hand of Underqueen Avina. Chafing against his mother’s authority, he set out to Twinfalls with Verity, the two of them finally testing the waters of romance with one another.



Meanwhile, Underqueen Avina hosted Underqueen Genevieve of the Clawlands. Despite doing her best to convince her of the foolishness of rushing forward into a war against the Estorians, the Ostean’s western neighbor, she was unable to secure a durable commitment for peace.



Avina and Petra began experiencing an anomaly through which they exchange bodies. Avina was treated to more than just the day-to-day minutia of her esper’s life. Petra’s budding romance with Prince Makoa was, needless to say, a
 complication
 Avina struggled with both emotionally and physically. Avina implored Haza to seek out a cure in Sabantius. A last glimpse through Petra’s eyes revealed to her that her trusted esper had been meeting with Thunderclaw, the king’s overly-ambitious esper, in secret.










CHAPTER 1




 



Koa had always harbored a hidden desire for Gladetown to expand its way into the upper echelons of the largest cities of Osteanus. Staring at Twinfalls from a distance did a remarkable job of sobering that wish.



Though referring to Twinfalls as “a large city” felt like issuing a flattened description. Twinfalls, the capital of Osteanus and its center of trade. Twinfalls, whose eponymous cliffs forced barges heading north up the Regus River to disembark and pay their taxes before arriving at the Northern Sea. Twinfalls, with marble statues on every paved street corner and more stonework than the rest of Osteanus put together.



“Taking in the view?”



Verity brought her horse up alongside his, looking somewhat bored. They stood on the coastal road, rather than the glass road which followed the river, which meant they had the view of Coldwater Bastion from the ground. The ancient castle had been chiseled into the cliffs in the time before modern history and utilized the waterfalls that flowed in front of its face in various interesting ways, not limited to defending its gates and sewage disposal.



“You grew up here, no?” asked Koa.



Verity nodded but chose not to elaborate. She looked tenser in her saddle than she had across most of their journey. Her dark hair was tied back with a piece of cord, the tail tucked neatly into the neckline of the cloak she wore to keep warm against the late autumn weather.



“It must have been busy.” Koa leaned back slightly on his horse as a group of guards wearing the king’s golden seal rode through their quiet conversation. “I went to the academy but… gods. I basically rode in on a carriage and spent the entirety of it within a stone’s throw of the school itself.”



“You’re intimidated.” She spoke it as a statement where a normal servant might politely ask the question, or just shut up and mind their business.



“Intimidated is entirely the wrong word,” he snapped. “More of a cautious respect. A wise and sage respect born of solid instincts and a mind for—”



“Coming through!” Another guard bolted by on horseback, cloak flapping between them like a hastily pulled stage curtain.



Horny, who’d spent the latter half of the journey trotting along on the ground, flapped his wings and briefly settled on Koa’s horse.



“It’s a fair response to feel a little wary,” said Verity, with that tone again. Ever since that first night on the road, the sex in the tiny, creaky inn bed, things had been a little different between them. It was as though Verity had raised the bar and never tired of teasing him and daring him to rise over it again.



“I suppose it’s closer to wondering how it would feel to call it all mine,” he said. “I felt like I understood Harvestglade. This place, these people… all of this wealth.”



“More than you can handle?” asked Verity.



He resisted the urge to glare at her or hit back with some vulgar gesture. She certainly hadn’t been more than he could handle. Her pale skin, body built more like a dancer than a spy, not that Koa had much for comparison in either case. Her soft, small breasts, buttocks so toned that he felt the muscle underneath more than the plump.



“Again and again, I find myself surprised by what I can handle. But this will be a new test. I just hope I can at least get a proper bath before I’m thrust into it.”



“That depends entirely on whether the king decides he wishes to see you before or after you get a chance to settle in to your lodgings,” said Verity. “I told you of the letter I sent by courier back in Merrawick.”



Their journey had taken the better part of a week, and Verity had sent word of their approach ahead of her from the last inn they’d bunked at. Separate beds — the night in Whitebridge had yet to repeat. 



“I’m aware,” said Koa, with a sigh. “I suppose I’ll be on my own once we get into the city proper.”



“The king will undoubtedly wish me to report to him directly, though I know not what might happen after that,” said Verity. “I assume your family has an estate within the city?”



“The Gladefoot Mansion on Tongue Island,” said Koa.



“The heart of the realm’s nobility. I’m sure you’ll be comfortable, then.”



“I suppose so,” said Koa. “There’s probably still a servant or two living there. My mother and I were holding hope that Tessalin, my grandmother’s esper, might have just chosen to linger in the city. Perhaps she’ll be there waiting for me, as well.”



He tried to keep the tone of loss from his voice. Truth be told, he was intimidated. Not so much by the city itself, though its high walls and their polished iron gates loomed large enough to swallow him up in the distance. The fact that he’d be in an unfamiliar environment without someone he trusted to watch his back would make him a fool to not feel a little uncertain.



 
 I made the choice to come here
 , he thought.
 Let’s not lose nerve after such a long road.



“You’re expecting your friend, Ruby, here as well, yes?” said Verity.



“I am.” He smiled, appreciating how it felt to turn his thoughts in that direction. “I suppose I’ll have to find a way to seek her out.”



He considered just what that would entail as they brought their horses to the communal stable outside the coast gate. The communal stable was a massive affair necessitating a queue, tickets, and more stable hands than Koa could remember seeing in one place, at one time. Tongue Island had its own stable, but he expected the fees would be as exorbitant as the property values within the little water-gated community.



He'd honestly been expecting his and Ruby’s reunion to happen by accident, the two of them catching sight of each other in the street and charging toward an embrace. It seemed like an unlikely result as he made his way through the enormous coastal gate, easily five times his height, and into one of the busiest traffic situations he’d ever seen in his life.



Carriages parted the crowd like boats on the water, leaving space behind in their wakes. Men and women on horseback trotted along, above the common fray where just about everything was going on. Street cleaners collected animal dung. Merchants hawked their wares from side stalls. Children ran around, playing or perhaps serious in their dramatic shouts and chases.



I will not be randomly bumping into Ruby in this street,
 he thought.
 If this even is the main street. Gods, I don’t know.



“You’re becoming an obstacle,” said Verity, tugging him along by the arm. He’d paused to take in the scene, and a small hitch in the flow of pedestrians had formed behind him.



“I’m a prince,” he snapped, despite falling into step. “I’m allowed to be an obstacle if I so choose.”



“There are many princes here,” pointed out Verity.



The unfortunate truth was that the majesty and scale of Twinfalls made Koa feel like who he was and who he wasn’t. He was a prince, yes, but one from a far-flung queendom, one of a foreign bloodline. His authority had been second only to his mother’s in Harvestglade — here, that was meaningless.



A young boy with a dirt smudged face bumped into Koa as he chased after some other street urchin in whatever game they were playing. He chuckled and made to continue forward. Verity seized the little boy by the elbow and yanked him backward.



“It’s all right, Verity,” said Koa. “He just wasn’t watching where he was…”



He trailed off as Verity pulled his coin purse out of the boy’s pocket and handed it back to him. Horny let out a tiny, laugh-like bark.



“Wave down a guard,” she said.



“Hmm.” Koa frowned at the struggling child. “Just throw him back into the crowd. I don’t care enough to deal with this.”



Verity pushed the boy away but shook her head as she did. “He’ll tell his friends. They’ll mark you as someone they can pickpocket without consequence.”



“I will be exceedingly lucky if a bunch of prepubescent pickpockets end up being my largest concern across the next few days.” He patted her shoulder. “Come on.”










CHAPTER 2




 



Koa and Verity stayed near one another as they continued into the city. The coastal gate spilled directly into the section of Twinfalls known colloquially as Beachside, the areas surrounding the docks that mostly consisted of traders and fisherman.



They followed the street along the river, a slow incline toward the castle itself. Tongue Island sat at the mouth of the Regus River, with two guarded bridges connecting it to either half of the rest of the city. The area beyond that was known as Cliffside, another mansion district, though slightly less popular for being so directly in the shadow of Coldwater Bastion.



Koa was ready to be over his awe of the city, but some of it lingered in response to the sheer footprint of the space Twinfalls occupied. They’d been walking for perhaps half an hour and were still in the middle of densely packed buildings and crowds of people who seemed to know exactly where they were going.



Gladetown could fit ten times over, with room to spare,
 he thought.
 With a hundred times as many people.



“The bridge to Tongue Island is just around the next turn,” said Verity. “I should take my leave there. You’ll be all right to manage on your own?”



“Of course,” he said. “One way or another, I’ll manage. I hope you’ll keep in mind my request for a meeting with the king. I need to speak with him before I get too ahead of myself in terms of my plans within this city.”



He glanced over at Verity when she didn’t answer, only then noticing that several guards wearing the king’s golden seal had started toward their way from within the crowd. Most of them wore helms. The one with a bare head was presumably in charge — odd how that always was.



“What seems to be the issue here?” asked Koa, with a bit of princely snap.



“Are you Prince Makoa of Harvestglade and Sabantius?” asked the guard captain.



“Harvestglade and Sabantius.” Koa smiled and made an appreciative noise. “You know, that has a much better heft to the ears than just one or the other. Don’t you think so, Verity?”



“He is,” she answered for him. “He just arrived within the city.”



The guard captain nodded to his fellows, who seized Koa by the arms. “The heralder king desires his presence.”



It was much less the tenor of the request, which had been spoken in a fair tone, that set Koa on edge as it was to the fact that he was more or less being… dragged along before he’d even answered.



“I’m willing to meet with him!” said Koa. “I can walk there alongside you all. There’s no need to be quite so rough. Verity?”



He swiveled his head around, but couldn’t see her or Horny.



“I’m still here,” she called, from somewhere further back. “This isn’t that abnormal. Don’t worry just yet.”



The crowd was parting for the guards in a manner that seemed remarkably unsettled, given his admittedly short experience navigating the city’s streets. He took Verity’s advice and did his best to act like a visiting prince who wasn’t in the process of being apprehended by armed guards.



He shared in the concern of many of the curious onlookers, but still remained hopeful. He had wanted a meeting with the king, after all. Verity seemed to think it was standard operating procedure. In some ways, it was preferable to have his options narrowed down to a single direction with heavy handed guards lending their strength to his momentum.



His optimism began to wane as they approached the majestic entrance to Coldwater Bastion… and continued past it, toward a side or back door. It truly was a majestic entranceway, with both a drawbridge and a mechanism for diverting water from the falls in front of the entrance tunnel itself for further defense. Koa would have much preferred to enter through that passage, public and open and safe, rather than wherever the guards had a mind to bring him.



“Did King Kendall happen to mention what this audience was about?” asked Koa.



The guards didn’t answer. He winced as he saw where they were headed. A second series of bridges that connected to a small island not far from where one of the waterfalls descended led to another door that, from its gaping darkness, appeared to lead down into the castle’s depths rather than up. Koa would have settled for traveling straight forward into the castle, even. Anything but down.



The guards helped him along as they began descending into the dark. The stairs went from being damp to actively wet as they made their way forward, and he could imagine that the castle’s lower regions were likely prone to flooding. The only light came from torch sconces set into the walls at woefully inadequate intervals.



“Verity,” called Koa. “Could you do me the small favor of figuring out just what the fuck is going on? Verity?”



She was either out of earshot or considered speaking out on his behalf to be a losing proposition. That was worrying, but not nearly as much as the new environment he found himself in. Though calling it an environment was charitable to the point of naivety.



The dungeons of Harvest Castle were one of the few aspects in which Harvestglade completely outdid Twinfalls, at least from the perspective of a prospective resident. He was already shivering. The air was cold and damp, and he could tell the walls would be moist, if not actively slimy.



The guards had already relieved him of his traveling bag, casting cane, and sword belt. One of them frisked him roughly and then pushed him into an empty dungeon cell.



“I need to know what this is about,” he said. “Why has the king seen fit to apprehend me?”



“I need you to take all of your clothes off, aside from your underthings, and set them into this man’s hands,” said the guard captain.



“Not until someone has told me what’s going on!” shouted Koa.



“No.”



“Well, all right then.”



Koa took a breath, pushed a significant amount of justifiable panic aside, and began to strip. He wasn’t quite as defeated in terms of will as it seemed. He’d remembered while the guards were searching him for hidden weapons that he still had the ring of power. True to Haza’s word, it’d fused to his finger, not that anyone would assume it to be a weapon to begin with.



He hadn’t learned to do more with it than fling fireballs about, but perhaps that might be enough. It certainly was better than nothing, and it gave him an option to weigh against the path of least resistance. He felt safe in the assumption that King Kendall didn’t want him dead, even after that debacle that was his honor duel with the Sword of the King.



“There.” He let his trousers drop and kicked them off. “Have I been shamed and chastened to the king’s satisfaction? Are you sure you don’t want my underwear as well?”



One of the guards began neatly folding his clothing with an amount of care that greatly contrasted the way another guard dragged him forward with enough force to leave a bruise. He was taken further down the hallway, each step seeming to increase the damp and the cold.



He could hear the faint sound of trickling water, distant in that way that made it impossible to tell which direction it was coming from. The lead guard turned left and then made room. The guard behind Koa pushed him in the back, and he fell forward, not simply into a new cell, but one cut into the floor.



It was deep enough to make it a challenge for a man to climb out without a running start and some muscle, and Koa felt a burgeoning sense of horror as he thought about what that meant in context.



“Wait!” he shouted.



The guards pulled a slatted metal partition down from somewhere above which clicked into place in the height and manner of a low ceiling. Koa knocked his hands against it and then tried to reach through. Another guard pulled a lever toward the side of the door, and he got his answer at where that trickle of water was echoing from in the worst possible way.



“Hold on!” he shouted. “You said the king wished to meet with me! Would you just… hold on a moment?”



The water began rushing in from an opening midway up the wall. Within seconds, Koa’s ankles were already covered. He shook the metal partition again and sought for any spot where he might squeeze through, not that it would save him even if he found one.



Two things came to him in that moment. One — it was possible that perhaps the king had taken the loss of his champion harder than Koa had realized. Two — it was also possible that Thunderclaw had ordered this, as opposed to Kendall. If Kendall was in one of his addled states and the king’s esper had both the opportunity and excuse to execute him, why wouldn’t he take the chance?



He tried rattling the ceiling bars again without much additional success. The water was creeping up his thighs now, reaching that ominous point where various appendages began to shrink in response to the cold. He supposed he could consider the
 why
 of his circumstances as much as he wanted to across the next few minutes, what might well be his last moments of life.



Regardless of what answer he decided most likely, he was still royally fucked.










CHAPTER 3




 



Avina decided to take her audiences at the window instead of at her throne. It was not that outlandish — her mother had occasionally done the same without suffering any of the consequences that breaches of etiquette were always implied to have.



She met each petitioner at the window, peering out across her queendom as though the answers to her problems might emerge over the horizon. They never did, but her mood was her mood.



“Cathelia can help you resupply with stock from within the castle,” she said to one of the local town healers who’d run dangerously low on herbs.



“Thank you, Your Majesty,” said the young woman. “I promise I’ll pay you back as soon as I’m through these hard times.”



“Pay me back by practicing your craft. You have a valuable skill set which I’d seek to foster rather than let wither.”



The healer bowed low, but didn’t object further, which oftentimes folk did out of a misguided sense of gratitude. Avina listened as the woman departed, footsteps fading out of an altogether too empty throne room.



For once, she wanted another petitioner, despite it already being late in the afternoon after a somewhat busy day of helping her subjects. She wanted a distraction from her own problems and thoughts.



“That was the last for the day, Your Highness,” said Captain Lauric. “The queendom seems relatively content.”



“On the surface, it does.” Avina sighed and turned around. “How has the hiring been going?”



Lauric shrugged a single shoulder. “We already went through most men with the desire and aptitude to join the queen’s guard after the dustwalker attack. It’s mostly just been combing through the leftovers, but I’m doing my best, my queen. I know how badly the manpower is needed.”



Lauric had no idea. Avina smiled and stayed composed, buried the disquiet of her soul under the mannerisms of a queen.



She needed more men loyal to her… because her esper might not be. Every moment she’d experienced since that horrible body swap with Petra where she’d strolled into Thunderclaw’s camp had been another moment of a nightmare, another moment of wishing she could wake up.



“Lauric,” she said, coming to a decision. “I want you to examine the feasibility of drafting prisoners.”



“I… could look into it, if you think the need is great enough, my queen,” said Lauric.



“Do it.”



She left her throne room. Mav followed at her side, staying close and staying alert. Avina had taken to bringing the woman, who was armed with at least the two daggers that she would admit, everywhere with her.



She shadows you like Petra once did,
 she thought.
 Galling to even pretend like replacing her would be so simple.



The encounter with Thunderclaw from within Petra’s body had been an isolated event. When Avina had returned to herself after that episode, she’d spent most of the next day simply trying to hold herself together.



The body swaps hadn’t ceased, and as a result, she’d exchanged notes with her esper. Short ones — questions that had to be asked, questions she’d spend entire days thinking about and wording.



Why were you meeting with Thunderclaw?



He reached out to me as I was leaving Gladetown in pursuit of Prince Koa. I met with him to get answers on his intentions.



What did the two of you discuss?



An alliance of espers. Expanded rights for espers. I told him I am and will always be loyal to you, Avina. His ideas fell on deaf ears.



Gods, she wanted to believe Petra. The situation would have been so much simpler if they’d been nearer to one another physically. They could lie to each other only with the most difficult tricks and focus with the bond being such a clear signal of emotions. But as far apart as they were, the bond was as a river after a long drought, a trickle of its former glory.



And then there was Koa. Her foolish son, running off to Twinfalls with too much energy and ambition. She was terrified that Koa was going to get himself killed, and she wanted to talk to Petra about it. The stress of her problems couldn’t help but meet at their edges.



“I think I’ll rest in my room for a bit,” said Avina. “Rest and drink some wine.”



“Of course, Your Majesty,” said Mav.



Wine helped her mood, if not her problems. Avina had begun relying on it as a crutch, though she loathed to admit it. She never let herself drink before she’d finished her audiences in the afternoon, but past that point, she never really stopped drinking until she went to bed.



To an extent, it did help with the anomaly she and Petra had been experiencing. The body swaps seemed like they had a higher threshold when she was drunk, and when they happened in her sleep when she went to bed drunk they were more… abstract. Emotions and dreams overlapping.



It didn’t point toward a solution, that much she knew for certain. She never let herself drink before or during her audiences for good reason. She couldn’t simply drink her real world problems away, though she recognized she was trying to do so with her emotions.



“Do you want me to make sure you aren’t disturbed again?” asked Mav.



Avina managed a weak smile and nodded. “Yes, I do. Make sure I’m not disturbed, but also that I get the sleep I need, Mav. I tend to act… slightly out of character when I’ve been drinking, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”



“It’s no trouble, Your Majesty!” said Mav. “I’ll keep the door locked until you mention
 Sabantian silver
 .”



The idea to use a code word had come to her in the wake of her trust in Petra being fractured. Mav would refuse to let her leave her room unless she said the words Sabantian silver, and she had the muscle to enforce that restriction almost regardless of anything Petra might try while in her body, short of jumping out the window.



The fact that her dutiful handmaiden had never questioned how a code word would keep her under control while inebriated was part of why Avina loved what Mav offered as a servant. It wasn’t a solution any more than the wine was, but it did at least allow her some peace of mind.



Petra would be limited to Avina’s chambers during a swap, so if she did intend to betray her…



Avina took a breath, unable to follow the thought any further. She wiped a hand over her face, closed her eyes, and tried to just slow down and breathe. The wine was waiting for her when she reopened them.



She let out a dark laugh as she poured herself a glass. She still had one remaining hope — Hazafallius, who’d taken a quest into Sabantius in search of a cure for her and Petra’s anomaly. A fleeting hope, at best. She wouldn’t be surprised if she never heard from the old sorcerer again.



She did her best to read one of her mother’s old historical tomes as a distraction from her thoughts as she began sipping her wine. Avina missed her mother, but thinking of Tamara wasn’t safe territory, either. Tamara and Tessalin. It was possible that her mother had been betrayed by her esper, perhaps not even all that unlikely.



Is that why Thunderclaw sought out Petra? Had he already proven that he could turn an esper against their master?



She had endless questions and not a single answer, other than the wine.










CHAPTER 4




 



The water was up to Koa’s chest before anything of significance happened, other than the emergence of his own rising panic. He tried to stay as calm as a man trapped in a cell slowly, inevitably filling with water would be, which wasn’t all that calm.



He sensed that he at least wasn’t being executed. The theater of the arrangement made it clear enough that the goal was to torture rather than kill. With that said, cold water could, in itself, kill a man over a fairly short period of time, and the water surging into his cell was absolutely freezing.



He kept his arms raised and hands up and out of the water as it began to tickle his armpits, which made it seem like he was pleading for his life when someone finally arrived to pay him attention. Which, of course, he was, regardless of whether it was through his words or his actions.



“Makoa Gladefoot.” King Kendall’s voice was loud and sharp even over the hiss of rushing water.



It was hard to see him directly, given that Koa’s view was essentially from a rapidly flooding pit. The torches silhouetted Kendall from behind, with the pattern of the grate obscuring him further.



“Your Highness.” Koa made his best attempt at a bow, more of a slight angular pivot of his neck and shoulders. “I… know I must have needed a bath with all the dirt from the road still on me, but this seems somewhat intense.”



“I don’t find you amusing, Prince Makoa,” said King Kendall. “Since you seem so keen on guessing my intentions, why don’t you give me a real guess as to why I’ve chosen to drop you into my water torture chamber.”



The water rose further, kissing the bottom edge of Koa’s neck. He’d never really spent much time delineating between the bottom of his neck and the top of it, but those three inches or so suddenly seemed essential.



“Claudius Demathis,” he said loudly and clearly. “The Sword of the King. I should point out that the honor duel was his challenge, not mine.”



“Claudius was one of my generals.” Kendall’s voice betrayed more than a hint of his fury. “He was one of the few men who Thunderclaw and I both trusted. A man of his word who I intended to have leading my armies for many years to come.”



“I understand that, Your Majesty, but—”



“Do you have any idea how irreplaceable he was?” shouted Kendall. “The simple act of picking someone to accomplish even half of what I relied on him for may well instigate a new silent war between myself and my esper. Why did you kill him?”



Koa had been expecting the question, but it wasn’t until he heard how King Kendall asked it that he began to doubt whether torture was all the monarch had in mind. He’d assumed that the spectacle of the situation meant he’d probably escape with his life, but there was a real chance that Kendall simply wanted to watch him die, and this was the most convenient method.



He thought furiously about his answer across the next second and a half. The truth was incredibly simple and shallow — he’d wanted to keep the gold he’d confiscated from the Blackrope Guild and defend his own honor. The truth would get him killed, but there still needed to be some of it in his answer.



“Claudius had his own reasons for challenging me, but the truth of the matter is that I knew he wanted the war in the borderlands,” he said. A bit of truth, before veering off. “He spoke of Lord Thunderclaw’s vision for the expansion of Osteanus in a manner that seemed… impertinent, to say the least. He implied that he’d been promised something for leaning into the conflict in a way that called into question his motivations.”



Koa had to tilt his chin up as the water rose even further, which made it hard to sell the lie with his expression. It wasn’t that much of a lie, even! The most frustrating part of the silence that followed was that, in his heart and soul, it felt like the type of small exaggeration that would normally be accepted at face value in a situation with lower stakes.



What was it you used to say about cards, Brin? Always lie when the stakes are low so you never have to when they become high. I should have taken your advice.



“Stop.”



It wasn’t clear whether King Kendall was speaking to Koa or one of the guards until the metal creek of the water inlet being covered screeched against his ears. He was on his tiptoes to keep his mouth above the water, half-floating with his face mere inches from the grate.



“The fact that I can’t tell if you’re lying… raises your value to me,” said King Kendall. “There have been mixed reports of whether Claudius challenged you to the honor duel, or whether you challenged him in a misguided attempt to stand against the war.”



“He issued the challenge,” said Koa. “I swear it.”



“You would swear anything in the current moment for another breath.”



It was an obvious fact. Koa found it strange that King Kendall was confused on the point of who issued the duel, given that Verity was still spying for him and could easily report the facts. Had the king perhaps begun to question the veracity of Verity’s missives? The deception ran deep.



“What about the rumors of how you secured your victory?” asked Kendall. “Did you kill Claudius with this… Sabantian sorcery the rumors have become so fixated on?”



The temptation to lie again was overwhelming… at first. The king might have mixed accounts of whether he’d actually used magic to win against Claudius, but the fact that he’d won at all certainly influenced the narrative in a major direction.



“Yes, I did,” he said. “I was left with no other option, but I agreed to no restriction of methods or weapons.”



“Yes…” King Kendall nodded slowly. “Could you demonstrate this sorcery for me in proof?”



“Now?” Koa blinked. “Uh, yes. Of course!”



He waggled the fingers of his right hand, trying to get as much of the water off as he could. He wasn’t sure if it would affect casting with the ring of power. He prayed it wouldn’t affect casting with his ring of power.



Being put on the spot and asked to perform was never ideal, but Koa had a track record for resolve under pressure. He exhaled as he remembered all of what Haza, his grandfather, had taught him.



Orange light and heat suddenly burst into existence over Koa’s upstretched palm. Steam hissed in a twisting waft of humidity. The warmth was quite welcome, though he waved the flame away as his fingers began to tingle out of uncertainty of whether it was from the cold or the heat.



Several of the guards made noises and even took steps back in a few cases. The king stayed where he was.



“Good…” King Kendall spoke the syllable in a voice ominous enough to betray the essence of the word. “Release him. Get him clothed and warmed up and bring him to my study.”



The king departed, and once the chamber had been fully drained, so did Koa. The guards had to drag him out of the pit and up and onto his feet, and even then, he was stumbling on numb legs. True to their command, they brought him up several floors within the castle, to a guest chamber with a hearth already ablaze on arrival.



The walls of the castle, including most of its rooms, were all chiseled out of the cliffs. Koa had some difficulty imagining how long the process must have taken, given what he knew about masonry. The walls were covered with tapestries, the floors with carpets or in some cases polished wood, but underneath, it was all one stone piece.



A servant brought him one of the fluffiest robes he’d ever touched, let alone worn, and he pulled it on gratefully. He would have believed it if they’d said it was from the king’s own wardrobe. Between it and the heat of the fire and the sudden change in his circumstances, he could almost make himself believe he was out of harm’s way.



Almost.



The guards offered to give him back his possessions, including his traveling bag and clothing, but politely suggested he have them brought to the gates to collect there. Koa agreed, trying to regain as much confidence as he could by speaking to them in his usual tone, bored and princely.



They brought him to the king’s study, still dressed in the fluffy robe. He managed a smile as one of the guards knocked for him.



“Send him in,” called Kendall.



Koa wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but what awaited him was still somehow so much better. King Kendall sat, wearing spectacles no less, behind an immense polished oak reading desk.



Ruby stood to his side. Had it not been for her reaction, instant surprise in the best way, he might have mistaken her for a similar looking noblewoman. It was Ruby, but she’d changed, and he wasn’t used to that after having her so near for so many years.



Her red hair was loose and long, secured with a distinctive gold hairpin embedded with a large red gem of her namesake. A small touch, but so significant, as though for once she was wearing her hair to flaunt rather than trying to hide and downplay the essence of her femininity. But that… was not the only aspect of herself she was flaunting.



Her breasts were pinched together in a dress of a low-cut style that he’d only seen his mother and Petra pull off back in Harvestglade. A generous slice of pale cleavage drew his eye and served as a general thrust point for his sense of how much he’d missed her.



He rushed across the room and pulled her into a tight hug. Feeling her against him like that took how much he’d missed her to new heights. Smelling her was much the same, though her smell had changed in both subtle and unsubtle ways. The perfume of the city, but still Ruby underneath.



“Makoa!” She sniffled and laughed against his shoulder. “Oh, Makoa.”



“Are you crying?” Koa blinked his own slightly misty eyes.



“I am not!” She laughed and pulled back, blinking even faster. “I, I…. thought.”



“It doesn’t matter.” He grinned, keeping one hand against her hip. “We can talk about everything later.”



He kissed her, completely lost in the moment. Gods, he had
 really
 missed her. Ruby’s body, squeezed into the beige green dress she had on, seemed like it was begging to be touched and admired… stripped. He smelled her again, lips briefly grazing her neck.



“Mmm… Koa,” she whispered, with a nervous laugh. “The king…”



“The king is waiting,” said Kendall, in a rather amused voice. “But the king… was also young once. In love once, too, if you can believe it. To your grandmother, once upon a time.”



“Huh.” Koa still had an arm around Ruby, but was drawn in by the disclosure. “She was the underqueen. I don’t know why that would surprise me.”



“Love is the lowest of concerns for kings and queens,” said Kendall. “An unfortunate, but undeniable truth.”



Ruby’s hand found Koa’s, and he felt her thread their fingers together. She didn’t squeeze tightly — no hidden warnings or secret entreaties in the contact. Koa realized how fast his heart was pounding and forced himself to calm down, catch up with events.



“She’s staying here in the castle as my guest,” said Kendall. “Her situation is complicated, as I’m sure you know, Prince Koa.”



He flashed a thin smile that brought Kendall’s words from the Great Hunt back in stark contrast to the emotion of the reunion.



I would need assurances from you.



“He’s been helping me,” said Ruby. “You don’t have to worry.”



“I’m not worried,” he said, though he was.



“She’s become quite ingratiated with the noblewomen of Twinfalls in her short time within the city,” said Kendall. “I’m sure she’d be willing to serve as your courtier to the various functions you’ll be attending.”



“I’d like that,” said Koa.



He squeezed Ruby’s hand one last time as the king dismissed her with a nod. Watching her go had a scary edge to it, as though the fact that she was there and safe and healthy could be undone simply by having her leave his field of view.



The king’s guards closed the door behind Ruby. King Kendall gestured to the seat across from his desk, and Koa took it.



He saw cold, calculating appraisal in the old man’s eyes. Absently, it struck Koa that he hadn’t seen Thunderclaw once since entering the castle. His mother and Petra were rarely apart for longer than a few hours unless she’d sent the esper out on some matter of critical import.



“Do you have a taste for pollen, Prince Koa?” King Kendall reached into his desk and pulled out a small jar in the shape of an inkpot.



“Not overly so, but on occasion.” It was a lie, but he wasn’t about to refuse if offered.



“This is red pollen, a variety of fingold pollen that grows only in the islands of the far west,” said Kendall. “It was a gift from the Estorian ambassador we’ve been hosting in the city. Intriguing stuff.”



The king took out a long silver spoon with a tiny head but didn’t immediately open the jar.



“Red pollen isn’t native to Estoria,” said the king. “The Estorians have a culture in which they adopt and adapt whatever they choose from the peoples they encounter. It’s said that a number of Sabantians who fled the Crumbling Kingdom in its collapse settled there. Some of them went on to accrue honor, find places within their homeland.”



“I wasn’t aware of that,” said Koa.



“Hmph.” Kendall made a noise as though he’d heard the wrong answer and opened the jar. He dipped the spoon in and carefully stirred the fine pollen within. The top layer was closer to a faint pink, but as he stirred, the mixture took on a uniform crimson color. “Do you wish to serve your kingdom, Prince Koa?”



“Of course I do, Your Majesty. That’s why I’m here.”



“Your kingdom is Osteanus,” said Kendall. “Not Sabantius.”



A statement, not a question, but Koa nodded slowly, regardless. Kendall’s eyes narrowed into an even deeper scrutiny which he held across a painfully uncomfortable silence.



“I wish to name you as my resident magus,” said King Kendall.



“…What?”



“You’ve showcased your magical potential to me,” said Kendall. “I think you would serve me well in this capacity.”



Koa closed his mouth, which had fallen open at some point, and tried to consider the proposition from the king’s perspective. The role of a magus had never been common practice within Osteanus, primarily because espers served a similar, if more focused function. Accepting the honor would thrust Koa even further into the forefront of the rumors and the politics, which would have as many consequences as advantages.



“I’m not asking you, Prince Koa,” said King Kendall. “You killed a man I needed. You broke my sword. I expect you to offer value in place of Claudius.”



“In that case, I graciously accept,” replied Koa. “I’m… surprised, to say the least. I’m also unsure of what exactly you’re expecting from me. I’ve only just begun to delve into my bloodline magic.”



“I expect you to do what I say. Being my magus will afford you both privileges and responsibilities that you would not have as a prince.”



“Ruby,” said Koa, voice cold.



“
 Lady
 Ruby. But yes. You seeing her is contingent on you accepting this new role and fulfilling it to the best of your capacity. Don’t look at me as though I just kicked your dog, boy! This is a step upward, a step forward. This is a chance to lean into your ambition with the full blessing of your king.”



“I recognize the honor you’re affording me, my king.” Koa turned his palms over, shaking his head. “But I have to ask… why? What are you expecting from me?”



“I want you to present yourself to the Estorian ambassador as my magus,” said the king, words as slow and deliberate as the smile creeping onto his face. “I want you to perhaps imply that you have claims in Sabantius and potential allies there. I want you to perhaps perform a minor display of power. Prince Koa, High Magus, what I want is for you to help me avert a war.”



The king finally dipped his little spoon into the pollen and sniffed a pinch up his nostrils. He made a noise and began blinking fast, looking somewhat confused.



“Ah, mmm, oh…” Kendall took a breath. “I… what were we speaking of?”



“You wanted to name me as your—”



“Magus, yes, that’s right!” Kendall laughed and handed Koa the spoon. “Well, go on. Have a taste, High Magus! Treat yourself. This is a joyous moment.”



Koa took the spoon, scooped up a small bit of pollen, and after a moment of hesitation, gave it a snort. The sensation was far more than he’d been expecting, a rush of euphoria and lightening of his body underlined by an intense feeling of raw power. It felt like… opening a rift, almost.



The king began to laugh and slapped a hand down. “Unreal! You truly are a sorcerer. You might be able to achieve diplomacy without even casting a spell. Is that a trick or… a mere side effect?”



“What?” Koa blinked and realized the room had taken on an odd hue.



He turned, glancing toward one of the expensive glass windows set into the king’s study where his own reflection was visible against the dark of night.



His eyes were glowing like two red-green full moons.










CHAPTER 5




 



Avina always felt the swap coming in a manner that reminded her of that sense ahead of needing to vomit, discomfort and fear laced with the faint hope that she might push it down with a few calming breaths. Rarely, if ever, was that hope realized.



She closed her eyes and fell onto her bed. When she opened them, she was in the dark of night, in the middle of the woods… in Petra’s body. One of her hands held Shadassara, Petra’s dark and magical greatsword, which was an unsettling omen.



She was mid-step and set her foot down, carrying her momentum forward. She was walking through a path in the forest and could hear movement ahead of her. Had Petra been chasing someone? She moved forward a little faster, almost jogging, and heard a growl and howl come from behind her.



Oh no,
 she thought.
 Petra is being chased.



She spun around in a circle, more annoyed than afraid. The moon was bright in the sky overhead, and as she pushed through the trees surrounding her into a small clearing, she could at least see her immediate surroundings.



She would have felt relieved if not for quickly discerning that she was encircled by a pack of beasts. A massive predator resolved from the shadows of the trees with the rustle of more behind her and to either side.



She thought it was a wolf at first, until getting a sense of the nearby trees and marking its scale. It had the same powerful jaws, but the rest of its far larger body was corded with extra muscle. A
 warg
 , going off what she’d learned from her lessons as a girl. An entire pack of wargs.



They were native to Estoria and practically unheard of within Osteanus, which made it strange for them to be accosting Petra in the middle of the woods. Larger and deadlier, they were among the “monsters,” rumored to be used by the Estorian army, trained and deployed on the frontlines in times of war.



She counted five of them, and they seemed fully committed to their hunt. Avina turned in a slow circle, seeking any possible avenue of escape. If she’d stayed in the thicker forest, she might have been able to scamper up a tree, but that might have only delayed the inevitable.



Why would a pack of wargs be chasing Petra through the dark of night? It was a question with no good answer, but one that needed action in the current moment. Avina brought the greatsword up in both hands, frowning at the unfamiliar weapon.



She was a trained fencer, in the sense that fencing was her method of exercise and maintaining her figure. Fencing couldn’t be any more different from wielding Petra’s magical behemoth of a weapon, though she did acknowledge that the weight was hardly a concern.



Petra’s body was powerful, and the weapon felt natural and light in her grip. Perhaps that would be enough to make up for Avina’s lack of knowledge in how to swing it, which attacks would work best against a pack of bestial opponents… but perhaps not.



The wargs didn’t all attack at once. One of them, larger and braver than the others, slinked forward, baring its teeth and sniffing. Avina drew from her own anger as she swung Shadassara, not making contact but still forcing the animal back.



“Get away from me!” she shouted. “What do you think you’re doing?”



She bared her teeth right back at the monster. The shadows along the edge of the clearing seemed to breathe in a manner that she’d seen around Petra before, when she’d been using her darkness elemental magic. It was… unnerving. No. Intoxicating.



Avina had felt what could only be described as sympathetic rushes of power at times while watching Petra fight at full strength. Seeing it happen from this perspective, in response to her own mood and actions, was a step above that. She caught her breath, laughing a little.



Another warg charged her from behind. It tried to bite her calf, but she pulled her leg back, getting it out of reach. The animal still collided with her, knocking her off balance with its weight. A warg on her right flank made an optimistic leap, jaws angled for her neck.



She swung the greatsword one handed, fencing reflexes and muscle memory stealing control. The blade went right through the animal, severing it in two at the midriff. Some of its blood splashed onto her feet as the bisected warg’s momentum carried both pieces forward, rolling across the grass with red streaks.



She was so tired of being afraid. Tired, and ready to fight back, and the night had presented her with a range of targets. She didn’t rush toward the rest of the monsters in a foolhardy charge. She was still the steward of Petra’s body, for what respect it entailed.



Another warg ran forward, looping around to try to attack from her blind spot. Avina used a circular fencing spin that had almost never been appropriate for regular practice. The warg took a gash to the head and neck that was enough to simply stop it from being a warg anymore.



“Is this what you want?” she hissed. “You think you can beat me so easily?”



Is that what you think, Petra? That I’ll simply stand back and let you engage in betrayal and subterfuge on whim?



The last three wargs had the sense to attack as a unit, closing slowly, wary of the range of the sword. Avina waited, watching the shadows responding to each breath she took. It was as though she’d uncorked Petra’s power and tipped the bottle sideways — flowing out, messy and uncontrolled.



She attacked first, running the full length of Shadassara through one of the wargs. The other two hissed and leaped at her. She dodged one, but the other crashed into her shoulder. There was a pinch, razor sharp teeth opening flesh. She hurled her arm sideways to get it off her and felt another pinch as it came loose.



The last warg attacked in much the same manner. She wasn’t ready, and Shadassara fell from her grip. The sword never hit the ground, disappearing into the shadows like a pebble tossed over the side of a boat. She shouted and punched at the warg barehanded, feeling the crunch of bone against her knuckles.



She fell onto the warg, pushing it flat, and then stomped. The last of the monsters, the one she’d thrown off her left arm, never reemerged. Standing in the darkness within the body of her esper, Avina slowly caught her breath and thought about what had just happened.



She could hear an animal whining in the distance. It took her perhaps longer than it should have to realize the noise was coming from a horse. It wasn’t hard to trace her path back to the road even past the section she’d experienced, with broken branches and trodden bushes marking the way.



The scene she came upon when she pushed out of the forest gave context to the situation the swap had dropped her into. Petra’s horse, Gardius, lay dying in the road with two wargs actively feeding. The body of a black clad assassin was hunched against a nearby tree, folded over himself with a massive pool of blood around him.



Avina walked over to the man slowly and pulled back his hood. His eyes were still open — one of them red. She let out a breath, shaking her head as she tried to make the pieces fit. The red-eyed assassins had attacked her during the Great Hunt, attacked Koa before that, and now Petra, on her way to Twinfalls.



The horse’s whining stole her attention. Petra had loved that animal, and she felt a sudden stab of guilt over whether she might have saved it if she’d been quicker with the wargs. She pet its neck and made soft noises, calming it down. Calming herself down.



The sensation of the end of the swap began fluttering up her back, through her stomach, along the edges of her vision. She let out a sigh. More than anything, she wanted to simply go back to trusting Petra.



But wanting to do something and actually doing it were rarely one and the same.










CHAPTER 6




 



The king was done with him shortly after issuing the title of magus. Koa was blinking more than normal and stealing glances at the lingering glow in his eyes at every reflective surface he could find as he followed the guard tasked with returning his belongings to him.



“Your pack, clothes, sword belt,” said the guard. “There you are, Lord Magus.”



“My hookhorn?” asked Koa.



He frowned, noting the nervous manner in which the guard avoided his gaze.



“The familiar which was apprehended with you?”



“I… suppose you could call it that.”



The guard gestured further down the hallway. “I think he ended up in the guard’s hall. We just thought you’d simply summon him to you when the time came.”



Koa opened his mouth to laugh at the assumption but stopped himself. “Yes, well, it takes a small portion of my power to do that, which I currently don’t wish to expend.”



“I understand, Lord Magus!” said the guard, with a salute. “Right this way then.”



Right this way, indeed
 .



He pulled his clothes on and followed the man through Coldwater Bastion. The sheer distance they traveled while remaining within the structure made his mind struggle with the scale. He tried comparing it to Harvest Castle in his head and found himself wondering if five times the size was a small underestimate or a massive one.



The guard hall was larger than Harvest Castle’s royal dining hall, that much was abundantly clear. Horny was standing atop a table, tottering on uneasy legs. The guards around him were laughing in a manner that gave Koa an answer to the question without need of asking it.



“You got my hookhorn… my
 familiar
 … drunk?”



Dozens of eyes swiveled his way, and he realized his own eyes were still glowing in the silence that followed.



“King Kendall’s new Lord Magus, Prince Makoa Gladefoot,” announced the guard who’d been escorting him.



The men seemed to grow even quieter.



“He found the mug on his own!” said one of the guards. “We maybe let him go for a minute longer than we should have, but he seemed to like it. It wasn’t as though we—”



“Silence.” Koa made a show of steeling his expression as he slowly walked over to the table Horny was wobbling atop. He gave the hookhorn a tiny push from the side and watched as it crashed over, knocking down an empty mug.



He let the tension reach its absolute peak before bursting into laughter. “You all realize that I have to take him for a walk every time he needs to pee?”



The men joined in. One of them offered a mug. He took a deep sip and complimented their ale.



They may well be my guards one day,
 he thought.
 A little scare and a big laugh. Not a bad first impression.



He stayed for a few minutes, even learning a couple of names. His escort led him out of the castle through the front gate, which was massively preferable to the back entrance. Koa glanced to either side at the massive waterfalls which ran down the castle’s face, both seeming more like solid pillars of water and power than flowing streams.



“You have free walk of the city from here, milord,” said the guard. “I’m sure word of your new appointment has already begun to spread.”



The way the man was still avoiding eye contact suggested to Koa that his eyes retained a glow. He nodded, clapped the guard on the shoulder, and started off.



Twinfalls was just as densely populated and sprawling and alive as he remembered. He walked slowly, as much for Horny’s sake wobbling along at his side as to give himself time to think.



Haza had once mocked him for being so eager to present himself as a pawn within the larger political games of the realm. He really wanted to ask the old sorcerer for his take on what he’d achieved so far. The honor the king had bestowed upon him was no small thing, and he’d be in a position perhaps even to influence the course of the realm.



The question whether he’d earned it on his own merits was one that chafed to examine too closely. He was the king’s magus, but still a novice at spellcasting by Sabantian standards. He hadn’t stopped to consider that awkward little detail while in conversation with Kendall, but it would certainly come to the fore if he was ever called upon for some great magical working.



It was a valid concern, but not one that distracted him from his exhaustion. He’d never truly warmed up completely after his ordeal in the water torture chamber. He slowed as he turned onto the street that led toward Tongue Island, which sat right in the middle of the cove where the river ended.



The island itself was a curated space, where the cost of land meant that every square foot was used deliberately and highly prized. Even the cobblestones underfoot were neater and cleaner than the rest of the city. Koa had enjoyed that when he’d been younger, but somehow the intervening years had lessened its luster.



It felt artificial, almost to an untenable degree. He was aware of how expensive housing was within Twinfalls as a whole, and the cost of a mansion on Tongue Island was so exorbitant as to basically preserve the ruling class of the realm through property value alone.



His view on how silly and pointless it was to value the location simply for the prestige of living on an island was, admittedly, fueled by the subpar location of the Gladefoot estate. It was on the northern edge, near the beach, an area prone to flooding. He remembered a few incidents of helping the estate’s servants set up water blocks during heavy storms as a child, the water trickling in past the door when they failed.



Koa smiled at the memory as the estate came into view. There was no light coming from within and no smoke wafting from the chimney. The estate’s servants must have left in the wake of Tamara’s death. He’d been wondering if Tessalin, Tamara’s esper, might yet be waiting in the estate, but it seemed unlikely now.



He made his way past the gate, into the rather economical front garden of the modest estate. From various directions nearby, Koa could feel eyes on him. Other nobles peering out from their estates. Perhaps even a few other princes or princesses currently residing in the capital. He spared a glance over his shoulder as he approached the front door.



It was locked, but he found the spare key in its usual spot, tucked away in the lip of a wilting potted plant. Opening the door, he stepped into the shadowed common room under the weight of old memories and nostalgia.



The estate’s common room was small, with a central table, some chairs, and a couch they’d never really used. There was only one hearth for the entire building, but it did its job assuming the doors upstairs were kept open throughout the day.



Horny began sniffing his way around the new space, sneezing once as he found a spot of dust. Koa got the fire going and warmed himself in front of it, fingers tingling as they caught up to how numb they’d been.



The Gladefoot estate would be his home for the next few weeks, if not months. He hadn’t stopped to consider just what being the king’s magus would entail, especially with the realm poised on the cusp of war. He was aware of how thorny the situation could become at a moment’s notice, but then again, refusing the king’s offer would have likely landed him underwater in both a political and literal sense.



He couldn’t help but think of his mother and Petra as old memories of their visits to Twinfalls came to the forefront of his mind. There’d always been a distinct and fascinating shift of authority when they’d come to visit. The estate had been Tamara’s domain in the time when Avina had still been a princess, minding the castle in the underqueen’s absence.



Coming to Twinfalls had always meant shifting from asking his mother for permission to checking first with his grandmother, who had the final say. But it was just him now. Somehow, that fact made him feel more like a grown man than the title the king had awarded him. A walking, talking prince and magus, saddled with responsibility of the no second chances variety.



“We are in the thick of it now, Horny,” he said, smiling. “It’s a good thing we both work so well under pressure.”



He glanced over at the hookhorn in time to watch the animal begin peeing on the corner of the couch. After walking his familiar and cleaning up the mess, Koa was back inside and refocused.



He was the king’s magus, and he needed to act the part. He’d brought the copied and translated pages of
 Pathways of Power
 along with him. It had been far too long since he’d last taken a stab at studying the book, but he picked up from where he left off, a chapter on a realm known as the
 Hall of Mirrors.



“A realm of answers to… questions unasked,” he muttered, frowning at the translation’s phrasing. “Enter not in search of the truth that is, but the truth that could have been, the road untraveled. Interesting.”



He’d stretched out on the side of the couch that was free of Horny’s pee. The hookhorn had obligingly taken the smelly spot, curling up at Koa’s feet like a small dog. He scratched the scruff of the animal’s neck with one of his feet and reached for his casting cane.



The resonance of the Hall of Mirrors was odd, even by the standards of Sabantian sorcery. Most magical realms had a resonance that was analogous to emotions or thoughts that were easy enough to comprehend. The Hall of Mirrors was different, a realm that was seemingly defined by an inversion. It was like comparing a static map with the kind of directions a passerby might give on the street.



He still managed to open a rift to it, which reinforced just how far he’d come in his studies. The last he’d tried he’d gotten a headache, given up, and allowed himself to be stuck for weeks. Koa slowly cut the rift open, glancing to make sure Horny was still calm and not liable to fling himself through before expanding it to the size of a proper doorway.



His first glimpse through confirmed that the name, even translated, was aptly chosen. Reflective shards in various angular shapes covered every surface and extended in all directions. Koa stuck his leg through and tested his weight on what passed for the ground, which was just as reflective as everything else.



Light seemed to diffuse from the air itself, enough to see by without blinding him. He took a step forward, still staying near enough to the rift that he could fling himself backward and through if needed. The realm was surprisingly warm, closer to a summer day than the early winter weather of Twinfalls.



It looks impressive enough, but I can’t help but wonder why it would be highlighted in Pathways of Power.



Koa received an answer to the question as he took a closer look at one of his reflections. It was him, staring back, holding his gaze in the usual way of mirrors, but with a few subtle differences. A scar across his face. A gold earring. A scratchy looking beard.



The differences began to compound until he was looking at a scene, rather than a reflection. He saw himself step back from the mirror and turn away, now standing on the deck of a galley out at sea. He had a cutlass hanging at his side and exchanged some banter that Koa couldn’t quite make out with the other members of the crew, a motley, diverse bunch.



“The truth that could have been,” Koa muttered. “Is this another path my life could have taken? Am I… a sailor, of some sort?”



A loud whistle came from within the scene. The galley began tacking toward another ship in the distance that seemed awfully keen on getting away from them. A pirate, perhaps. Was this a version of his life if he’d somehow fallen in with a seafaring crowd instead of being adopted into the noble family of Harvestglade?



He looked to another mirror and saw another vision of himself in drastically different circumstances. He was… riding a hookhorn. Not a winged one, like Horny, but a bog standard, desert traversing hookhorn.



He watched as the other version of himself climbed off and proceeded to walk over to a woman and put an arm around her. She was pretty, also a Sabantian, and he saw himself stare deeply into her eyes before leaning in to kiss her.



He furrowed his brow across a slate of odd emotions. Strange to watch himself with someone of his own land. It was more the idea of it than anything, the allure of the life he could have lived if his birth parents had survived the Naked Wasting.



It took a force of effort to draw his eyes away from the scene, along with a more interesting mirror next to it to keep his eyes from drifting back. It was, in some senses, the one he’d been looking for.



Koa stared at himself sitting on a familiar throne, wearing a familiar crown. Had Kendall greeted him in the audience chamber instead of his study, he might have seen both earlier that day. Koa viewed a potential future in which he succeeded — took the heralder throne for himself.



He watched as the mirror version of himself as king stood up and extended a hand forward. One of his underqueens strode forward, and he chuckled as he made sense of what he saw. Tamara gave him a wry, patient smile and said something in a quiet voice.



She looked about as he remembered her — like an older, slightly taller version of his mother. Older, but not old. The Ostean bloodline magic, her bond to Tessalin, had preserved her at perhaps age forty or forty-five aside from some silvering through her hair.



Gods, it brought all sorts of emotions and memories to see her again… emotions and memories which gained an odd lean as Tamara began gently caressing his chest and whispering intimately into his ear.



It took him longer than it should have to place the fact of him being the heralder king next to her as Harvestglade’s underqueen. Certainly longer than it took his mirror doppelganger and grandmother to begin getting frisky. Koa winced and tried to turn away only to find that it was one of those scenes he simply couldn’t not watch.



“You’re always worn out after Lassius visits the capital,” said Tamara. “I thought I’d send you to her like that this time. Introduce her to the patience I’ve learned.”



“Oh?” laughed Heralder King Koa. “And just how did you plan on doing that, Tamara?”



She winked at him and slowly sank to her knees in front of him on the throne. The hilarious or horrifying part was that, thinking about it rationally, it was not at all out of character for his grandmother. He’d always brushed some of her racier comments off as the sense of humor of a bored old woman, but he would have fully expected her to step, or in this case, kneel to her duties as underqueen.



My mother was always the reserved one, in comparison,
 he thought.
 A lot of their friction came from that.



He watched as Tamara began rubbing his thighs. She undid his belt. Koa watched in blank fascination. Mentally, he redoubled his resolve to one day sit on that throne for real. The power. The play. His… grandmother. Gods, was he really about to watch his grandmother do the dirty with her admittedly rather healthy-looking lips?



Horny’s barking echoed into the realm through the still open rift. Koa yanked himself backward, realizing the hookhorn’s dismay in the real-world priority over a pseudoincestual blowjob in a mirrored one.



He climbed back out into the common of the Gladefoot estate and quietly moved to see what had the hookhorn so disturbed. Passing by the hearth, he scooped up one of the fire pokers, as good of a weapon as he was liable to find in the moment.



“You won’t be needing that,” said Verity. “Or that.”



Her eyes dropped down to the erection that he apparently had. Koa pulled his mouth sideways and acted as though he’d been intending to stir the nonexistent coals in the unlit fireplace.



“I see you still haven’t grown out of your stalking habit,” said Koa. “Do you need something, or did you break into my estate in hopes of watching me sleep?”



“King Kendall wanted me to check in on you, along with provide the necessary details for your first outing with Lady Ruby.”



He let his frown soften at that bit of information. “He does intend on letting me see her, then? I half expected he’d keep her close, use her to keep me dancing to his tune.”



“I expect he’ll still try.” Verity walked over, passing close enough for their shoulders to brush as she inspected the room. “He’s not a fool. He knows she’ll be just as useful for calling your obedience if you’re bedding her on the regular, if not in love.”



“Not a fool, indeed.” Koa came to stand behind Verity as she stopped at the window. “He was lucid when I spoke with him, right up until his first snort of that red pollen.”



“It isn’t the cause of his condition, though it can exacerbate it, at times,” said Verity. “Other times, it seems to help him focus. His… situation is volatile.”



“It must be difficult.” Koa came even closer, letting his words tickle her neck as he stood behind her. “Serving a king whose competency varies on an hourly basis.”



“You serve him just as I do,
 Lord Magus
 ,” snapped Verity.



“I do, but I don’t pretend as though I enjoy it,” countered Koa. “I don’t pretend as though he isn’t commanding my obedience by threatening the woman I love.”



“The woman you love.” There was a mocking edge to Verity’s voice, but she grew serious again as she continued. “He is the closest thing I have to a father, despite his flaws.”



“He’s a shit father then, given how blithely he commits you to danger.”



Verity whirled around and tried to slap him in the same motion, but Koa was ready. He caught her arm and pulled her against the common room’s wall, holding her flat.



“You’re mad at him, not me,” said Koa.



“I’m not mad!” shouted Verity. “You think I enjoy this situation? Having to watch him make decisions on half a mind?”



“Are you simply watching, or enabling, too?” asked Koa. “I’m not speaking of treason, Verity, just my fears. Which concerns Ruby, and the realm… and you.”



She shot him a baleful glare for a second. “Lady Ruby will be at the Springwood Manor tomorrow two hours before noon. You would do well to mind your place, Lord Magus.”



She brushed by him and stomped her way across the floor. Horny let out a pained little whine. Koa crouched down to give the animal some pets as Verity slammed the door behind her.



“She’ll come around,” he said. “Or she’ll be the one to kill me on the king’s orders.”










CHAPTER 7




 



Avina felt relieved. She was in her own bed, back within her own body. She’d gone to sleep in the woods, setting up Petra’s campsite to the best of her ability a short distance away from a dead horse and numerous dead wargs.



It was a relief to be back, even if it felt more like an interlude than the end. The thin hope of Haza finding a magical solution seemed to wane a bit with each day that passed. Avina felt as though her entire life had become a game of bruised and broken trust, searching for betrayal around every corner. Today was no exception.



She took a survey of her chambers as she began her day, trying to retrace Petra’s steps within her body across the past night. It didn’t take her long. A brief note sat atop her desk, waiting for her to find.



I know how frayed our relationship has become through my actions. I ask only for you to believe what should be self-evident — I try only, now and always, to keep you and Makoa safe.



Gods, even Petra’s careful phrasing seemed to feed into her growing doubts. Her esper wanted to keep them safe, but at what cost? What sorts of deals might seem necessary to achieve that goal depending on where Petra saw the future of the realm taking them?



She scowled and began getting dressed and… stopped herself, as she realized she was pulling on some of Petra’s clothing instead of her own. Now where had that impulse come from? Was she thinking more like the esper in response to the time she was spending in the other woman’s body, or were their minds falling into a shared channel?



“Dammit, Petra!” she snapped. “Why is this happening?”



She was frustrated, but in the back of her mind, she knew she’d only discovered Petra’s meeting with Thunderclaw because of the anomaly trading them back and forth. She would be in a far more dangerous situation had it never occurred, had she been blind to this new development, walking toward a crack amid a thin crust of trust.



Mav was waiting for her outside her chambers. “Milady underqueen.”



“Mav.” Avina paused in the doorway before setting out to her audience chamber. “Did I… leave my room at all last night?”



“Uh… not that I know of, Your Highness.” Mav scrunched her face up, clearly confused by the question, but not dwelling on it. “I still haven’t found the books of your mothers you sent me after.”



“What books?” asked Avina. She scowled, hating how she must be coming across to her handmaiden.



“You said you wanted me to look for any journals or records of your mother’s from a few decades hence,” said Mav. “Around the time you were a little girl. I suppose you might have gone somewhere while I was looking, but I wouldn’t have been, um… present for that. Should I have stayed by your door?”



Avina sighed. “Yes, in the future, ignore any request I make after I’ve informed you that I’ll be… drinking for the night.”



It was possible that Petra had sent Mav off on a pointless search in order to free her from the handmaiden’s attention. More than just possible. With that said, Avina was relatively sure that there were some journals of her mother’s from that time period.



She hadn’t bothered looking through them back when she’d been trying to get a sense of her mother’s recent dealings, as they’d simply been too old to be relevant. But perhaps Petra had realized something about their relevance, either to the current anomaly or whatever dealings she’d begun exploring with Thunderclaw and Tessalin.



“You can continue your search for those books after my audiences, Mav,” said Avina. “I’d quite like to find them still.”



“Of course, Your Highness!”



Avina began a slow walk to her audience chamber with Mav at her side. Captain Lauric was already waiting for her, and he nodded to her and shared a more familiar smile with Mav. Magister Argon was elsewhere, and she made a mental note to check in on the man. Gods, he was getting old.



“Your Highness!” Lauric saluted as she took her place on her throne. “I’ve gathered the… potential guard recruits you requested. I thought you might like to see the group before I begin making final decisions.”



“I would. Send them in.”



Lauric disappeared out the door and returned a moment later, leading a line of men. Avina would have described them as
 varied
 if she’d been in a more charitable mood. Unsuitable was the word her mind settled on.



Most of them were, at a glance, too old or too fat, too few limbs, too few eyes. She leaned her head against her hand, one finger gently tracing the edge of her crown. There were a couple of almost-suitable recruits, young men barely over the cusp of boyhood who would need to be trained up. Young men who were probably lying about their ages.



“Thank you all for having such commitment to your queendom to pledge your availability,” said Avina. “I will leave it to my guard captain to make the final decision.”



She made a subtle nod toward the three young men she suspected the guard captain was on the fence about. Mav cleared her throat from where she stood next to the throne.



“One more, Your Highness,” she said. “He’s always doing this.”



Avina furrowed her brow, but she got an answer before she could ask the question. A burly man with a long black ponytail strode into the audience chamber, whistling into the silence. He grinned at Mav and swept into a low bow.



“Apologies for my lateness, mighty underqueen,” he said. “Mav. Good to see you as always. I’m here to offer my services to your employ. Archer by trade.”



“And you would be…” asked Captain Lauric, stiffly.



“Geoffrey, though my friends and enemies call me Grin.” He flashed another smile, revealing a gold tooth. “Mav and I were… rather close for a stretch of years.”



“He’s my ex-boyfriend,” whispered Mav. “He has a good heart. I… mentioned to him that the castle was seeking help yesterday when I was out running my errands.”



Lauric had the deepest frown Avina had ever seen on the guard captain’s face, and Avina could understand why. He hadn’t exactly concealed his interest in Mav. Avina had found their flirtations cute and heartwarming. Flinging Mav’s ex into the mix would make for a volatile situation.



But with that said, he looked more fit for soldiering than any of the other potential recruits. Lauric was a professional, and Avina knew he would set his personal feelings aside in the name of the queendom. But was it worth it to force that concession?



“Please, Your Highness,” whispered Mav. “You’d be doing me a favor. He needs the money, and I’m sure you could use the help.”



Avina glanced at Lauric. The guard captain shrugged a single shoulder. She knew him well enough to know what that meant.



“Grin,” said Avina. “We’d… welcome your help as a new recruit. I thank the rest of you for your time and encourage you to consider any other open roles within the castle that may require fresh help in the coming years.”



Lauric took the new recruits down to the training hall for whatever his preliminary inductions entailed. A messenger was queued for an audience next, and Avina had Mav escort him in.



“I have a missive from Lord Hazafallius of Crystal Hills,” said the messenger. “To be delivered to Prince Makoa of Sabantius.”



“Prince Makoa of
 Harvestglade
 ,” said Avina. “I’ll take it on his behalf, regardless.”



The messenger handed the missive over, and after instructing Reese to get him food and a room if needed, she tore it open. The seal was one she didn’t recognize, as was the handwriting, but it wasn’t until she began reading that she realized it hadn’t been written by the sorcerer.



Prince Makoa,



My name is Zaratafenia Eskonus. I am the wife of your deceased uncle. We have not met before due to the circumstances of your departure from our homeland. I find that unfortunate. Many aspects of the present and future align in a way to cast us as natural allies. Your uncle and father were both hale and hardy men, and I expect you have grown into one in their footsteps.



Call upon me in Matragoria within northern Sabantius, and we will find much common ground. Your grandfather, Hazafallius, is my guest for the interim. Come and reunite with what remains of your true family.



Zaratafenia



The hardest aspect of reading a letter filled with unwelcome revelations, in Avina’s opinion, was not tearing it up on the spot. She sighed and carefully folded it away as she absorbed the information it contained.



“Should I seek out the messenger to carry the letter on to Prince Koa?” asked Mav.



“No,” said Avina. “I think I will attend this meeting in Sabantius myself.”










CHAPTER 8




 



Koa pushed through the door of a tavern just across the bridge from Tongue Island called
 The First and the Last
 the next morning. He was in the mood for food, rather than drink. His assumption that he’d be able to handle living in the estate on his own hadn’t accounted for a few small details — shopping and cooking for himself, as it happened.



The man working the bar wasn’t the one Koa would have recognized from his time in Twinfalls at the academy, but that’d been years earlier. The man, along with a few of the early morning patrons, still seemed to notice Koa, perhaps merely by virtue of how much he stood out.



“I’ll take whatever passes for breakfast here,” he said.



“That you shall.”



He bought a bowl of honeyed porridge, with bread and a single sausage on the side, which he gave to Horny. Enough to tide him over until lunch, which he’d also have to figure out. It was as Koa was eating that he noticed a number of public sketches hung along the wall behind the bar — wanted posters and a few missing children flyers.



“The Rusty Rose?” he said to the barkeep, as his eyes drew to one in particular. It wasn’t the face or style of the pretty, but gruff woman the sketch depicted. The same coiled rope emblem that’d been on the note he’d received from a Blackrope Guild member in Whitebridge was tattooed on her shoulder.



“Famous, that one,” said the man. “They say she’s the daughter of the guild master, and the real power behind the movements of the Blackrope Guild these days. Hefty price on her head, but rumor has it that the guild has paid off so many guards that nobody could claim it if they wanted to.”



Koa nodded, thinking more about the guild’s invitation to a meeting at the tailor shop with the broken scissors. He’d have to keep an eye out for that sign, though whether it was still feasible, let alone a good idea for him to attend as the king’s new magus was another question.



He finished his food, left the man a small tip, and set out. Springwood Manor wasn’t on Tongue Island, but closer to Coldwater Bastion, along a somewhat gentrified section of the city known as Cliffside. It took him perhaps twenty minutes to make it there, which meant he was a little late.



Verity hadn’t elaborated on what Ruby would be doing within the manor. She’d told him she was staying within the castle, so he could only assume she’d made a friend and chosen to receive him there. He knocked on the door, eyeing the shrubs outside, the architecture of the three-story manor that looked nearly identical to all the other expensive residences within the city.



The wait was long enough to make him question what he was doing, or at least what he intended. He wanted to see Ruby, to be alone with her, to simply talk about everything that was going on in his life. The king undoubtedly wanted that, too. The more control he could exert over him through Ruby, the tighter Koa’s leash would become.



I know all of that and still want to see her,
 he thought.
 Perhaps that’s what a weakness is, in its truest form.



A servant opened the door for him and offered a small bow. “Ah! Prince Koa. You’re expected. Come right on in!”



The man’s tone was polite, but he eyed Koa’s clothing in a way someone might smile at a child wearing a crown of leaves. He’d put on the nicest clothes he’d brought with him before heading out. The issue was that Harvestglade’s definition of nice and fashionable was a bit more rugged and outdoorsy than the styles currently popular in Twinfalls.



The feeling didn’t fade as the servant led him through the mansion. Koa noted that even the other servants seemed to be more dressed up than he was, with silk vests and dyed sashes, patterned neck scarfs and satin gloves.



He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but a formal bruncheon wasn’t it. The servant brought him to a large dining hall that was occupied by other nobles, most of them he didn’t recognize.



Ruby was sitting at a table, chatting and laughing with a few similarly aged young men and women. Koa was surprised and strangely annoyed to see that Prince Hetrix was among the group and, in fact, guiding most of the conversation.



He stood where he was for a few annoyingly uncertain seconds. Ruby saw him as he began walking over. She grinned and waved, and just like that, it was as if no time at all had passed. Another noblewoman whispered something in Ruby’s ear and began pulling her off somewhere by the arm.



“I’ll be right back!” she called to him.



Koa smiled and sighed and, more than anything, felt like his decision to come to Twinfalls had been the right move. Hetrix stood up and came over to him, turning one palm up as though gesturing to a foreign object.



“The king’s new magus has decided to attend a social gathering,” he called. “We are so honored.”



“As you should be, knave,” said Koa. “How are you, Hetrix?”



“I’m well, Makoa. We should talk for a bit before settling in with the others.”



They shook hands and moved to stand near where a woman in a provocatively cut silk gown was softly strumming at a harp. The Demi Prince was dressed in the fashions of Twinfalls, tight cotton britches and a dark wool jacket with a gray scarf that currently hung untied across his neck. His faint blue skin tone made him look cold, especially given the season. It was as silly of a conclusion to draw as thinking he, as a Sabantian, had gotten too much sun.



“I was surprised by how abruptly the hunt drew to an end,” said Hetrix. “Did the vestalix attack you first, at least?”



There was a surprising amount of scorn in the other prince’s voice. Koa weighed the benefits of admitting the truth — that the vestalix was still alive — and came to a decision.



“Unfortunately, it did,” he said. “I had no choice but to dispatch it. I believed it to be just as majestic and intelligent as you did, Hetrix, but sometimes reality forces our hand.”



“More than once, it would seem,” said Hetrix. “The tale of how you dueled the Sword of the King arrived here in Twinfalls only to be immediately followed by you being named magus to the king.”



“Is that jealousy I hear in your voice?” asked Koa. “I believe you were the prince that the king named as Master of the Hunt. It’s not as though the honor falls in only one direction.”



Hetrix laughed, but grew serious as he leaned in and lowered his voice. “Not jealousy, but I think you know that. More… curiosity. I’d assumed after hearing the rumor of how you fought Claudius in an honor duel that you weren’t necessarily aligned with the king’s core faction. But now, as his magus, I’m left questioning that conclusion.”



“Straight to business. I would have assumed a social bruncheon was more about drinking wine and eating pastries.”



Hetrix stared at him, all humor gone from his expression. “You would have assumed wrong, Koa. I can’t demand an answer from you, but I’d be a fool to not at least ask the question. Where do you plan to stand in the coming weeks and months?”



“Your voice seems to reflect an aspect to court that I’ve been having trouble putting my finger on. Why does everybody seem to think the realm is on the cusp of upheaval?”



“You’re from the south, so I don’t blame you for being out of the loop,” said Hetrix with a sigh. “Whether or not we commit to this war against Estoria is the most impactful decision the realm has faced in decades.”



“You’ve already chosen your own stance, I take it?”



“I’m leaning in the direction most are,” said Hetrix. “If we capitulate, here and now, the Estorians will push further. This may be our only chance to make a stand.”



Koa sighed. He’d come seeking Ruby, not to play politics, but he supposed it was an unavoidable aspect of existing in the capital as someone of note.



“Harvestglade remains undecided,” he said.



“I’m not asking the entirety of Harvestglade or the underqueen,” said Hetrix. “I’m asking the newly appointed Lord Magus.”



“I remain undecided.”



Hetrix nodded slowly, the last vestiges of levity long since drained from his expression. “So be it. There’s someone I think you should speak with before you come to a final decision either way.”



“Thunderclaw,” guessed Koa.



“
 Lord Thunderclaw
 , but yes,” said Hetrix. “He’s more than just the king’s esper. He may well be the most powerful singular person in the realm, in both a political sense and sheer ability. I’m asking as a friend, Koa. Would you sit down with Thunderclaw to speak on matters of the realm if I set a meeting up?”



Koa let out a long sigh. It was hard to know whether he was overstepping his place by agreeing to such a meeting without checking with the king first. But with that said, it made too much sense to refuse. He needed to hear Thunderclaw out if only to take a measure of the esper that Hetrix seemed so ready to follow to war.



“You’ve been a friend to me, Hetrix,” said Koa. “I would be willing to sit for such a meeting if you arranged it.”



“Then I’ll arrange it!” Hetrix clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s good to have you in the capital, Makoa. You may well be just what’s needed. I have to be off, but give your mother my best regards. Petra, as well.”



A quick conversation, but a relevant one. Koa was left wondering about his choices in both the past and present sense as he watched Hetrix head for the stairs.










CHAPTER 9




 



Koa wasn’t exactly sure what to do with himself as he meandered around the sitting room, apart from the various groups of socializing nobles. A servant offered him a glass of wine which he accepted like water in the desert. He was a little annoyed at Ruby for running off right as he arrived, but any hard feelings melted away as she re-emerged alongside two other young women, laughing and carefree.



“There you are,” he said, smiling. “Once upon a time, it would have been a minor offense for you to keep me waiting for so long.”



The woman next to Ruby went silent, and she shared an uncomfortable glance with her. It only lasted a moment, long enough to inform Koa that he’d said something he probably shouldn’t have.



“I wasn’t aware you knew Lady Ruby, Prince Makoa,” said one of the women. Fecilia, he was fairly sure her name was. They’d met before, or at least been around each other for a time back in his academy days.



“Of course I do,” he said. “She used to be my—”



“We knew each other back in Harvestglade!” said Ruby, cutting him off.



“Ah, of course,” said Fecilia. “Well, someone will have to give Prince Koa a similar primer on the fashion trends of the capitol. I think he could pull off one of those long wool dusters, maybe with a nice scarf to go with it.”



She ran her eyes up and down his current outfit in a manner that left him feeling suitably judged.



“We’ll see about that,” said Koa. “I really just stopped by to speak with Ruby.”



“
 Lady Ruby
 ,” said Fecilia. “Speak away. She’s right here.”



Koa finished what was left of his wine, took Ruby’s wrist, and pulled her away from the gaggle of noblewomen. More than a few scandalized whispers echoed in their wake, but his patience for the social niceties had worn too thin to care.



“Would you let go of me?” said Ruby, as they rounded a corner. “What’s wrong with you?”



Koa shook his head. “Nothing. I just… wanted to speak with you alone.”



“Makoa, in case you haven’t noticed, it’s not how it was back in Harvestglade. I can’t just speak with you alone whenever and wherever.”



“Why not?” He smirked, walking slowly alongside her down the long, carpeted hallway, with no particular destination in mind. “I noticed you cut me off when I was about to mention that you used to be my servant.”



“It hasn’t really come up.” Ruby shrugged. “They just assumed I was a noblewoman from Harvestglade, and I didn’t see any reason to correct them, now that I’ve discovered the truth.”



He looked at her more closely. She was wearing makeup that she probably hadn’t applied herself. Her hair was twisted into a fancy bun adorned by that expensive ruby hairpin, which again, she probably hadn’t done herself unless she’d made grand strides in her styling in the time she’d been away. Her dress was cream colored with fluffy shoulders, a proper lady’s day-gown.



“You’ve been… comfortable in the castle?” he asked.



“Very much so.” Ruby stepped into a modest sitting nook, perhaps the waiting area outside of the study or greeting chamber of the lord or lady of the house. “It’s only temporary. I’ll have my own estate soon enough.”



“With the money coming from…?”



“I explained this to you in the note I left, didn’t I?” Ruby sat down on one of the plush chairs in the nook, crossing her legs with more grace than he’d ever seen her manage before. “My birth parents owned an emerald mine in the Broken Bone Islands. I’m just waiting for King Kendall to finish allocating the funds through the royal treasury to pay a few minor documentation fees.”



“Uh-huh.” Koa took the seat across from her, lacing his fingers together. “Ruby.
 Lady Ruby
 . You really haven’t caught up with what’s going on here, have you?”



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



He glanced down the hall before leaning in close. “There is no mine. Ruby, the king only has you in the castle so he can apply leverage over me. Verity is his spy, and she reported everything on our relationship back to him.”



“That’s…” She blinked, shook her head, and looked away. “I don’t see how that could be true.”



“You don’t see, or you don’t want to see?”



“I’m building a new life for myself here, Koa!” she snapped. “You show up with this, this… claim about the king lying to me for no reason and expect me to just accept it?”



“It’s not about you, Ruby. It’s about me, and to an extent, my mother and Harvestglade.”



“Ah. I see.” She folded her arms. “It’s all about you. No, Makoa. You really have some ego to think I’d take your guess about what’s going on over my own judgment and the king’s word!”



“What, you think I’d lie to you?”



“I think you grew too used to me being your servant,” she said. “I think it’s hard for you to see me as anything else.”



“My servant?” He shifted spots, sitting down next to her, and dropped his voice to a gruff whisper. “I stopped seeing you as that the first time we shared a bed.”



“It’s… just like you to say something like that,” she said, through a creeping smile. “Pervert.”



“You went from trying to look like a boy to being the kind of woman I couldn’t take my eyes off,” he said.



“So you took my clothes off instead?”



He nodded. Ruby stared at him, clearly caught between her anger and something more interesting. Koa leaned in to kiss her, but she dodged and shook her head in the same movement.



“We can’t,” she hissed. “Not here. It would be an actual scandal, Koa. You’re a prince, and I’m—”



“Come on.”



“What?”



He took her hand and pulled her up. “This way. I want to show you something.”



“No, you don’t,” she said.



“No.” He pushed her against the wall, playfully. “I do.”



He tried every door they came across while still leading her by the hand. Some were locked. Some were bedrooms. One was… already occupied by a couple in bed who gasped and hid their bodies.



Eventually, one was a storage room. Koa pushed Ruby in ahead of him and shut them both in darkness. They kissed for real, and then were touching each other, fumbling over clothing in a rush to get naked, or at least, naked enough.



“We shouldn’t,” whispered Ruby. “We should go back out before they start to wonder.”



“They’ve doubtlessly already begun.” He kissed her neck and felt her breasts, warm under the smooth silk of her dress. “Your hair is already ruffled. They’ll whisper regardless.”



“Koa!” hissed Ruby. “Mmm… Fine. But try not to… oh!”



He ran his hand down her body, between her legs. Ruby set hers atop it, guiding him to touch her. She was already wet, already as eager as he was, if better at hiding it. He pulled her skirts, pulled the front of her dress down, pulled everywhere all at once in a haste to bring their bodies together.



She was right. He knew it was a bad idea, not just in terms of reputation. They might disagree on the nature of her current circumstances, but it was just as dangerous for them to continue a secretive romance in Twinfalls. The king would continue to use her to control him. Every kiss, every touch, every thought centered on Ruby would only lend weight to that lever.



But he didn’t care, not in the moment. Kissing Ruby, touching her… it felt like being home. He pulled her to him, embracing her with the full breadth of feelings, and turned her around.



It wasn’t easy to bumble through the dark, but with some help from Ruby, they made it work. She touched his chest and pushed him backward. Koa gasped as he felt himself trip over something — a chair, which helpfully caught him as he fell.



“Ruby,” he whispered.



“Shhh.” She touched his face, more his nose than his mouth. “If you can’t stay quiet, then we can’t have fun. And that’s… no fun at all.”



He already had his pants pulled down, but he dropped his underwear as Ruby made to straddle him. She slowly sank herself down onto him. Koa groaned as his cock slid into her, a crush of heat and wet and tightness that was simple perfection.



“Ah!” whispered Ruby. “Mmm.”



He gripped her by the hips and gave her a small, exploratory bounce. The chair let out a small groan underneath them, but there wasn’t much to be done about that. Some trust was always needed.



A group of laughing nobles passed by outside the storage room. Ruby went totally stiff, ignoring Koa as he continued to paw at her and rock her back and forth. She really was terrified of losing the new life she’d found. Koa realized that she was taking a major risk for him, for herself, for their complicated but familiar love.



“I’ll get us a bed next time,” he whispered. “But this time…”



He started guiding her faster. Ruby arched her back, shifting into him. The chair made a terrifying movement as its front legs briefly tipped upward. Koa slammed forward, holding Ruby, surprise shifting to relieved laughter.



“Gods, Koa,” whispered Ruby. “You aren’t supposed to drop the lady.”



“The only way I’m dropping you is onto a mattress,” he whispered. “Or the grass somewhere outside. With a view as beautiful as your eyes.”



“Oh, Koa!”



She shifted, breaking contact and turning around to kiss him. Koa pulled her up, pushing the chair aside. Too creaky and breakable for his mood.



He turned toward a table and set her hands on it. He wished he could see her, but touching was the next best thing. Smelling her perfume, undercut by her natural femininity, was the next best thing. Tasting each and every kiss…



“Oh, gods!” Ruby let out a delicious sigh as Koa entered her from behind. She’d honestly gotten plumper in the time since she’d been away. Not in a chubby way, more that chest and hip weight that a stick-thin tomboy puts on as she grows into a woman proper.



It made each thrust feel like he was raiding treasure, stealing pleasure, bottoming out against the perfect cushioning of her butt. One of his palms cupped her breasts, adoring the way her nipple traced patterns on the sensitive part of the front of his hand.



She was clearly striving to keep her noises contained, which led to her making the sexiest noises of all. Pleasure was like steam within a kettle. The more one lets build up, the louder it is when it finally breaks free. Koa thrust into Ruby, listening to each and every pleasured whimper, hastily sucked in breath. He listened and waited and really just wanted her to hear her call his…



“Koa!” she hissed, with perfect timing, as always. “Oh, gods! Makoa! I, I…”



“Ruby!”



“I love you!”



“I… love you.”



The pleasure and the words and the intensity of the moment was like something out of a dream. Koa pulled Ruby back into him as he came. A dream, but not one he needed to wake up from just yet. Like that moment of stirring from sleep in a warm bed only to realize dawn is still a good few hours off.



“Your heart is beating really fast.” whispered Ruby.



“What? No it isn’t.” He touched his chest and realized… it really was. Faster than he could remember. She could never know. “Must be the thrill of getting caught.”



Ruby made a sniffling noise and laughed. “I’m sure that’s what it is, Prince Koa.”



“I missed you, Ruby.” He hugged her from behind and kissed the back of her head. “Truly, I did. More than I think you know.”



He shifted his hand down to touch her some more. He’d been absorbed in the moment and finished before she’d come.



“Just hug me,” whispered Ruby, shifting his hand.



“But you haven’t—”



“It’s not always about that for a woman,” whispered Ruby.



He didn’t argue. Hugging her was also incredible, though he resolved to get her back to his estate in the near future and get her toes curling good and proper.



“Why did you come to Twinfalls, Koa?” she asked.



He didn’t have one singular answer, so he countered with a question. “Why did you?”



“You know why. My inheritance.”



Koa rubbed her shoulders. “Exactly. To try to be more than you were. It’s the same for me. I did, of course, come to see you, too, but I’m here to see how far I can go if I try.”



“The difference is that you were already a prince,” said Ruby.



“So? There’s nothing wrong with ambition as long as you don’t lie to yourself about the stakes.” He kissed her neck, still caressing her bare flesh wherever he could find it. “My choice was to either get involved or watch it all play out from a distance.”



“Is that right?”



“Tragically so. I would have been watching someone else claim a variety of things which should be mine.”



Someone else courting Ruby. Someone else rising to the heralder throne. Someone else bringing his mother, the underqueen of Harvestglade, and perhaps even Petra, to their bed.



“It isn’t that simple, Makoa,” said Ruby. “You being here on its own isn’t enough to change the facts.”



“My presence alone might not be enough. The actions I take…” He ran his hands back up Ruby’s body. “Just watch and see.”










CHAPTER 10




 



Avina’s departure from Harvestglade had been a rushed affair, and it wasn’t until she was well on the road in the back of her carriage that she stopped to consider just why that was. She was imbued with a craving to put distance between herself and the castle that she thought she’d left behind in her teenage years.



Magister Argon and Captain Lauric had each had their own objections to their underqueen running off on an adventure. Argon’s health had been variable in recent days, but they’d found a solution in Reese. She was Avina’s trusted handmaiden and oldest handmaiden, but she was also the obvious candidate to follow in Argon’s shoes as her next magister.



It was traditionally a role reserved for men, but if anything, that only served to warm Avina to Reese even more highly as a candidate. It would mean losing Reese as a handmaiden, which gave her greater pause, but there were no perfect solutions in life. She’d left Reese behind with Argon to watch over the castle in what amounted to a trial run.



Lauric’s concerns had been related more to the practical aspects of the journey itself. The guard captain insisted on coming along, which also necessitated he leave most of his best trained men behind to collectively fill the void of his absence.



The obvious resolution to the situation was to bring along new guards — three who Lauric had hired over the past year along with their newest recruit, Grin. The man did seem to be a practiced archer, if remarkably unsuited to taking orders in good temperament.



“They’re arguing again,” said Mav, glancing out one of the window slats. “Gods! Men can be such children.”



“I agree with that sentiment wholeheartedly, but you have to accept your share of the blame here as well,” said Avina, though not unkindly.



“I know.” Mav sighed and tore her eyes away from Lauric and Grin gesturing annoyedly at one another on horseback. “I was near enough to having Grin’s child, once upon a time. The pregnancy didn’t stick.”



“Oh, Mav…” Avina took her handmaiden’s fingers into hers.



“No, no, it was for the best, I think,” said Mav. “I never wanted to be a mother altogether much. And to have Grin tied to me like that, for the rest of time. No. Just no. He was as close to getting my neighbor with child as he was with me, at the time!”



“Well, that’s, um…”



“Lauric is so kind to me. Kind and stable. The kind of man who I know will still be there when I look away. Even if Grin still has that…
 thing
 about him that some men have. That intensity.”



Avina nodded, absently thinking of Koa, the way he would greet her at the door to his bedchamber, smiling and shirtless and far too pleased with himself. The way Petra got around him, like the two of them were speaking their own secret language of glances and tones.



Gods, she knew the real reason why the idea of running off to Sabantius had caught her fancy. It made sense from a certain, logistical standpoint. Speaking with this relative of Koa’s, Zeratafenia, would give her a chance to feel out her intentions without her son being present.



Koa might get swept up with the idea of an alliance or even a marriage,
 she thought.
 He’s so quick to jump into new opportunities.



No, the real reason why she’d wanted to get out of the castle was to keep the world as it was for just a day or a week longer. As soon as Petra returned, Avina would have to confront the harsh reality of her esper’s loyalties. As soon as Koa returned, she might well be faced with a bastard grandchild with tanned skin and red hair, or some new political complication he’d committed himself to in Twinfalls.



She just wanted a little more peace before it all crumbled to dust.



Gods, you are so dramatic.



Framing it as such certainly made her feel like she was. Avina knew she was more than just a worried mother and the scorned bond partner of a potentially rogue esper. She was an underqueen, and this little quest would be a worthy situation to sink her teeth into. She was politically relevant, intelligent, and even ruthless at times.



She was… slightly sick from trying to read while the carriage bounced her around incessantly. Mav had found the book that Petra had sent her looking for while in Avina’s body. It was, in fact, one of her mother’s old journals, and it detailed a chapter in Avina’s life she’d forgotten about almost entirely.



When she’d been just a little girl, perhaps seven or eight years old, still new to her bond with Petra, she’d suffered an injury. She and Petra had been playing hide and seek within the castle, one of their favorite games as girls. Avina had hidden in an old storage room, but as Petra had been closing in on her position, she’d knocked a box off a high shelf that’d fallen onto her.



Her own memory of the event was simply that she’d bumped her head and gotten a cut on her chest, from which she still had a faint scar, to this day. Her mother’s lucid and factual account was far more dire and detailed.



I spent all morning at Avi’s bedside. She’s been in and out of consciousness. The box fell in such a way as to force an entire hairpin of glass through her tiny little chest. The healer insists that surgery be performed to remove it as glass becomes toxic within the body over a span of years. Surgery… on my little girl. Is she not too young and too delicate?



Avina touched the scar on her chest. She didn’t remember this, but if she’d been as her mother had written, that was understandable. Petra must have remembered it and gone seeking her mother’s account. Did Petra suspect that this might have something to do with their current situation? She flipped to the next page, frowning and trying to hold both the book and her stomach steady against the carriage’s motions.



It was performed today. I know not if I was holding her hand, or if she was holding mine. The healer used a combination of poppy seed draught and fingold pollen to reduce her pain. She was barely conscious, but she still cried.



And it was all for nought. The healer was unable to locate the damned glass hairpin within her chest. It wasn’t as though she could go rummaging around through my daughter’s chest as though it were a jewelry box. There was little to be done but to sew her up and redouble our hopes.



Avina ran her finger over the relevant lines, considering the implications. She could tell where the hairpin had entered her body from where the faint scar was — just above her left breast.



It presented as no more than a faint beauty mark now, but if she’d been stabbed through there… where could the hairpin have gone? It would have been held relatively firm by her skin and her ribcage. The idea that a competent healer would struggle to find it seemed strange. The idea that it might be contributing to the anomaly she and Petra had been experiencing was even stranger.



Tree glass wasn’t a malleable resource. The only weapons made from it were ancient relics, formed in a time before recorded history alongside the glass road. They were far too valuable and historically relevant to simply wield into combat, which meant that few men and women bonded to espers would ever be on the receiving end of similar wounds.



Glass was generally a poison within the body, as the healer had reported to her mother within the account. Slow acting, but almost always fatal. Avina knew this, though the symptoms and specifics of glass poisoning weren’t something she’d ever researched. She would have to now. It was a lead, if only a tenuous one.



When I find Haza, I will ask him about this, as well,
 she thought.



The carriage bumped along, and Avina closed the journal.










CHAPTER 11




 



Koa didn’t stay at the gathering after he’d finished his snack. He and Ruby departed the storage room separately, and by the time he’d arrived back at the main hall, she was already immersed in conversation with a group of noblewomen.



He gave her a smile and a wave and set off. She would undoubtedly come find him, or he would go seeking her. It was enough to have seen her, to share in a passionate reunion. To be aware of what had changed and what hadn’t.



Verity was waiting for him outside the Gladefoot estate once he’d made his way back through the crowded foot traffic to Tongue Island. Koa grinned and motioned as though tipping his hat to her.



“I take it your reunion with Ruby was fulfilling, milord?” she asked.



“In every sense of the word. I have a spare key for the mansion if you’d prefer to wait inside when the king sends you to find me.”



“I don’t need a key to get in, if you recall.”



“Or my permission, but I think you’ve earned both.”



“I think you’re too trusting,” said Verity.



Koa sighed and waved a hand at her dismissively. “What do you want, Verity? Or — What does the king want?”



“He’s told the Estorian ambassador, Guthren Yvara, to expect you.”



“Mmm. He mentioned that when he was naming me magus. He seems to think that this man might respond differently to me as a Sabantian, but that seems like thin reasoning to anoint a diplomat.”



“His faith in you has recently been refreshed,” said Verity. “He doesn’t have many people he trusts more than Thunderclaw. Speaking with the ambassador in person is… problematic for the king.”



“I could see how that might absolutely be the case if he’s in and out of lucidity.” Koa frowned and folded his arms. “I’m not enough of a fool to think this is as it seems, Verity. Is he setting me up? Is he testing me?”



“He’s not setting you up. But he is absolutely testing you.”



“…Good.”



He was already in his nicest clothes — Ruby brought out the best in him. Koa did drop into the estate to grab Horny, whom he’d let sleep in that morning. The hookhorn was wagging his tail and immediately gave the bushes a long, steaming drink.



He felt… remarkably like the king’s magus as he made his way through the city, casting cane in hand, Verity to his left, Horny to his right. It helped that Horny was in a mood to stretch his wings, balancing with them and taking small hops to sniff at various street stalls as they passed.



The crowd cleared out of their way with remarkable alacrity. It was hard to know if it was for the king’s magus, or simply for the man with the strange flying pet that looked capable of nipping off fingers. The local response reflected well on the size of his presence regardless of its source.



Verity led Koa toward the castle for long enough to make it seem as though that was where they were headed. They cut to the west once they were in Cliffside, and she led him to the front entrance of a prominent mansion just to the side of the western waterfall, so near that the mist kissed the gated garden in the backyard.



Verity knocked gently on the door. A shirtless boy answered, visibly younger than either Koa or Verity, gaze downcast. He was pale, with odd black freckles all over his skin, but it was his entirely downcast posture that seemed most relevant.



Slavery is still a custom in Estoria
 , thought Koa.



The boy led them through the mansion's bottom floor and then immediately back outside, to the garden Koa had noted before.



A rainbow shimmered and glistened in the light of the spray ejected over the garden's fence from the waterfall. To one side of it sat a large, wheeled cage that pushed the upper limit of what a pair of horses or oxen could reasonably drag along behind them.



The interior of the cage was shadowed, but Koa could hear the deep, rumbling breath of some sort of massive beast or monster. It was unnerving, and he assumed that was the intention. To the other side of the rainbow sat a tall, pale man with a shaved head and one of the most expensive jewelry collections Koa had ever seen.



He had two nose rings, at least five earrings, a brooch, and several gold chains, rings on all available fingers, and some kind of diamond inset into his lower lip, in that orphaned spot some men grow a patch of beard. The man rose as Koa approached him, smiling as he offered his hand.



“You must be Makoa Gladefoot, the newly appointed Magus of the King. My name is Guthren Yvara.”



“Lord Guthren.” Koa nodded and shook his hand. “Good to make your acquaintance.”



There was a moment of distinct appraisal as they sized one another up. Guthren was younger than Koa might have expected, not far from being near to him in age, perhaps thirty at the oldest.



“Your name seems to be on everyone’s lips within the city over the past week, and not always without a sour taste,” said Guthren. “Many call you the
 Sabantian Sorcerer
 .”



“Well, you can’t go wrong with alliteration. I would expect that an ambassador hailing from a realm considered to be the historical enemy of Osteanus would have familiarity with the way the rumors of the common folk flow.”



“I would describe Estoria as more of a rival than an enemy,” said Guthren. “Hence my presence here. I think we can both agree that it’s in everyone’s best interest to work to avoid the conflict which our two lands seem poised to stumble into.”



“Most would agree,” said Koa.



“Yes. Most.” Guthren glanced over at the cage, as though inviting Koa to ask the obvious question.



He went for the obvious statement, instead.



“That’s a large cage,” said Koa.



“Yes.” Guthren said. “Yes, it is. Though for the
 dekli
 contained within, it’s aptly sized. I believe the Osteans call them dragons?”



Koa took a step closer to the cage. A low cough came from within, followed by a breath of heat and humidity that cautioned him against getting any closer.



“Why would an ambassador need to travel such a long distance with a dragon in tow?” he asked.



“Oh, come now, Lord Koa,” said Guthren. “A monster in a cage is no different from a sword in a sheath. I notice, on that topic, that you don’t wear one.”



“I do not,” said Koa. He turned away from the monster and focused on the man.



He felt like the king could have done a better job of preparing him for the ambassador. He had no real insight into Guthren’s disposition, and just as importantly, who the ambassador had already spoken to. How would Thunderclaw have reacted to an ambassador attempting to broker peace, dead set on war as the esper seemed to be?



“Here,” said Guthren. “Let’s both take a seat and simply establish the situation from the ground up. I brought a map of the borderlands with me. It’ll give us something to prod our fingers at.”



Guthren smiled and led Koa over to a small table on the grass with a couple of chairs around it. The map was already spread out. A tea kettle sat next to it, along with a couple of clean mugs and a small saucer of red pollen. They both took seats across from one another.



“Our realms are primed for this sort of minor conflict,” said Guthren. “With Osteanus positioned on Estoria’s eastern flank, it could perhaps be said that we are lucky to have the borderlands to squabble over, rather than territory we both claim as vital.”



“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,” said Koa.



He frowned as he looked at the map. Estoria had a much longer edge along the so-called borderlands than Osteanus did. The terrain effectively only gave Osteanus a single overland root into the borderlands, through the ever-important and trade-relevant Flint Rock Pass.



“Now, the Vestalan Valley and the Krysmore Highlands are essentially Estorian by all but name,” said Guthren, tapping a finger against two areas bordering Estoria directly. “The legislature would vote to go to war over them. The executor has already expressed his desire to lead armies in their defense, if needed.”



“There are plenty of powerful people on both sides of the conflict willing to go to war, Guthren,” said Koa. “It’s not a stance that will inherently convince anyone to back down.”



“Oh, this I know,” said Guthren. “This I do know, Lord Magus. Right here we have the Chessalonian Hills, known to your realm as the Chessboard Plains, I believe. I’ve always been partial to that moniker.”



It felt as though they were playing chess or a matching board game as they stabbed fingers at the map. Guthren poured them both tea. Koa only pretended to drink his. Poison seemed unlikely, but it was better to be safe than sorry.



“The king would never accept Estorian rule in the Chessboard Plains,” said Koa. “It’s out of the question.”



The Chessboard Plains consisted of the entire area around Flintrock Pass. Allowing them to fall into Estoria’s sphere of power would essentially sacrifice one of Osteanus’s few overland trade routes to the western realms.



“I’ve been permitted to offer you half of Chessalonia as a start to the negotiation,” said Guthren. “The southern section, along with a few of the small villages and towns. Nothing substantial from the angle of taxation, given the work it would take for you to send parties to collect them, but enough for you to have a proxy for trade.”



It was an insult, but not a major one. A subtle insinuation rather than a slap in the face. Koa sensed that he was out of his depth in that way that left him guessing at Guthren’s intentions. The ambassador might be setting a trap for him, or he might be entirely genuine about seeking peace. He didn’t know enough to know what he didn’t know.



Gods, why did the king trust me with this,
 he wondered.
 What good is my sorcery in a battle of maps and words?



“Some pollen to soften the mood, Lord Magus?” asked Guthren, with a smile.



Koa almost said no by reflex, and then almost laughed. “Absolutely.”



He snorted a small amount off one of the tiny spoons, no more than he’d tried with the king the previous night. The rush of power was instant and full bodied, but it was what the drug did to his eyes that he valued.



Guthren pushed his chair back as the glow-tinged Koa’s view of the encounter. The ambassador rubbed a hand over his mouth, seeming as though he was trying to hide a much greater reaction than even the one he already showed.



That’s an answer, at least in part,
 he thought.



“Osteanus has a greater geographical claim to all of the Chessboard Plains than anything Estoria can match,” said Koa. “We have a… variety of different means of defending that territory that I can’t really get into. I’m afraid I can’t accept any peace offer contingent on splitting that territory.”



“Nor would I ask you to!” said Guthren, soothing with both his voice and posture. “Merely a jumping off point for discussion. Chessalonia, in a logical world, would fall under the purview of Osteanus, while Estoria would make a similar claim to the Vesttalan Valley and the Krysmore Highlands.”



Verity moved in close behind Koa, leaning to whisper into his ear.



“Prince Dalton has a claim to three quarters of the Krysmore Highlands. Much of the reason why we are so near to war is due to the recent discovery of silver ore within that region and how the king would look if he asked Dalton to step back from his claim.”



Koa nodded slowly, once more wishing he’d been given more time and information to prepare with. “We’d be open to splitting the Krysmore Highlands. It would divide the borderlands fairly evenly across both realms. We could even set aside a portion of the highlands to maintain a buffer zone between our realms.”



Guthren let out an amused laugh. Verity gave a small shake of her head, frowning.



“Have you spoken with the lord in question who is pressing his claims?” asked Guthren. “He seems very intent on maintaining the rights to all of that land. Really, that’s where much of this friction stems from. It isn’t a complicated matter for us to work out politically, but princes so often decide on emotion and ambition rather than logic.”



“Would Estoria agree to a fair division of the borderlands, assuming it could be made workable?”



Guthren took his time answering. He made a show of trying to hold Koa’s gaze, but something in the glow of his eyes must have put the ambassador off.



“Assuming you could convince Prince Dalton to abdicate a portion of his claim, I believe such a deal would be palatable to the legislature,” said Guthren. “I’ve heard he’s a rather stubborn young man, however. You may wish to consider the alternative I’ve presented.”



“We’ll see. Thank you for your time, Lord Guthren.”



“A gift for you, Lord Magus!” said Guthren, as Koa stood to leave. “A pouch of the finest red pollen Estoria has to offer. You seem to have… quite the reaction to it.”



Koa smiled and accepted the gift. He was coming around to the stuff, though he sensed he needed to be miserly with his usage. Verity pushed his chair back in for him, and the two of them left the estate.










CHAPTER 12




 



Despite living in a neighboring queendom, and despite having a son who was Sabantian by birth, Avina had never set foot within the Crumbling Kingdom. She was suitably wary and just short of being overwhelmed as the ship she and her party had taken out of Brockwell Bay docked in the free city of Port Mirage.



The journey as of yet had only taken two days. The distance between Harvestglade and Sabantius came more from the strain on politics and trade than mere geography. Port Mirage had long since declared itself an independent trading entity rather than a part of the remnants of the Crumbling Kingdom, a distinction that made it sound like much more than it was.



Avina stepped off the barge and onto the dock, feeling distinctly overdressed for the weather. Sabantius had its own climate and weather. She’d never known if that was a facet of the damage done by The Unleashing, or a simple quirk of the greater landscape.



Port Mirage was a dirty stretch of ancient sandstone buildings, some occupied, some well on their way to collapsing back into sand. There were no bright-eyed street merchants or bustling crowds. A few beggars sat in the road. A man sitting in a watch tower sharpened his sword on one knee, the blade catching the sun on every back motion.



“Well, here we are,” said Avina.



“Here we are, Your Majesty,” replied Mav.



Gods, she missed Petra. Mav was fine. Lauric was dutiful. But they both spoke to her as a queen. They both had livelihoods tied to staying within her good graces. Even when they spoke to her plainly, it was caged with careful word choices and honorifics.



“I’m not entirely certain of the lay of the land, but I’m sure that we can find someone here who can serve as a guide to Matragoria,” she said. “Be on the lookout for any likely candidates, Captain Lauric.”



“I’m sure I could find a man for the job,” chimed Grin. “A couple of gold caelins in my palm and perhaps an hour from your leave, and consider the problem solved.”



“Do not deign to speak to our queen so plainly,” snapped Lauric. “In fact, don’t speak aloud at all unless I give you permission.”



Grin rolled his eyes. He stepped over to Mav and whispered something in her ear that had her trying not to laugh. Avina did her best to ignore the increasingly strange tension between the three of them as she focused on her goal.



“Matragoria?” called a man further down the road. “You wish to head to the dessian’s outpost? You will be needing mounts and a guide, yes?”



The man was tall and thin, head and face shaven to an equal stubble. He flashed a smile a bit too broad to be convincing and gestured for them to come over. Behind him, a number of adult hookhorns grazed in a pen.



“That’s where we’re headed,” said Avina. She glanced at Lauric, but the guard captain’s attention was aimed more toward Mav and Grin, who still stood close to one another.



“I can take you the best direction, ah… path? Route?” The man clapped his hands together. “Very reasonable cost, too. I run the route for all visitors.”



“You’ll just want the mounts.” A new voice came from behind her and below. One of the beggars in the street. A young one, perhaps fifteen at the oldest, with curly hair pushing out at the sides like a halo and knobby elbows poking out of his tunic.



“Is there a road leading there?” she asked.



“No, but if you trust his direction, you’ll walk right into the raiders that claim to protect this sad little port,” said the boy.



“Lies!” shouted the man. “He is no one! His words are as worthless as the dirt he sits in!”



“Ask around,” said the boy. “The truth will come out. You’ll still need the mounts, though. Just don’t let him offer himself along with them.”



Avina nodded slowly, still looking at the boy. He reminded her so much of Koa. Not Koa as he currently was, but Koa as he’d been, the brash teenager who’d always spoken his mind. She found herself exaggerating the similarities between them as she took in his face and ached for her son.



“Do you know the way to this outpost?” she asked.



The boy nodded.



“I’ll pay you to guide us, then,” she said.



“You pathetic little street wretch!” shouted the man with the hookhorns. “To undercut your own, for what? A few coins? Amusement?”



He quieted down as Avina took out her purse. She did purchase a few hookhorns, more to carry their gear than to actively ride, as there weren’t enough and moreover, the animals didn’t look healthy enough.



The boy stood up and waited next to the sandstone hovel he’d been crouching near. A woman poked her head out of a window — his mother, perhaps — and they exchanged a few words in their native language.



“What’s your name?” asked Avina.



“Anistrionomous,” he said. “Ani, for short.”



“Ani, I am Underqueen Avina of Harvestglade. How much would you need to escort us to the Matragoria?”



Ani gave her a smile. “I’ll take half in coins and half in food, if you have it.”



The food was, in fact, not for him, but for the woman and a number of little children who seemed to emerge out of nowhere from within the hovel. Ani waved to them as he walked between Avina and Lauric, heading south on what appeared to be the only road leading out of the city.



The landscape was barren in every direction. Aside from a thin strip along the coast, everything was sand and dirt, dunes and baked earth, for as far as the eye could see. It wasn’t the uniform tan of the desert, though she knew enough to know that Sabantius had plenty of that. More like the land had been overbaked, scarred from some historical magical horror.



Avina’s small party traveled slowly, as much out of wariness as to avoid overworking themselves under the hot sun. Ani was particularly quick to exhaust, and Avina offered to let him ride one of the hookhorns. He refused in that same way Koa might have, not wanting special treatment in that childish way that ignored the fact that he’d already received it.



“We’re being watched,” muttered Lauric. He made a small gesture to the west with his eyes and one thumb.



Avina saw what appeared to be a woman standing in the distance, but something seemed off about her body, her clothing, her general physical makeup.



“She’s… made of dust,” muttered Avina. “One of the dustwalkers?”



The thought sent a chill down her spine, but Ani was quick to shake his head.



“Just a dust maiden,” he said. “She’ll only follow for a few more miles, at most.”



“A dust maiden?”



“They… are like servants to the dustwalker,” said Ani. “Not as powerful. Dangerous in groups. Give offerings to their master.”



“Charming.”



True to Ani’s word, the dust maiden disappeared into the distance as they continued on. The party stopped around noon to eat a quick meal of bread and salami. Avina changed out of her cloak and into a simple headscarf, arms bare underneath, and felt Grin’s gaze lingering a little too long.



She missed Petra. Her esper would have been so quick to stare the man down. Avina found herself on the verge of mourning their relationship, despairing in that cold, lonely fashion. It would never be the same between them again. There was no undoing the fracture in their trust, and that was one of the saddest truths she’d ever faced in her entire life.



“Ahead of us,” muttered Lauric. “There’s a barricade across the road. I would venture that a few bandits might be lurking somewhere within view of it.”



“The raiders,” said Ani. “They let us go by as long as we’ve paid recently enough.”



“Will having you in the party extend us the same privilege?” asked Avina.



The boy shook his head. Lauric gave the command, and the guards took out their weapons. Avina felt the slightest twitch through the bond, which was nearly dormant at such a long distance aside from when her emotions peaked.



How charitable of you to be concerned now, Petra
 , she thought.



The bandits showed themselves to be a motley lot, with most of them wearing rags and wielding weapons that were little more than sharpened sticks. There were a lot of them, however, more than a dozen, and the danger was real.



“Protect the underqueen!” shouted Lauric. “Hold formation!”



They continued forward, forcing the confrontation. As the bandit in the lead charged forward, an arrow seemed to materialize from one of his eyes. Grin let out a cruel whisper and knocked another shaft.



Lauric led his men into an intense but brief melee as the bandits rushed forward. Two of the bandits fell dead in addition to the one Grin had shot. There were no injuries or casualties on the side of her guards, but a heightened sense of danger remained as they hurried off road around the barricade.



“The further we get into this cursed land, the more pitfalls we’ll encounter,” said Lauric. “Are you entirely sure you wish to commit to this journey, Your Majesty? It isn’t too late to turn back.”



“We press on,” she said.



It was all she could do. She needed Haza. She needed to know what her son’s extended family within Sabantius consisted of. Moreover, she needed to be capable of handling problems by herself.










CHAPTER 13




 



Koa’s meeting with Prince Dalton reminded him of everything he hated about Ostean politics. A day had transpired since his visit to the ambassador, a day of waiting for his fellow prince to fit a meeting that the entire realm might hang in the balance over into his busy schedule.



Prince Dalton’s estate was just down the road from his on Tongue Island. Dalton was middle aged and rather pudgy looking, but Koa set his judgments aside as they sipped tea on his balcony, which had an excellent view of the city.



“A war could be averted if you’d simply consider relinquishing your claim over a small portion of the Krysmore highlands,” said Koa. “No more than a third of your holdings there. The king might even be partial to buying you out of what you’d lose.”



“I’ve already spoken to the king at length over the past weeks, and he’s unwilling to meet my price,” said Dalton, in a bored voice. “The land has silver ore running through it. It could easily be worth four or five times its current appraisal.”



“How do you imagine you’ll have access to that silver if an extended conflict breaks out between Osteanus and Estoria?”



“It’s about what I’m owed!” snapped Dalton. “I won’t apologize for having a claim to a region so valuable that even the Estorians eye it covetously. It’s my family’s, by right, and I refuse to give it up at the king’s convenience.”



Prince Dalton was exactly the type of nobleman that made Koa feel nauseous whenever he considered wading deeper into the politics Twinfalls. Spoiled with a sense of entitlement. More concerned with gold and prestige than consequences and reality.



“Do you have any idea how many people will die if this war breaks out?” asked Koa.



“That’s none of my concern. I’m not the one ordering armies forward. I have a claim to that land, and I won’t pretend otherwise. A well-documented claim! It’s a matter of simple ownership. Am I not afforded rights of defense as a land owner?”



Koa departed from the estate with a sour taste in his mouth, and not just from the bitter brew Dalton seemed to think passed for tea. He slowed as he passed Dalton’s carriage, noticing how Horny had begun to sniff.



“Here’s a good spot, Horny.”



Koa lifted the hookhorn and set him down next to one of the carriage’s wheels. The hookhorn raised his leg and took a terrific piss on the spokes. A small, if petulant victory.



He went to the castle next, both to check in with the king and to seek out Ruby. The king wasn’t accepting audiences, according to the various servants and guards who deflected him on his approach. Koa persisted, but it became abundantly clear that it was a lost cause.



Even if Kendall was lucid, and even if he heard Koa out, it still seemed unlikely he’d be willing to make a concession both to the Estorians and Prince Dalton. Especially given what the prince was demanding in return for selling land that would then be given over to the rival realm.



He tried to call upon Ruby while he was within the castle after querying a number of servants on where her room was. He made it as far as her doorway. She greeted him, and he noted several other noblewomen were present in her chambers already. Ruby kept the door half closed as she slipped into the hallway, smiling but cautious.



“Prince Makoa,” she said.



“Lady Ruby. I thought I’d drop in, see what you were whiling away the afternoon on.”



She let out a sigh and shook her head. “You can’t just drop in without letting me know first. Things… aren’t like that anymore.”



“I mean, I thought I got a little taste of how they were the other day,” he said. “I could come back later tonight?”



“No, Makoa,” said Ruby. “You couldn’t. We barely managed to get away with what happened in that dusty old closet. Servants whisper about everything that happens within the castle, especially when it involves a young, unmarried woman.”



“You could come see me, then,” he said, holding up a finger. “Wear a shawl or… a cloak. Take a less traveled route on your way. This seems like an entirely surmountable problem.”



“It is,” said Ruby.



A silence hung in the air for the moment, the kind of pause that invited Koa to do some introspection. She was unmarried and, regardless of the validity of the supposed emerald mine she’d inherited, technically a noblewoman. Her chastity, regardless of the truth of whether it remained yet unspoiled, was a factor she had to consider.



Unless… she married. Koa felt a bit foolish as he realized that, if he wanted to, if she wanted to, that was within the realm of possibility for them now.



“I should go,” she whispered.



“Hold on.” He made to take her hand, but she folded them behind her.



“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s different now.”



He didn’t move until she’d softly shut the door in his face. It was different, for better or for worse. Could he marry her? The question seemed to shame him as he turned it over and let the selfish parts of his soul have their say.



It would mean abandoning his quest for the throne, but he might find enough to keep him busy as the king’s magus in Twinfalls. It would mean an argument with his mother, who’d undoubtedly want him to marry in a way that strengthened Harvestglade’s political position. It would mean committing himself to one woman, setting aside other budding romances.



It was a question larger than it seemed, one that would determine the course of his life in ways that extended far beyond the boundaries of the marriage itself. He thought circles around the question as he made his way out of the castle.



The simple fact was his heart wanted Ruby as much as it was afraid of losing her. He wasn’t an idiot. If he didn’t marry her… someone else would. That had been the case even when she’d been a mere servant, but perhaps he’d just been better at ignoring it with her so close and available.



He slowed as he crossed the drawbridge, stepping aimlessly through the heavy foot traffic, as confused about what he wanted as he was about how to get it. Gods, he needed to write to his mother and Petra. Would he ask them for their thoughts on this, a potential marriage to Ruby? He missed them both, and it only seemed to muddle his situation further to imagine trying to explain the contents of his heart for their approval.



“You should have asked me to reach out to her on your behalf, as befitting both of your ranks.” Verity, appearing next to him in that subtle way of hers.



Koa replied without looking over. “I hardly know where you are half the time. I doubt it would have changed much. She’s… really come into herself. She was a match for me as a servant. Now that she’s started up the stairs of nobility, it’s all flipped around.”



“You are awfully quick to sulk over a woman who is consistently smitten with you,” said Verity.



“Consistently smitten with me according to…” He finally glanced at Verity and blinked in surprise.



She wasn’t alone. A young, familiar-looking woman had her arm looped through Verity’s, partially leaning on her for support. The woman smiled at him and turned her head sideways a bit.



“Princess Penelope,” she said, by way of introduction.



“I knew you looked familiar.” He stopped walking and gave a formal bow. “It’s nice to officially make your acquaintance in person. You and Verity are… going for a walk through the city?”



He was confused even though Verity had explained their relationship before. She’d once been Penelope’s handmaiden, when they’d both been the girls. The king had all but adopted Verity, and Penelope had likewise become close to a sister in relationship, if not by blood.



“Pen’s health doesn’t let her venture far from the castle that often,” said Verity. “I thought since I was here, I’d do my best to escort her anywhere she might need to visit.”



“Verity is so polite around you!” laughed Pen. “I had to badger her for an hour to get her to agree to this.”



“It… wasn’t an hour.”



“Also, I agree with your earlier sentiment,” said Pen. “He is rather handsome.”



“Pen!”



“I like it when I make you blush,” she said.



Verity shook her head, even as she partially closed her eyes. Koa looked between the two of them.



“Tea at my estate?” he offered. “I'm relatively free for the rest of the afternoon.”



Verity cleared her throat and gave a small shake of the head. “I have to get Pen back to the castle.”



“It was nice meeting you, Prince Koa.”



“Likewise,” he said. “Enjoy your walk.”



He stepped back and meandered down the street, not sure what he was doing or where he was going. There was nothing waiting for him back at the estate, but that was no excuse for being bored.



A man could take time to watch the buskers, or enjoy a sweet treat from a street vendor, or just walk around, if not away from, his problems. He had enough money to take some time, time to think and time to do nothing.



Time enough to get an idea. The way Prince Dalton had harped on about the supporting documentation he held to back up his claim still echoed in his head. If the man couldn't be talked out of forcing his rights to lead Osteanus into a war, another fault point might suffice.



I need to find a forger, and I have a feeling one might exist within the shop of a tailor under a sign with broken sheers
 , he thought.



Koa continued down the street, his gaze drifting aimlessly until he spotted a beggar slumped against a wall. He approached cautiously, in case the man was dangerous or deranged.



“Hello there,” he said. “You're a local, yes? Have you ever heard anything about a... um, hello?”



The beggar let out a muttering groan and breathed a bunch of snot out of one nostril. Koa nudged him with a foot and then made a tactical pivot, taking out a few coins from his purse.



“I'll ask again, but only because I'm thinking it might be worth my while. Have you heard anything about a tailor with broken sheers? Maybe one with a bit of a reputation?”



A moment passed, and he saw the beggar's eyes were open and focused on him.



“Just let me catch my breath,” the man muttered. “Then I'll sing for you, sweet prince. My voice is sure to bring cheer to the most hardened of hearts.”



“Your breath is terrible,” said Koa.



The next beggar was far more helpful, and the contrast left him feeling a welcome shift in his momentum. The shop with the broken sheers was known as Stitch and Fix, and the beggar confirmed that nobody in the know honestly believed that tailoring was its true profession.



It was dockside, which he’d expected, and on a major street, which he hadn’t. He found it within ten minutes, but passed by twice, scouting the situation out. The door was opened a crack, but there was no other real indication of whether the place was open. No one entered, no one left, a distinct lack of activity over the course of a few minutes of observation.



Koa stepped forward and approached the door of the shop, feeling an odd sensation of being watched as he did so. He pushed the door open and strode inside, peering around suspiciously. The space was dark, lit only by a single candle in an alcove at one end of the room.



The air was musty with age, but it held a faint scent of something else that Koa couldn't identify. He exhaled a breath as he noticed a figure silhouetted against the far wall.



He took another step forward and saw that it was a man, facing away from him. He was tall, dressed in clothes that had seen better days, and there was something about him that set off alarm bells in Koa's head — a presence that seemed dangerous.



“Hello,” said Koa.



The man turned slowly to face him, and Koa felt an icy chill run down his spine. One of his eyes was a deep, familiar red.










CHAPTER 14




 



Koa moved all at once, leaping back and getting his casting cane out. It wasn’t the same assassin who’d made an attempt on his life in Harvestglade — that man was long since dead, by Verity’s hand. It was a fact that hardly put him at ease. His mother’s report of the attack on the Great Hunt camp was enough to confirm that the red-eyed assassins were all of a type.



There was a rustle as another figure emerged from the curtain cordoning off the back of the shop. “Ah. Prince Makoa. You can put that down. Shall we talk for a bit?”



He hesitated, cane still half raised. He was surprised to find he recognized her, not from a previous encounter, but one of the crudely drawn wanted posters he’d seen in the tavern near the bridge to Tongue Island.



“You would be… the Rusty Rose,” he said, slowly. “The guildmaster’s daughter.”



She was a stunning woman with pale skin and frighteningly sharp blue eyes, wearing a long coat over a white dress that would have fit right in at a ball in the king’s court. Her hair was dark red, tied out of her face with a long, black silk ribbon. She stood with a noblewoman’s posture, a gambler’s smile, and the faint and mostly healed keepsake of a battle-tested warrior across one cheek.



“He doesn’t bite unless I tell him to,” said Rose.



“Mine is much the same.” Koa held his hand sideways and with remarkable timing, Horny jumped up to receive the pet, showing off his wings. “You command the red-eyed assassins?”



He lowered his cane a touch further but was still ready to commit to an attack depending on her answer.



“Command them?” Rose snorted and gave a tiny shake of her head. “This one, along with a few others I’ve collected. They hail from Estoria. They call them
 Anastamali
 , Estorian for
 eye sworn slave.
 Though from what I hear, most join willingly. They’re hired out like mercenaries, but fight like monsters.”



He recognized that there was a chance she was lying, but it seemed like an odd and easily disprovable type of deceit to commit to. He would ask around, regardless, to confirm it. If she did want him dead, she could have just simply ordered her man forward rather than spinning a tale about his loyalties.



“I have some business I wished to discuss,” he said.



“Ah, but of course. Come right on back.” She pulled the curtain open, smiling that gambler’s smile again. “I hope I haven’t unnerved you?”



“Not in the slightest.”



In truth, he knew he was taking a risk, but he also couldn’t remember the last time he’d been instantly intrigued by a woman in such a way. She was older than him, though not by much.



There was also a dynamic at play that left him wondering where she would stand if placed into the Ostean nobility social dynamic, rather than within the leadership of a criminal enterprise. She had the air of a powerful woman, likely one with more means at her disposal than a prince or even the king’s magus.



She led him into the backroom of the tailor’s shop, which… looked exactly like the backroom of a tailor’s shop. A torn dress was stretched across a sewing table with needles and several shades of blue thread of different hues.



Rose took a seat at the table and began threading one of the needles. She nodded to the chair on the other side. Koa sat down and waited a moment, wondering if he should simply launch into explaining his own needs.



“I expected you to look more like the other princes,” said Rose.



“I wasn’t born in Osteanus.”



“That’s not what I mean,” said Rose. “You seem more engaged. Present. Or maybe I’m simply projecting off the fact that you were bold enough to come here alone.”



“Was I?”



He reached down and scratched Horny’s head again. The hookhorn yawned and stretched his wings, which wasn’t exactly an intimidating movement, but gods, he was growing fast. There was just enough strangeness, a flair of the unique to Horny that played to his strengths. He pondered if he might get away with implying his pet could breathe fire.



“You’ve become quite a thorn in our side,” said Rose. “My father wants you dead, but the truth is, it’s unclear to us whether that would be enough to dissuade your pet monster from doing what it’s been doing.”



The dustwalker,
 he thought.
 She thinks I’ve ordered it to attack her guild.



It made a certain amount of sense. He’d brought Brin to the brothel, and the details of the attack would have been reported back to the guild. It made about as much sense as the assumption he’d jumped to upon seeing the red-eyed man in the front of the shop.



“My… esper, you mean.” He smiled and acted as though he was deeply interested in her tailoring. “Do you repair men’s clothing, as well?”



“My needle goes wherever it’s needed. I’ll be frank with you, Prince Makoa. If it’s a payment you seek in exchange for ending these attacks, then you’re a fool. Violence is our game, and we’ll play it to the last piece.”



“Not a payment.” He held up a finger. “I wasn’t expecting you to be so open to speaking with me like this.”



“Then why did you come here?”



He tried to look toward a window, but there wasn’t one in the backroom, so he looked toward the door instead. His previous words… he’d already given off the impression that the dustwalker was somewhere nearby. She was terrified of the monster, probably for fair reasons.



“I wanted to give myself some peace of mind, but it seems as though I might achieve that just as easily through conversation as through…” He trailed off, selling the lie with a rolling motion of his hand. “Regardless. If you’re willing to talk business, I think we can work out a deal.”



“I’m always willing to talk, Prince Koa.” Rose smiled and set her needle down. “What is it that you’d ask of us in exchange for reducing our… current hostilities?”



“Nothing that would be too hard for one such as yourself to obtain.”



Rose nodded and motioned for him to continue.



“As I’m sure you’ve heard, Prince Dalton is pressing his claim in the borderlands,” said Koa. “He’s insistent on dragging the realm into a war against Estoria that few will benefit from.”



“On the contrary, Prince Koa,” said Rose. “There are plenty of people who will benefit from a war. But as it happens, you and I are not among them. My guild prefers times of peace. Loose money tends to come our way more often.”



“All this strife, lost lives, lost business, over a piece of paper that supposedly grants the right to a slice of land,” muttered Koa. “It must be an old deed, as well. Written and signed and confirmed in a time before most currently living were alive.”



“It would be quite a situation if a conflicting deed could be produced,” said Rose. “Though I doubt it would be enough for you to supersede his claim.”



“It wouldn’t need to be. Even if all I can do with it is stall for time, a few months or even just weeks, it might be enough. Do you think your people could help me
 find
 such a conflicting deed, Rusty Rose?”



“Just Rose.” She smiled at him. “Yes, I think so. Call off your esper, and we’ll provide it to you.”



“I’ll call him off once it’s in my hand.”



He stood up and left without another word, as much for the mystique of it as to dodge a certain line of questioning. Could he simply call Brin, the dustwalker, off? His friend, whatever was left of him, was taking revenge for the murder of the woman he loved. He was promising more than he was sure he could deliver.



It was a dangerous game, but gods, was it exhilarating to play. He would seek out Brin and try to reason with him. He suspected that the reverse might happen first — Brin coming to find him in Twinfalls once he caught wind of the rumors swirling about him.



If he was unwilling to hear an appeal for peace, there was still a chance Koa might get the forged land deed and put it to use before Rose and the guild discovered he hadn’t, or couldn’t, call Brin off. But if they exposed it as a forgery after he’d attempted to present it as genuine… Or if they simply tried to have him killed…



A dangerous game, indeed
 .



It was a line of thinking that left him somewhat paranoid as he arrived back at the Gladefoot estate. Justifiably so — he could see the glow of a fire coming from the hearth within, but he was sure he’d left with the hearth burned down near to embers. Somebody had arrived in his absence. Somebody had felt confident enough awaiting him to feed the flames and make themself comfortable.



He entered as silently as he could, holding his casting cane at the ready, and rounded the corner into the common room.



Petra sat in front of the fire, bare feet kicked up onto a small stool.










CHAPTER 15




 



Avina scanned the distant horizon, open and expansive, with her party small and insubstantial against it. She had opted to ride one of the hookhorns after all as the party traveled south along the glass road of Sabantius’s northeastern coast.



“The wind is starting to pick up, Your Highness,” said Lauric.



“A little wind never hurt anybody,” said Grin. “There’s plenty of daylight left ahead of us.”



“It’s not the wind itself, but what it carries, you dolt,” snapped Lauric.



The two had been bickering for most of the morning and afternoon. Avina found it slightly worrying that Lauric hadn’t managed to work some discipline into his newest recruit yet. It spoke more to Grin’s unruly ego, rather than any failing on the part of her guard captain.



“We’ll press on for the moment, but let’s stay cautious,” said Avina.



Ani nodded slowly as she glanced over at him, shielding his youthful eyes with one hand against the sun. “Still much distance to cover.”



They continued forward. The glass road itself was hardly deserving of the title. The sand had covered most of it, leaving only small patches uncovered barely in view of one another. Avina wiped sweat from her brow after another half hour of slow plodding and took a long sip from her water skin, glancing at the seemingly endless desert in front of them and then toward the ocean to their east.



Grin, his eyes trained on the sections of road still visible, suddenly held up a hand. “Wait!” he shouted.



Avina pulled her mount to a stop, and the others followed suit.



“What is it?” asked Lauric, his voice gruff and slightly muffled by the wind.



Grin pointed to the southwest, squinting against the sun. “Over there. Some kind of structure or building. We could reach it before sundown.”



Lauric and Avina looked where Grin was pointing and sure enough, there was a faint outline of a building in the sand. It was hard to make out at such a distance, but it seemed to be made from adobe blocks and bricks, with two towers reaching into the sky on either side.



“Could be an old fort,” said Grin, his face brightening at the sight. “Better place to shack up for the night than out on the sand. Might even have some beds.”



He chuckled and shot Mav a glance that made the handmaiden blush in a way that promised further tension to come.



“Do you know anything about it, Ani?” she asked.



The boy shook his head. “Bad omens. We avoid it. Always.”



“Bad omens!” balked Grin. “This desert itself is a bad omen. We need to camp somewhere tonight, and that’s the best we’re to get.”



“It’s in the direction we’re headed, regardless,” said Avina. “Let’s head off that way and keep it as an option.”



Avina waved her party on. They simply needed to make it to the Sand Spike Outpost and back. She could hold her people together for that long. She was their underqueen, and she was a capable woman.



It seemed as though as soon as they made the choice to set out toward the abandoned fort in the distance, the wind began to abut against their forward progress. It swept dirt and sand into the air, small particles at first, and then enough to whip at Avina’s face and mouth.



They stopped to cover their mouths with scarves and veils before pushing on, hastened by the increasing intensity of what promised to be a full sandstorm. The wind churned up a cacophony of desert noise, an eerie, hissing roar that seemed to come from all directions. Visibility became increasingly limited as the storm grew more intense and they had to rely on Ani’s scouting skills to guide them safely onward.



Their progress seemed physically stalled by the wind blowing directly into them like a barricade. It was nearly dark when they reached the abandoned fort, its bulk now barely visible through the thick curtain of dust.



The party dismounted and hastily secured their animals before making their way inside. It was a ruin — no more than the remnants of a wall and a crumbling tower that looked unsafe to occupy from within. Still, the wall held back some of the wind and gave them some degree of respite from the rising storm.



Lauric set one of his men to building a fire and the rest to setting up the tents. Avina noted a small moment the guard captain had with Grin as he gave the commands. Neither raised their voice, but it was all in their body language, the way they held eye contact.



Gods,
 she thought.
 One of them may well kill the other before this journey reaches its end.



Or… perhaps she was projecting her various other anxieties onto the nearest problem at hand. She was doing her best not to worry after Koa or needlessly stress about Petra. Her bond was quiet, both in emotions rippling across the surface and the volatility of the anomaly that had them swapping bodies. But that was a calm that could change at a moment’s notice.



Avina took a seat at the campfire once it was lit and watched as one of Lauric’s men began warming flatbread and cooking sausage over the flames. It didn’t take long, and she and Ani were served first. Grin had taken up a post at the edge of the campsite, keeping an eye out for any signs of trouble through what little could be seen in the storm.



Mav had set to work preparing tea with some of their supplies, heating water on the fire and dropping herbs into it from her pouch. The smell of jasmine soon mingled with that of the cooked sausage, and Avina felt herself relax somewhat in spite of their tense circumstances.



The group ate together in relative silence, each lost deep in thought as they savored their food. The mood was surprisingly relaxed. Grin switched out with another man and produced a flask from within his coat. He took a sip and offered it to Lauric first, surprisingly. It was such a small gesture, but in Avina’s opinion, a massive turnabout for morale.



“What was that?” snapped Lauric. He stood up, looking toward the man who’d moved to take over Grin’s guard post.



“My leg!” shouted the man. “I… whoa!”



He fell backward, tripping in an odd way, and made a face as he came back to standing with one leg completely unbooted. The other guards around Lauric chortled, and the man rubbed one hand on his neck sheepishly.



“I thought… strange. I must have just stepped somewhere, I guess.”



“Well, step your way right back to the watch,” said Lauric. “You just started, and I get the sense it’s going to be a long night.”



The wind picked up again over the next few minutes, reaching and surpassing the strength it’d been at when they’d been forced into the old fort for cover. Avina’s tent had been set up, but the men were now debating taking it down, along with the others. The fear that the wind might strip them off was real, especially with only sand to bury the stakes into.



The wall, at least, held firm. She and the others huddled behind it, more out of convenience than fear or panic. It was just the right height to shield them from one side completely the other side partially if they stayed low.



“Still haven’t found my boot,” muttered the man on watch. “Fucking piss. Do we have another one in the supplies? I can’t imagine having to make the rest of the journey on one—”



Avina, along with everyone else, had been listening to the man and looking his way. She saw exactly what happened, and it was one of a select few things she’d witnessed over the course of her life that she knew immediately would feature in future nightmares.



The man sank into the sand in a single gasp, going from sitting upright to simply not being there at all. A panicked spray of sand shot up as the man briefly got his head back above the ground to suck in a breath. A hand composed of fingers of dust rose to cover his mouth and sink him back down. His eyes roved side to side frantically, searching for help.



“Lewis!” shouted Lauric.



He dove forward, digging after the man and finding nothing. Everyone was moving even without their guard captain or queen having issued the relevant order. It was Ani, already edging toward the fort wall as though walking on thin ice, who seemed to set the example.



A laugh as sharp as breaking glass sounded from the crumbling tower. Avina found her rapier among her supplies and drew it, despite sensing it would do no good. A woman walked into view from the shadows within the tower. She was composed entirely of dust, from her dress to her eyes, to the individual strains of her brittle-looking hair.



“Visitors.” The dust storm seemed to amplify the woman’s voice. “From… Osteanus? Yes… You will do. Welcome.”



Ani bolted over the wall and, once more, everyone scurried to follow his example. Grin had his bow out and risked a shaft into the dust maiden that had about the impact of a drop of rain. Avina grabbed at her supplies, but felt a few things falling loose from the open bag. No time to pick them up.



She made it over the wall, only then understanding how much the old fort had sheltered them from. The sandstorm was raging and whipping all around them. She pulled her veil into place to protect her mouth and nose, but there was nothing to do for her eyes.



“Avina!” Lauric’s voice was suddenly loud against her ear. “Hang on!”



He thrust a rope into her hand and she nodded, aware it would at least keep them together. It was funny she couldn’t help but fixate on how Lauric had called her by name, without honorifics, for the first time she could remember. She wasn’t about to chastise him for it if he managed to lead them through the chaos.



She felt a small prickle of curiosity through the bond. Petra, no doubt wondering what had her so panicked. Gods, how she missed her esper, her sister, her
 friend
 . The plot with Thunderclaw, despite its consequentiality, still seemed so insignificant compared to their many years of friendship.



A dust maiden scurried by at the edge of her vision, and any thought of anything but survival was tossed aside for later. Avina still had her rapier out, with her other hand on the rope and her travel bag potentially still spilling loose its contents from where it hung over her shoulder. Nothing to be done about that now.



She walked as the rope tugged her forward, staring down at her footing, the only thing she had any hope of seeing. She came to a stop whenever the tension in the line slacked. She tried to listen, apply the one sense that might still be of use, but heard nothing but the whipping wind and angry sand.



The rope went slack in front of her, and this time it slid toward her as she pulled it until she was holding just the frayed, broken end. Sighing and so very tired, Avina slowly turned around. Ani was behind her, following the rope forward much as she had. She made a motion for him to keep holding it and started walking with no direction, taking the lead out of both habit and necessity.



The sand seemed to be getting higher, or perhaps looser was the right word. She was wading through it up to her calves, and all she could think of was the guard she’d watched being pulled under, his panicked last few moments. How long had he held out before taking a desperate breath of sand?



“There you are…”



The voice of a dust maiden came from all directions at once. Avina spun around in time to knock her shoulder into a monster attempting to wrap its arms around her from behind. She stabbed with her rapier, sinking it deep through the maiden’s chest, but it barely reacted.



Ani let out a sudden roar and leapt into the monster’s path. He had his waterskin in one hand and thrust it forward, spilling its contents into the dust maiden’s face. A torturous hiss came from the very air as the being of sand clutched at itself as though splashed with acid.



“Run!” shouted Avina.



It was all they could do. She and Ani ambled forward into the whipping wind and their shapeless surroundings. They ran as fast as they could.










CHAPTER 16




 



Koa walked toward Petra slowly, much in contrast to his racing heart. She smiled, but there was a softness to it that made it seem as much out of relief as affection.



He hugged her tightly enough to feel the breath run through her body, but forced himself to pull back. He held her at arm’s length both physically and emotionally, considering the situation.



When Koa had first left on his journey, it had been without telling her. The fact that she’d found him there, in Twinfalls, meant she’d come looking for him. He looked toward the stairs with furrowed brow, curious if his mother had come along as well.



“It is just me,” said Petra, with a small shake of her head.



“Did she send you to keep an eye on me or bring me back?”



The tone of Petra’s smile changed in a playful way that gave him an early answer. “Are you so wary of your mother and her ire, Prince Makoa?”



“Dodging the question,” he muttered, with a smile of his own. “How very like my mother’s enigmatic esper.”



He walked over to the table, and she followed him with soft footfalls. Her hair was faintly damp, and she wore a nightgown he hadn’t seen before, perhaps one from Tamara or even Tessalin’s abandoned wardrobes. She’d apparently taken a bath upon arrival, which seemed like a good sign.



“I’m surprised it took you as long as it did to reach me,” he said, pouring them both some wine. “Did my mother not discover my absence right away?”



“I was… delayed on my journey here.” Petra sighed and glanced down. “I lost my horse.”



“You lost your horse? How?”



She shook her head. “It is… difficult to say, exactly. Wild animals.”



He didn’t press her on her answer, strange as it was. Gods, it felt so good simply to have her near him again, but it was a complication in so many ways. A complicated love — as a woman, as an almost parental authority alongside his mother, as a trusted companion. He loved her, but it was love with boundaries, love with its own unique shape.



“The king named me his magus,” said Koa.



Petra blinked, apparently unaware of the news. “His… magus? As in, high mage?”



Koa nodded. “He’s also asked me to treat with the Estorian ambassador. I’ve somehow fallen into his good graces, despite my little incident with Claudius.”



“You put your mother through far too much with that little stunt,” said Petra. “It is a… relief to hear that the king has not decided to take retaliation against Harvestglade.”



“He tossed me in one of his drowning chambers for a bit, but that’s just… water under the bridge now.”



“Such humor.” Petra reached across the table, taking his hands. The motion made her gown sag forward in the chest, revealing a perfect preview of her cleavage. “Koa. The king’s decisions have been rather muddled as of late.”



“You speak of his supposed illness,” he said, furrowing his brow. “As far as I can tell, it’s just a fog of the mind from his partiality to this new red pollen that seems popular among the nobility.”



Petra sipped her wine, her dark and perfect lips pursing as she swallowed. “I… am not so sure. I worry, as I think your mother will also, that you have been pressed into a role under hidden pretenses.”



“It’s entirely possible. I wouldn’t deny that. My optimistic take is that he intends me to learn from this experience and be more useful to him, not just as a potential heir but as an ally. I am the prince of Harvestglade, Petra.”



“My prince.” She crossed her legs and pushed a few damp strands of hair into place behind her horns. “I did not come here to second guess your decisions. Nor to bring you back home. Your mother asked me to watch over you, and that is what I intend to do. No matter what it takes.”



“You are more than welcome to stay here at the estate, though that should go without saying.” He sighed and swirled his wine. “I’ve missed you, Petra.”



Gods, he really had, and that fact made everything so much more complicated. He was in Twinfalls for a range of reasons, but seeing Ruby was at the top of them. Courting Ruby was in the cards for him, taking this chance in the capital and away from his mother’s judgment to commit to the woman whom he’d loved for so many years. The woman he’d grown up with, no less.



“I can tell that you have,” she said. They looked at each other, and even though she wasn’t asking, he still had to answer.



“I saw Ruby,” he said. “We had a nice reunion. She’s being tressed up as a noblewoman by the king, and I swear can’t tell anymore if her holdings are genuine or exaggerated. She is the guarantee he has over me, and an effective one.”



“Have you begun courting her?” Petra smiled as though the idea genuinely pleased her, and it probably did. For all of the fun and heat of their romance, she’d still raised him alongside his mother.



“I don’t know,” he said. “Both if I want to and if she truly expects me to. Let alone how my mother would react.”



“It is a trap to hold your mother’s regard above all else, my prince.” Petra stood up and started walking toward the fire.



“Oh, this I know for fact,” he said, following behind her.



“You should know that she and I have been… strained, as of late.” She sighed, shoulders sagging. “This time apart is affecting us in ways that are new and difficult.”



“I’m here, if you wish to talk about it,” he said.



“It is a matter for her and I to work through.”



“Regardless…” He stepped closer, right behind her, too close. “I’m still here.”



“I noticed.” Petra smirked and glanced over her shoulder. “Your mother expects me to serve the role of a guardian and advisor, in a… mindful capacity.”



“Oh? Did she tug your leash on the way out the door, esper?”



“No more than she tugged yours.”



“Oh, but I snuck out, if you recall.” He leaned in, breathing her scent.



Petra turned around, setting just her fingertips against his chest. “But still…”



“But still…” he echoed.



He kissed her, and it was like stirring old coals only to find unexpected heat. They pressed into each other with such need and intention that it felt like they were already midway into sex, despite both being fully clothed.



She was his mother’s esper. They’d never share a true bond. And yet still… each time he kissed her like this, had her like this, she became a little more his. She was singing his tune with every moan, dancing to his step with every roll of her hips, and there was nothing his mother could do about it.



They embraced and wobbled and, through some silent agreement, sank down to the carpet in front of the fire. It was warm and soft and clean and, best of all, close. Koa pulled loose the straps of Petra’s nightgown, revealing the full view her cleavage had hinted at. Her dark nipples were both hard. He kissed one and let his teeth drag painlessly across the other.



She lifted her hips into him as her hands ran through his hair. They kissed three times fast. Petra wrapped her legs around him, but he still had his pants on, a problem they both rushed to solve together.



“My prince!” she whispered, voice urgent. “Yes! Mmm… Makoa.”



“Petra!” He pulled his underwear down and fell upon her. “Gods, Petra!”



She threw her head back and dug her fingers into the carpet as he sank forward into that first addictive thrust. There was a flicker of violet light. A shock ran through him right as the head of his cock slid in and broke through the minor resistance. She was wet, but there was still just enough friction and tightness, enough tease to leave room to perform.



He couldn’t tell whether he was hot all over from the crackling fire or simple passion. Petra kissed him, and they teased into each other’s mouths, bodies still rocking together with small, eager motions. His mother had done him such a favor by sending Petra along to
 look after
 him.



The thought came to him that he needed to take Petra every which way he could. Indulge in her body until he was sated, and then commit himself fully to courting Ruby. It was an appealing thought, the idea of simply staying in the next few days to fuck his senses raw with Petra. Work through the urges and attraction he had for his mother’s esper, hands on, body to body.



“Ah, ah, oh…” Petra touched his chest. “Oh, gods! Makoa!”



She lifted upward, wrapping him up again and rolling. They shifted toward the fire — too close for either of their comfort — and then back the other way twice over, with Petra ending up on top.



“Petra!” He stared up at the incredible sight of her body, lit and shadowed by fire, rocking back and forth.



She rode him like she was trying to come just short of snapping his cock off. Her nightgown had fallen and bunched around her waist. She stopped to tug it over her head, where it rather comically caught for a moment on one of her horns, before tossing it across the room.



“You look pleased with yourself,” he said, running his hands along her curves on either side. “Are you just going to sit on me, or?”



She began rocking again, each motion slow but full. Koa blinked and felt his eyes rolling in weird ways. It felt like she was milking his tool for all it was worth, and she wore a smug, overly pleased smile as she did.



“Were you saying something, Makoa?” she whispered. “Oh, my sweet prince. I’m afraid this time, I’m going to be the one to make you come.”



He grabbed at one of her horns, but she leaned back, leaving him to palm her chest instead. She let out a supple laugh as she shifted forward, hair and breasts hanging into his face. They kissed, and she let out a tiny little moan.



“Mmm.” Her eyes were laugh lidded as she started working her hips again. “You taste like wine.”



Koa grabbed her waist and twisted, rolling her back underneath him. The carpet was still warm, though again, it was hard to tell if that was the fire or their bodies. He pumped into her fast, possessed by a childish desire to make her eat her words and perhaps more.



He pinned one of her legs with his arm, reaching around to grab her shoulder and getting an interesting, pleasurable, and punishing angle. Petra’s breathing took on a frantic, fluttering quality. He went faster and harder, knowing her body could take it. Knowing her body wanted it.



She suddenly arched up, chest and stomach and hips lifting. Her muscles tensed and twitched, and her expression froze for a moment on that wild cusp of exertion and bliss. Koa slowed his thrusting and let out a pleased sigh. He planted a kiss between her breasts, lips lingering as she came back to the moment.



“I’m normally above gloating in moments of victory, but that…” He let out a low laugh.



“That…” Petra continued for him. “Was worth following you to Twinfalls for, my prince.”



They went slow from that point forward. Koa hugged her to him and rocked into her with small, intimate motions. It was nice in its own way, soft and gentle but no less pleasurable. Petra touched his cheek, drawing his eyes toward hers just as he sped toward his peak. He held her gaze even as he reached his limit, even as his eyes fluttered, even as she smiled and kissed him on his forehead in a manner all too familiar.



They stayed right where they were, in range of the fire’s glow and warmth, until the flames began to burn down to coals.










CHAPTER 17




 



Avina had no idea where she was, or where she was going. Her existence had become one of endurance — shielding her eyes and face against the whipping sand and taking slow, aimless steps forward.



It was a war of attrition, and she found it genuinely scary. The knowledge that her energy would run out eventually conjured visions of what came next. She’d sit down in the sand, perhaps stretch out on her side, and simply consent to the storm burying her alive.



A tug came from the rope — behind her, not in front. She’d completely forgotten that there was someone holding on to the line behind her. She followed it back and, unable to see through the gritty veil, reached out and felt around until she found Ani’s head.



He was shorter than her, and she was far from a tall woman. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it, perhaps to reassure or perhaps to seek it. She squeezed back and waited a moment, letting the ridiculous hope that Ani might have a plan rise and fall. No such luck.



They stayed close to one another and simply walked in the direction they deemed to be forward by consensus. It was a slow wade through thick, ankle-deep sand, while under attack by the dust storm. Each piece of sand or dirt struck like a miniature wasp, biting wherever bare skin dared show itself.



It felt hours were passing, but time stopped having real meaning. The storm was so loud as to drown out any words between them, any noise beyond the whipping wind. It almost drowned out Avina’s own internal thoughts.



Eventually, it did begin to subside. She and Ani sat down on the sand, waiting out the last few moments before visibility opened back up. She had no idea where they were. The abandoned fort they’d attempted to spend the night in was nowhere to be seen, nor was the coast, though with the sun rising on the eastern horizon, she could at least guess which direction it was in.



There wasn’t a cloud in the sky as the last of the dust settled. Avina sighed as she silently conceded that it would have made for a perfect day of travel had her party not suffered such catastrophe the night before.



“Do you have any idea where we are?” Her voice came out scratchy as she asked Ani the question. She cleared her throat, but that only drew her attention to how dry it was.



“No.” Ani drew his legs in, hugging his knees briefly in a manner that made him look much younger than he was. “We… should go that way, I think.”



He hooked a thumb in a western direction. Avina frowned.



“That would mean heading away from the coast, and the road along with it,” said Avina. “If Lauric and the others are still together it will simply put us further away from where we’d be found.”



“Water,” said Ani, gesturing in the same direction once more.



Avina narrowed her eyes at what he was so keen on. There was a tiny smudge of green, perhaps trees or vegetation of some sort, which would imply water. She nodded slowly, tasting the paper dryness of her mouth.



I dropped my waterskin, and Ani dumped his on a dust maiden,
 she thought.
 We might die before being found if we don’t prioritize that need.



“Let’s go that way, then,” said Avina, in the better part of an underqueen’s tone. “We’ll get through this, Ani. The others will no doubt regroup and come looking for us.”



She could almost make herself believe it. She set aside her memory of the chaos, the way one of the guards had simply been pulled into the sand like parched earth sucking up moisture. She focused on the now, on taking even steps, conserving her energy, small, achievable goals.



The sun had only risen a small degree above the horizon by the time they arrived at their objective. It was an oasis as perfect as the image of one Avina held in her head. A small but deep pool of crystal-clear water was surrounded by low trees and healthy scrub grass.



She resisted the urge to simply sink her mouth into it and drink as desperately as her dry lips wanted to. Ani still had his waterskin, though it was empty. He filled it, and they passed it back and forth until they were both sated.



“Wash the sand off,” said Ani, in a low voice. He’d begun dipping his feet into the water and scrubbing them. “It will crack your skin if you don’t.”



“Shouldn’t we try to avoid dirtying the water?” asked Avina.



Ani simply shook his head. The water didn’t seem to be getting dirty from just the sand, instead briefly silting and then clearing as whatever they added sank to the bottom. Avina turned away as Ani stripped down to clean off his body properly.



When he’d finished, he walked a short distance away from the oasis, perhaps giving her some privacy to follow his example. In truth, it was exactly what Avina wanted at the moment. She felt like she was taking off a burden along with her clothing as she slowly stripped naked and began wading into the pool.



The sensation of the early morning sun on her shoulders and the cool water against her calves made for a glorious contrast. She ran her fingers through the air, freeing a few bits of sand and dirt, and stepped further out.



She glanced down at her body, feeling so pale against the tan of the surrounding desert. Tan, but beautiful. Her responsibilities as both an underqueen and a mother vied for her attention in a manner that left her only rarely slowing down to look at herself.



Her bond with Petra had stopped her from aging beyond a woman’s peak maturity, and while she was hardly far past it in chronological age, it was an effect she knew she’d be ever more grateful for with each passing year. She ran her hands up her thighs and across her hips, pulling water along to unstick some of the dust and grit. She cupped her breasts, again feeling grateful for the way the bond kept them just as she wanted them.



She caught a flicker of movement out of the far corner of her eye. Ani was stealing glances at her, which was both rather expected and… rather flattering, in the moment. The gazes of men in her court often had a hungry edge to them, but none dared to allow their eyes to linger when she turned their way.



She turned her head slightly in time to see Ani pull back, but not look away entirely. She smiled and pulled some water onto her arms, thinking of Koa for various reasons. These days, Koa
 never
 looked away until he decided to, of his own volition.



The thought stirred and twisted her up, and she opted not to chastise Ani as she sank lower into the water. She leaned to float on her back and let her hair spread out around her head in the cool water. She dunked her head, scrubbed with the flats of her hands everywhere that felt dirty, and then rose up. Nude, with water dripping from her hair, her chin, the tips of both nipples, she felt like a woman. Like herself, underneath the titles and the responsibilities.



“By the bone! You’ve got that boy all but mesmerized. I could have strode up behind him and slit his throat, and I doubt he would have even blinked.”



A new voice, familiar in all the worst ways. Captain Lauric’s newest recruit and Mav’s ex-lover, Grin. Avina wrapped her arms over her chest as she felt her playful tease suddenly shifting into a greasy, hairy nightmare.



Ani was on his feet, still wet from his own bath in the pool. He looked much as Avina felt — wary of Grin and the sudden direction the situation seemed poised to go in. The soldier smirked as he walked over to where Avina had taken off her clothing and, more importantly, her sword.



“Oh, worry not, esteemed lady underqueen,” said Grin. “I will wash my memory of this encounter as soon as it reaches its end, however it may end. Seems like it’s just us out here with nothing but desert in all directions. Maybe I’ll join you in the water.”



“You will not,” said Avina, in a low tone.



Grin kicked his foot through her belongings. “This is yours, I take it? A flimsy little rapier? It’s so thin and floppy, Lady Underqueen. You should try a real weapon. Something with weight and heft.”



The fact that she’d gone against Lauric’s gut instinct to allow this man to enlist in her guard left a sour taste in her mouth. She sank lower into the water, glancing toward Ani with frantic eyes. This couldn’t be happening, not to her. Not here, not now.



She took a breath that was intended to calm her down enough to think of a way forward. Instead, it brought about a surge of lightheaded dizziness. Not from fear or unease, but… in the manner that suggested she and Petra were about to swap bodies.



She felt a wave of relief that she was instantly ashamed of. It felt like escaping, even if only in mind, and gods, she was pathetic for welcoming it as she did. She might well be pawning off a moment that might end up being the worst of her life onto Petra.



But the truth was, even if she’d been strong enough to insist on bearing what was to come herself, there was no stopping the switch. She couldn’t fight it if she tried, so she simply did her best to ignore the guilt of being released from the predicament and tried to set Petra up for success. She backed her way out of the pool of water to set it between her and Grin, and then sat down in the sand as the world went white.










CHAPTER 18




 



Avina blinked several times, recognizing her surroundings even off that single first slice of a glimpse. She was in the Gladefoot estate in Twinfalls, within Koa’s chamber. In Koa’s
 bed
 within his chamber, with Koa’s arm gently wrapped around her waist. Naked.



“Gods, Petra,” said Koa, with a laugh. “What a way to start off a morning!”



He hugged her closer from behind and for a moment, Avina could only melt into the embrace, so relieved and grateful that he was all right. Her heart was pounding fast, and she realized, belatedly, that she was warm and wet between the legs. Warm and wet… and sticky. So warm that she must have arrived just as Koa was pulling out.



The thought stirred her in a way she wasn’t proud of but couldn’t escape. It made her aware of Petra’s racing heart and fractured breathing, the fact that her esper had been incredibly aroused just as the swap occurred, and she’d inherited that state along with the body.



I exchanged a shameful nightmare for a passionate dream,
 she thought.
 Oh, Petra. I am so sorry.



Her empathy for her esper outweighed the recent feelings of mistrust, but both were secondary to the facts that ruled the moment. She was still naked and in bed, naked and with Koa.



He kissed her shoulder and then her neck, a tiny patch of erogenous skin that she and Petra clearly shared. Avina arched her back and tried to restrain a tiny moan as he rocked forward. His manhood was partially hard and still wet from whatever had happened before she’d arrived, but on the way down, rather than up. A small mercy that somehow disappointed her in all the most shameful, evil, and suppressed places.



“Was that revenge for last night?” he whispered, against her ear.



Last night? Revenge? She had no idea what he was talking about, but gods, he’d asked her a question! He was waiting for an answer. She needed to get out of bed and explain what was going on.



“…Perhaps,” she whispered.



“Here.” He rubbed the side of her hip and kissed her neck in that impossibly sensitive spot again. “I’ll finish you off.”



He rocked his hips forward and Avina felt his cock, her
 son’s
 cock, rubbing along her buttocks and womanhood in unspeakable ways. He was going to take her in Petra’s body if she didn’t stop him. Oh gods… would she stop him? She
 had to
 … but would she?



Petra, did I really win this exchange after all? Will I be able to live with myself after letting my son use me like his favorite courtesan?



But no, Koa was still breathing heavily and clearly expended from previous efforts. He kissed her and let his hand travel down between her legs. Avina breathed a sigh of relief that cut off into one of confused pleasure as she felt his fingers trace her folds.



“Ah,” she whispered. “Koa. You… don’t have to, if you… um.”



He kissed her cheek. “What did you say?”



She rolled over partway and saw his face for the first time in weeks. His hair was tousled, cheeks still flushed from working up a sexual sweat. He looked so happy and content, and she couldn’t help but smile right back at him. And then he kissed her on the lips… and she couldn’t help but kiss him, too.



“I… was saying…” She blinked, realizing the trap she was in.



If you try to sound like Petra, perhaps you can talk your way out of this without needing to reveal the awkward truth.



“You do not have to push yourself if you wish to rest, my prince,” she said.



“Petra.” He stroked her cheek lovingly. “Shut up.”



Avina did just that, feeling her heart dance in such a confusing way at hearing him give her that kind of order. He kissed her again, and the sensation of his mouth and lips and tongue was even better. Aggressive and passionate and attentive and… she felt his fingers starting to rub.



She almost slapped her hand down in surprise. She
 did
 take a fistful of the mattress, hanging on as though for dear life. Koa knew exactly where to touch. Koa knew Petra’s body better than she did.



The sensation of his touch stole all of her focus, so compelling and pleasurable in all the most horrible ways. He was still embracing her from behind, humping into her more for effect as he was spent from his own apparently recent release.



Avina knew she couldn’t refuse him — at least, not as his mother or his queen, with that simple and ultimate voice of authority. She could try to, as Petra, but trying to keep up the pretense left her sensing that Petra wouldn’t refuse here. Should she not try her best to do as Petra would? Maintain the secret of her and Petra’s condition?



But why does this need to be a secret from Koa?



The answer came in the form of her own slow building need to come as one of his fingers entered her, and then another. The answer was the same as the reason why they never spoke about that night in her tent during the Great Hunt after the minstrel show when she’d been drunk and he’d been horny. The answer was… hard to look at, like a sunny day during the full white of winter.



“I plan on keeping you for at least another day before you go running back to my mother,” he growled into her ear. “A day which I’ll make full use of.”



She almost responded as herself, almost made a point about how Petra was not his esper to order around. Instead… she rocked her hips into his hand and bit her lower lip. Her face felt hot not just with the lust of the moment, but a sliver of anger.



This spoiled son of mine,
 she thought.
 Will you ever stop taking what you want?



He touched her body, Petra’s body, with his other hand. Avina felt him gently pinch and pull on one of her nipples. She didn’t dare turn around, as much because she didn’t trust what Petra’s body might want to do out of concern for how it would stir his advances.



But ultimately, it didn’t matter which way she was facing, the direction in which she was pushing her hips and butt. Koa’s fingers began gently rubbing around her clit, not lavishing it directly but making her
 want
 him to. She bit her lower lip, heat rising bit by bit with each breath like the next draw of hot water for a bath.



“You were so pouty when I made you come last night,” he whispered. “Feel free to take it out on me if this inspires a similar mood.”



“You are… getting ahead of yourself,” she managed. “Who says you will make me…”



Come. Gods, he’s going to make me come!



Avina usually hated being proven wrong, especially in a way that flung it right in her face. She rolled her hips against Koa’s hand and fingers, felt his kisses against the side of her cheek and her neck. Her breathing caught, the rising glow of raw pleasure and premonition.



She tensed, making a noise that was from her, not Petra. It had never felt so good to be proven wrong. It was whiteout, complete bliss, a reset of her world. She’d never come so hard in her entire life, and when she could hear herself breathing and moaning through the fog of pleasure, she was being held in her son’s arms.



“There we go,” he said, with a chuckle. “Now I think it’s about time for us to get out of bed. Unless…?”



She pulled his knuckles to her face and kissed them. “I love you, Koa.”



There was a beat of pause that hurt, even as she examined it, recognizing him hesitating to respond to Petra, not her.



“I love you, Petra,” he finally whispered. “But… you should know that I’m going to see Ruby today.”



Avina just nodded slowly, not trusting her own opinion on Koa’s former servant to match with what Petra would have said.



“I think… she may want me to marry her,” he said.



“She wants you… to what?”



Avina started to turn around to face him, unable to contain her innate horror at the idea of the arrangement. The idea of her son entering himself into such a commitment and expecting, even for a moment, to be able to stay entirely loyal and committed was, well…
 optimistic
 , to say the least.



She felt the sudden lightheaded flutter that always signaled an oncoming switch with Petra, and perhaps it was timely. Her esper might well stand a better chance of talking him down from the ledge, or at least, maintaining her calm while attempting to.



Avina closed her eyes, but snapped them back open as she recalled the horror she’d escaped. The horror awaiting her return.



 



***



 



She was sitting down in the sand, which was preferable to the position she feared she’d find herself in. She was wearing more clothes than she’d had on when she’d made the switch, which seemed like another good sign. She was… holding her rapier.



The weapon, along with the hand holding it and a fair portion of her wrist and arm was covered in blood. Avina felt her body with the other hand, trying to pick up on any clues that might tell her what’d happened in her absence.



The brutal truth was that it was impossible to know for certain if she’d been raped, or at least molested. Petra might have endured such an ordeal without struggle, up until the point she saw an opening, which she’d clearly taken.



Avina looked to the left and saw a body next to her. Grin, with a hole in the chest and through one eye. She shuddered and set her rapier down, and then picked it up again, wariness rising back up.



Ani was on the other side of the spring, watching her from across the water. Avina raised a hand, noticing how the boy avoided her gaze. She gestured to Grin’s body.



“He… attacked me?” she asked, more than said. “Right?”



There was a long pause before Ani slowly nodded his head. In the distance, Avina could see a group of men in familiar uniforms. Captain Lauric and his men headed in her direction.



She walked over to the water and began cleaning the blood from her hands.










CHAPTER 19




 



“What is it? What’s wrong?”



Koa frowned at Petra as he pulled his belt on. She had one hand pressed against her forehead as though in shock or pain or some combination of both. When she didn’t answer right away, he moved to sit on the bed, taking one of her hands into his.



“Is this about what I said just now about Ruby?” he whispered. “We can speak about that if you want to. You always say that you’re my mother’s esper, first and foremost, whenever our conversations veer in an emotional direction. I just thought…”



“No, my prince,” she whispered. “That is not it. I just had a… moment outside myself.”



“Ah. Yes, well, I get that too sometimes.” He kissed her hand and stared into her eyes, pale and perfect violet irises. “I can stay for a while more if you think it might help you recover?”



Petra smiled, but shook her head. “You need not. I assume you have a full day ahead, and I would not seek to steal away your time at such an early junction.”



“True enough. I have to meet with the king again this morning and explain to him my plan for averting this war.”



There was another silence almost as long and profound as when he’d admitted his consideration of courting Ruby.



“Are you… entirely certain that this is a war the realm should seek to avoid?” asked Petra.



“The king is against it, and my mother is against it,” he said, moving back toward his wardrobe. “The Estorian ambassador may have some detestable habits, but if I can come to an agreement with him, countless lives will be saved.”



“I simply worry that you may not yet have the full picture,” said Petra. “There may be unseen consequences, unstated considerations.”



“If they’re unseen and unstated, I can’t do much with them,” said Koa, pulling a shirt on. “Do you suspect something, Petra?”



“Not as such,” she said. “I just wish for you to remain cautious. The situation may not be quite as it seems.”



There was a depth to the concern in her voice that was sobering, almost scary. He nodded slowly and came over to be near her on the bed again.



“I’ll be careful,” he said. “I promise. I’m trying to grow out of the habit of making messes for you and my mother to clean up.”



“I think I am the one who has left her with the mess, this time around.”



“How so?”



Petra waved a hand dismissively in that way that told him he’d get no more out of her. He kissed her on both cheeks, stared her in the eyes for a moment, and then kissed her on the lips.



“Will you be here when I get back?”



“We shall see. I have no great pressing business that I can think of.”



“I’ll see you tonight, then.” He squeezed both her hands and stood up. “We can talk more about everything. Ruby, as well, if… that’s something you have thoughts on.”



Petra furrowed her brow, looking oddly confused. He felt strange as he left his bedchamber, but his mother’s esper could be like that at times. He still remembered the way she’d pulled him out of Zentallion’s delirium, what felt like an age ago back in Harvestglade, that first erotic encounter that’d changed the trajectory of both their lives.



  But where was he aimed now? Spending the night with Petra had been exquisite, but there was still that nagging sense of separateness with her. It wasn’t emotional distance, exactly, but a mutual knowledge of their different places within the world.



That feeling had always been there, but he was seeing it from a different angle now, like a beach washed clean of sand by a rogue wave to reveal unexpected bedrock underneath. Petra might never open up to him completely. She might not be capable or interested in it.



He didn’t know that for certain, but what he was certain of was that he’d only ever get this one chance to court Ruby. If he waited, his mother or the king or simply reality itself would find a way to force them apart.



That feeling of separateness he identified with Petra, especially over the past morning and night, was another driving factor. Back when he and Ruby had been young, there’d been no separation between them. If he could have that with her again, it was worth taking the chance, regardless of how complicated it might be to pursue.



He pulled on a cloak after getting a taste of the frigid winter air at the door. Twinfalls was only slowly rousing to life, as though the chill had forced everyone to a walk. His breath came out in white puffs, and the bridge leading off Tongue Island was coated in a thin layer of ice.



The guards at the castle allowed him entry without hesitation when he presented himself, but one of the king’s magisters attempted to turn him away as he queued outside the audience chamber. Another man who Koa faintly recognized, though he didn’t know from where, pulled him aside.



“The king isn’t receiving petitioners today, but he made special mention of you, Lord Magus,” said the man. “If you would follow me upstairs to his study.”



“Lead the way.”



He was growing more familiar with the castle’s layout and recognized the door as they approached it. The man spoke with the guards, who knocked and opened the door at a shout from the king within. Koa stepped inside, bowing as he approached where Kendall sat by the fire.



“Your Majesty,” he said. “I wanted to give you an update on how my meeting with Lord Guthren went and the arrangements I’ve made in the wake of it.”



“Lord… Guthren?” The king frowned at him and gave a small shake of the head. He had a blanket over his lap, and the same platter of red pollen that he’d offered Koa some off during their previous meeting.



“Ambassador Guthren, yes,” said Koa. “He seemed of a mind with us when I spoke to him, and placed a shrewd emphasis on the nature of Prince Dalton’s claim. His documentation of it, to be specific.”



“Slow down,” muttered Kendall. “Mmm. Perhaps… start from the beginning? I slept poorly last night, Arlan. I’m still catching up to all of my business.”



“…It’s Makoa, Your Majesty,” he said, with a sinking feeling. “Prince of Harvestglade. Lord Magus.”



“Harvestglade!” Kendall smiled and let out a small chuckle. “Why, your grandmother and I once strode through that glorious orchard behind the castle there. We sipped cider and spread out a blanket, and, well… we were young, you must understand. Is your grandmother in the city, Arlan?”



Koa ran a slow hand through his hair. He took a seat next to the king and laced his fingers together, tasting disappointment. He took the tiny spoon from the tray and, despite having an example of what it could do to a man right there in front of him, snorted a small taste to soothe his frustration.



“My grandmother is dead, Kendall,” he said. “She’s been dead for months. I’m here in Twinfalls trying to help you prevent this war.”



“Ah… yes.” The king nodded sagely. “You come seeking my approval, then? You have it. Take from this meeting my permission to do whatever you deem fit. As long as Tamara approves.”



“She does.” Koa took one more sniff of the damned red pollen, feeling his eyes glowing and an odd sense of tingle in his fingertips reminiscent of the tremor that ran through them whenever he opened a rift.



He left the audience chamber without being dismissed. The guards and attendants outside flinched back from him, from his eyes, undoubtedly. He ignored them as he hurried down the hall, distracted by his own dejected thoughts.



How much of the past few days is even real? The title of magus. The trust he placed in me. The responsibility set upon my shoulders. All just the whims of a madman?



He felt like a naïve fool. He’d waded into a situation he didn’t understand only to take everything at face value. His mother had warned him more than once that King Kendall’s mental health had atrophied. He’d been so quick to forget those warnings when it seemed like recognition and glory were aimed in his direction.










CHAPTER 20




 



A pair of guards fell into step on either side of him, and then two more in front and back. He slowed, and they slowed with him. The man in front only had the cloak in the king’s colors, deep violet, with plain clothes underneath and the jingle of chainmail to his step.



“If it please, Lord Magus,” he said. “Lord Thunderclaw wishes to speak with you.”



The guards made a hard left at the next tunneled intersection. The request seemed like a rather firm one, the sort of the variety that left him with a choice of how to accept rather than whether to refuse.



It was salt on an open wound. His mother had warned him that Thunderclaw might well be the true power within the realm, but he’d taken it more as an exaggeration, a kernel of truth spun into a hypothetical fear. If it was true, and the guards leading him along certainly made him suspect it might be, then his game of titles and meetings with the ambassador was just a sad farce.



Easy,
 he thought.
 Don’t surrender your power just yet. You’re a prince and a sorcerer, regardless of politics.



He was brought to a chamber that was high within the castle, necessitating an inconvenient amount of trekking up stairs. The door was open, which felt odd, and the guards stopped outside of it and gestured for him to go through ahead of them.



Koa found himself in a large, high-ceilinged space with a massive circular table at its center. An open window danced with spray from one of the waterfalls which, for some reason, gave him a stab of unease at how high up they were. It was the type of window that Koa could imagine someone being thrown out of, perhaps.



“Prince Koa.” Thunderclaw entered through another door toward the room’s side. “Or would you prefer I address you as Lord Magus, now?”



Thunderclaw had a presence to him that made him stand out even from other espers, though it was hard to tell whether it came from his natural presence or decades at the king’s side.



Long golden hair, not young but not old in appearance, he gave off an inhuman presence despite being so near to passing for a normal man. No horns like Petra, no unnatural skin color. The small differences, the odd shape of his ears, the cat-like irises and full teeth, stood out that much more.



He was handsome, tall and broad shouldered, and he was confident. Koa couldn’t ignore those two facts if he was going to try to play at his level, but even more so, he couldn’t ignore how powerful the entity standing before him was. One of the few espers that Petra had never beaten in a skirmish. Rumored to have carried entire battles on his own, a fact all the more relevant with war idling on the horizon.



“Thunderclaw,” said Koa. “You look well. What’s this about?”



Careful,
 he thought.
 Don’t show too much respect, nor too little.



Thunderclaw stared at him for a long, painfully silent moment. “I’ve never seen anyone but an esper glow their eyes like that. The rumors swirling about you seem justified.”



“I’m sure you know the nature of rumors better than most,” said Koa. “A seed of truth and many leaves of embellishment.”



Thunderclaw gave him a small nod. “I understand you’ve been working closely with the king in your new role.”



“To an extent, yes,” said Koa. “It’s no secret. Harvestglade has little wish to see Osteanus pay the blood price of a war against a powerful enemy and rival.”



“Blood price,” echoed Thunderclaw. “That’s a nice way of phrasing it. It’s a price our realm will pay either way.”



“How so?”



Thunderclaw gestured to the table, not just offering him a seat, but signaling the guards to bring out wine and pour them cups. Koa noted, as he sat down, how the men were waiting on him like servants. Espers didn’t usually have dedicated servants, but loyalty was better than coin at finding men to play such roles.



“The king hasn’t told you about the trade deal, has he?” asked Thunderclaw.



The esper took a seat next to Koa, rather than across. The table was massive, and it would have been comical.



“I’ve heard nothing of potential trade deals, but it seems as though that would be even more of a step in the direction of peace,” said Koa.



“In some ways, perhaps,” said Thunderclaw. “Tell me, Lord Koa. How would it make you feel if Estoria had a right to traffic slaves through Osteanus along Flint Rock Pass?”



“Slavery is illegal in Osteanus.”



“Which is why they label the men, women, and children who would be trafficked along this route as
 exotic wares
 , rather than people.”



Koa exhaled slowly, feeling an odd hiccup in both his heart and his mind. “The king approved this trade deal?”



“Not as such,” said Thunderclaw. “It entered the conversation while discussing a potential path to peace. Estoria has a well-entrenched tradition of slavery.”



“I see no reason why we’d need to make such a concession when Estoria seems just as interested in agreeing to an arrangement that splits the borderlands,” said Koa.



“Prince Dalton is stringent about obtaining his full claim, and I can understand why.” Thunderclaw sipped his wine and shifted to get comfortable at the table. “The thought of the people within his historical family holdings potentially being taken as slaves must be nigh untenable for him.”



“It would be an unpleasant concession to make, but think of how many people will die in this war.” Koa tapped his fingers on the table. “There’s no guarantee that we would even be able to win, Thunderclaw. How many men, women, and children would be trafficked then? How many towns and cities would be sacked for slaves?”



Koa felt as though he was engaging in the actual peace talk, the one that might make the difference, and he wasn’t sure he was the one doing the convincing.



“That is a good point, Lord Koa.” Thunderclaw chuckled and turned his hand up. “I invited you here to greet you, not grill you. How has your visit to Twinfalls been so far? The king hasn’t pestered you too much, has he? He does the same routine with every prince. The trust, the title. I believe Prince Harriston is the Lord General of the Northern Coast.”



Instead of replying, Koa just held Thunderclaw’s gaze. He sensed his eyes were still glowing, perhaps not unnerving the esper but coming close enough.



“I do have one question,” said Thunderclaw. “Did you under pack your wardrobe when you first departed?”



“My… wardrobe?”



“It seemed as though you have a pressing need for tailored clothing,” said Thunderclaw.



He knows I met with the Rusty Rose. Careful now…



Koa let out what he hoped came across as a self-assured chuckle. “Well, I always like to look my best. The fashions here in Twinfalls are… so intriguing.”



“That they are. Well, I suppose I should get to the reason why I sought out this meeting with you.”



“Oh?” Koa furrowed his brow. “Well, I’m all ears.”



“Tessalin.”



Koa blinked, only realizing after a moment that Thunderclaw was not bringing up the subject of his grandmother’s esper, but calling her into the room. He stared with no small amount of space between the bottom and top of his jaw as Tessalin emerged from the door leading to the other room.



“Makoa,” she said, voice soft, smile softer.



He stood up, his chair screeching against the stone floor. Tessalin was ghost pale, with fine silver hair and a slender build. She had the same ageless quality that most mature espers shared, looking like a woman in her prime despite being as old as Tamara had been on her death.



She wore a black silk dress tied with a golden sash and moved with silent, graceful steps. She came to him and held her arms out with a touch of uncertainty. Koa pulled her into a tight hug, breathing her name as unexpected relief flooded through him.



“Gods,” he muttered. “We assumed the worst when we heard about grandmother. I… don’t understand? Why didn’t you seek to return to Harvestglade?”



“Oh, Makoa.” She touched his cheek as she pulled back. “The situation is complicated.”



“Your grandmother passed under suspicious circumstances,” said Thunderclaw. “There is a chance that she was poisoned. Tessalin wasn’t sure who she could trust.”



Koa shook his head slowly. “Surely you could at least trust my mother, in a time of such need.”



“I love and trust your mother!” said Tessalin, touching her chest. “It’s just…”



“It’s as I said,” Thunderclaw cut in. “The circumstances pointed toward an unnatural death, but we had little else to go on. The two people who would have benefited most from your grandmother’s death, Lord Koa, are your mother and the king himself. I’m not making the argument that either was responsible, simply explaining the nature of our caution.”



Koa nodded slowly, but a kernel of suspicion formed in response to the two espers and their powerplay.



“Well, I will have to inform her of this new development, as I’m sure you know,” said Koa.



“Of course,” said Tessalin. “That was much my reasoning for seeking this meeting with you. I would have come forward sooner had there been sufficient opportunity. I remained in Twinfalls during the Great Hunt and worried about any messages I might send being intercepted.”



“That’s not an unreasonable assumption,” he said. “I sense, however, that your purpose in stepping forward now extends beyond simple reassurance.”



The two espers exchanged a glance. Thunderclaw set his wine glass down.



“My objective is no affair of cloak and dagger,” he said. “I simply want you to have all of the information, Lord Koa. Wars are dangerous. Many people will die, undoubtedly. But sitting back and doing nothing also has its own cost.”










CHAPTER 21




 



Koa rubbed his temples as he finally descended to the bottom level of the castle, trying to work through, or at least establish the facts. So much of what Thunderclaw had told him seemed reasonable, but that was usually the way of the other side in politics on close, honest, examination.



Tessalin was alive, the king’s mental faculties were in flux, and Thunderclaw sought power. Every other word uttered across that morning could have easily been an outright lie or a carefully crafted exaggeration.



The Estorians did have a tradition of slavery, but he’d heard nothing of the trade deal involving transporting chattel across Ostean holdings. It wasn’t outlandish to assume that might have been discussed, but it was just as plausible that Thunderclaw was deceiving him.



He sensed an underlying theme within both the esper’s moral argument and ambition. The king had said as much to him once before. Thunderclaw was an advocate for the personhood of espers. A just cause, one that was full in-line with pushing back against any attempt to loosen the laws against slavery within Osteanus through a trade deal.



Gods, it felt in so many ways like he’d chosen the wrong side from the start. Which was exactly the type of discord someone as ambitious and intelligent as Thunderclaw would seek to sow within his political opponents.



Stick to the plan,
 he thought.
 Get the forgery of Prince Dalton’s claim first. Decide whether to use it later.



It was enough of a decision for him to exhale and take stock of how he’d spend the rest of his day. He’d need to write to his mother to inform her of Tessalin’s reemergence, but that could wait until the evening.



Meeting with Ambassador Guthren was another item on his list, but running straight to the man while he was still unsettled by the idea of slaves on Ostean territory seemed rash. He needed more time to think the situation through.



Which, conveniently, left him with the afternoon to do what he wanted, and what he wanted was, well… Ruby. To sit and talk, drink wine and flirt and tease, seemed like the perfect way to decompress. It was also a stark reminder of the stakes — she was still the king’s “guest.” Even if he were to accept Thunderclaw’s arguments at face value and sympathize with them, he had assurances that held his support that he simply couldn’t ignore.



There was a solution, however, that seemed as elegant to the circumstances as to his heart. If he courted Ruby, married her in the time before the situation escalated, he could simply bring her home. The king would be powerless to do anything but watch even with her supposed inheritance at stake. He would give himself breathing room to examine the truth of whether the war suited Osteanus and gain a wife that he loved in the process.



The idea appealed to him so much that he sought her out immediately. She was staying within the castle, and one of the servants he questioned pointed him in the right direction. He paused outside an unassuming oak door within the castle’s guest wing, as unsure whether he had the right room as he was about what he planned on saying.



I just want to see here,
 he thought.
 The words need not matter.



He knocked and waited a few seconds. The door swung open, submerging him in the sound of Ruby in mid-laugh. She wore a casual blue dress with neat white embroidery, one of the casual styles made for relaxation and not court. She… wasn’t alone.



She had guests, none of them people he recognized this time around. A young man with blond hair and a handsome smile looked as though he’d been mid-story when his knock had interrupted them. A story Ruby had been laughing at. Meaningless to feel annoyed over, but she had such a beautiful laugh.



“Koa!” She breathed liquor scent into his face and hugged him tight. “Come on in! Did you get my message late?”



“Not at all, it would seem,” he said, slowly. “I’ve been out of my estate since this morning.”



“Well, you’re here anyway!” She squeezed his bicep and tried to drag him into the room. “You all know Prince Koa, right?”



“The Sabantian?” asked the blond man. “I was wondering if the two of you were familiar, both ostensibly being from Harvestglade. It seemed so rude to come right out and ask.”



“Did it, now?” snapped Koa. He judged that his eyes had stopped glowing at some point from the way his brusqueness seemed to make people uncomfortable rather unnerved.



“Here, let me pour you some wine,” said Ruby. “Grab a chair. Relax with us!”



“Ruby, that wasn’t exactly why I dropped by,” he said, as diplomatically as he could. “Why don’t I return in a little bit?”



He didn’t have the time or, honestly, the patience to sit down and talk about nonsense with Ruby’s friends. It was an odd thought to examine, one that left him wondering if he’d lost or at least blunted his carousing edge. Enough wine could make any social gathering fun.



“I just remembered that we did have an appointment for today, didn’t we?” said Ruby, touching the side of her face in mock realization. “I’m sorry. Could I ask all of you to give us a few minutes?”



Her guests grumbled in that polite, upper crust way that sounded more like eager obligement. Koa found the room to be far too large and silent as the door shut behind them.



“There we go,” said Ruby. “Just us.”



She tiptoed over to him, rose up on the pads of her feet, and kissed him on the lips. Koa was all too eager to kiss her back, but stopped himself from escalating on reflex as he set his hands on her hips.



“Now that’s the Ruby I remember,” he whispered.



“You had doubts?”



“Your hair is so long.” He flicked the glossy red tips of it. “I suspected you may have been replaced by a magical doppelganger.”



She turned and stepped away from him. “You would know more about that than me. Everyone has been astir about you and your glowing eyes.”



“More of a side effect than anything to worry about.”



There was a small bowl of olives, and he helped himself to a couple. He relaxed as he picked up a third and mimed as though to throw it at Ruby. She rolled her eyes and then opened her mouth as a target. He hit her nose instead, but they both laughed and then… sighed.



“There have also been rumors about the honor duel you fought,” she said, hesitantly.



“I meant to write to you about that, but I left Harvestglade on that same night,” he said. “It’s all been misconstrued, a little, from how it actually happened.”



“So he isn’t dead?”



Koa gave half a shrug. He hadn’t killed Claudius. He hadn’t
 thought
 that he’d killed Claudius, but according to the rumors, the man was dead. It seemed like waffling on his responsibility of his own actions to pretend as though there could be much ambiguity.



“It wasn’t what I wanted,” he said. “There was no real alternative.”



Except there was,
 said a voice in his head.
 You had the gold he sought, but were too stubborn to hand it over.



“It… scares me a little, Makoa,” whispered Ruby. “Not that you… did what you did. But that you’re still so much the same afterward. Don’t they say that it changes a man to kill?”



“They say a lot of things, Ruby,” said Koa. “The collective
 they
 seemingly has no limits on what it considers to be settled fact. In truth, the duel with Claudius felt more like… politics than a true encounter.”



“Politics. That’s an awfully callous way of seeing it. He has a widow, you know, and a son and a daughter. Though they’re both grown adults.”



“It was the result of a situation that had an entirely adequate political solution that the other man was simply too proud or greedy to accept. That’s almost in line with why I came to see you, Ruby.”



He went to her and took her hands. A reluctant smile crept onto her face. He could still make her smile. He could still make her come. Both were high feats in his mind, with her.



“The situation here in Twinfalls is volatile,” he said. “The king and his esper want vastly different things for the realm. I’m going to have to make a decision on which future is the best for Osteanus that will have immediate effects on Harvestglade, my family… and you.”



She looked like she wanted to say something, but hesitated, leaving him room to continue.



“I think we should get married.” He winced, not liking his phrasing. “What I mean is… politically, it would be advantageous for us to be… wed. For the sake of protecting you as a woman I would like you to be my… Oh gods, to hell with it! Ruby, will you marry me?”



“Oh, Koa!” She wrapped him in a tight hug, her body shuddering out a breath against his. “Absolutely not.”



“Oh Ruby, that’s… what?”



“No.”



She pulled back, shaking her head, which was quite helpful as he had been thinking for an instant that he’d simply misheard her.



“I don’t want to marry you, Makoa,” she whispered. “I’m sorry if I gave off that impression when we first had our reunion. I told you back in Harvestglade that we weren’t meant for each other like that.”



“You… said back then that you thought I’d never be allowed to marry you,” he said, slowly. “You made it sound as though it was my mother and my responsibilities holding us back!”



“None of that has changed,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t want to be tugging on one of your arms while your mother is tugging on the other. She will end up hating me, likely from the moment she first hears of us eloping.”



“What she thinks has nothing to do with how we feel, Ruby!” he said. “We could still…”



“No, Koa.” She folded her arms. “You’re so used to getting your way. It was cute when we were kids. Less so when we got older, and I was your servant. Still a little cute when we’re in bed. But not here, not now.”



“This isn’t just about the marriage itself, Ruby.” He already knew he’d lost, but his mouth refused to shut up. “If you’re here within the castle, the king can use you to control me!”



“This again?” Ruby sighed and shook her head. “Even pretending that it’s true, and I have been tricked, the only reason it matters is because of your ambition. You’re so set on climbing up the ladder, Koa. What danger would come next for me? If we had children, would I be left afraid to let them out of my sight, lest one of the Lord Magus’s enemies try to scoop them up for revenge?



“It isn’t about you, Koa. Gods, I want you to understand that most of all. I’ve never had the chance to set my own course before. I’m a woman, not your servant, and not your woman. It’s so… like you to think that I’d jump into this, a marriage of impulse and convenience, just because you’re anxious about the consequences of your actions.”



“It’s about love, Ruby,” he muttered. “Not… just convenience.”



“I know you love me, and I love you.” She held up a hand and all but caught him as he tried to blunder forward into an embrace. “But you aren’t the kind of man I want to marry. By the bone, I don’t know if I ever want to get married! It’s really enjoyable to just exist and take life on my own terms.”



He sat down, less because he wanted to and more because his heart and stomach were both sinking to the very bottom.



“I can’t argue against any of that,” he admitted with a sad chuckle. “I want you to be happy.”



“I’m so sorry, Koa. I’ll still always open the door for you. I’ll still sip wine with you, still… see where things lead. But we’re such different people.”



“We don’t have to be,” he persisted, one last time.



“But we are. You’re the king’s magus, and I have an inheritance across the sea. I’ve watched you for so long playing these political games. You and your mother. I’m playing too now, but on the other side of the board.”



“We’re enemies, then?”



“On a different board! Gods, it’s just an analogy.”



He flicked another olive at her. She caught it in one hand and popped it into her mouth.



“You don’t hate me, do you?” she asked.



“I could never hate you, Ruby. I would have never proposed to you if that weren’t the case.”



She walked over, coming around behind his chair, and hugged his shoulders and kissed his cheek. “Sorry.”



“I… didn’t think you’d really say yes,” he babbled. “It was just an idea. I thought I had. A possibility. But I… think I need to do something for the king, so I’m just going to…”



“Sorry,” she said again. “I’m really sorry, Koa.”



“Don’t be. I’m a grown man, Ruby, not a child.”



He left her chamber and walked a few steps down the hallway on legs that felt strangely unsteady. Balling his fists, he pressed them into his forehead, wondering at the damage he’d just done to their relationship. It wasn’t just that he’d proposed and she’d said no. Now, everything he did for her, every visit, every attempt at seduction, would exist under the shadow of a future that he’d wanted and she’d refused.



He left the castle and found a spot to sit in the small gardens in front of the waterfalls. He still had the bag of pollen Guthren had given him tucked away in the pocket of his trousers. He took it out, sniffed a pinch, and let bland euphoria crowd out the pain.










CHAPTER 22




 



Avina calmly explained what’d happened at the oasis to a confused Captain Lauric and a grief-stricken Mav… despite only having guessed, herself. Ani hadn’t said a word in the time since. The oasis’s spring had taken on a faint pink hue from the blood she’d scrubbed off her hands.



“I can’t believe he’d do such a thing!” cried Mav. “I… I thought he was a good man. A blustering bastard at times, but… not a man who’d try to do a thing like that.”



“You said he had your rapier at the start?” asked Lauric.



“That’s right,” said Avina. “He… set it down as he tried to approach me, and I managed to get around him to pick it back up.”



It sounded plausible enough, if one set aside specific details and assumed Grin was a complete idiot. Avina was just as baffled as they were. She’d checked herself over again and confirmed once more that it didn’t seem like she’d been raped or even marked in any way.



Petra,
 she thought.
 We have so much to discuss. Never have I wanted so badly to simply sit down and speak with you. Talk freely, as we once did.



Oddly enough, Petra’s defense of her while occupying her body had done a great deal to restore Avina’s trust in her esper. She reminded herself that Petra would have been just as keen on not being defiled — it might not have been her native body, but it would have still been her experience.



It was more that she could so easily imagine Petra’s reaction leading to her dispatching an arrogant rapist who assumed she’d simply stay quiet and spread her legs, avoiding conflict like perhaps other timid women had for him in the past. Petra likely slew Grin without a second thought, no hesitation and no regret.



The regret was Avina’s to bear, each time she looked into Mav’s face and experienced that realization that Grin had been a man who’d somehow earned her handmaiden’s love. She knew it was ridiculous and had to cut her thoughts off from veering in the direction of self-blame. She shouldn’t have been naked in the spring. She shouldn’t have been so amused about teasing Ani when she’d first seen him peeking and instead acted like a proper, chaste underqueen.



Ani’s dark silence certainly wasn’t helping her conscience. He had responded to a few of Captain Lauric’s questions about whether they were still on the right path once they’d found the glass road again, though only with nods or shakes of his head.



Two guards had been lost in the dust maiden attack, not counting Grin, along with a number of pack animals. Avina sensed Lauric would have preferred that they turn back, but she was committed. She needed to see the journey through if only out of stubbornness and a desire to make the loss worth it.



They traveled on through the hottest part of the day. The relief of the entire traveling party was palpable when a settlement emerged in the distant horizon and Ani confirmed it was Matragoria with one of his quiet nods.



“We could camp for tonight,” suggested Lauric. “I’d expect otherwise we’ll be arriving just after sundown. Not the most convenient time to present yourself in the domain of a foreign power, even if you are expected.”



“We press on,” said Avina.



In truth, she was anxious. The dust maiden’s ambush had sobered her to the realities of Sabantius. It was a land that had no interest in harboring people, with dangers far beyond even the deepest wilderness of Harvestglade.



The outpost was at the top of a long slope, with the glass road visible and gleaming in the sunlight unfurling ahead of them like the tongue of some great beast buried beneath the sand. A high sandstone wall encircled the settlement, and even from a distance Avina could see something off about it.



“Is it… just me or is it shimmering?” muttered Lauric. “Almost looks like air around a hot flame.”



He glanced first to Avina and then to Mav. Mav refused to meet Lauric’s gaze. She’d somehow taken to blaming him for Grin’s death, rather than Avina, which had the bizarre effect of deepening Avina’s own guilt.



“They can’t possibly have fires lit atop that wall,” said Avina. “What else would cause that sort of aberration?”



“Magic,” said Ani. It was the first word he’d spoken since they’d left the oasis.



The party was quiet as they continued along the road, seeming to make no progress until they were well up the slope and entering the shadow of the outpost. It was only then that Avina and her party were met with a gruesome and ominous sight.



The atmosphere around the outpost was one of death and decay. Skeletons hung from poles like ghastly winter season decorations. Pallid skulls poked out of the sand, their empty eyeholes staring at them eerily as they passed by, teeth bared in macabre grins. All around them was a thick, oppressive hum of magical energy that seemed to encircle the outpost like fog.



The walls were covered with strange symbols and runes that glowed in eerie blue light, bathing everything in a ghostly hue. Lauric's face drained of color as he peered up at the ramparts warily, his hand instinctively moving to his sword hilt.



“Do they think this display undoes the need to post guards?” he asked, derisively.



“I don’t think they get many visitors,” said Avina.



The outpost’s gate seemed to be carved from the same sandstone of the wall and set so firmly into place that no light leaked from its edges. Avina couldn’t imagine how such weight might be moved without some hidden mechanism.



A man with dark skin and a leather tunic finally appeared on the ramparts. He called something down to them in Sabantian. Avina tried not to scowl and flicked her eyes toward Ani, but the guard was quick to repeat the question in broken Ostean.



“What you want, northerners?” he called.



“Zaratafenia Eskonus sent my son an invitation to meet with her,” said Avina, voice raised and projected. “I accepted in his stead.”



“Oh.” The guard cleared his throat and spat to one side. “Door!”



The door suddenly made a noise rather unlike what most doors make when they open. It was a bright whistle, like the wind picking up speed through leaf-bare trees. There was a flash of light and the noise cut off abruptly.



The gate was open when they looked back that way. The door hadn’t simply been pulled to one side. There was a thin layer of sand over the road leading into the outpost, enough that Avina would have seen drag marks. It had simply blinked out of existence, like the tricks Koa could do with his magical realms. A seamless disappearance.



“Just a trick,” Avina hissed to the others. “Try not to act bewildered.”



It hardly mattered. The gate spilled out onto the outpost’s small settlement central area. The people going about their lives were common folk, tanned men and women of all ages and stations in life.



What struck Avina first was how green and fertile the compound’s interior was. It was such a stark difference from the sandy desert outside, with trees and flowers, different types of grass she’d never seen before in colors indigo and red.



It felt inordinate and artificial. Even the oasis that she and Ani had sheltered at would have needed to be fifty or a hundred times larger to have this much greenery around its edge. She set her hand down to touch a patch of lavender that was giving off a fantastic scent.



If the locals were unused to hosting foreign guests, they did a remarkably good job of not letting it show. Everyone looked comfortable and clean and happy. The men wore tunics, many with bare legs, while the women wore thin gowns and basic, soft looking slips. It made Avina feel overdressed, and acutely aware of how dirty most of her companions were from the road.



She began leading them forward, surprised nobody came to greet them and tell them where to go. There were few, if any merchant stalls that she could see. The outpost had the vibrance of a small village, but the wealth of an entire city.



They passed by a central square with a massive statue of a man and a woman with the finest detail work Avina had ever seen. The man was, well, there was no real way to put it other than groping the woman. His hand was resting on one of her buttocks, fingers sinking in to marble flesh with the same faint indentations that living flesh would have revealed. The woman was tensed in that nervous but excited way, smiling but not smiling, balanced on the cusp of chastity and base fun.



“You’re staring, Lauric,” said Avina. Her guard captain blushed and snapped to attention. He shot a glance at Mav, as though expecting a further rebuke, but she’d been distant from Lauric since Grin’s death.



It wasn’t hard to guess at which of the structures within the compound was Zaratafenia’s palace. The layout was symmetrical, and the tallest building within the walls was set at the end of the one true street. More impossibly detailed statues lined either side of the stairs leading up to a set of large, open doors.



A man stood at the top of the stairs, tall and stick thin, wearing a leather skirt and an open vest. He was juggling seven balls, by Avina’s count. When he saw them coming up the stairs, he threw the balls directly up, pulled out a corded pouch, and let them sink down into it one after another.



“Underqueen Avina of Harvestglade,” he said, sweeping into a bow. “Welcome to Matragoria. I am Mefu, servant of Zaratafenia, our
 dessian
 .”



Avina nodded. “Well met, Mefu. This is Lauric, the captain of my guard. He will need to meet with either you or whoever can help us arrange lodgings within your compound.”



“I will see to it,” said Mefu. “If you would follow me, for now. Zaratafenia will be… eager to see you.”



His Ostean was flawless, and it made Avina wonder if he’d perhaps lived in their realm for a time. They followed Mefu into the compound. He whistled as he walked and exchanged a few words in Sabantian with either servants or other members of the high household.



“Shoes,” said Mefu, as they approached a large door with guards to either side of it. He waited for a moment as Avina, Lauric, and Mav stared at him in confusion. Gesturing to his own feet, he stepped out of his sandals and set them upon one of the thin wicker mats to either side of the door.



Avina followed his example, but gestured for the guards other than Lauric to simply hang back. It took Lauric long enough on his own to unlace and pull off his heavy boots. He hopped on one foot as he stripped them loose in a way that made her heart ache for her son for reasons that were hard to discern.



Zaratafenia’s audience chamber reminded Avina of her own, with one key difference. The floor was sunken underneath a few inches of clear water. There were only two spots above the thin puddle — the dais upon which Zaratafenia’s throne sat and a small platform a short distance in front of it clearly intended for her petitioners.



The walk toward the platform gave Avina a chance to regard the woman herself. She was Koa’s aunt by marriage, but given his adoption and the path his life had taken, it seemed like the thinnest of relations. Koa’s father and uncle had both passed during the Naked Wasting.



Zaratafenia was gorgeous in a way that made Avina distinctly aware of how fortunate she’d been to have an opportunity to speak with her ahead of her and Koa’s eventual meeting. Her skin was a deep tan, and her body was voluptuous. Her hair was twisted into dark braids which had been twisted once more up into the tallest bun Avina had ever seen, wrapped around the base with a headscarf.



She wore a thin gown that might have been normal by Sabantian standards, but was flagrantly erotic by Ostean ones. It was nearly sheer, and the definition of her chest and nipples was clearly visible underneath. Her legs were crossed, and both of her bare feet had gold chain jewelry adorning them that fastened at the big toe and ankle.



Avina saw the way Lauric was alternating between gaping and averting his gaze and couldn’t help but smile. Zaratafenia would likely have been too much for her son to handle, and she pulled true confidence from knowing she’d already sidestepped one easy mistake. She walked over to the platform and stepped out of the water and onto it.



“Lady Zaratafenia,” she said, with a small bow. “I am unfamiliar with Sabantian titles, so feel free to correct me if I should address differently.”



“I am the
 dessian
 , the region’s lord or lady, but there is no need for such titles amongst family,” said Zaratafenia. “Call me Zaratafenia, and I shall call you Avina and your son, Koa.”



She made as though to look past Avina, the slightest frown sneaking into her expression.



“I’m afraid my son had pressing business in the Ostean capital of Twinfalls and could not respond to your invitation himself,” said Avina. “I came on his behalf, as all decisions concerning him would need to pass through me, regardless.”



“Ah.” Zaratafenia’s brown eyes gained an icy edge. “I see. I had assumed, hearing the news of Prince Makoa that I’ve heard, that he’d stepped forward as a man in the Eskonus tradition.”



Eskonus. It was the surname Koa had been born with, but it sounded like nothing so much as a foreign word to Avina. There were no memories or emotions attached to it, so long had he simply been Makoa Gladefoot, Avina’s beloved son.



“Makoa is a prince of Harvestglade,” she replied. “He serves our queendom in his actions. I’m afraid he knows little of the traditions of his homeland, not that they would apply to the current context of his life even so.”



“I think you underestimate how much we might have to discuss.” Zaratafenia snapped her fingers and for the briefest instant, there was a flash of white power like the sun gleaming off a mirror on a sizzling summer day. A servant appeared with a tray of wine, tiptoeing through the water to splash as little as possible, and poured Zaratafenia a glass.



Just Zaratafenia.



“I am here, dessian,” said Avina, letting her true weariness sound in her voice. “I would hear what you wished to discuss with my son. If you’ve no interest in speaking about with anyone but him, I fear you will be waiting indefinitely for the meeting you seek.”



Avina didn’t make the threat lightly. There was nothing stopping her from simply intercepting all missives sent to Koa from the southern realm and reading them in advance of delivery, as she had with this one. Harvest Castle was her domain, and Koa was her son.



“You are spirited!” shouted Zaratafenia. “That is probably for the best. Makoa, with the blood of Sabantian champions and sorcerers coursing through him, would be too much for most of you milk-toned Osteans to handle.”



“Oh, trust me. I’ve handled him well enough.”



She tried to keep a few moments in particular where it’d been more like her son had been handling her from edging into her awareness. Gods, again she felt herself missing him and yearning for their reunion. But it would come in time, and this stare down with his estranged aunt was the here and now.



“I will be blunt,” said Zaratafenia. “I have no interest in agreeing to a deal with you that may cause friction with Makoa. It is his holdings within Sabantius and his bloodline that interest me, not Harvestglade. Not the land of brittle horses and pampered espers.”



“I have a better understanding of the extent of Koa’s claims to Sabantius than I think he does. If you will not speak to me, Zaratafenia, my son will take it as a slight. Undoubtedly, he will.”



…Once she’d calmed him down from his expected reaction to her coming in his place to begin with. Still, Zaratafenia seemed to consider the statement. She let out a long sigh.



“I suppose I will take what has been presented to me,” she said. “You will be provided with chambers that fit your station. Your men can bed in one of the empty barracks along the wall. Mefu will show all of you the way.”



“And what of Lord Hazafallius?” asked Avina. “He was mentioned to be a guest here in the missive.”



“He is comfortable. It is his prerogative to receive you or avoid you.”



“He’s comfortable… and here of his own volition?” asked Avina, with a bit of an edge that she hadn’t even been expecting.



Zaratafenia laughed and swirled her wine within the glass. “Most certainly. You must know even less of Sabantius than you seem to if you think I would hold the Serpent of Crystal Hills within my outpost against his will.”










CHAPTER 23




 



Koa spent much of the afternoon doing extremely little. His first taste of the red pollen that day had been an impulsive choice. A reaction, born from the inescapable storm of emotions following in the wake of Ruby’s soft rejection.



The second and third indulgences of the pollen had been more deliberate.



He sat on his bench on the edge of the castle garden and simply let the rush of the drug flow through him. It was the numbness he sought, but it didn’t arrive to greet him alone. The pollen made his heart race, ideas and thoughts moving at that same flying speed through his head.



His eyes were glowing, and the few people who passed his way over the course of the afternoon seemed deeply wary of him. He didn’t care. He certainly didn’t care enough to relocate himself back to the Gladefoot estate. Everything seemed a little pointless.



He fell asleep at some point, though it was a different kind of sleep than he was used to. Dissociative, rather than restful. Unnecessary and unguarded, and in public where he could be seen and judged. He heard an odd whine, and something soft dabbed into a patch of exposed flesh on his ankle just above the boot.



“Ah…” He opened his eyes and was pleasantly surprised. “Horny! What are you doing here?”



The hookhorn hopped up into his lap. Koa smiled and gave him a scratch behind the ear, followed by two strokes along the body and each wing. He furrowed his brow and blinked, still stuck on his last question.



“I left you… in the Gladefoot estate,” he muttered. “How in the world did you get out?”



“I took him out.” Verity’s voice, informational and disapproving, came from behind him. “He was whimpering from how badly he needed to pee, and I couldn’t bear to simply lock him back up until you deigned to return home.”



“I would have walked him when I arrived back.” Koa felt an itch along his neck and reached for the pouch of red pollen. He stopped himself, curling his fingers to tap on the bench instead. “Did you come looking for me?”



“I came to deliver a message. I couldn’t find you in either the castle or your estate, Prince Koa.”



“Were you worried?”



She sighed and set her hands on her hips. “No. I didn’t have a reason to be… right up until I found you. Makoa… your eyes.”



“It’s from the red pollen,” he said.



“You say that as though it makes it better.”



“Doesn’t it, at least to an extent?” He lifted his hand and splayed his fingers. “I think it might make my magic stronger, on top of being damned enjoyable in its own right.”



“Come on. Let’s get you home. The king wants you to speak with the ambassador again.”



“Did he tell you that? Was he at least momentarily lucid today?”



“Yes.” Verity waited for him to stand, and when it became clear he wasn’t going to immediately, she sat down next to him. He wasn’t being obstinate. His body needed a second or two, along with his mind to both calm down and catch up.



“How was your day?” he asked. “Did you see your sister?”



A pause. He half expected Verity to be her usual guarded self. He didn’t expect the joy he heard in her voice when she finally answered.



“I did. Pen wasn’t feeling great, so we just went on a walk through the castle gardens and got a nice angle to see one of the rainbows. She’s changed a lot in my time away. Grown up a lot. She isn’t much younger than me, so I supposed I should have expected it, but it feels so conflicting to hear her speaking of being courted. Mostly by letter, given her health, but it would amount to the same end.”



“The two of you sound close.”



“We are.” Verity pulled one of her knees up onto the bench and hugged it to her chest. “We were inseparable from our childhood. I was Pen’s servant, though the king treated me like a daughter and eventually started calling me as one. I… used to share a bed with her. I had one in her room, in case her strength failed in the night, but she’d insist I sleep with her. The bed was far too large for her, with too many pillows. We’d build little forts out of them or built a bird’s nest to curl up in.”



Koa smiled and wiped his nose. “I like it when your voice sounds like that.”



“Like what?” laughed Verity.



He shook his head. “Like that. Like the sun finally came out from behind a cloud.”



“Well, that’s… nice of you to say.” She shrugged and looked at him, his eyes, specifically. “Are you going to tell me what happened now?”



“Why must something have happened? Did the king issue an edict against sitting on a bench and enjoying a bit of red pollen?”



“There is one about loitering on the castle grounds, actually. And another addressing public indecency, which I think would extend to include your current state.”



“Gods, Verity. Have you ever thought about joining the nameless nuns? You seem to be allergic to fun.”



“Is this about Ruby?”



Koa balked, laughing once, sad and incredulous, and then sighed. “I went to see her today. Somehow I… decided it made sense to ask her to marry me.”



“Ah.” Verity breathed out, sounding unsurprised but empathetic.



“She refused me.” He spread his arms out, as though presenting himself. “I never honestly thought that she’d say no if I was straightforward and open about my feelings. But that’s not even really it. I wasn’t just surprised. It was the fact that the way she spoke about what she wanted made me realize that I’d already lost her.”



“Because she’d already come to Twinfalls on her own?”



“No, I don’t blame you for what you told the king, at least not in this. I think the change began long before that. She used to say that we would never marry, and what I always
 heard
 was her saying that I would never be able to marry her. But that wasn’t quite it. She’s her own person, with her own will and dreams. Coming to that realization has made me wonder if I am just the spoiled prince that so much of the world seems to treat me as.”



“You are.” Verity patted his knee. “But one with enough heart and awareness to stand a chance at overcoming it. You accepted her answer?”



“Yes, I did. And then… well, you can see the aftermath for yourself.”



“Why don’t we get you home, my prince?”



She took his hand and pulled him to his feet. Koa wasn’t shaky on his legs. He had the opposite problem — his muscles seemed poised to cramp from their tension, and he had to shift to keep it from happening automatically.



“This may be the wrong thing to say, now especially, but might it not be for the best?” whispered Verity.



Koa stayed silent. They began walking, shoulder to shoulder.



“You never told her, did you?” whispered Verity. “About what happened on the way to Twinfalls. The… inn we stayed at, in Whitebridge.”



“You’ve already established that I’m a spoiled prince.”



“It wasn’t just your mistake,” muttered Verity. “I didn’t tell her, either, not that the two of us exchange many words.”



Koa sighed. He felt guilty, but he knew he could still tell Ruby everything he wanted to. It made him feel small to realize his biggest fear was not her getting angry or upset, but her not even caring.



“For what it’s worth, I think this is a better outcome,” said Verity. “A more sustainable one, at least.”



Koa only grunted in reply. Horny leapt into the air between the two of them, managing to get a small amount of lift with his wings before touching down again. The hookhorn was getting large enough now that whenever he did that, it drew the attention of the street.



They crossed the bridge to Tongue Island. Koa slowed as they reached the Gladefoot Estate, their shadows stretching long in front of them at the behest of the setting sun.



“Do you want to come inside?” he asked.



“I have to get back to the castle,” she said. “But… if you wanted me to stop by tomorrow, I could?”



“I’d like that.”



She smiled with an uncharacteristic amount of shyness and slipped away from him. Horny made to run after her until Koa called the animal back. He couldn’t deny that she had a point. He hadn’t told Ruby about his and Verity’s night of passion. Perhaps part of him had known that a marriage with her was just a fantasy. The decisions he’d made to preserve that dream oftentimes had involved simply blotting out inconvenient bits of reality.



The door to the estate was slightly ajar. He frowned, wondering if Verity had perhaps just not closed it completely on her way into town with Horny. He’d locked it, but she’d proven before that a locked door wasn’t enough to stop her. Still… he felt a prickle of premonition as he took his boots off.



Horny let out a low growl as he rounded the entryway into the common room. Koa followed after him, slowing to a stop as he caught sight of a figure facing one of the back windows.



“Prince Koa,” said Brin. “At least you didn’t keep me waiting.”










CHAPTER 24




 



Koa worked some of the tension out of his jaw as he stared at the monster masquerading as his oldest friend. He felt so much anger and frustration boiling within him, much of it from prior events across the day. He forced it all down like the prince he was.



“Brin,” he said, coldly. “Good to see you’ve made yourself right at home. I’d offer you a drink, but we’re not really on those terms anymore.”



“We aren’t? Since when?”



“Since you murdered those women in the bathhouse.” His tone was flat, but he couldn’t extinguish all the sadness from it. “Gods, Brin. What do you want? Why would you come here?”



He lifted his casting cane into his hand, not trying to hide what he was doing.



“I came here because one of the Blackrope Guild members I hunted down seemed to think that you wanted me to stop,” growled the dustwalker. “He seemed to think that the entire guild was under your protection. Which I found rather concerning.”



“That’s an exaggeration of the facts.” Koa felt an odd prickle of fear as he spoke the words. “I agreed to speak with you. To try to calm you down. Which is a task I likely would have taken up, regardless. I freed you, Brin. I’m responsible for what you do.”



“You think I came here to give you a chance to take responsibility?” Brin let out a dark chuckle. “It’s the other way around,
 Prince Koa.
 If you’ve truly chosen the side of the criminals who killed the woman I loved, then you’re as much my enemy as they are.”



“Do you even know for a fact that she’s dead, Brin?” snapped Koa. “You didn’t ask questions. You just started killing, as though you truly are no more than an unthinking monster.”



“Oh, watch yourself, Koa. There’s enough man left in me to react badly to where I think you’re headed.”



“Was that a threat?”



He held the monster’s gaze, knowing his own mood was particularly ill suited for the encounter. Brin stared back, expression harboring little to no unease at matching Koa’s glowing eyes.



Koa swept his casting cane forward, surprising himself as much as his old, transformed friend. He was furious, near sick to his stomach at how selfish and reactive Brin had become. He might call it revenge but in truth, his rampage was no different from a child throwing an emotional tantrum.



“You didn’t deserve her!” he shouted. “You never told her the truth and now, you pretend as though it’s someone else’s fault that she’s gone?”



“Shut your mouth!” Brin roared and slammed his hands hard into Koa’s chest, sending him flying across the room and into a wall.



Koa recovered and rushed forward, swinging his cane at Brin’s head. Brin caught it on one arm, wincing with a surprising amount of reaction. They traded blows for a few more pointless seconds until it became clear Koa was not about to open a rift and Brin wasn’t going to use his dustwalker powers.



“What happened to you?” muttered Koa.



“You know what happened,” said Brin, derisively.



Koa sighed and waved a hand through the air. “Can you at least wait until I’ve gotten what I need from the guild before resuming your attacks?”



“You’re a snake,” Brin hissed.



“I’m your only friend.”



Brin glared balefully at him and then stomped into the entryway, past a growling hookhorn, and out the door. Koa could have easily stopped him, opened a rift and simply pulled him back. He was still primed from the red pollen and sensed he could have set the flow with a strength that would have given the dustwalker no time to react.



He wasn’t interested in examining that particular decision, but he was in an introspective mood. He did open a rift, but for himself rather than as a means to contain Brin. He stepped through into the Hall of Mirrors.



The realm was much as he’d remembered. Several of the mirror surfaces still presented alternate life paths that he’d seen on his last visit. He saw himself in Sabantius again, sitting on the slope of a dune and smoking an odd curling pipe.



He walked past it, scanning the mirrors beyond and realizing what he wanted as he did. He was looking for a mirror that might show a future of him and Ruby. He sensed before he’d even found such a scene that it would simply be pouring salt on an open wound. Still, he kept looking.



“Makoa?” Petra’s voice came from beyond the realm, an oddly slender echo slipping through the open rift. “Are you all right?



Koa turned in time to see Petra poking her head in with a curious smile on her face.



The realm’s reaction to her presence was immediate. The ambient color tone shifted, as did the scenes within all the mirrors. Koa looked from the Petra peering into the realm, and then into a vision of Petra within one of the mirrors, galloping on horseback through the dead of night.



“I’m all right,” he said. “Here. Come on in.”



She looked intrigued, but wary as he offered her a hand and gently led her though the rift. Her gaze stuttered as she scanned over the mirrors and realized she was the subject of each and every one.



“Did you… create this?” she whispered.



“Not as such. This realm is known as the Hall of Mirrors. It supposedly shows whoever enters different paths their lives could have taken.”



“Why?”



Koa let out a low chuckle. “You would have to get that answer from the sorcerers of Old Sabantius. Oh! I like this one.”



He set a hand on Petra’s hip and shifted her down several mirrors, letting them both have a view of a version of her dancing on a silk-curtained stage. The mirror version of Petra wasn’t naked, but covered in bits of clothing that made her more erotic than if she had been.



“What did it show you?” asked Petra, looking around more.



“Too much to make sense of,” he said. “One of them, I think, is how my life would have been if I’d stayed in…”



He trailed off as, perhaps not by accident, Petra found a mirror presenting a similar scene. She was pregnant — that was what jumped out at him first. A man with the same pale violet skin tone helped her along, smiling and joking with her. A little girl with tiny buds for horns ran circles around them both, pulling in close to hold the mirror doppleganger’s hands.



The smile Petra had on within the fantasy was so… content. It stung Koa like the first kiss of air on a fresh papercut as he looked at the real Petra and saw tears rolling down her face.



“Hey,” he said. “Come here.”



He put an arm around her and kissed her cheek. Petra reached out and touched the mirror with the familial scene within it. The surface rippled like water and she pulled her finger back, wincing. Koa looked at another mirror several down and was transfixed by a different scene.



He’d never really wondered what Petra would look like with a crown on, sitting atop a throne. The décor of the throne room the mirror had conjured for her suggested it wasn’t Harvestglade or Osteanus that she was a queen of, though she looked no less regal for it.



An unruly petitioner was shouting at her and made an aggressive gesture with his arm. Koa expected guards to leap forward and seize him, but instead, Queen Petra slowly stood to her feet, drawing Shadassara with one hand.



“There are so many,” whispered Petra.



“The entire chamber is filled with them, and I think it’s recreated each time someone enters,” said Koa.



“No, that is… not what I mean.” She turned her eyes to meet his. “It is all espers in nearly every one. Me among my own people, my own realm. But the only life I have ever lived has been across that boundary.”



“It might not have been the default path for you, Petra, but I find myself glad that it’s the one you took,” he said, softly. “It was the same for me. I would have stayed in Sabantius if not for the Naked Wasting.”



She didn’t seem to hear him, at least not his words. Koa hugged her to him a little tighter, finding that he craved her in that moment. Not in a purely sexual sense, but the emotional intimacy they shared. But also sex.



“I hate it,” she suddenly whispered. “It is not just the place or the people, but… the agency. I look at each of these reflections and I see a woman, an esper… who has made choices.”



“Petra…”



“When Avina and I were both young, we used to play with other little girls around Harvest Castle,” whispered Petra. “It was a different time. Some of Tamara’s servants and handmaidens brought their children with them to work simply to give Avina more opportunities to socialize.



“They treated me the same… at first. We played and had the fun that all children know how to create. But as we grew older, there came a shift. It was so sudden, from one day to the next, when I went from being Avina’s friend and companion to being an esper, all of that and more. All of that… and less.”



“You’ve only ever been Petra to me,” said Koa.



“I know this, my prince. That is a large part of why we, ah,
 get along
 as we do. You stand outside of the tradition.”



“Is it so bad? Truly?” Koa winced even as he asked the question, knowing it was more about his own feelings of guilt and confusion than for her.



“Would it truly be so chaotic for this world to be one where every esper makes every choice for themselves?” asked Petra.



“No, of course not, but…” He paused, and she put voice to his hesitation before he could.



“Gods, I sound like I am speaking of what Thunderclaw is offering,” she muttered. “I hate how even recognizing such feelings within my heart as true feels like such a betrayal to Avina.”



“There’s nothing… wrong with that.” Even as he said it, he put himself in her shoes. He thought of Haza, his apparent grandfather. How much of chasing his own sorcerous potential had been born from that same impulse, a craving to have a link to his own people and their history?



“He paints a picture that every esper has already dreamed of, but for the purpose of his own ambition,” said Petra with disdain.



“Petra… Tessalin is still alive.” He held her hand as he said it, wondering if he was making a mistake by telling her before his mother. “I spoke with Thunderclaw today. He implied that Tamara’s death may have been orchestrated by the king.”



Petra didn’t say anything. Koa continued after a breath.



“If that is the case, then… we could always speak with my mother,” he said. “She may not have the full range of facts. Facts and feelings. What do you have to lose by explaining your feelings about the place of espers to her?”



“It cannot be,” she whispered. “Now more than ever, I must mind my place.”



“Mind your place?” snapped Koa. “Petra, you’re a woman! Your place is where you choose to stand. And if that place is somewhere unexpected that still manages to lead Harvestglade forward, then where is the harm?”



“Where is the harm in siding with an esper, a
 man
 like Thunderclaw?”



“Yes.”



She turned and slapped him with some strength. Not her full strength, he knew that from the fact that he still had teeth, but hard enough to hurt. Koa blinked, staring at her and feeling such a powerful automatic response of shame.



“You do not understand, Makoa,” she said. “Hearing you speak as such disappoints me.”



“I’m disappointing?” He clenched his jaw, the shame twisting to anger like a tangled ribbon. “Ah, yes. Of course! I committed the grand offense of assuming that you were a woman, a
 person
 , above all else. I forgot that you’re simply my mother’s walk-in carpet!”



He regretted the words almost instantly. Petra bared her teeth at him and shook her head.



“You are not a fool, Makoa,” she snapped. “It is worse than that. You know just enough to make the wrong choice for the right reasons.”



“The world isn’t going to simply trot along if I make no choices at all!” he shouted.



She was already slipping back through the rift and out of the realm. The mirrors shifted back into visions of Koa’s own future that he had no interest in seeing. Distantly, he heard the mansion’s front door open and shut.










CHAPTER 25




 



Zaratafenia was a gracious host. She extended Avina the offer to settle in with her party before they moved on to discussing business, much as Avina would have done for any fellow underqueen.



She was decades removed from her lessons on Sabantius, but from what she understood, a
 dessian
 such as Zaratafenia was a fair bit less influential than an underqueen. It was still clear that the woman was the sole regional power in the area, however.



A servant led them to a small compound outside of the main palace. The walls were sandstone, and regular windows rendered the interior in bands of light and shadow. Avina asked the servant about Haza, and the young man simply gestured further down the hall.



They were brought to a chamber filled with colored floor cushions and faintly sweet-smelling smoke. Haza lounged in one corner with an attractive but slightly plump woman on his lap, young enough to be his granddaughter if not a further down descendant.



“Ah!” he laughed. “Underqueen Avina, herself! Did you bring the princeling with you?”



“I did not,” she said, smiling, despite herself.



“Then you are a good deal smarter than I think I’ve given you credit for.” He squeezed one of the young woman’s breasts with his knobby fingers and then pushed her off his lap as she giggled with seductive delight. “Let’s speak without distractions, shall we? Is that… Lady Mav I see behind you? Whatever is the matter, my dear?”



“Ah, it’s… nothing, Lord Haza,” said Mav. She smiled and seemed fairly pleased to see him.



Lauric looked like he was suppressing a scowl at her side.



Avina gave the rest of her party leave while she walked with Haza through the outpost itself, sensing she’d be safe enough after hearing Zaratefenia’s respect for the sorcerer. She was still working through her impression of the settlement’s magical fertility. Everything was green or blooming to a degree that seemed fake, like the bait of a loaded trap.



“Zaratafenia’s letter made me wonder if you were here by choice,” said Avina.



“It’s complicated,” said Haza. “She would not stop me if I chose to leave, but no, it is in some ways not by my own choice to stay.”



“What does that mean?”



“She… has a fixation on your son that I’ve found a challenge to divine the nature of.”



“I suspected as much,” whispered Avina. “It was clear enough from her message that she wished to meet with Koa, specifically. What do you think she wants with him?”



“That’s just it. I’m unsure if she wants to seduce him or eliminate him.”



Avina scowled, unsure of exactly why both outcomes seemed so equally distressing to her. “What makes you think so? I can see how an alliance, a marriage, perhaps, might benefit her, but why would she want him dead?”



“She is unpredictable, even to me, and I’ve known her since before Koa was born. She was no more than a girl when she was married off to Melnius, Koa’s uncle. When the Naked Wasting took Melnius from us, along with my daughter and her husband — Koa’s parents — she was in many ways lost amidst the chaos.”



“You’re telling me that you have no idea what she wants or what she might do?” asked Avina.



“What she wants is simple. She seeks to expand her rule, unify northern Sabantius, tame the dust maidens, and more than likely, possess a region that Koa has a strong claim to.”



“Possess it how? Through marriage? Conquest? Fabricating a claim of her own?”



Haza worked his mouth around as though struggling with a particularly annoying taste. “All of those are options to her. There was a time when I suspected she might simply try to assassinate him. To be completely honest with you, that was part of my purpose for traveling to Harvestglade to observe Makoa as an adult.”



“The assassin with the red eye,” whispered Avina. “Do you think Zaratafenia could have sent him?”



“It’s possible. As I said, you were wise to leave the princeling behind. She gains nothing through assassinating you, but in that same vein, she has little to gain through agreeing to any alliance with you without Koa’s consent.”



Avina sighed and slowly nodded. She could only press Koa’s interests to a certain extent without knowing for certain what he’d want. It put her in a position that made her feel much more like the mother of a prince rather than an underqueen with a son.



“But that’s not all that I returned to Sabantius for,” said Haza. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about your request to me, Lady Underqueen. I’ve been picking through Zaratafenia’s library in search of similar cases to the anomaly you and your esper have been experiencing.”



“Is that so?” Avina tried to keep the excitement from her voice. “What have you uncovered so far?”



A group of children were playing energetically in front of them, chasing a ball as it was lobbed back and forth overhead. They all jumped at once and came down barefoot in a spot of dust, wrestling for control of their projectile.



“There is a case reported long ago,” said Haza. “A Sabantian sorceress by the name of Feresetla. She fancied herself a summoner, a tamer of monsters and entities pulled through from other realms. More experimental than the process that you Osteans seem to have developed a cult around, but the same general idea.”



“You simply can’t refuse a chance to make yourself feel superior, can you?” she asked, dryly.



Haza snorted, but continued his explanation. “Much of Feresetla’s writings still exist, though not here in Zaratafenia’s library. It’s possible that I could search them out and learn more of the exact mechanism behind her approach, which may share similarities to the Ostean tradition.”



There is an explanation of
 seal branding
 in some of what I have read. It seems to be a method through which a bonded summoner can permanently contain such a bond through the usage of what amounts to a magical tattoo.”



“You’re saying you could break the bond between Petra and I?” Avina frowned, finding the idea almost unbearable on first examination. Even with how strained her and Petra’s relationship had grown, the idea of simply cutting the emotional connection they shared seemed like too large a loss. It was like cutting off her entire arm to treat a broken finger.



If Petra truly has betrayed you, expect to suffer more than a mere broken bone,
 she thought.



She knew the truth of it, but couldn’t make herself budge.



“Haza, I also discovered something. In my mother’s journal, as it happens. When I was young, there was an… incident involving a glass shard. I was injured. The shard may still be in my body. Petra was seeking out information on it during one of our swaps.”



“Hmm…” Haza worked his mouth as though sucking on a stone. “Glass is sometimes used in sorcery as a focus of will. It’s far more limited and niche than common implements like staffs or rings, but it has its own unique properties. You say it’s still inside of you?”



“As far as I know, yes.”



“Each time you struggle with this anomalous switching of perspective… is it during a moment in which your will is tested, or your emotions are flaring?”



“Not every time, but…” Avina frowned and touched her lower lip. “If the same bore true for Petra, some of the calm moments in which we’ve traded bodies might have been more frenetic for her.”



“Yes, quite so. It points us in a somewhat sticky direction. Surgery would be required to remove this glass from your body. Where is it within you?”



Avina touched the spot on her chest and saw Haza scowl and shake his head.



“It would be a dangerous operation, Lady Underqueen,” he said, with a surprising amount of graveness and respect. “The only sensible option would be to seek out a master healer once you arrive back in Harvestglade.”



“I don’t want this predicament becoming common knowledge.”



“I’m sure you can think of some way to attract a healer without disclosing every detail.” Haza gave her a curious look, reminding her of the way the stablemaster eyed a lethargic horse. “In the meantime, let’s get you doing some exercises of will. Meditative breathing to help calm down your womanly emotions.”



“My… womanly emotions?” asked Avina, voice flat. “Haza. I am a queen.”



“Yes, yes, I’ve noticed, but that doesn’t make you immune to the common maladies of your heart and whims. Try this now. Take a breath, hold, exhale, see something. Take a breath, hold, exhale, touch something. Take a breath, and so forth. Continue through all five senses until you’re once more ensconced within the moment.”



“This seems more like the kind of meditation that the monks who still name the gods attempt to teach in between bouts of begging.”



Haza cackled with laughter. “I fault you Osteans for many things, but your particular strand of derisive atheism has never been one of them. Be careful with such blasphemy in foreign lands, however. There are those in Sabantius who claim to have seen gods before. A select few who even claim to have built them.”



She waited, trying to sense whether he was joking or at least exaggerating. Haza looked thoughtful in that genuine way that always seemed so out of place on his old, rambling face.



“But to get back to the point, yes, you should take this breathing pattern seriously,” said Haza. “I doubt it will seem like it’s working unless you teach it to your esper as well, however.”



“Obviously. I’ll have to see about finding a way to do that. Thank you, Haza.”










CHAPTER 26




 



Avina gave the breathing exercise a try as she left the chamber, not closing her eyes but holding her breath and priming her senses. It felt silly, but the fact that her other options were a dangerous surgery or a seal brand made her take it seriously.



She checked in with the rest of her traveling party. Lauric had restored discipline to his guards, despite seeming distracted, himself. She asked if they needed anything and instructed one of Zaratafenia’s servants to see to anything they needed.



Mav was drunk. She attempted to mumble through her usual duties to Avina, but it was clear she was still distraught over Grin’s death. Avina shivered, feeling particularly unsuited for comforting her, given that she suspected the man had died at her hand.



“Get some rest, Mav,” said Avina. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”



A hint of a glare stole across Mav’s expression, but she looked away quickly. Lauric had followed in Avina’s wake and attempted to step closer to the handmaiden. Mav glared at him, too, and then stomped off down the hall.



Avina settled into her own chamber. One of the servants had drawn a bath for her, and it seemed as though Zaratafenia was giving her the usual allowance of a night to rest and prepare before they’d begin talking politics.



She stripped off her clothing, all of it dusty and musky from the long road. The chamber had windows, but they looked out from the second floor and she felt safe letting her guard down. A mirror was inset against one of the sandstone walls, and she smiled as she noticed the distinct tan lines on her arms that matched the cut of her riding tunic.



A faint flutter, almost like the rush of air through her ears during a yawn, tipped her off to the anomaly’s resurgence. It was a chance to put Haza’s breathing exercise to a real test, but she hesitated. Petra needed to know the details of it, and she had the materials available to leave a note, with a basic writing table in the chamber’s corner.



A note which I should take care to word,
 she thought.
 The surgery and the seal… If I dangle those as one would a threat, might Petra consider the nature of her loyalty?



It felt like such a heartless way of controlling her esper, her closest and dearest friend and companion. But… was it not simply the truth of the situation? Avina had Kendall and Thunderclaw to look toward as an example of what could happen when the balance of a bond was violated in one direction. She would not sit by and let herself become as inept as her king sometimes seemed.



She scribbled the note, still naked, and added a suggestion that Petra bathe and dress her body with the kind of teasing edge once so common to their relationship. Sitting back in the wooden desk chair, she felt the cold of the polished wood against her nude skin and slowly exhaled. She absently tried to do the opposite of what Haza had taught her — letting her mind wander instead of being in the moment, seeking out her connection to Petra and absconding through it.



 



***



 



The shock of chill and humidity was Avina’s first surprise. The second was that Petra had been drunk, and now so was she.



She was high up, sitting on an only somewhat flat section of cliff, with a wine bottle in one hand. She could see the lights of a city below, which alongside the loud, constant whisper of a nearby waterfall, left no doubt in her mind as to where she was.



Petra must have scaled the cliff alongside Coldwater Bastion
 , she thought.



It wasn’t a hard climb, but certainly not one most would attempt during the dark of night. She peered down, confirming she was high enough up to give herself a taste of vertigo but not so high as to make climbing down prohibitive.



Then again, she gave the bottle a small shake and confirmed it was near empty. She had the confidence of drunkenness affecting her judgment. Could she simply climb down without risk? It made her wince to think she might injure Petra’s body, break a leg or even fall to her death.



But then she thought of Koa and knew he’d undoubtedly be in the Gladefoot estate or soon on his way back to it, given the time of night. She wanted to see him, even if it was as Petra. Gods, she missed him.



She didn’t bother bringing the bottle with her. It was a bit careless and wasteful, but she remembered how often older children would climb the cliffs in Twinfalls. No doubt one of them would find the bottle and think it a grand prize.



It was trickier than she’d been expecting, but she managed. Petra’s darkness elemental magic, which she’d never tapped into before, helped her with the last stretch through a deep shadow against the rock. She felt herself flowing down that section, moving more like water dripping down an incline than a person with weight and limbs.



She pulled the hood of Petra’s cloak up as she followed the path back into the city proper. The question of why Petra had been drinking alone on the side of a cliff nudged its way into her awareness as she crossed the bridge over to Tongue Island. Had her esper and her son had some sort of fight?



The prospect of their intense romantic relationship souring stirred an oddly layered conflict within Avina’s heart. She’d accepted their intimacy, but it wasn’t as though her esper was the sort of companion she would have preferred for her son. On the other hand, the last outcome she wanted was for the two people she cared for most to simultaneously be heartbroken over one another.



She didn’t knock, instead finding the hidden key outside to use to unlock the door to the Gladefoot estate. Taking her boots and cloak off, Avina slowly made her way into the sitting room. Koa was there, and she breathed out a sigh of relief she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.



He was stretched on the couch, laying at an odd angle with a small leather pouch and a plate on the table next to him. Avina smiled as she came over, but it sank into a frown as she noticed bits of red residue on the plate.



She leaned over the pouch and instantly recognized the scent of goldfin pollen, though the color suggested it was some rare variety. Scowling, she picked the pouch up and considered tossing it into the garbage.



You’re Petra,
 she remembered.
 Is that what she would do?



She didn’t know for certain. She settled for simply tying the pouch closed and putting it on the table in the kitchen before coming back to tend to her son. Lifting Koa’s head, she sat down underneath him, letting him use her thighs as a pillow.



“Petra,” he whispered, distantly.



“I am here,” said Avina, feigning a bit of Petra’s speech patterns. “Just rest, Makoa.”



“I wasn’t thinking when I spoke before,” he said. “I… didn’t mean to make you question your loyalty to my mother.”



“…Of course,” she said.



Her goal was to say as little as possible and let Koa lead the conversation. Not only would it let her play the role more easily, but it might also leave Petra in a more understandable position upon her return.



Koa blinked his eyes open, and she had to stifle a gasp as the glow of his irises took her by surprise. It was like it’d been on the night when he’d eaten the spell book. It took every ounce of willpower Avina had to keep from asking exactly what he’d done to rekindle the effect, as Petra likely already would have known.



“Just the pollen,” he said. “Gods, I’ve had my fill of it for today.”



“I put it away already,” she whispered. “You… have not developed a habit of it, I hope?”



“Not quite.” He groaned and closed his eyes. “I proposed to Ruby today. She said no.”



“Oh, Koa.” Avina touched his cheek with tenderness. “I am so sorry.”



“As am I. She seems to have a better idea of what she wants than I do, I have to admit. I never stopped to think about what would actually
 happen
 if I married her. By pulling her close, I think I would have also been pushing you away. Not to mention my mother.”



Avina opened her mouth to respond, but didn’t trust herself to say what Petra would. Instead, she gently stroked his hair, watched the hue of the room briefly shift each time he blinked, the red and green light of his eyes creating an odd ambience.



“Your heart… wants what it wants,” said Avina, slowly. “That has always been the case.”



He let out a small, noncommittal grunt. “It’s just one more aspect of my life that feels like it’s entirely out of my control.”



Avina gave him a fond smile. “Are you at all surprised by that? You were not supposed to come to Twinfalls alone. It would feel more manageable with me and… your mother both around to help you each step of the way.”



“I know. I don’t deny that this was my choice, nor do I refuse the consequences. I just wish the right choice was more obvious. Ruby pulling away. Thunderclaw spinning his web. The king dancing in and out of lucidity like a dying candle.”



“I know how hard this is, but you must make a choice for Harvestglade, not just yourself,” whispered Avina. “This war is not one Harvestglade needs.”



“You said as much earlier, and I don’t disagree. But I think… Osteanus needs it. Petra, I don’t care if it makes you angry to hear me say this, but I believe espers should have the same rights as people. The Ostean bond magic can still exist within a framework of equality. If Thunderclaw’s aim really is to bring that about…”



“
 If,
 ” Avina quickly pointed out. She took a breath, silently pleased at Koa mentioning Petra had argued her same points earlier. “Thunderclaw is trying to sell you on this war by presenting it as the way to bring about that change.



“What evidence has he presented that the king and the Council of Lords will move to achieve such a goal? Especially with the distractions raised by winning, assuming we win, within view. They’ll each be demanding a prize of land, not contemplating the failures of a defeated opponent and how to excise them from our own society.”



“You sound like my mother,” said Koa, with a laugh.



Avina tensed, but forced herself to playfully swat his shoulder. He caught her hand and smoothed his thumb around the inside of her palm. Gods, it was a perfect moment.



She needed to start back to Harvestglade, march all the way to Twinfalls if that was where she needed to go to see him again in true person. It would be many long days of traveling even if she left immediately, which made seeing him like this, even just through Petra’s eyes, all that much more of a treat.



“I drew a bath,” said Koa. “You should go enjoy it while it’s still warm.”



“I… suppose I should,” she said.



Petra was undoubtedly taking the bath she’d drawn on her side of their anomaly. It seemed appropriate that she reciprocate.
 Petra
 . Koa’s words had gone a long way toward restoring her faith in her esper, though she had to acknowledge it was possible she was simply picking her moment with him.



It was enough to know that she still cared. For Harvestglade and for her son. Koa sat up, and Avina rose and made her way to the bath.










CHAPTER 27




 



The sensation of undressing as Petra was confusing to Avina on multiple levels. There was a brief, uncanny sense of dysmorphia as she began to pull off Petra’s shirt and trousers. It was almost immediately replaced by a surprising sense of curiosity and unexpected attraction to Petra’s nude body.



She’d seen Petra naked before, but it wasn’t as though she’d seized the opportunity to stare or touch. She set her hands on Petra’s hips, noticing a similar tan pattern to her own with the flesh normally covered by clothing a tiny bit paler than her arms and neck.



She could feel Petra’s lean muscle under her skin, sense them both from outside and within. She ran her hands up to Petra’s breasts — smaller than her own, but not insubstantial, with dark purple nipples that reminded her of blackberries in late fall. The thought of
 someone
 sucking on them came to mind, and she got a reminder of how visible the rare blush was across Petra’s cheeks.



Petra was clean shaven, and as Avina gently touched between her thighs, she absently acknowledged that the man she’d cleaned herself up for was currently stretched out on the sitting room’s couch. She pulled off her stockings and slowly stepped toward the tub.



It was double sized and positioned near the bath’s dedicated wood stove for easy filling. Steam rose in visible wafts, and she let out a sigh as she dipped a foot in. She stepped over the tub’s lip, sighing against the contrast of hot and cold, and slowly sank herself down.



Petra’s body didn’t require all that much attention, certainly less than her original body, still rough from days on the desert road. She washed the esper’s hair and ran her hands once over all of her skin before simply lounging. She knew it would only be a few moments before the trade would come to an end and they’d both be back in their own realities.



The door creaked open, and Avina looked over to see Koa entering. He had a rather smug smile on his face and held eye contact with her as he began pulling off his shirt. Avina felt her face heat up as she covered her breasts. She opened her mouth to chastise him for barging in without knocking… and then remembered that she was Petra.



“I thought you might want some company,” he said. “As I mentioned, I originally drew the bath for myself. It’s a fairly large tub, wouldn’t you say?”



Avina hesitated. She knew it would be easy to turn him down, even as Petra. She could simply sigh and, in the time-honored tradition of women across all ages, announce that she was feeling tired. A mischievous smile came to her mouth instead, followed by words that felt as right as they did wrong.



“It is quite the large tub,” she said.



It’s not an outright invitation, at least
 , she thought.
 It’s not like I’m… spreading my legs for him.



Koa pulled his pants and underwear down. Avina blinked, stared, and gaped at what the movement exposed. He had a full-blown erection, and it was pointed right toward her like the tip of a sword aimed in the direction of a new opponent.



He walked over slowly, his smile broadening at her undivided attention. Avina finally looked away and cleared her throat with a touch of that motherly chastisement she’d all but abandoned in the moment. She realized, as he groaned and sank into the water next to her, how dangerous the situation had become.



“Did you already scrub yourself clean?” he asked.



He touched her knee, and Avina felt a shock of surprise and heat run through her. She had to remind herself that she was Petra, almost chanting the phrase over and over through her head.



What would Petra say?



“Very much so, Makoa,” she whispered.



“Then you can focus on me.” He gave her thigh a small, horribly interesting squeeze, and then took her hand. Avina didn’t resist at all as he moved it under the water, gently setting her palm and fingers on his cock.



Gods, she both loved and hated how brash he was. She would have been able to sit in the bath, lounge next to him, resist the impulse to make such a move of her own accord. But a tiny little nudge, combined with his confidence, his cocky smile, was enough to make her give.



Only just this,
 she thought.
 You did it for him once before, and this is Petra, not you.



“Well…” She tried not to smile and mostly failed. “I… suppose we must make sure you are clean here, too.”



“Clean all over.”



He touched her thigh, and Avina felt her legs opening a little on reflex. He kissed her on the cheek and then the neck. She leaned in, stroking him off with small, loving movements under the water, and let her lips find his.



The moment felt like it was happening on two distinct levels. Being so close to Koa, her son, after what felt like an eternity away was indescribable. Her heart was bursting with relief to see that he was faring well, along with a real longing to hold him close, kiss and cuddle.



But there was that second, lower level, as well. He thought she was Petra. An evil voice whispered to her, suggesting she could simply let him do whatever he wanted. She would have to, wouldn’t she? Petra wouldn’t stop him normally. She’d witnessed that for herself. It wouldn’t be her fault if she simply stayed committed to keeping their secret. It was only natural for her to let him…



Let him what? Gods, you’re his mother! You’re a queen. You know it’s wrong even if he doesn’t.



“Have you felt much through your bond with my mother?” whispered Koa, as he kissed her neck.



“Uh… what?” Avina gasped and ran her palm over his cock. “Why… would you ask me this now, my prince?”



“I think of her sometimes when I’m with you,” he admitted. “Ha. That sounds so much stranger than I mean it to. I just mean…”



“You miss her.” Avina smiled, an odd flutter stirring her heart. “I understand. But perhaps now is not the time.”



“What do you think she’s doing right now?” he asked, outright ignoring her.



“I am sure you are on her mind,” she whispered. “She loves you, Makoa. You know this as much as I do.”



“I do. I just miss her.” Koa let out a small laugh. “I suppose you may well be one of the few people who understands how I mean that.”



“True enough.”



Avina let her attention focus on what she was doing and how Koa was reacting to it. She stroked him off with soft, slow movements, wondering if the water was helping or hindering the experience for him. There was a small bowl of soap and another with scented oil next to the tub. She brought her hand out to scoop out a small amount of the latter and sank it back under to coat Koa’s erection.



“Whoa,” he whispered. “That makes… quite the difference.”



“Does it?” She gave him a few more strokes, the movement now effortless and lubricated.



Koa’s face was flushed, but he met her gaze for a moment and then kissed her again. She felt his tongue enter her mouth as the kiss deepened, along with his meandering fingers seeking her womanhood.



They kept going, kissing and touching, stroking and fingering. Avina was breathless from the pleasure, but the excitement as well. She couldn’t deny that she wanted this with Koa, this level of closeness and intimacy. It wasn’t sexual. Well, it wasn’t
 just
 sexual. She loved him, and she wanted to show it, even out of her own body and out of context.



She kissed his neck and briefly stopped stroking to simply hug him instead. Koa touched her cheek and grinned, and she smiled right back. He was doing well, in his own way. At least, setting aside the pollen and the pouting over that freckled tart of a servant.



“You’ve gotten me all worked up, Lady Esper,” he said, voice husky. “Should we put this water to good use while it’s still warm?”



“Ah… well, I think perhaps…” She floundered as he guided her by the hips. Her surprise and confusion gave way to a stunned surge of heat as she realized he was positioning her onto his lap… over his cock.



She looked back at him over one shoulder, not sinking down as he gave her hips an insistent, greedy tug. His hands run up her body, cupping her breasts and gently tweaking her nipples. Her legs felt weak. She
 wanted
 to simply drop down. Moreover… she knew it was what Petra would do.



He pulled her downward, and she felt her traitorous body following his lead. By some miracle of chance, his cock pressed into the lips of her womanhood, but missed the angle. Even just that brief half second of contact made her pussy burn in a way that sent a tremble through her and left her as loose as pudding in his hands.



“Easy,” she managed to whisper. The one benefit to being so aroused and breathless as to be unable to stand was that she’d dropped down onto his member in a way that pinned it flat instead of sheathing it in. She leaned back against him, letting her weight rest on him, bodies in bold contact.



“You’re playing the part of a tease tonight, Petra,” whispered Koa. “Did I wear you out yesterday?”



“Perhaps the idea of you marrying your former servant prompted my chastity.”



“I thought you liked Ruby? And chaste is the last word I think I’d ever use to describe you.”



He rocked his hips forward, letting his stiff hard-on softly saw between her legs. She told herself that it was safe, but the heat and guilt roiling through her all but confirmed the danger.



He’ll go on like this for a minute or two and then… he’ll fuck me.



She knew it was true. She knew she had to come up with some excuse to pull herself away. She knew she wouldn’t.



“Makoa,” she managed. “You are… very energetic… but I think…”



“Roll your hips forward,” he commanded.



Her hips followed his command and Avina was suddenly glad she had her back turned toward him from the annoyance twisting at her expression. He couldn’t just command her like that! And she shouldn’t have just gone along with it!



It was unseemly and inappropriate and… oh gods, it made her want him. She rolled her hips and let her womanhood flirt with his cock and knew, then and there, that she had to do something. Something other than letting him take her.



“I have to get out,” she whispered, voice so quiet she could barely hear it.



“Do you?” Koa touched her breasts again, and the question seemed to echo through the room.



Did she? Did she really? She rose up slightly, and he grabbed her hips, preparing to take the chance she’d presented. Gods, there would truly be no coming back from it if she let him take her, if she gained that knowledge of what it felt like to be his woman, to be
 used
 by him.



He didn’t force her, and she was simultaneously disappointed and proud. She’d raised him right and couldn’t help but smile as she put strength into her jellied legs. He surprised her by standing up before she’d risen all the way to her feet.



“Petra…”



He shifted, presenting her his cock, level with her face. She nodded slowly and realized just how cruel it would be to leave him like this. Stopping him from using her completely was a fair line to draw, but denying him anything seemed heartless. Heartless, and out of character.



It’s Petra he sees kneeling before him like a whore,
 she thought.
 Petra’s mouth. Petra’s lips.



For some women, this sort of thing was a chore. She’d heard enough town gossip amongst the women of Harvestglade, not to mention bawdy jokes from married guards lacking in such activities within their own home.



For her, here and now, it was anything but. Koa’s face fascinated her, the little smile he wore that managed to be as needy as it was loving. The way his breath seemed to catch as she brought her mouth closer and breathed out on the thick head of his erection.



She knew he thought she was Petra, but wondered at the same time how he’d react if he suspected the truth. He’d been drunk when they’d played around in her tent during the Great Hunt, but there had been moments both before and after when she’d been sure he harbored an illicit attraction to her. This, however, was going much, much further. This was an act involving lips and tongue, vulnerability and surrender.



“You want this from me, Makoa?” she whispered, as though she might get an answer even asking from behind a mask.



“You know I do,” he said.



“But what if it was someone else?” She gave him a sly look. “Ruby, perhaps?”



“I don’t want to think of Ruby right now,” he said.



She winced. Of course he didn’t. “Your other servant, then. I have seen your eyes for her. Verity.”



Koa let out a low chuckle. “As it happens, I have… thought of Verity, doing this. But again, Petra. She isn’t here, nor is she who I want.”



“Well then…” Avina cleared her throat, still looking at him, lips so close she could feel the ambient warmth of his member. “What if it was someone closer, even? What if it was your—”



Koa pushed his cock forward, interrupting her and smirking as he did. “I think your mouth has more important things to do right now than finishing that sentence. And yes, I know how you were going to finish it.”



Her eyes bulged in surprise, but she forced herself to calm down. He wasn’t implying that he knew the full truth, just that he’d guessed how Petra would tease him. She turned her head sideways, getting the full essence of that first long lick and taste. Salty, with a bit of not unpleasant sweetness from whatever had scented the oil.



The line between what she was doing and what he was making her do felt like the only bulwark against her own guilt. She gave Koa’s cock a small suck, her lips making a tiny popping noise as they pulled back. He groaned and pushed the tip forward again, prodding into her cheek and chin.



She loved him so much. Making him happy was at the center of her world, and clearly, she was succeeding at that in the moment. Seeing this side of him, aggressive and passionate, felt like stealing a present. It wasn’t hers to have, but gods, she could hardly keep from opening it once it had fallen into her lap.



And then there was the guilt. She tried not to think about it at that moment. Koa was keeping her busy enough as it was. His fingers curled around one of Petra’s horns and he used it to pull her face back into place. She parted her lips and let him slide his cock back in. A great, pleasured shudder ran through his stomach and chest that made her want to smile.



Is this what you want, Koa? A warm mouth and a willing set of lips?



“Oh, gods,” he whispered. “Mmm… Petra.”



She brought his member in deeper, testing herself to see how much she could take. It was for Koa. She almost choked herself, eyes blinking as she committed the look of dazed pleasure and surprise on his face to memory. All for Koa.



A part of her felt so robbed by the fact that Petra would be the one getting all the credit for this performance. Another, much smarter part of her understood it could be no other way. She told herself she should be content with simply experiencing this, sating his desires, for a night. And then a third part of her silently and judgmentally shook its head in the corner.



“Ah!” Koa thrust his hips forward, again almost stabbing too deep into the back of Avina’s throat. She rubbed his upper thigh as she felt a sudden burst of warmth and stickiness.



He’d just come in her mouth.



Oh, Koa…



She swallowed it before even making the conscious decision to do so. He wasn’t finished, however. A spurt caught her across the lips and chin as she pulled back. She shot him a mock glare, and a faint flutter made her vision pulse at the edges.



Before she could have any say either way, the world suddenly shifted. She was back in her own body, laying in a relatively unfamiliar bed in the chamber she’d only briefly looked around at within Matragoria. The suddenness of the swap had her wiping at her mouth and chin, but there was nothing there to wipe.



Petra.



Avina covered her mouth in horror as she realized the moment Petra would be walking back into. Petra loved Koa — there was no issue with the choice of intimacy from a consistency standpoint. Only in that Avina had been the one to make and experience it. Petra would forever know that Avina was the type of woman who would let her son treat her like a cheap whore all because he’d mistaken her for his lover.



“Dammit!” she hissed. “Petra!”



She grabbed one of her pillows and buried her face in it.










CHAPTER 28




 



“Petra,” chuckled Koa. “That’s an… interesting way to start the morning. Mmm… how about you aim those licks and kisses as you did… Petra, that’s, ah… my eyeball.”



Koa lifted himself up on the elbow as he came awake and stared into a furry face, rather than a feminine one. Horny looked distinctly annoyed as he continued licking Koa’s face and head. Koa briefly shared in the emotion before realizing that the hookhorn had been sensible in waking him up instead of simply relieving himself on the carpet.



He strode through the Gladefoot estate shirtless, heading for the door to the backyard. Petra was in her own room — Tessalin’s old room — still asleep. He didn’t wake her. They’d had their fun last night after moving past their argument.



He’d had one of the most incredible releases of his life in the bath. Petra must have found his face funny at that moment, as she’d started laughing after he’d come. He’d tugged at her horns and glared at her with exaggerated ire, and they’d continued in his bed.



He winced as he entered the kitchen and saw the pollen pouch on the table. The sight of it was enough to make him nauseous. The smell, as he picked it up to shove away in a cupboard where he wouldn’t have to look at it, made him actually gag.



If I never touch the stuff again it will still be too soon,
 he thought.



He sighed and shook his head. He wasn’t in Twinfalls to have fun and act like a spoiled prince. He wondered what his mother would say if she knew how he’d spent his nights within the city so far. She’d be disappointed, no doubt, at how many of his decisions were at the behest of his whims and desires.



The thought had a grand refocusing effect on his outlook. He dressed in clothes appropriate for taking high level meetings and set out for the day. The air was cold and biting, and there was a thin layer of snow on the ground already melting under the gaze of the morning sun. He doubled back for a warm cloak.



He thought about both his argument with Petra the previous night and the advice she’d given him after. He couldn’t simply divert his course because of his emotions on the larger problem of espers and their personhood. The more he considered the situation in detail, the clearer it seemed that there was no direct link between taking on a war against Estoria and addressing the issue of the rights of bonded espers within Osteanus.



With that much acknowledged, he was still in the unfortunate position of not having made much real progress. He headed first to Stitch and Fix, keen on speaking with Rose once more and at least confirming that the Blackrope Guild hadn’t soured on him.



The tailor’s shop looked closed from a distance, with no activity or illumination visible from outside. He tried the door and found that it opened easily. The shop’s interior was just as dead as it had appeared from outside, without any lamps lit and not much morning sunlight from the west facing windows.



“Hello?” he called. “It’s Prince Makoa, Magus of the King.”



“In back,” came Rose’s familiar voice.



He pushed past the curtain and abruptly stopped. Rose was tailoring a gown — her own gown, judging from the fact that she was clad only in underwear. She pulled a couple of pins out of her mouth, finished one last stitch, and stood up to examine her handiwork while Koa examined her.



She had an interesting figure. Strong thighs and legs, full hips and a nice butt, paired with a rather modest chest and arms with faint but defined muscles. It was her face that tied it all together, those clever green eyes and full lips.



“What do you think?” She pulled the gown on, frowning with consideration as she examined the fit.



“I think you looked better with it off, but it fits you well enough,” he said.



“A charmer. I’ve killed men for complimenting me without permission.”



“You have gorgeous eyes, too,” he added.



Rose narrowed said eyes. “You didn’t come here to hit on me, Prince Koa. Or to get yourself killed.”



“I did not.” He smirked and gave a small, somewhat guilty shrug. “I haven’t managed to dissuade the dustwalker from its attacks yet.”



“Oh, I’m aware,” she said. “There was another last night. I had to send my usual guards to deal with the aftermath this morning.”



He turned his hands up. “It’s not a simple matter of saying please.”



“The last time we spoke, you referred to the monster as your esper,” said Rose, slowly. “I’m getting the sense now that you exaggerated how much control you actually have over it.”



“I did, to a certain degree,” said Koa. “He’s confused right now. He’s seeking revenge, but I think in some ways it’s not even about that. I think… violence is just the language he speaks.”



Rose ran a finger across her lips, eyes narrowing with curiosity. “You went from calling this monster
 it
 to referring to it as a person. You say it or he wants revenge?”



“For Beatrice,” said Koa. “She was his woman, or the woman of the man who’s personality the dustwalker has adopted. She was—”



“Still alive.”



Koa blinked and shook his head. “…What?”



“She’s still alive,” said Rose. “I wish you’d told me this much, much sooner. Beatrice isn’t dead. She checked in with one of our hideouts in Harvestglade after the dustwalker attack at the brothel. She was scared out of her mind when reports came out linking her man with the monster.”



He resisted the urge to get annoyed that he was only learning this now. He had held back the context behind Brin’s attacks intentionally, he reminded himself, trying to make his control over the monster seem like some mysterious weapon in his back pocket.



“Well then,” he said. “I think I may be able to find a resolution that works for everyone.”



“You speak with it… with him, do you not?” asked Rose. “Take him a note from me. I’m willing to give him just about whatever he wants simply to hear me out. We may be able to come to a mutually beneficial arrangement.”



She’d already begun scratching out the message while speaking. Koa clenched his jaw, feeling an odd emotion. Not quite possessiveness or jealousy, but a wariness born from years of friendship. The last thing he wanted was to see Brin take a turn down an even darker path from where he already was.



Brin is not the main reason why you’re here,
 he reminded himself.



“The forged land title?” he asked. “Did you acquire it for me?”



“Ah. Right. It’s on the table.”



“On the table… in a figurative sense?”



Rose chuckled as she shook her head and motioned to the room’s table, where the document sat for his taking.



“I hope your plan works,” she said. “There’s no telling how events might unfold if the Estorian ambassador is displeased by the outcome of the upcoming Council of Lords.”



There was an edge to Rose’s voice that caught him off guard. He pulled his eyes up from the land title. “What do you mean by that, exactly?”



“Oh, just that the Estorian brand of diplomacy is… rather heavy handed,” said Rose. “Did you ever hear about what happened in the city of Jestus?”



“Jestus? I’ve heard of it before. They were incorporated into Estoria or something like that, no?”



Rose let out a soft laugh and finished her note. “Yes, or something like that. That’s an apt way of putting it. This is for your
 esper
 . I trust you won’t violate my privacy by reading it.”



“Of course not.”



Koa took the forged land title along with the note for Brin and left the tailor. He walked a short distance down the road before immediately and shamelessly breaking his word. The missive had a wax seal, but he didn’t care in the slightest.



Dustwalker,



We have more in common than recent events would suggest. What seems lost may yet be found if you’re willing to hear us out. Seek out the tailor with the broken scissors over the door within Twinfalls.



He stared at the message with no small amount of gall. It was, as far as he could remember, almost exactly the same as what the guild had said when they’d reached out to him. He made a tutting noise as he tore it up and let it flutter away in the freezing wind.










CHAPTER 29




 



Koa made his way to the ambassador’s lodgings next. He wondered, with more than a touch of boredom, if politics in the capital boiled down to making the same loop to talk with the same people until one of them gave a different answer.



He felt his chances flip in an unpredictable direction as he noted the number of guards outside the estate. He wasn’t allowed to so much as approach the door before they’d stopped him and made him explain his business.



“Prince Makoa, the king’s magus,” he said. “I’m here to speak with Ambassador Guthren.”



One of the men carried the message forward before finally returning to instruct his fellows to step out of his way. Koa entered the ambassador’s sitting room and immediately discovered the reason behind the security.



King Kendall was conducting business with Guthren Yvvara. They sat around the table near the hearth, smiling and speaking good-natured words to one another. Across the table were plates — some which contained food, but one in particular laden with nought but traces of red powder.



“Your Majesty,” said Koa, with a thin smile. “Lord Guthren.”



“Prince Makoa,” said the king. “Please, sit down. You are the perfect addition to our current conversation.”



“Can I have a servant get you anything?” asked Guthren. “Tea? Some fruit bread? Some pollen, perhaps?”



“Just tea and bread,” said Koa. He hadn’t that morning, but even the growl of his stomach seemed uneasy with more of the red pollen in sight.



“Interesting…” King Kendall’s gaze held scrutiny and, perhaps more importantly, awareness. “I would think that one so young as yourself would have more of a penchant for vices.”



“I think I’m somewhat burned out on pollen in particular, my king.” He took a seat and made a show of gesturing to them both. “But enough about that. I hoped to join the conversation, not interrupt it.”



“Join it, you shall,” said Kendall, with an odd cryptic edge to his tone. “We were in the middle of discussing the Council of Lords. Lord Guthren has been waiting for a chance to present his case for peace to the people it matters to most. I’ve called the council to order this evening, and all of the lords in attendance will have a chance to both hear his case and make their own on the subject.”



Koa nodded, but honestly had no idea what to say. The Council of Lords was on most occasions, open to the public to observe, but he’d only witnessed it in person once. It’d been part of his studies at the academy, studies which he’d not exactly committed himself to as deeply as he should have.



“Will the lords have a chance to respond to Lord Guthren?” asked Koa.



“To Guthren, and one another,” said King Kendall. “I’m going to allow an ordered debate. You’ll be there as well, Lord Koa, representing Harvestglade.”



Koa nodded slowly, but both the surprise and honor must have shown on his face from the way Guthren laughed and the king smiled. His grandmother, Tamara, had appointed one of Lord Willis’s sons as their representative on the Council of Lords, but the man had been a string puppet. There’d been no word of him since she’d passed, and Koa assumed the man had simply quietly quit the role rather than appealed to the new underqueen for approval.



“Of course,” Koa said smoothly. “I would be honored. Both to serve my queendom in such a role and, presumably, to argue the case of peace.”



“This may not be a matter of structured arguments and logic,” said Kendall. “The way the Council of Lords debates the events which shape the realm often veers into more emotional territory. Including and oftentimes rising to the level of personal attacks and even challenges to honor duels.”



There was an odd lift to the edge of Kendall’s smile. Koa felt like a sentient tool realizing what the little hook on the back of its handle was there for. He’d been wondering why the king had been so quick to pull him into the fold after the debacle with the Sword of the King.



He’s hoping no one will have the stones to challenge me to a duel after what happened with Claudius, and he may just be right.



“I operate well under pressure, Your Majesty.” He made a small triangle with his fingers over the table. “On the matter of Prince Dalton’s claim, I may have found some evidence proving it false. The evidence in question is somewhat controversial in itself, however.”



“Throw whatever nonsense you have at him if the moment feels right,” said Kendall. “It might be enough to sway some votes, or it might not be. Read the room if you can.”



“I have to ask, Your Majesty, but you have the final say on the matter of war, as king, no?” Koa tried to phrase his question as politely as he could. “What’s stopping you from setting the realm’s course and tuning out the dissent?”



“Politics, my boy,” said Kendall. “When people you’ve placed great trust in disagree on a matter of such import, you must step carefully.”



“Carefully, but not fearfully,” said Guthren. “More pollen, my king? These matters always leave me in need of sharper focus.”



King Kendall grunted his assent, and Guthren clapped to his servant. His
 slave
 , Koa silently amended. The boy had a large bandage diagonally across his head with small drops of blood spotting through over the ear.



“There was a small incident with feeding the dekli,” said Guthren, with a cold smile. “Just a bite and a bit of a burn. I really should have brought my beastmaster on tour with me.”



Kendall let out a small grunt of agreement, but his eyes were locked onto the pollen as the boy began scooping small spoonfuls onto the plate. The smell even from across the table was enough to spike Koa’s nausea. He stifled a wince, feeling a sweat come to his brow and an odd and unpleasant salivation strike his mouth.



“Are you sure you aren’t interested, Prince Koa?” offered Guthren. “I brought more than enough with me.”



“No, I’m all set,” he said. “I should be going, unless there’s more to discuss on the topic of the Council of Lords.”



Kendall grunted again as he snorted his spot of pollen, and then let out a long sigh. “No, no. Nothing… more. Sundown is when the council… gathers.”



His eyelids fluttered, and he managed an inebriated smile. Koa suppressed his still growing nausea as he stood up, bowed, and departed from the estate.



The fresh air did him wonders, cold as it was. He felt sobered in more than a literal sense as he made his way down the crowded street against the flow of foot traffic. King Kendall was placing a level of trust in him that still seemed novel and untested.



It made him wonder about the way his mother and Petra viewed him. So often it seemed as though they drew the line at that same level of trust. They’d come to see him as a man in most ways, as a prince even, but without setting aside the same concerns and worries they’d held for him as a child.



At least with Petra I can break through that in bed,
 he thought.



He was excited to see if she was back at the estate as he arrived, but found Hetrix waiting for him instead. The Demi Prince stood just outside the gate and raised a hand in greeting as Koa came down the path.



“Prince Hetrix.” Koa smiled and swept into a theatrical bow. “Well met.”



“Prince Koa. We need to talk.”



“By all means. Come, let’s sit down and drink some wine.”



Hetrix’s tone and body language was enough to tip him off to a serious matter on the other man’s mind. Koa greeted Horny, who seemed oddly shy around Koa’s fellow prince. Hetrix took a seat as he found the wine, and by the time he’d finished pouring it, he was reasonably sure he guessed at what had birthed the other man’s frown.



“The king has called the Council of Lords into session,” said Hetrix.



“I’m aware.” Koa gave a small, serious nod, and couldn’t resist adding, “I just finished speaking with him and Ambassador Guthren.”



Hetrix let out a long sigh. “I was afraid of that.”



“I can assume that this isn’t a social visit, then,” joked Koa.



Hetrix shook his head, but his eyes were elsewhere. “Thunderclaw asked me to represent Cloister Andrenia for this upcoming council. To speak in the name of my mother, her esper, and my queendom in favor of the war.”



“Much as the king asked me to speak for Harvestglade against it.” Koa set his fingers on his wine glass. “Hetrix. You aren’t a fool. You must know that there needn’t be a war. There are ways around it. Ways to delay it while a durable peace is discussed, matters concerning the borderlands are settled.”



“The momentum isn’t shifting in that direction, Koa,” said Hetrix. “Nor would I want it to. The latest proposal, from what I’ve heard, involves allowing slaves to be transported through Osteanus in exchange for a fair split of the parts of the borderlands in contention.”



“I’m aware,” said Koa. “That’s a point that I also found disagreeable. I think it could be argued down, from the right angle.”



“It’s about the bigger picture. Slavery is what’s untenable, not our shared border. This is a discussion of morals and right and wrong. The ambassador is so keen on discussing politics to obscure that truth.”



Koa slowly shook his head. “Are those your words, Hetrix, or Thunderclaw’s? They carry that same righteous lilt to them.”



“For good reason.” Hetrix’s eyes went hard. “We have slavery here in Osteanus all the same. We just call it by a different name. Revere it for no other reason than it having a component of bloodline magic.”



“I don’t disagree with that.” Koa spread his hand flat on the table. “Hetrix. I agree with you on that point. I just don’t think fighting a war is the right way to go about it.”



Memories of having the same discussion with Petra the night before came to his mind unbidden. He’d all but been arguing Hetrix’s side up until she slapped him. He tensed his jaw, wondering to what extent he’d even formed his own opinion on the subject as opposed to simply listening to whomever he regarded highest.



“We have the political situation we’ve been presented with,” said Hetrix. “We aren’t playing on a fresh board. Our moves are limited by what’s already happened, where everything is set.”



“We’re talking about people, not pieces. How many people will die, Hetrix, if this situation escalates to war?”



The other man took a slow sip of wine as he looked at him. “Do you ever think about your homeland? Sabantius, I mean.”



Koa furrowed his brow. “I do, but I don’t see how it’s relevant right now.”



“I think of mine often. My mother’s homeland. Birth mother. The realm of espers, from where she first came to Osteanus. I asked her about it once and only once. It was the first time I ever saw her cry.”



Koa’s mind instantly went back to Petra, the Hall of Mirrors, how transfixed she’d been on the vision of herself within her own home realm. He opened his mouth and almost admitted he’d been seeking that realm, searching for a way to perhaps bring Petra back to her homeland for closure.



It won’t change anything,
 he decided.
 It would only give Hetrix information better kept secret for now.



“I know how complicated this all is, Hetrix,” he said.



“Do you? I think not. Are you even aware that Lady Petra has also spoken with Thunderclaw?”



“During the Great Hunt,” said Koa. “I’m aware.”



“Within the past week. They met while she was on her way to Twinfalls. She didn’t tell you?”



Hetrix smiled in that cruel way that made the question feel like the twist of a knife. Koa winced and resisted the urge to glance around the estate, as though she might simply be resting and available for him to secure answers from.



Where is she right now? Hetrix doesn’t need to ask that question for it to hurt me.



“You seek to convince me, Hetrix,” he finally said, in a dark voice. “I don’t fault you for it. But my loyalty is to Harvestglade and my mother. She doesn’t wish for this war, if it can be avoided. I think we may still have hope of saving lives.”



“We’re done here.” Hetrix rose and spun around, all but stomping to the door.



“Hetrix,” said Koa, before the other young man could turn the handle.



“What?”



“We’re still friends. Let’s keep this line of communication open, disagreements or no.”



“Hmph.”










CHAPTER 30




 



Avina’s relaxed morning was punctuated by a situation she neither wanted nor needed. She’d risen with a smile on her face. After she’d trudged through the shame of acknowledging that perhaps Petra had gotten a front row seat to a side of her she wasn’t proud of, she’d calmed down. She’d felt happy, even.



Koa seemed to be struggling in Twinfalls, but hearing his voice and being in his presence had shored up her belief in him. Her first few minutes had been an affair of simply hugging one of the oversized Sabantian silk pillows and picturing her son.



The few after that involved loud shouting and Mav’s desperate pleas.



Avina rose, made herself decent, and rushed out of her chamber to divine what was going on. The commotion clogged the hallway at its end, and she caught sight of two men wrestling in that ridiculous, ballroom dancing manner. She hissed out a breath and glanced around for Lauric… only slowly realizing that Lauric was one of the combatants.



“What’s going on here?” she shouted.



Ani seemed to appear right next to her. “Um… I think they’re fighting over a woman.”



“Stop!” shouted Mav. “Please! Stop this!”



“I retract my previous words,” said Haza, from one side of the chaos. “I’m rather glad you didn’t choose my chamber to frolic in last night, Lady Mav.”



Lauric pushed forward, slamming a well-muscled Sabantian man into the wall. The Sabantian let out a laughing shout back at him, more amused than angry, which only had the effect of stirring Lauric’s fury. Avina noticed then that Mav was wearing a sheet, not a robe, and much of the rest came together.



“I was upset,” said Mav, to Avina but really to everyone there. “I’d been drinking a lot. Kethrian was such a good listener. I… wasn’t really thinking, but I didn’t imagine Captain Lauric would react so badly!”



“Captain Lauric!” boomed Avina.



The two men had fallen to the tiles, and even her voice at its loudest wasn’t enough to break her guard captain from his rage. Heavy footsteps heralded the arrival of Zaratafenia’s own martial servants. Finally, the fight was forcefully ended. The red faded from Lauric’s face as he caught his breath only to surge again as he tried to meet his queen’s gaze.



“Your Majesty,” he said. “I… don’t know what came over me. To think that Lady Mav would…”



“Are you betrothed to Lady Mav, Lauric?” she asked, in a furious hiss.



Lauric shook his head.



“Then you have no claim to her and no right to attack whoever she brings to her bed!”



Lauric nodded, or at least managed the downward, sinking motion with his head. Zaratafenia’s guards began dragging him off. She knew she’d need first to speak to Zaratafenia to have him released from wherever they’d be detaining him. Her annoyance with her guard captain was so high that she felt no pressing need to have that conversation.



It was later in the day, around lunchtime, when she finally sat with Zaratafenia in the garden behind her palace. A row of bushy fig trees ran alongside the compound’s wall, while a rainbow of carefully curated flowers lent color and extravagance to the ground.



Zaratafenia said nothing at first as Avina took a seat across from her at the table. They both wore thin and simple gowns in the warm weather — Avina’s embroidered in the tightly tailored Ostean style, Zaratafenia’s loose and sheer in the Sabantian fashion.



“There is a wealth of unexpected beauty within your outpost,” said Avina.



Zaratafenia smiled, eyes still looking into the distance. “There is. I am surprised at your appreciation for it. I expect many from your realm would view it as unnatural.”



Avina gave a small, knowing smile. “It can be beautiful and unnatural. I’m not so impressed as to skip over questioning how such a garden comes to be.”



“Take a guess.”



Avina shrugged. “My son, Makoa, uses his own sorcery to open rifts into other realms. If I had to guess, I would say you have one kept open to provide nutrition and satiation.”



Zaratafenia’s eyes widened for a split second as Avina mentioned Koa’s sorcery, but she never fully lost her composure. “To open and neglect a rift in such a way would be like ignoring an open wound. From outside and within, it would do nothing but bleed and fester.”



“Then I can’t imagine how such a garden exists amidst such barren land.”



“There are other forms of magic,” said Zaratafenia. “In the same way rifts can be harnessed, energy and material within our own realm can be concentrated and used. Part of the reason why this region of Sabantius is the way it is reflects the fact that the dessians who live here have always concentrated the fertility and moisture to put it to best use.”



“You’re saying that this land outside these walls is intentionally made barren for the sake of watering your gardens?” Avina only hid a portion of the disgust in her voice. “That seems like a circular trade. The sparser the land grows, the more those who live here must draw from it.”



“In that mentality lays the seed that eventually led to the destruction of Sabantius as a singular kingdom,” said Zaratafenia, in a wistful voice. “But I rule what I rule, and have little choice but to continue as my ancestors have.”



“I suppose that brings us to your reason for reaching out to your neighboring underqueen,” said Avina, gently.



“If you would recall, Avina, I reached out to Makoa, not to you.”



The way Zaratafenia said Koa’s name irked Avina for reasons she couldn’t place at first. There was a gentleness to it, like a poet speaking a word they were fond of. She said his name in that lover’s voice, despite having never met her son and being about a decade older.



“My son does not make decisions without my input,” said Avina.



“I’m sure he enjoys the warmth of your breath on his neck with every step,” said Zaratafenia, mockingly.



A moment of uncomfortable silence hung in the wake of the comment. Avina sensed that it was just how the other woman approached conversations with her peers rather than a slight with greater intention.



“In Osteanus, the queendoms often agree to arrangements and even alliances on their word, rather than through marriage,” said Avina, holding the other woman’s gaze. “Harvestglade and Northern Sabantius could come to an agreement that I’m sure would benefit both regions without necessarily needing to be bound by nuptials.”



“Ah, but who is to assume that my desire to wed your son is born only from the prospect of such an alliance?” Zaratafenia leaned back in her chair and laced her fingers in her lap. “He is a sorcerer of burgeoning power. The grandson of Hazafallius, no less, and the nephew of my departed husband. Those qualities in combination have quite a… stirring effect on my anticipation.”



“You’ve never met him as an adult.” Avina’s voice came out sharper than she’d intended. “Koa is… willful. He may be Sabantian by blood, but he was raised in Osteanus. If you are trying to replace someone you loved previously, I think you might find yourself disappointed.”



“Would you… tell me more about him?” asked Zaratafenia. “Does he share his mother’s sharp eye and willful personality? Does he take after his… Well, I suppose you never knew his birth father. Does he have a strong bearing to him?”



The questions were so genuine that Avina actually didn’t know how to respond. She wanted nothing more than to talk up her son, but doing so would only feed into Zaratafenia’s desires. The last thing she wanted was for him to marry this attractive Sabantian woman — his aunt by marriage, no less.



But why don’t you want that? Such an alliance might completely change Harvestglade’s place in the world.



Avina sighed, knowing that even if she tried to disparage Koa, her voice would have betrayed her. “He is handsome. Broad shouldered and lighthearted. He’s too smart for his own good and far too sure of himself in much the same way.”



“Like all men of Eskonus family stock.” Zaratafenia leaned forward. “I can hear how willful you find him even just through how you speak of him. I would tame him in slow steps. Teach him the advantages in respecting the minds of the women in his life.”



“Tame him?” said Avina, skeptically. “He’s not a stallion to be broken in.”



She loved and hated the idea in equal measures. It would have been a lie to claim that she hadn’t thought of trying to master Koa’s willfulness in a comparable way.



“I would not ride him like a stallion,” said Zaratafenia. “Would it really be such a distasteful union to you, Underqueen Avina? If you have any respect for your son’s ambition at all, you must see that this is the most obvious route for him to become more than just a prince. For him to perhaps one day become a king.”



“A Sabantian wife might be more of a liability than a boon to an Ostean prince attempting to run a succession campaign.”



“Who says he needs to campaign to take the Ostean throne?” laughed Zaratafenia. “Moreover, who says he need think of the Ostean throne as the only one for the taking?”



“I would hope any potential wife of my son would bring more to the table than dreams and ambition,” said Avina.



“I wished for Prince Makoa to come to me so I could give him a taste of just what, exactly, I have to offer. Bah. We’re talking circles around one another. I think we can both at least agree that it is his decision to make, regardless of how much influence we might have on his future life.”



“That is an inescapable truth,” said Avina, a touch sourly. A servant had arrived with tea and biscuits and began silently pouring them both a mug. “I would be open to hosting you in Harvestglade for a visit similar to this when the situation is appropriate. Right now, our realm stands on the cusp of war.”



“I would prefer for Prince Makoa to come here,” said Zaratafenia.



Avina sipped her tea, tasting rose hips with heavy overtones of honey. “He is willful, as I’ve already mentioned. If Osteanus does go to war, he will not be home… for some time.”



“Well, he will have to rearrange his near-term plans. He must come visit me.”



Avina let out a small laugh and shook her head. “Tell
 him
 that, not me. See how far it gets yet.”



“I think he’ll be quite keen on the visit once he understands that both his mother and his future wife are here waiting for him.”



Avina opened her mouth to explain that she was planning on returning to Harvestglade within the next few days, perhaps tomorrow, even. The smell of the tea wafted up to her, and she looked down at it, suddenly lightheaded.



“Yes,” said Zaratafenia, as though reading her mind. “I’m so sorry it has to be this way. I know how vulgar it may seem to violate your trust like this, but given what I’ve heard of Prince Makoa, I can think of no better bargaining chip to obtain. He will come to me. He will marry me. You will see the logic in this arrangement.”



Avina tried to rise. She whirled around, looking for Mav, but she’d insisted she take some time to recover her composure after her heated morning. Lauric was still being detained. A foolish mistake, allowing Zaratafenia to isolate a critical member of her retinue.



Her legs were like jelly as she tried to walk away. Zaratafenia rose with a laugh and moved to help her regain her balance. She wasn’t falling unconscious, but everything seemed far off, and it became impossible to resist the help.



“Now then,” said Zaratafenia, in a quiet voice. “Shall I help you back to your chamber, Lady Underqueen?”










CHAPTER 31




 



Koa spent most of the afternoon within the Gladefoot estate. He did his best to prepare for the Council of Lords that night, carefully thinking over the points of the case he’d make while just as carefully assembling his outfit.



In many ways, this was his true debut into politics. He’d won the Great Hunt and been named magus, not to mention earlier rumors surrounding his role in defeating the dustwalker in that first fateful battle against it. His reputation preceded him, but tonight would be the first he’d stand before the assembly and give the most powerful lords within the realm a chance to meet his gaze and take his measure.



Petra wasn’t home, a fact which nagged at him like a blister on his foot. Hetrix’s knowing words about how she’d met with Thunderclaw had stirred something within him. Not jealousy — he knew she was faithful to him with her love. More of a general unease, a question of whether she was keeping things from him which he might need to know.



It may be more than just her secret,
 he thought.
 Is there something that she and my mother are keeping to themselves?



The estate’s front door opened. Koa was still shirtless and looking over his clothes. Horny made an affectionate noise and ran off first. He followed behind, greeting Petra in the sitting room.



“My prince,” she said, smiling at his bare chest. “Have you retired for the day already or…?”



“King Kendall has asked me to make my case to the Council of Lords tonight. It’ll be my first time attending the council as a representative.”



“You will have my full support,” said Petra. “If the king has asked you personally, then you will be making decisions on behalf of Harvestglade.”



Koa nodded slowly. Generally, the underqueens met and said their pieces to the king through the Council of Queens, though King Kendall had not called it to attendance in many years, long before Avina herself became underqueen. He still took confidence from Petra’s support, which made it all the harder for him to confront her.



But he had to.



“I spoke with Hetrix earlier today.”



Petra nodded. “The Demi Prince? Are you hoping he will shift to our side?”



Koa sighed and looked her squarely in the eyes. “He told me you met with Thunderclaw. Recently.”



“Ah.” Petra folded her hands together, wringing them in a surprisingly nervous, girlish manner. “…Yes.”



“Why?”



“You must understand that I have been hearing small bits of gossip, moods on the wind, for many years. My entire adult life as an esper, no less. Thunderclaw has been building his influence for far longer than it might seem to those only observing recent events.”



Koa waited, almost feeling as though leaving her room to continue was cruel to them both.



“He sent me a message. I will admit to you freely that I was… intrigued. I do not often receive messages. To have a courier bring word specifically to
 me
 , not Avina, not Harvestglade, but to me… I was drawn in, to a certain degree.



“Thunderclaw attempted to paint a picture of a different world when I first spoke to him. It was not his vision that set me ill at ease, but the tone of his voice. The look in his eyes. It is a form of ambition beyond even what I sometimes sense within you, my prince. Ruthless ambition.



“He caged his offer as many things. An opportunity. A moral obligation. The only way of protecting you and your mother from the
 tide of change
 . Those were the exact words he used, though beyond that he spoke only in implied outcomes and hypotheticals.



“I was not convinced. You must know, Makoa, that I would never,
 never
 , betray you and your mother. I was not convinced, but I allowed him to think that perhaps I was. I gave off the impression that my heart heard the truth of his words and yet my thinking mind rebelled… whereas the truth may be that exact opposite.



“My heart could never allow me to turn against those I love, even in the face of a future where… my children or other young espers might have greater opportunities. And I do not, as of yet, think that Thunderclaw wishes to bring about that future. He thinks of only himself.”



Koa waited for a couple of seconds, but she didn’t continue. He slowly shook his head, understanding as much as he was confused by.



“You slapped me when I suggested that Thunderclaw might have a point.”



“I slapped us both,” she whispered.



Koa ran a hand through his hair. He wanted to believe her. That was what trust was on its most basic level, wasn’t it?



“What of my mother?” he asked. “How much of this does she know?”



“She knows enough… to fear what might happen,” whispered Petra. “I should say that I fear that I have lost her trust, perhaps forever.”



“She could never stop trusting you forever.”



Petra didn’t say anything. Koa’s certainty flipped partway around to doubt, and he wondered how much it must hurt to share so much through their bond. The good and the bad, love tainted down the middle by paranoia.



“I only sought to protect you and your mother, Makoa.” Petra turned around and let out a sigh. “I took a foolish action and reap what I sow.”



“Petra.” Koa walked over to her and pulled her into an embrace from behind. “I don’t need protection anymore, but I do need your trust. If he attempts to sway you again, you must tell me.”



“Without delay.”



He kissed her on the cheek and gave her a soft hug around the midriff. “I need to get dressed. I want you by my side for the Council of Lords.”



There was an implication there that he knew she couldn’t miss. Generally, all of the members of the Council of Lords who’d inherited the Ostean bloodline magic attended with their espers at their sides unless they were otherwise predisposed. Koa had a reputation as one of the few princes without an esper, and making his debut with his mother’s at his side would spur questions and whispers.



“I will be by your side, my prince,” said Petra. “As I said. You have my full support. More than that, you have my love.”



They shared a kiss, lips feeling each other out as intimacy took the place of uncertainty. Koa brushed a few strands of her hair back behind one of her horns as they parted.



“I need to get dressed,” he said. “You should change, too. Feel free to raid my grandmother’s wardrobe, along with anything of Tessalin’s that catches your eye.”



“Anything?” she asked in a playful voice.



“Whatever your heart desires.” He reached down and gave her butt a small pat. “There are going to be a lot of eyes on us tonight. Let’s give them something to see.”










CHAPTER 32




 



Avina stirred awake slowly. She winced as she recognized the room she was in and slowly accepted the horrible situation she now found herself in. She remembered drinking the tea, along with Zaratafenia’s mocking tone as she revealed that she had no intention of allowing Avina to leave until she’d gotten what she wanted from Koa.



She tried the door and, unsurprisingly, discovered it was locked. The gall of Zaratafenia stoked her fury. The idea that she’d commit such an act — not just against Harvestglade, but Osteanus itself — was borderline unbelievable. She was Harvestglade’s underqueen, but also one of the Heralder King’s wives of tradition. It was a power play that would almost certainly lead to war between Osteanus and Sabantius.



Except, as she considered just what Sabantius, the Crumbling Kingdom, currently was in a practical sense, the extent of such a war seemed greater on paper than in reality. Zaratafenia was a dessian, a title not unlike a duke or a count, but she seemingly reported to no one but herself. She wondered if anyone would come to Zaratafenia’s aid in such a conflict.



I question her strength while taking my own for granted,
 she suddenly thought.
 Can the king, in his current mental state, truly be counted on to act swiftly in my rescue?



She hated the question because it felt uncertain when it should have been anything but. It was exactly the sort of question designed to haunt a prisoner’s dreams. She was stuck here in Sabantius, so far from any hint of an answer one way or another that all she could do was sit in her room and hold tight to her hopes.



But there was Petra, along with the anomaly that had been affecting them. She started pacing along the room’s edge as she considered how she might turn that to her advantage.



She could send whatever messages she wanted, in her own hand, no less, with the aid of the Gladefoot seal in their estate in Twinfalls. She may even be able to secure her rescue just by explaining the situation to Petra and dodge having to admit the current situation of their body sharing circumstances to Makoa.



But even if Petra or King Kendall acted immediately, it would still be days, if not weeks, before they’d arrive. She was wary of what Zaratafenia might decide to do to her across that much time. Still, it was somewhere to begin.



She laid down on her bed and tried to will the anomaly to sweep her off into Petra’s body. Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t that simple. She wasn’t tired but didn’t know how much that mattered. She tried to feel for Petra through the bond, but it was like trying to hear a sound at long distance, trying to make out whispered words through a thick door.



Restless, she stood back up and began to take inventory of the room. The walls were lined with a deep burgundy fabric, and the floor was covered with a vibrant patterned rug, so brightly colored that it took her breath away. In one corner of the room, she noticed an old armchair, complete with a matching ottoman. She ran her hands over the plush cushions, feeling their softness beneath her fingers.



The opposite wall had a large wardrobe filled with clothes in muted colors and fabrics ranging from linen to velvet. Nothing too expensive, but clothing clearly intended to be worn in case of emergency. Avina opened some of the drawers, finding them all full of accessories like gloves and hats to match each outfit. A vanity sat in one corner near a window that overlooked the settlement outside.



She was on the third floor, just high enough up to make it precarious to attempt to climb down. Even if she managed it… what then? Captain Lauric was already imprisoned, and she could safely assume the rest of her guards had been relieved of their weapons. She wouldn’t last a day within Matragoria on her own, and far less than even that if she attempted to traverse the barren land beyond.



Still, she knew she had to do something. She toyed with the idea of climbing down, despite her reservations, knotting her sheets together to at least get an idea of how long of a rope she could make.



Her sense of confidence in her climbing ability screamed at her to not even bother trying as she tried to grip the sheets and stared down at the drop. But that wasn’t all she saw out the window. Near the edge of the palace’s fenced back garden crouched a small figure whom she recognized after a moment’s careful scrutiny.



Ani was staring up at the building with such intensity that Avina’s first impulse was to duck, for whatever reason. She gave him a small wave instead. Ani’s gaze darted from side to side, and he ducked backward, dipping behind a bush as one of Zaratafenia’s guards made their next patrol.



It struck Avina just how much the young man reminded her of Koa when he was in a determined mood as he crept back out into the open after the guard had moved on. She knew without even questioning that any warning she might call out to him to avoid doing anything stupid would be ignored with that same cavalier attitude Koa so often fielded.



Ani sprinted forward and, without ever pausing to let his momentum rest, began scaling the side of the palace. He climbed with no rope, using windowsills and cracks in the sandstone as handholds. There was an effortless grace to it that left Avina’s heart pounding, both in concern for his safety and over her own buoyed hopes.



“You’re unbelievable!” she whispered, helping him over the last stretch. “What possessed you to take such a risk for me?”



His face took on that same quiet and fearful edge she’d seen after their ordeal at the oasis. He seemed to shake away the memory with a small shrug.



“You helped me,” he whispered. “I was scared when it happened. But if you hadn’t done it, he would have killed both of us.”



“I… suppose that’s true,” said Avina.



I still have to ask Petra what, exactly, happened during that little episode,
 she thought.



“I need you, Ani, to help me this time around,” said Avina. “I need you to take a message to my handmaiden. Mav.”



“The strong woman?”



“Yes. Is she still allowed to move about unrestricted?”



“I… think so,” said Ani.



“Good. Find her and tell her that she needs to…” Avina hesitated, only then considering what her order to her handmaiden would be. “Haza. Tell her to find Haza, explain to him what’s happened and that I request his aid. If any of my guards remain uncaptured, have her find them too, and—”



Footsteps sounded outside Avina’s chamber. She flicked her eyes toward the window, but it was already too late. There was no way Ani could make the climb in the time he had. She motioned to the bed instead, and the young Sabantian wordlessly dropped flat and wriggled underneath.



She had just enough time to fling her sheets back onto the bed in a manner that made it seem like she’d just arisen before the door swung open. With all the ire and fury she could summon as an underqueen, she glared at the Sabantian guard who stood within the open doorway. He seemed at a loss for words momentarily.



“What do you want?” she snapped. “How dare you intrude on my privacy? I may be imprisoned, but I am not without influence.”



“Voices…” The guard eyed the open window and then looked back at her. “What did I just hear?”



“I’ve no idea. Why are you asking me?”



The guard glanced toward her bed, frowned for a moment, and then stepped back outside and shut the door with a loud bang. Avina felt relieved and let a minute pass before stooping to gesture for Ani to come out of hiding.



“You need to get out of here,” she whispered. “Mav and Haza. Find them and seek their aid, and I promise you’ll be rewarded.”



“You have already rewarded me with my life.”



Ani bowed to her and then, with a stunning lack of hesitation, tossed himself over the windowsill and began the climb down to the garden below.










CHAPTER 33




 



The Council of Lords was, by tradition, held on the floor of the Gladius Chamber. Koa had been within it a few times during his years at the academy, but found himself surprised at the size of the massive looming gates as he approached it in an official capacity.



True to her word, Petra was at his side, clad in a dark blue dress of Tessalin’s that clung to the curves of her beautiful body as though it had been painted on. Her hair was twisted into a neat braid that bounced between her shoulders as she walked.



“Are you ready?” she whispered.



“Yes.” He nodded as he said the word. He was nervous — there was no getting around that — but he was looking forward to what the forum would hold. Both his own future and the entire realm’s might be decided by the events of the next few hours.



He touched the pocket of his cloak, where the forged claim Rose had provided him with lay carefully folded. His plan was relatively simple. He would present the claim, try to muddle Dalton’s right to the disputed land, and then suggest that they refrain from coming to a decision about the war until the truth could be discerned.



There was a chance that the forgery would be uncovered, but as long as it didn’t happen immediately on the spot, he could find a way to convincingly lie his way forward. Especially if he had his mother’s help, an excuse about how it’d been found amidst his grandmother’s documents or some such. He just needed to lie his way through the day.



The Gladius Chamber itself was underground, carved into the rock in such a way that floods were common and the smell of damp was an ever present guest on the air. Koa suspected it was similar to Coldwater Bastion in how the river’s flow had been tapped into for new purposes. Whether the purpose in mind here was defense, or a means of quickly disposing of a chamber full of revolting lords was anyone’s guess.



He wasn’t the first to arrive and in fact seemed to be somewhat late to the party. There were far more unfamiliar faces within the chamber than people he recognized. Rows of benches, each with a thin table cut from stone in front of them for note taking or presentation gave the chamber the ambience of a lecture hall. The way that the lowest level sat at the very bottom in the chamber’s center, on the other hand, gave off the appearance of a circular arena.



It is an arena,
 he decided.
 Just one of words, rather than weapons.



“Harvestglade’s seating area is to the left,” whispered Petra. “The empty section midway up.”



He nodded and the two of them began making their way in that direction. Koa spotted both King Kendall and Thunderclaw seated at a similar table along the back of the ground level and noted the ambassador sitting on the table behind them in the next row up.



It felt odd to see Kendall and Thunderclaw seated side by side, in part because of how it drew attention to how seldom Koa had seen them together. There was a sadness there in seeing master and esper, bonded together from childhood, having grown so far apart. Both their expressions were stiff and tense, the face of men enduring an awkward silence with someone they’d known too well for too long.



Koa continued scanning the room. He picked out Prince Hetrix who, somewhat surprisingly, was sitting near Prince Harriston, both on the border of where the Puzzle Islands and Cloister Andrenia’s sections abutted. Harriston was a transformed man after the wounds he’d suffered during the hunt, face scared and misshapen on one side, with his esper, Rathos, holding a crutch clearly intended for his master’s usage.



None of the underqueens were present, though that was both unsurprising and a fact of tradition. They had their own assembly — the Council of Queens — which mostly related to grievances between the queendoms and the capital. It hadn’t met since long before Tamara had passed away, but Koa wondered if it might become another hinge point with war on the horizon.



Various members of the public had also gathered to watch the council meeting and were arrayed along the backmost and highest row. Koa did a double take as he glanced across the faces.



Ruby had come to watch. She wore a maroon dress that displayed a tame but enticing glimpse of cleavage. Her hair was twisted into a neat bun with two locks free on either side framing her face. She saw him as he began making his way toward his own spot. For a moment, their eyes met, and Ruby gave him a fond, almost teasing smile.



It was everything he’d ever needed. It was the
 last thing
 he needed, right then and there, mind set to the task of diplomacy. Petra touched his shoulder, and he realized he’d come to a stop mid-step to stare at the woman he loved like a slack-jawed fool. The woman he’d asked to marry him. The woman who’d said no.



“My prince,” whispered Petra. “You can speak with her after. For now… you must think of Harvestglade.”



“I know.” He sighed, only realizing as he turned away that he never actually returned Ruby’s smile. “The realm won’t wait for me to get over her.”



There was a pause as he and Petra reached his table. He set his casting cane down atop the stone, the sound of it making a quiet crack that reverberated through the empty space. He could feel more than one set of eyes on the unassuming weapon, taking in its gnarled shaft, the glass leaf his mother had given him that he’d attached where a sword might have a crosspiece.



He leaned over to Petra, who’d sat next to him, and whispered, “act like I’m saying something of grave importance,” into her ear. She rubbed the side of her chin and nodded slowly, hiding her amusement from everywhere but her eyes.



A few more lords filed into the chamber and found their places. King Kendall eventually stood and strode forward, willing the chamber to silence by his mere presence. Koa had harbored a small concern that the king’s mental state might hobble their chances before the forum had even begun, but he seemed serious and lucid.



“Lords of Osteanus,” he boomed. “As your king and sovereign, I welcome you to this gathering of the Council of Lords. This evening, we will be discussing a situation that requires the realm to stand united, regardless of what we decide. I would ask all of you to treat one another with respect for the duration of our discussion.”



He glanced around the chamber slowly, his eyes impressing the gravity of his words onto anyone who dared meet his gaze. Koa had to admit that Kendall could still issue forth words in that royal, commanding voice that made them seem like fact from the moment they reached the ear.



“Osteanus stands at a crossroads,” said Kendall. “The matter of the western borderlands, the Chessboard Plains, Vestalan Valley, and the Krysmore Highlands, is one which requires both attention and action. Those of you familiar with Guthren Yvvara, the Estorian Legislature’s ambassador to Osteanus, will note his presence behind me. He is our guest, though I know not all of you will agree with the message he has carried to deliver. I would still ask you treat him with respect.”



There was a light grumble of dissent, but it didn’t rise to a level that interrupted the king’s opening flow.



“I lament that I must waste the esteemed council’s time with what amounts to a statement of unchangeable facts,” said Kendall. “Though perhaps it’s only fair that I waste yours, given how much of my own time has been wasted attempting to explain what should be self-evident.



“It is rare for the Estorians to send ambassadors, as you all well know. Lord Yvarra’s presence here in the capital represents a rare shift forward in our relationship with our western neighbors. I would almost deign to thank the instigator of this recent diplomatic scuffle for precipitating such change, were he or she more reasonable.”



Prince Dalton, looking as stiff and self-absorbed as he had during Koa’s meeting with him, leapt to his feet. “Do not speak in such vagaries! You know I am the man in question.”



“I know it is you, Prince Dalton, but can make no statements to the nature of your manhood,” said Kendall, with a biting laugh.



Dalton shouted something back that was lost in a tumult of voices. Koa wondered if the relief he’d felt over the king showing a competent mind for the day might have been premature. Kendall was clearly in a mood to fight.



“Is it always like this?” he whispered to Petra.



Hetrix had joined in the shouting, both at the king and Dalton, for whatever reason. Koa turned to smile at Petra after she didn’t answer right away. One look at her expression had the humor fading from his own face.



“Gods,” whispered Petra. “No, Makoa. This is not a healthy discussion.”



Guthren Yvarra had stepped forward, first to whisper to the king, and then holding his arms out and trying to announce himself over the raucous noise. Someone’s glove sailed through the air and nearly struck him across the cheek. The king stabbed a finger in the direction it had come from, yelling and shaking his head.



A sudden booming thundercrack sounded far overhead, resonating with such presence that it made it seem as though the roof of the Gladius Chamber had taken the blow directly. Thunderclaw, eyes aglow with power, made himself visible at the king’s side.



“Silence,” said the esper, though the word arrived after the fact.



“Children, all of you!” snapped King Kendall. “Still your tongues. The ambassador has yet to speak.”



He glared at the room, but also at Thunderclaw. Koa wondered if the chaos perhaps suited Kendall’s purpose. Even if many of the men within the room harbored enough anger and ambition to commit to a war, doing so amidst that level of shouting was like setting a new destination on a ship in a summer storm.



Guthren Yvarra slowly stood to his feet from where he sat at one of the first level benches behind the king. It drew Koa’s attention to the layout of the room, how clusters of lords had formed around some of the princes, namely Hetrix, Harriston, and Dalton.



Harriston was looking around in a matching manner, and the two of them met eyes across the chamber for a dark second. Koa was well aware that Harvestglade was still in debt to Underqueen Lassius and the Puzzle Islands, though with the gold he’d secured from the bandit outpost it was now more of a minor concern.



“My lords and princes,” said Guthren, in a voice almost too quiet to carry. “I am but a humble servant of the Estorian legislature. I carry nought but the message they have authorized me to speak. It is a message of peace and cooperation, but one backed by the weight of an army which I should hope you’ll never know.



“Estoria seeks a trade alliance with Osteanus. Not a war. Not conflict. A simple free trade agreement. One which would allow Osteanus to traffic in dyes, spices, and fine silk from the far west, while in turn giving Estoria the same access to the eastern islands for similar highly valued trade goods.”



“Slaves!” screamed somebody far in the back.



“Yes,” said Guthren, with a patient laugh. “I know the idea must twist at your sensibilities, as you have no experience with the nature of people as a product. It is not as tragic as it seems. Most slaves have no knowledge of any other way of life, along with extremely specific skill sets that would come to no use without a framework to exist within.”



There was another short interlude of grumbling, with a few voices rising to shout. It didn’t hold with the same presence as the previous chaos. Guthren cleared his throat as he regained the chamber’s attention.



“The legislature is willing to give up a fair portion of these borderlands in exchange for working the details of such a trade alliance,” said Guthren. “I speak for myself in this, but I believe it to be quite the bargain to avoid an outright war. You have a choice, proud Osteans, that I will present to you in the plainest, truest, and perhaps ugliest terms. You can either let us bring our slaves down your glass road, or you can become our slaves.”



He spoke the last sentence in such a casual and matter of fact tone that it took several seconds for the chamber to hear it, as though the echo was what they were all listening to. Koa rubbed the stubble of his chin and slowly shook his head in disbelief. The ambassador couldn’t have stoked the flames of passion with his ill-chosen words any more if he’d tried.










CHAPTER 34




 



The chamber once again erupted with outrage. Koa was on his feet, more out of a general sense of how near his peers were to violence than for a real reason.



“Estorian pig!” shouted Prince Dalton.



“We are not slavers!” snapped Hetrix. “Absolutely not! No deals in trade or the borderlands!”



“Hold, a moment,” said Harriston. “War may be unavoidable, but the margins on the trade of highly skilled manservants would be insanely high!”



The shouts began overlapping until it was impossible to make out words, let alone arguments. Koa’s attention was on Kendall and Thunderclaw, who seemed to be having an argument of their own. Thunderclaw was shaking his head as Kendall jabbed a finger toward him repeatedly.



The king’s guards were the ones who brought the chamber back to silence. Prince Dalton had attempted to march down to the central floor where the king and his esper stood only to be pushed back at sword point by a guard. The weapon’s polished blade seemed to draw every eye in the room, interrupting the noise as though it’d cleaved through it.



“I would ask you to behave like the princes and lords that you are,” said Kendall, repressed fury edging into his tone. “If you’re incapable of doing that, see yourself out. Lord Guthren has said his piece. I will now allow any prince who wishes to argue a course of action to say theirs, followed by any lord once the princes have finished.”



Prince Dalton was already standing and began speaking without pause. “I have a claim to the Krysmore Highlands! My family’s ancestral routes within the region are indisputable. If you think I will simply forfeit land which I am due, then you are sorely mistaken!”



Koa reached into the pocket of his cloak and almost rose to his feet to put the forgery to use right then and then. Except, even before he made to, he felt the eyes of several people within the room on him. Thunderclaw was the most subtle about it, but the flick of his eyes toward Harvestglade’s section was most telling of all.



He already knows I met with the Blackrope Guild,
 he thought.
 He insinuated as much when he brought up the tailor.



As much as it felt like a waste to gain nothing from his hard-acquired forgery, Koa was no fool. He might owe the Rusty Rose and her guild a favor, but the price would be far higher if he attempted a power play with a forged land deed and was called out on it. He slowly smiled and willed himself to lose the round for the sake of winning the game.



There was a pause after Prince Dalton’s declaration of his supposedly indisputable claim that all but confirmed in Koa’s mind that he would have been walking into a trap to attempt to pass off the forgery. He waited a few seconds for someone to continue, feeling the tension within the chamber trickling up to new heights.



“Be that as it may,” said King Kendall. “Your claim is to a region of the borderlands. Expecting aid to press such a claim on land outside of Osteanus’s current boundaries would necessitate a passing vote from the Council of Lords.”



“It’s a simple choice — whether to allow ourselves to be cowed by these Estorian heathens or whether to stand tall,” shouted Dalton. “That’s why we are here, no?”



Koa stood up. He both felt and heard the attention of the room swivel his way, the rustle of clothing and faint metal jingle of disturbed coins and swords. The silence and expectation was almost suffocating, and he wasn’t entirely sure he could trust his voice until he’d issued the first syllable.



“Is that why we’re here?” he said, gesturing to the chamber. “It seems as though you ask a dozen lords as to why this situation is so contentious, and you’ll get a hundred different answers. We each pick and choose different words to say the same thing, or line up on the same side with a different pet ambition in mind.



“Now, you may be surprised to hear this, but I have never visited the borderlands in capacity as a prince or the magus of the king.” He grinned and received a couple of small chuckles. “I have to assume that the Krysmore Highlands are as impressive as any region that I never bothered to learn the name of until the very second it became politically relevant.”



Another few chuckles, louder this time around.



“Watch yourself!” snarled Prince Dalton.



“Why? Where am I off to?” Koa glanced down and touched his own chest as though bracing himself from breaking into a charge. “In fact, I do have a destination in mind. A realm of peace and prosperity. One with reasonable, fair-minded lords who see the benefit in refusing to take the historic serenity we currently find ourselves in for granted.



“Osteanus is a powerful realm. I speak this as someone with a broader view of just what that means than most. But a war against Estoria is not one we would win easily. I don’t think the price is worth what we would pay, and I mean that in a very literal sense. Fielding armies is not cheap.”



He let that point be the punctuation of his argument, sensing it was his best bet. Hetrix rose in time with Koa sitting down and addressed his words directly to him from across the room.



“You speak in terms of prices, Lord Magus,” said Hetrix. “Not everything can or should have a price. The men, women, and children that the Osteans would march through our lands to sell off in the islands, by our own laws, should not have a price. This trade agreement is an affront to Ostean values!”



“Ostean values!” Lord Guthren let out a snort. “You seem just as prone to picking and choosing who those values apply to. At least the Estorian way is based on the logic of ownership and firm values. You Osteans pretend your slaves are both priceless and willing, which shines false to anyone with an eye.”



Various grumbles of agreement and dissent rippled through the assembled lords. Koa knew that the greater part of Hetrix’s desire for war came from his distaste of the very hypocrisy that Guthren had highlighted. He thought furiously, trying to work out a way to turn it to his advantage.



I don’t need to convince all the lords, just Hetrix,
 he realized.
 He’s here representing Cloister Andrenia, just as I’m representing Harvestglade.



Even just two queendoms forming a united front might be enough to forestall the war for a time, if not forever. Many of the other lords had begun arguing with one another again. King Kendall was attempting to quiet them unsuccessfully. Koa briefly sought out Ruby with his gaze. She grinned at him and gave a shy wave that made his heart break into a sprint, which wasn’t ideal in helping him maintain his focus.



“Quiet them, Thunderclaw!” bellowed King Kendall. “Thunderclaw!”



The king drained his glass wine goblet and smashed it on the floor in front of him. The sound of shattering glass was enough to steal the attention of the room.



“I will have no talk of this liberative nonsense with war poised on the horizon!” shouted Kendall. “Thunderclaw. Clean up this glass and from here on out enforce strict council rules on the lords of Osteanus. They seem intent on acting as children today.”



A couple of muscles twitched in Thunderclaw’s neck, and he didn’t move right away. The contrast between him, tall and muscled and relatively youthful-looking compared to Kendall, old and heavyset, made the task of cleaning a broken glass seem beneath him. It
 was
 beneath him, and Kendall’s point in issuing the command to his esper wasn’t lost on anyone.



Koa stood up and cleared his throat, seizing the moment. “On the contrary. My king, if I may be so bold. I think Prince Hetrix makes an excellent point about Ostean values and what separates us from the Estorians. Perhaps we should take a vote on putting together a scholarly commission related to issues of slavery and… the morality of persons as chattel.”



He looked right at Hetrix as he spoke and gave a small nod. He tried to stride an extremely subtle line with his phrasing. There was no chance of gaining anything even resembling majority support if he simply announced that he wanted Osteanus to consider the topic of esper personhood.



“So you wish for us to consider the topic of esper personhood?” laughed King Kendall. “Thunderclaw, did you put my magus up to this? I’m well aware the two of you shared a private meeting. I’d just assumed I’d already earned his loyalty. Or is this just a quirk of your Sabantian heritage, a muddling of our values and those of your homeland?”



Koa felt his face burning as he sank back down into his bench. Hetrix was looking back and forth between him and Thunderclaw, expression furrowed with both confusion and restrained hope.



“I see no reason why we shouldn’t take a vote of such an exploratory nature,” announced Kendall. “I think it would be good to take stock of just how many of my lords harbor such contempt for our time-honored ways. Announce it in my stead, Thunderclaw.”



“This matter seems far too weighty for us to wade into without prior forethought,” said Thunderclaw. “I think it should be dismissed.”



Koa’s sense of the king and his esper and their complicated relationship gained a new, unfortunate level of depth. They were both willing to take their opposite stance in the name of control and ambition.



Kendall, out of a petty desire to punish his lords and put his esper back into his “proper place.” Thunderclaw, in hopes of buying more time to gain support, perhaps? Or was the idea of espers gaining their personhood unnerving to him, given how it might affect his ability to be the king’s esper, to speak in the king’s name.



In truth, Koa had no idea what Thunderclaw or Kendall really were thinking, how many steps ahead they might be. He was out of his element, though he took some small solace in the knowledge that nothing could have prepared him for playing politics on this level.



The room had broken out into shouts again, everyone acting as though they could defend their side simply by raising their voice. Koa noticed the chaos spreading to where the public was watching from on the top row. Ruby was being hassled by some man in a black and purple coat.



“I’ll be right back,” he told Petra.



“Be careful,” she whispered. “I will be by your side if I see anything happen.”



He hurried over to Ruby, elbowing his way through the crowd as much as finding a path. He noticed that Verity, along with Princess Pen, were sitting just a short ways down from Ruby and waved to them both as he passed.



The situation was all but resolved by the time he reached her. The man was already turning to leave. Koa gave him a dark look and watched him walk off before leaning over to check on Ruby.



“Are you all right?” he asked. “What was that about?”



“Another lord from the Broken Bone Islands who seems to think that a deal pertaining to the import of slaves is something we need to talk about,” she said, shaking her head.



“Oh!” Koa tried to hide his surprise, but Ruby knew him too well.



“My inheritance is real, Koa, but I don’t think that’s what brought you over here.” She gave him a smile. “I’m all right.”



“Good,” he said. “It might be better for you to head back to the castle just to ensure we keep it that way.”



“I think there might be some wisdom in that,” said Ruby. “I… want to talk to you. When you get a free moment. About, you know. Us.”



Koa furrowed his brow. “Is this a conversation I can look forward to?”



“I… think so,” she whispered. Her eyes glinted with emotion, enough to leave Koa dumbfounded. “Yes.”



She nodded, and it was a yes that struck him harder than any he’d heard before. He took her hands, kissed the backs of both, and squeezed them. It was about the most he could get away with toward an unmarried woman in public. The thought made his heart flip with promise and possibility.



“I will call upon you the moment I finish here, Lady Ruby.” He grinned and dipped into a bow.



“I’ll be waiting, Prince Makoa.”



Verity had come up behind him, and Koa awkwardly bumped into her as he turned to start back toward Petra. He shifted the motion into a quick hug — again, a little outside the bounds, but Verity was practically a guard.



“I was about to escort Princess Pen back to the castle,” said Verity. “If you’d like to join us both, Lady Ruby.”



“Thank you,” he said to her. “You should come find me later tonight, as well. Events… are clearly in motion.”



Lord Guthren, the esteemed Estorian ambassador to Osteanus, was doubled over on the center floor, clutching at one side of his face. The chamber quieted as more took notice. Koa hurried back to his seat, leaning in to get caught up by Petra.



“A bottle was thrown from somewhere,” she whispered. “It struck him in the eye, I think.”



“Please, Lord Guthren,” said King Kendall. “Let my healer take a look at that. You all should be ashamed of yourselves! This man is our guest. Lord Guthren?”



The man was breathing hard and groaning with pain, or at least that was what Koa first took the noise for. He lifted his head up, the noise becoming audible as a laugh, with both hands still covering his face as though embarrassed by the depth of his mirth.



“Ah ha, ha, ha. HA!”



With the last syllable, a ripple of power rocked the entire room, rustling clothing and disturbing tables. Koa felt like he’d been slapped in his face, and he had to close his eyes from the brief sting of it. He was sure that it was magic of some sort, but nothing like what Haza had taught him to do with either rifts or rings.



“There we are,” said Guthren, eyes imbued with a faint glow. “Do I have your attention now?”










CHAPTER 35




 



A guard came to Avina’s room shortly after sundown. She expected to have food placed within her room and was only briefly surprised when the man explained in rough Ostean that Zaratafenia requested her presence for dinner.



“Then she shall have it,” she replied, trying to make it sound like she’d made the decision.



In truth, she was livid. The entire situation was unnecessary and would serve to accomplish nothing beyond poisoning a political relationship that could have been mutually beneficial. With little else to do, Avina had spent the past few hours considering Zaratafenia’s motivation for going to such extreme lengths to secure an advantage.



Every answer she’d come up with only served to stoke the flames of her fury.



It was possible that Zaratafenia simply had no respect for Harvestglade or Osteanus. She may have acted under a not unfounded assumption that the greater realm would be too distracted by the threat of Estoria to retaliate in the name of her rescue and safety. Harvestglade, itself, could hardly send much more than Avina had taken with her on the expedition to begin with.



It was also possible that Zaratafenia valued her as a hostage enough for her to take the risk despite the potential consequences. Avina’s value lay almost entirely in what she was worth to Koa. She suspected that Zaratafenia, knowing how recently Avina had become an underqueen, had correctly guessed that the Heralder King himself hadn’t yet developed much of a relationship with her.



Koa. The world was far larger than her son, but so often events seemed to circle back to his role and the choices he’d made. Avina wondered if her perspective was skewed as his mother, especially now, watching him take the first powerful steps on his feet as a grown man.



And there was the real source of her anger. The knowledge that Koa would come and rescue her, with aid or without it. The realization that, by placing herself in Zaratafenia’s power, she’d delivered herself as the perfect bait for the trap.



Zaratafenia’s feast hall was lit by a single towering candelabra on the center of the dining table, bathing the edges of the room in shadow. She was already seated, but turned to give Avina a smug smile as the guards led her in. Rising, she motioned for a servant to pull out a chair a few places down, putting them diagonal to one another rather than across the candles or side by side.



“I hope you believe me when I tell you that none of this was my intention from the beginning.” Zaratafenia waited for Avina to sit before returning to her own chair. “In Sabantius, it is considered to be a grave breach of propriety for a person to read the missive of another, let alone insert themselves into such an invitation.”



“That’s your justification?” asked Avina. “You consider imprisoning me to be fair recourse for me taking an interest in matters relating to my son?”



“Recourse? No, certainly not. More just an unavoidable outcome. You walked right into this, Avina, before you ever even reached Matragoria. Sabantius is more than you can handle with your Ostean ways.”



Zaratafenia smiled into Avina’s cold glare.



“Koa will never forgive you for this,” said Avina.



“Oh, were you to whisper the right words into his ear, I’m sure he would be quite cross with me,” said Zaratafenia. “But you won’t be the one whispering in his ear anymore. I will.”



“He loves me.” Avina shook her head, pulling from the certainty of her feelings for her son. “Not just as a son performing his duty. But as a man who protects what he cares about. He will be furious when he finds out.”



Zaratafenia laughed. “Good. I’ve always had an easier time leading and seducing passionate men. Oh, I’m sure he’ll be
 furious
 with me, just as you say. And I will give him ample opportunity to let it all out.”



Avina balled her hands into fists under the table, digging in deeply enough for her fingernails to bite her palm. She was saved from her own anger by the sound of the far door of the dining hall swinging open.



Haza’s distinctive gait announced him before he’d come completely into view, the tap of his staff, the shuffle of his feet. Avina looked his way and felt her hopes surge… and then immediately fall as she took in his expression and the manner in which he averted his gaze.



“Hazafallius,” said Zaratafenia. “For once, you deign to join me for dinner. Please, take a seat. I’ll have a servant set out an extra plate.”



Avina never took her eyes from the old sorcerer as he slowly lowered himself into a chair. She didn’t say anything, using the silence that held across the next moment as her weapon.



“Are you comfortable, Lady Underqueen?” Haza finally asked.



“I’m a prisoner, Haza,” said Avina. “I’m about as comfortable as any person whose agency has been so grievously violated.”



“She hasn’t been touched,” said Zaratafenia. “She’s still in the same exquisite chamber that she found acceptable enough as a guest. The only thing that’s changed is the duration of her stay.”



“Haza,” said Avina. “You will have to answer to Koa, just as she will. Think very carefully about how you wish for your grandson to view your actions. Think about how much damage this will do to your relationship with him, and—”



“I would ask you not to stoke Hazafallius’s fears,” said Zaratafenia. “The Lord of Crystal Hills has already been through enough.”



“Has he, now?” Avina scoffed. “He’ll have to stomach a fair bit more if you seriously intend to use me to draw Koa into an alliance with you. Whose side will you choose, Hazafallius, when Koa leads an army from Harvestglade to the gate of this outpost?”



“He’s smarter than that,” said Haza, with a sigh.



“He doesn’t think with his head when it comes to me,” said Avina.



She hated being so frank. It gave Zaratafenia an advantage to hear such aspects of the truth divulged so freely. But even so, it was a risk she had to take. Haza was neither a fool nor heartless. More to the point, Zaratafenia had already established that she respected and perhaps even feared the old sorcerer’s power.



“By the time he’s made the journey here to Sabantius, everything will have calmed down,” said Haza. “Underqueen Avina. Zaratafenia speaks the truth in what a boon a union between Harvestglade and Northern Sabantius would be, not just to those involved, but the entire region.”



“I’m not the one you need to convince!” snapped Avina. “Nor will I help you in convincing him. If you genuinely cared about Makoa and the future of the region, you would listen to what he and I have to say instead of attempting to threaten your way into an alliance.”



Haza sighed and bowed his head. The servants had begun placing out the food, roasted pig with pickled cabbage and a deep brown bread with chive butter. Zaratafenia folded her arms, eyes narrowed at the sorcerer.



“I am shocked that you would let her speak to you this way, Hazafallius,” she said. “It’s the resemblance, is it not?”



“Zaratafenia,” said Hazafallius, in a warning voice.



“I remarked upon it at the time, when you brought back her portrait after handing off my nephew to a stranger.” Zaratafenia swirled her wine like a mugger might play with their dagger. “Her skin is lighter, and she’s certainly better endowed, but the face, the eyes, the
 attitude.
 She’s an echo of Katellia.”



The name brought Avina back to a different place and time. Katellia had been Koa’s birth mother and Hazafallius’s daughter. So much had been in motion during the time after the Naked Wasting and she’d barely paid attention to anything beyond the horizon of her own grief for her lost husband and son. She’d assumed it’d been the same for Hazafallius, never questioning why he’d been so open to giving his grandson away to a stranger.



“Watch your words carefully, Zara,” said Hazafallius, in a slow voice. “You’ve already tested my resolve. It has a breaking point, especially when it comes to my… little girl.”



It almost pained Avina to hear the old man’s voice crack, but she had to be ruthless. “What would she think of this? Of you manipulating Koa as though he were your enemy?”



“What would she have thought of you absconding your responsibility in the first place, Hazafallius?” asked Zaratafenia. “You passed your grandson off onto an Ostean princess who was little more than a child herself. You let your grief overwhelm you. Do not think I’ve forgotten how much work was undone by your breakdown. I would not be dessian today if not for your complete abdication of your duty to your family. You ran then. I ask only that you stand with me now.”



“Stand with Makoa,” whispered Avina, desperation leaking into her tone. “Stand with me!”



Haza said nothing. He didn’t look at either woman. Any other man would have seemed pathetic and withdrawn, but it was more like he was simply cowed under the weight of his own shame and memories. He was an old man carrying old burdens long past the point of the relief he should have been owed.



She said no more and ate her meal in silence. Zaratafenia spoke on, mostly spitting out justifications that barely registered to Avina’s ears. The food tasted like nothing on her tongue, as did the wine, though she had far more of the latter than the former.



She managed to contain herself until she’d been brought back to her chamber, at which point she sat on the bed and dug her fingers into one of the pillows. As furious as she was at Zaratafenia and Haza, much of her ire was self-directed.



I walked right into this, eyes open and seeing nothing,
 she thought.
 Whatever happens to Koa now is a result of my own foolishness.



She sighed and tried to consider her options. She’d been naïve to think that sending Ani to tell Haza of her circumstances would rouse the old sorcerer to her rescue. Lauric was undoubtedly still imprisoned and probably blaming himself in a similar fashion. Perhaps Mav could engineer some audacious attempt at freeing her. She tried to imagine it and found it straining the limits of what she considered plausible.



Eventually, Avina climbed into bed and tried to sleep. She wasn’t tired, but there was simply nothing else to do. She closed her eyes and for a time, tried to will an exchange of bodies with Petra. Perhaps her esper’s circumstances might give her an idea, or at the very least give Petra the opportunity to alert Koa to her plight as quickly as possible. But even the anomaly seemed to have abandoned her in her time of need.



She woke up suddenly during the night, aware that a crash had sounded outside of her room but bleary enough from sleep to leave her wondering if she’d only dreamed it. She rose, regardless, and quickly pulled on some clothing. The door creaked open, revealing a shadowed figure in the hallway, hunched over a staff.



“You’re right,” said Haza, with a sigh. “He would never forgive me. Get your things.”



“Do you have a plan?” asked Avina. She hurried to grab what little she’d been allowed to keep in captivity.



“We’ll figure the rest out once we’ve gathered the rest of your party, Lady Underqueen.”










CHAPTER 36




 



Koa was on his feet, and far from the only one. Guthren still held the eyes of everyone within the Gladius Chamber, standing a few steps away from King Kendall and Thunderclaw, eyes glowing with the faint dullness of the moon on a foggy night. His proximity to the sovereign of Osteanus seemed far more relevant and dangerous than it had mere moments earlier.



“I came to Osteanus carrying a message of peace,” called the ambassador. “A message of cooperation. The elder brother extending a hand of friendship to his estranged younger sibling. The reception I’ve received so far makes me question if I’ve wasted my time.”



“Mind your tongue!” shouted King Kendall. “You are here by my grace, Lord Guthren, and I will not have you—"



There was a hiss like breaking glass along with a blinding flash of white light. Koa wasn’t sure what happened in that moment, but as he blinked his eyes back into focus, Thunderclaw stood with defensive posture in front of Kendall. Guthren was smiling with his fingers steepled at chest level. Koa felt Petra’s hand touch his arm, as though she feared he might rush into the fray.



“You act as though Estoria is some far-flung island realm, rather than your western neighbor,” said Guthren. “You pretend as though you’re unaware of the variety already afforded you through even minimal trade. Spices, silks, all colors of pollen. You’re more than willing to accept the boons of slavery from a distance, but turn your nose up at so much as a hint of the truth.”



“Mind your tongue!” bellowed King Kendall, for the second time.



“Let him speak.” Thunderclaw jabbed a finger at Guthren. “He makes my case better than I could myself. This is how the Estorians view us, my liege. Do you not hear the disdain in his voice for our ways? For our very sovereignty?”



“Disdain is the least of it, but I am here seeking a trade deal, feelings aside,” said Guthren. “King Kendall, I would ask you to command your esper to stand down.”



The room went so silent that the ambience of the wind whipping against windows of the entrance hallway became audible. The fact that the king hesitated — considered the choice a mere ambassador gave him — said far too much, a sobering reality in all directions.



“Take the lord ambassador into custody,” said King Kendall, though it wasn’t clear if he was addressing his guards or Thunderclaw.



Guthren let out a single snort of laughter. Koa suddenly realized that there were at least a dozen new arrivals to the chamber. A chill went through him as he noted that one man, tall and muscular, had a single red eye. Others had slave tattoos and foreign features. The king’s words from days earlier echoed in the back of his mind.



The Estorians rarely send ambassadors.



“Guards!” bellowed Thunderclaw.



The room would have undoubtedly broken into violence and chaos, if not for the subtle rumble that ran through the floor. It came again, a heavy thud as though all present were standing on the surface of a slow beating drum. The cage Koa remembered seeing in the garden of the ambassador’s estate suddenly seemed like a detail of immense relevance.



Thunderclaw was the one who broke it, striding forward to grab at the front of Guthren’s ruffled shirt. Guthren slapped his hand away.



“Such an insolence from a slave… is unacceptable,” he growled, in a dangerous voice.



There was a crash as the doors leading to the entrance hallway burst open along with the mortar of the surrounding frame they’d been set into. The slender slave boy Koa had seen in Lord Guthren’s lodgings hurried forward, shoulders hunched, holding a chain in both hands with links thick and heavy enough to weigh the lad down.



The monster the other end was attached to left Koa speechless. It barely fit through the hallway, a mass of dark scales, yellowed razer teeth, and leathery wings. Its eyes were each the size of small plates, and smoke wafted from its nostrils on each long exhale of breath.



“Dragon!” shouted a voice to his left. A flash of light came from the ambassador, followed by a crack of Thunderclaw’s magic.



Koa caught sight of Hetrix out of the corner of his eye, rushing the monster in an ill-advised attack. The creature was barely halfway through the destroyed hallway, quite literally clogging the only obvious escape from the chamber.



The ambassador’s slave henchmen, led by another red-eyed assassin, began attacking with coordinated and unyielding savagery. A horrible, high-pitched laugh came from Lord Guthren on the floor below, barely audible over the rising chaos.



“You’ve made your choice, Osteans! It will be war, then!”



The word rang in Koa’s ears. He hurried up the aisle toward Hetrix, not keen on letting the closest thing he had to a friend among the princes be devoured by a dekli with teeth the size of fingers. Absently, Koa wondered if he should have expected to feel more of a sting to his ego in the face of what amounted to his first major political defeat.



Not a defeat,
 he thought.
 Just a reworking of the sides. It’s Osteanus against Estoria now, regardless of interior feuding and factions.



It all seemed to be happening too quick and too sudden, but perhaps that was the how and the why behind the breakout of wars in the first place. He reached Hetrix in time to find the prince slowly backing away from the dragon, which was wriggling the last of its bulk through the hallway opening it’d enlarged.



It was a truly majestic creature, straight out of a storybook and surreal in person. Truly unfortunate that it was on the enemy’s side, but Koa wondered if that needed to be the case. If he could get a rift open wide enough with the right flow and was willing to be patient enough…



The idea melted as the dragon exhaled a plume of fire, almost melting him and Hetrix.  Koa tried to pull his friend out of danger. Hetrix had the same idea, a shame his version of it had him leaning in the opposite direction. They hit the ground hard. Petra leapt forward, slashing one hand through the air.



Dark energy splashed into the dragon’s eyes from the motion, and it reared back. Petra landed in a crouch, one hand extended sideways as though she was trying to decide whether to summon her greatsword.



She glanced at Koa, and he gave a small signal of no. There wasn’t room with so many people screaming and running around like soon-to-be headless chickens. There was a chance she might be able to fight with the aid of the other espers, but Koa honestly thought avoiding the creature was probably the best plan of action next to somehow getting it through a rift.



The dragon turned and whipped out with its tail as it came fully into the chamber, knocking a blue-skinned esper clear across the room. Verity suddenly appeared from the hallway it had emerged from, sliding to a stop as she entered with Horny following at her heels.



“Ruby and Pen?” called Koa.



“They’re safe in the castle,” said Verity. “Horny was loose and there wasn’t time to bring him back to your estate. I was about to—”



The dragon’s tail seemed to come from nowhere, striking Verity in the ribs with the force of a dropkick. The monster spun and let out a rumbling roar Koa could feel in both his ears and his teeth. He ran to her defense regardless… as did Horny.



The young hookhorn was much larger than he’d once been, but still miniscule in comparison to the monster. It let out a low growl that was barely audible compared to even the dragon’s mere breath. Rising up on its hind legs, Horny extended his wings in a show of brave but hopeless intimidation.



It seemed to work for a splinter of a moment. The dragon paused, confused or just amused, and then opened its jaw and snapped its head forward.



Koa couldn’t have asked for a better opportunity. He grabbed Horny by the scruff and yanked him back. In the same motion with his other arm, he drew his cane down, opening a rift to the Plains of Maltrus that was merely head sized, rather than dragon sized.



The dragon’s momentum carried its bite through the rift. Koa was right behind the aforementioned rift, and his body flinched in reactive expectation. He moved on reflex, closing the rift on either end until his palms touched the dragon’s scales, which were cold and slick with oil at their edges.



The result left the dragon’s head in one realm and its body in another. It yanked hard, legs thrashing as some part of its anatomy caught on the edge of the rift. Koa doubted it would be a permanent solution. Animals always seemed to have a way of forcing through squeezes. But it had bought them some time and more importantly, it had saved his hookhorn.



Horny landed on his shoulder like an oversized, ungainly hunting bird, and Koa scratched his neck. Petra and Verity were watching him. He stabbed his staff toward the bottom of the chamber, past various princes and espers engaged in desperate battle against assassins and slave warriors.



“Guthren,” said Koa. “He’s a mage of some sort. I don’t know if anyone else here can handle him.”



He suspected Thunderclaw might be able to, but it seemed as though the king’s esper was serving as the king’s esper. His focus was more on getting Kendall out of the chamber, and the path there was thick with enemies. Guthren was shouting inaudibly from the center of the floor, either commands to his raiding party or just the madness of his mind.



“Stop!” Petra wrapped her arms around him as he started down the stairs. “Prince Makoa, let us pull back. Your mother made me promise to keep you safe. I intend to.”



“Then do it by my side, esper.”



He set his hand on her hip and only just stopped himself from going for a kiss. They were still in public, even if it was amidst a battle. He remembered Verity, also standing right next to him, and nodded to her.



“Let’s go.”










CHAPTER 37




 



The ceiling of the Gladius Chamber had a hole in it. Rock and mortar crumbled down like artificial precipitation as the struggles of the dragon to free itself shook the structure. Lord Guthren Yvvara turned to face Koa and his companions as they touched down on the chamber’s lowest level.



They weren’t alone. Koa found himself shoulder to shoulder with Prince Hetrix and Prince Harriston as he made his approach. Hetrix grinned at him. Harriston, still crippled from his injury, offered a more reluctant nod.



“You still owe my family money, Gladefoot,” grunted the prince of the Puzzle Islands.



“You can worry about securing my debt after we secure our lives,” said Koa.



Another two nobles Koa didn’t recognize with one pale green esper backing them up also joined the assault from the other side. With Harriston’s esper, Rathos, and Petra, Koa felt good about their chances as they spread out to surround Guthren.



“Enough nonsense,” said Koa. “Call off your dragon and assassins. Otherwise, you’ll be the first major Estorian casualty of the oncoming war.”



“You honestly believe that, don’t you?” Guthren made a tutting noise and shook his head. “You Osteans have had your head in the sand for years now, more than a decade. You’ve sat around in your crumbling castles and thatched hovels while we’ve made strides both with magic and the structure of our society in general.”



“Words are a waste of time!” shouted Harriston. “Rathos! Seize him!”



The fire esper leapt forward without hesitation. Guthren let out a snort and flicked a hand sideways. Koa felt the power of the spell, but its effect was blinding. He had to look away, though the sound of Rathos crashing into one of the benches along the side of the floor told him enough. Hetrix and the other nobles took a step back, leaving Koa and Petra and Verity as the focal point of the ambassador’s attention.



“What say you, Lord Magus?” called Guthren. “A pity we couldn’t work out a mutually beneficial arrangement for our realms. There still may be room for the two of us to come to an… understanding.”



“An ambassador doesn’t arrive with assassins in tow,” said Koa. “You would have only ever accepted peace on your own terms.”



“Is that such a hard thing to understand? Estoria bows to no one but itself.”



Koa switched his cane to his left hand and stretched the fingers of his right. Haza had only spent a single lesson on teaching him about dueling other spellcasters, but he’d taught him how to use a spell ward. It had seemed like an unnecessary skill at the time. Now, weeks after the fact, his ability to remember how to pull it off might well save his life.



“Now, Petra!” yelled Verity.



The two women apparently had come up with a plan of their own. Petra attacked from one angle while Verity leapt forward from another, dagger drawn and gleaming sharp. Guthren reacted at the last second, knocking them both backward with a blast of power that seemed thinner than the one that had knocked back Rathos.



The ambassador staggered a step back, despite having warded off the attack. Koa seized the opportunity to use his ring of power to sling a fireball at the man’s face. Guthren blocked it with his cloak, an odd shimmer rippling over the garment that raised several questions.



The two of them regarded each other carefully across a few empty seconds. They began circling one another, moving almost like dance partners, waiting for the music’s cue.



“Yes…” muttered Guthren. “I see why the king elevated you so quickly, despite being so young. He had all the pieces to secure his power. It is quite the pity that we couldn’t come to terms.”



“I actually don’t disagree with that,” said Koa. “I would have preferred peace, but here we are.”



“Here we are.”



Guthren made a motion with his arm like the cracking of a whip. Koa brought his ring up, casting a spell ward in the manner Haza had taught him. The blinding flash still made him turn his head, and he felt the ring heating to an almost burning warmth on his finger, but the energy of the spell itself was completely nullified by the ward.



Koa smirked and was about to boast about the small victory when Horny threw himself forward from where he’d been waiting at his side. He started to shout for the animal to pull back, but the hookhorn dove onto Guthren and brought him to the ground screaming.



There was a crunch as the animal’s teeth sank into flesh and bone. The memory of when he’d witnessed Horny’s flock devour a bunch of star otters came to his mind vividly as the ambassador continued to howl in pain.



Koa lunged forward, with Hetrix, Verity, and Petra also lending themselves to the assault. A rush of air warned him to a stop. The dragon, apparently free of the rift, landed next to Guthren with such force that the polished stone beneath its claws crumbled.



The size and presence of the monster reversed the fight’s momentum. Koa pulled Verity back and held one arm out in front of Petra. Hetrix scurried sideways, stooping to help Rathos carry a pale-looking Harriston away. It seemed as though the dragon might just posture in defense of its master… until it didn’t.



The monster opened its mouth, sucking in a breath with such vacuous force that it reminded Koa of one of his rifts with inward flow. The thought spurred him to cut open a rift, but there was no time to flee or use one to absorb the flames, not that it would have even saved anyone aside from himself.



The flames erupted in a blinding gout, curling toward them in what felt like slow motion, only to strike a barrier of sand. Koa gaped in mute surprise as the dustwalker stepped past him and into the monster’s path.



“Brin,” muttered Koa. “What are you doing here? How… did you know?”



“I followed one of the red-eyed bastards from the suspicious tailor you seem so enamored with,” said Brin. “Really, Prince Koa. You should ponder who your real friends are when you start keeping secrets.”



It made a shameful amount of sense, and Koa found himself wishing he’d connected the dots earlier. Rose had been so keen on giving him the forgery, even lacking advance payment. She’d been helping the ambassador too, sharing in his objective to the point of sharing personnel.



The dragon let out a roar and crashed through the wall of sand, scattering bits of dust and grit through the chamber. Koa pulled Verity and Petra back, hurrying up the aisle in the manner of a tactically sound retreat. He closed the rift he’d used to hold its head on the way. Behind him, Brin didn’t seem to be trying to fight the dragon as much as buy them time to escape.



“This is just the beginning, Osteans!” bellowed Guthren. “Remember well that I gave you a chance for peace!”



The dragon flapped its wings, rising into the air with Guthren on its back. It crashed through and widened the already existing gash in the chamber’s ceiling, bringing down dust and mortar and leaving an eerie silence in its wake.



“Makoa!” hissed Petra. “What of the dustwalker?”



“It’s already fled,” said Koa, staring directly into Brin’s eyes. “I suppose I missed my chance to recapture it.”



Brin snorted. “You have a high opinion of your abilities,
 my prince.
 ”



“Thank you for noticing.”



“As far as I’m concerned, you owe me one,” said Brin. He took off ahead of them through the mostly destroyed entrance hallway.



Koa breathed a massive sigh, touching Verity and Petra on the shoulders.



“Hold on,” whispered Verity. “Do you smell that?”



“I’m afraid if I try to smell anything, I’m going to sneeze with all this dust still in the air.” He tried anyway, blinking slowly as her point came to him. “Is that… smoke?”



“Oh gods,” whispered Verity. “The castle!”










CHAPTER 38




 



Haza was not a fast walker. Avina’s tension reached an all-time high as she followed behind the old sorcerer, the sound of his staff tapping and scratching against the floor a clear signal to anyone listening to their presence.



Remarkably, or perhaps expectedly, it had the opposite effect of what her anxiety would suggest. Zaratafenia’s guards and servants avoided Haza like a dangerous and unknown quantity. Avina had begun to hope they’d stroll all the way down to where Lauric was being held without incident when a burly man stepped out of an intersection to jab a finger at them.



He said something in Sabantian, and Haza shook his head and replied in a growling voice. The old sorcerer made to whip his staff up, but the guard was remarkably quick and got a hand on it. The struggle itself was almost secondary to the noise it was causing, and Avina winced as she heard more footsteps approaching from behind them.



She charged the man with her traveling bag, the nearest thing to a weapon she had. She put all of herself into the swing — her frustration, her fear, above all, her love for Koa and her refusal to serve as the bait in a trap for him.



The man ducked.



Avina fell off balance in expectation of an impact that never came. She hissed out her fury as she landed hard on the tile. The footsteps were drawing near now. Haza was still struggling for his staff. The guard asked another question in Sabantian, tone amused, and then the new arrival crashed into him.



Mav straddled the guard as she delivered three unrepentant punches to his face. The last one bounced his skull off the floor in a manner that made him go limp. Avina scrambled to her feet and pulled the woman into a hug.



“I’m so sorry,” Mav whispered. “I never meant for all this to happen, Your Highness.”



“It’s no one’s fault,” said Avina.



Ani had followed in Mav’s wake, and he gave a small shrug in the way of greeting. “I can get your other guards. They were disarmed and allowed to go or stay. The ones with money are at the hostel.”



“Please do,” said Avina. “Thank you, Ani.”



She continued on with Haza and Mav. Haza made several comments to Mav about how she’d handled herself in the fight, most of them centering on her powerful thighs and whether she thought they could crush a man’s skull.



“I… suppose they might be able to,” muttered Mav. “I’ve never tried.”



“If you’d like to, just as a simple, ahaha, test,” said Haza, with a roguish smile. “That is to say, my skull is yours for the testing if you’d like to, ah… explore the potential of your powerful thighs.”



“Uh…”



“Haza, contain yourself,” whispered Avina. “Is this it?”



They’d rounded a corner and stopped in front of a heavy wood door reinforced with steel bars. Haza nodded slowly and stooped to try to pull it open.



“It’s built solid,” he muttered. “Some help?”



Mav moved behind him and, setting her arms alongside his on the handle, easily yanked it open. Haza looked far more titillated by essentially being within Mav’s embrace than the moment was owed, though that wasn’t incredibly surprising.



The door let out a worryingly loud floor screech as it slowly shifted open. A long hallway lined with barred cells on both sides stretched out in front of them at the bottom of the stairs. A guard sitting on a chair in the light of what appeared to be the only lantern rushed to his feet.



Haza stabbed the point of his staff forward. There was a small shimmer of power similar to what Avina had seen around the edges of the rifts her son could open. The man flew back as though he’d been punched by a spear of force, flying through the air and landing in an unmoving heap.



“Quick now,” said Haza. “At least one of the two we’ve encountered so far is liable to get back up.”



They hurried forward. It wasn’t hard to find Lauric’s cell, as it was the only one currently occupied. Mav let out a gasp as she drew the lantern up to light the interior. Lauric was strung up by his arms, shirtless and defeated. His entire body was mottled with ugly black and purple bruises, and one of his eyes was so swollen that the slit was only visible as an odd wrinkle.



“Captain Lauric,” said Avina. “We’ve come to rescue you.”



“Your Majesty.” Lauric coughed and spat some blood. “My… apologies.”



“What happened here is no one’s fault but mine for trusting Zaratafenia in the first place.”



Lauric made a confused noise at that. Avina realized that, from his perspective, he was simply an ill-treated prisoner arrested on mostly fair charges after his scrap with Mav’s one-night stand. She quickly explained the situation, and he let out a few grunts that passed for understanding.



They found the keys on the guard and got both the cell and Lauric’s chains unlocked. He collapsed to the floor. Mav went to his side, but he pulled his shoulder away from her touch. Avina sighed but didn’t intervene. They could work out their personal squabbles once they were home safe in Harvestglade.



It was only when they’d hurried out through the palace’s front entrance that they received an explanation for the relative lack of resistance. Zaratafenia waited in front of the palace’s main gate with a full battalion of Sabantian warriors armed and at attention. She seemed to be still clad in her night clothes, though Avina acknowledged it was hard to tell for certain given what seemed to be the style of Sabantian court clothing.



“Did you think you could simply walk out of here without confrontation?” called Zaratafenia.



“Did you think you could simply imprison me without retaliation?” countered Avina. “Enough is enough. I would rather fight and die here than allow you to use me as a bargaining chip against my son.”



“It’s for the sake of Sabantius! I don’t fault you for not understanding, Ostean, but you, Hazafallius. How can you honestly think it wise to side with her against the interests of your own people?”



“Because she is Makoa’s mother.” Haza let out a long sigh and leaned forward on his staff. “You were right in what you said to me at dinner. I ran away from my responsibility to him back then, drowning in my own grief. I gave Makoa to this woman to raise and look after… and she did her job. She did a
 remarkable
 job. He would never forgive me for turning a blind eye here and now. He’ll never forgive you, Zara, for attempting to impose your will either, but perhaps it’s still not too late.”



Zaratafenia bared her teeth and yelled something in Sabantian. The guards surged forward, spearpoints leveled mainly at Haza, which seemed like an incredibly unfair match up. She was right, though in the wrong direction.



Haza stabbed the butt of his staff into the ground. A rift opened in front of him, stretching forward like a branching tree, thin and spindly. Vines began to rustle loose from it, grabbing at the ankles of the guards in the lead.



“The creeping vines of the realm of
 Gestonara,
 ” he said, in a scholarly tone. “They create permanent patches of rashes and boils wherever they touch bare flesh. They also tend to slip under clothing in search of body warmth. I think all of you are familiar with the warmest place on a man’s body, the same comfy cleft the important bits are tucked up into.”



They slowed, but didn’t stop. At least not until the lead guard failed to fend off one of the vines sliding up his bare ankle. The loose kilts most of them wore offered scant protection against such encroachment. The guard shuddered, tried to pull his leg away, and then took off running with a horrified wail. The rest of the men backed behind Zaratafenia and seemed content to hold their ground.



“Please,” said Avina. “We aren’t going to surrender. The best outcome that you could hope for here if you insist on trying to stop us is a massacre. We both know that Hazafallius can do far more than summon vines.”



Zaratafenia said nothing for a minute. Eventually, she shook her head, took a breath, and let it out in a long exhale. The wind picked up, and both her hair and gown danced to the side. She truly was a beautiful woman, with a drive and confidence Avina understood all too well.



“I think I envy Makoa more than anything,” she finally said. “Sabantius was already in shambles from the civil war long before the Naked Wasting hit. Afterward… it was simply a matter of survival. No hope, no opportunity, no certainty from one day to the next.



“I speak for myself, but it’s a state that applies many times over for everyone within our land. Ask your new little servant, Underqueen. Ask him of the things he’s likely had to do simply to get by. I… made the choice I did because it’s the only opportunity I see. For my people and my land. Makoa’s people and land. He could change this.”



Avina kept her reaction in line with the situation. The last thing she wanted was for Koa to marry this woman or even simply fall under her influence. But this wasn’t about her, and she owed it to her son to make him aware of his homeland, what he might yet have to offer to the heritage of his birthright.



“Come to Harvestglade,” said Avina. She held her hands out as though welcoming the other woman into a hug. “We can move past this. You’ve still yet to meet Makoa. I think once you do… it’ll become clear that he and I are a united front. We will both be either your allies or enemies, Zaratafenia.”



“You mock me,” scoffed Zaratafenia, with a shake of her head.



“This is not a jest. We should have been in touch with one another far earlier. Think of how many years of cooperation Harvestglade and Northern Sabantius have already lost.”



“You would say anything to be allowed to walk freely through that gate, would you not?”



“Just about,” said Avina, with a smile. “But I don’t bandy my words about carelessly. This is a genuine offer. If you resupply my party on top of letting us go, I’ll even give Koa a version of events that preserves a… neutral opinion of you.”



Zaratafenia sighed again and scowled at Haza. “Damn you, sorcerer. So be it. I suppose both our options are limited. Can I at least expect a warmer welcome than the one I appear to have given you?”



Avina let out a soft chuckle. “Assuming you allow me some time to prepare once I’m back in Harvestglade, most certainly.”










CHAPTER 39




 



Koa ran through Twinfalls at breakneck speed. Petra and Verity were somewhere behind him. Horny was flying alongside, occasionally getting ahead and circling back to fly just out of reach, never ceasing from his anxious whimpers.



He’d caught sight of Coldwater Bastion as he’d emerged from the Gladius Chamber. At least, what he could see of it. The various windows and balconies jutting from the face of the fortress carved into the cliffs between the falls spat out smoke and fire. The flames burned fiercely in two symmetrical openings that Koa believed were only accessible through the king’s chambers, giving the entire scene a horrible similarity to a face with glowing red eyes.



The people of Twinfalls spanned a range of reactions. Some fled toward the city’s main gate, while others hurried off in search of loved ones. A few, either out of curiosity or plain shock, stood gaping up at the smoking fortress, unwilling or unable to do more than watch.



He was the only one sprinting for the castle’s smoking gate. The only one — Petra grabbed his shoulder as he was about to set foot on the drawbridge, pulling him back.



“Makoa!” she hissed. “You cannot. All that awaits you within is certain death.”



“Ruby is still in there!” he shouted. “I can’t just stand back and watch her die! I won’t!”



“Nor will I allow the same for you.” Petra’s voice was painfully apologetic, but firm underneath. “I made a promise to your mother.”



“I can save her! Petra, with my rifts, I can always duck out if it gets too dangerous. I’m going to make a straight line for Ruby, and then—”



“Pen!” Verity grabbed Koa’s other arm. “Please, Koa! She’s inside. On the floor above Ruby. Please save her, too. Please!”



“I will if I can!” He stared at Verity, and then glanced at Petra, still holding him. Verity got the message, though he wasn’t even sure he’d sent it until she was in motion.



Verity tackled Petra, or tried. Petra didn’t go down, but her grip faltered. Koa pulled loose and started off across the drawbridge. Horny was still following him and Koa spent a few seconds waving the hookhorn off as he whimpered like a puppy.



“You can’t, little buddy,” he said. “It’s too dangerous. I wouldn’t want that for you.”



“Makoa!” screamed Petra. She was rising to her feet, but Verity clung tenaciously to one of her legs.



Koa pushed Horny back and ran into the chaos. His first few steps into Coldwater Bastion were unexpectedly bearable. The air tasted of smoke, but with an intense humidity underneath that was closer to uncomfortable than untenable.



There was still a fair amount of light, despite the haze of the smoke, which was as convenient as it was worrying. Koa was pulling from his own limited memory of the castle’s layout. He followed the main hallway to the stairs but had to steel his resolve against a wall of smoke before pushing onward and upward.



He’d struggled less climbing some of the actual mountains in and around Harvestglade than making upward progress. Each step seemed to plunge him into a new unbearable level of heat and choking humidity. The air was both smoky and damp, a combination that made it feel like he was breathing bits of molten glass.



The idea came to him to use his rift magic to clear the smoke. He made an attempt and saw the orange glow beyond the immediate haze flare to an angry intensity. It gave him a new idea, however. He stuck his head through the rift into his pocket realm, sucked in a breath of the clean air within, and then closed it as he hurried forward, stopping again for more air when his lungs began to ache and complain.



It gave him a rhythm to focus on, minute goals juggled with each step forward. Distractions from his own increasingly desperate thoughts. The higher he went, the denser the smoke became. The heat was nearly too much even without flames within immediate sight.



If I didn’t have my rift, how long would I last in this,
 he wondered.
 Ruby… She must have found a window to breathe out of.



He’d been counting each flight of stairs and thought he’d reached the floor of Ruby’s chamber, though it was hard to tell. Flames danced on either edge of the passageway, consuming tapestries or paintings that’d previously adorned the walls. He would have to move fast and endure the heat. If he could manage a straight sprint to her room, and if she’d somehow found a survivable pocket to shelter within, then maybe…



He felt a horrible twinge in his heart that was worse than the haze of the smoke and the heat of the fire. It wasn’t new — it instantly brought him back to his first encounter with the dustwalker, screaming Ruby’s name in the middle of the forest. The smoke was too thick and sour to scream through now.



He tried anyway as the heat became too intense for him to push through at more than a crawl. His shout came out as a ragged cough, the kind that feeds into itself with each new attempt at breath. He fell to his knees and struggled to get a rift open with his cane. Poking his head through, he still couldn’t breathe simply from the amount of smoke rushing into his pocket realm alongside him.



“Ruby!” he finally managed. “Ruby!”



Her door was just around the next corner. He felt his shirt catch on fire as he hurled himself forward and through the turn. He jumped over a smoldering object, only noting it was the shape of a person and the smell of charred meat after he was past it. He reached Ruby’s door and could only stare at what awaited him.



There was no need to even try to open it. The door was partially consumed by flames, and what lay beyond was the bright orange of consuming incineration. Koa staggered back, banging into the wall on the other side of the hallway and then screaming as another flame caught one of his pant legs.



“Ruby…” He breathed the word out as he fell to his knees, coughing up bits of ash that he hadn’t realized he’d inhaled.



He tried to tell himself she’d escaped ahead of the attack, that he’d find her safe and sound elsewhere. He knew it for the desperate lie it was, but repeated it anyway, tears streaming down his smoke-stained face.



A practical voice in the back of his mind urged him to move, either out of the castle or at least up to the next level to search for Princess Penelope, who might yet live. A glance in either direction told him the fire had encircled him completely. He kicked Ruby’s door and roared at the flames within the room beyond it.



He collapsed to the ground again, this time out of sheer necessity as the heat at head level had begun to singe his hair. Part of him wanted to just surrender, let himself be consumed instead of facing the horrible, jagged truth. He didn’t want to be himself — Prince Makoa, impotent and sluggish when it came to protecting the woman he loved. The word
 no
 began repeating over and over, as though he could deny the reality of his own mistakes.



No… no… no…



It couldn’t be. It wasn’t supposed to end like this. So pointless and preventable. The fire drew closer. Koa snarled in pain, feeling flickers of embers growing on his clothing. The scorching was as much inside as it was external.



Was it his fault? Had he been too slow, either in his haste to get back to the castle or in the pace of his self-absorbed thoughts before that? Did it even matter? Did anything matter if Ruby was… if she was actually… if…



“No!”



Something hot beyond comprehension touched his hair. He batted himself, first the head, and then all over, and then he was tearing open a rift. Fleeing like the inept coward he was. Prince Makoa, saving himself, living to lounge and carouse another day. Prince Makoa, the failure. The self-pity came to him in a rolling wave and even found himself imagining how different it would have all played out if he’d had an esper to rely on in his time of need.



He fell through the rift not into his pocket realm, but the Hall of Mirrors. Tendrils of smoke continued to leak in from behind him through the opening. That was fine. The hall had air to spare. Koa sat down and let his face fall into his hands.



It was a dream, he told himself. He would wake up soon, perhaps with Ruby in bed next to him, and the memory would fade by the time he’d finished pulling on clothes. He would hold Ruby in his arms and finally convince her to marry him. She’d been right on the cusp, leaning toward it as she’d begun to realize he was serious.



Koa began walking through the realm, scanning each of the mirrors he passed, looking for the one that’d shown him and Ruby living a humble life. He checked the mirror he thought he remembered holding and saw him with someone else. Verity, he realized, distantly.



Mirror after mirror, each of them showcasing a potential future, but none with him and Ruby. He started coughing again and then sucked in air fast enough to make himself lightheaded. He found another mirror and thought the scene looked familiar, but it was just him, sitting alone at a table, staring at the space where Ruby perhaps should have been.



It was as though the hall knew the truth which he was still trying to deny.



Ruby was gone. Every future in which he could have found happiness with her, through marriage, illicit rendezvous in the night, running off into the distance… had been snuffed out alongside the candle of her life.



Koa screamed. He punched mirror after mirror. Some of them shattered. Others rebounded his fist with as much force as he’d put in. A few flexed like the stuffing of a pillow, his fist sinking in harmlessly and leaving only blood from his knuckles in evidence of the contact.



He broke everything he could and finally collapsed to the ground, laying on his side, still punching with no target. Horrible sobs wracked his body, the kind that would have shamed him for anyone to hear. The simple fact that he still had to hear them seemed to give them just as much power.



He thought back to the games he and Ruby played as children. The way they’d always been together, whether it was laughing or squabbling, as prince and servant or as boy and girl. She’d been a sister to him as much as a lover, but above all else, she’d been Ruby. And now she was gone, and nothing could ever fill that void or even cover it up.



Koa shoved his bloody fist against his teeth and bit down as his body began to shake from the reality of the loss. His body shook and contorted like a puppet with tangled strings. His stomach rolled, and he spat out ash and sorrow.



He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see anymore.










CHAPTER 40




 



Avina and her party, in a somewhat anticlimactic turn of events, spent one more night at Zaratafenia’s palace. The dessian seemed to have gained a grudging respect for Avina that, oddly enough, reminded her of Petra. She treated her as an equal, though the emotions underneath still felt volatile and dangerous.



With Lauric and her guards on a much tighter watch, there was little chance for additional treachery. Avina checked once to make sure all was as it should be outside her door before retiring to bed. It would have been too late for them to travel far from the outpost if they’d insisted on setting out, and she much preferred clean sheets to her road-worn bedroll.



Almost as soon as she settled her head onto her pillow, she felt the insistent pull of Petra’s reality shifting with her own. It beguiled her how far her reaction to that sensation had shifted in her time away from the other woman.



She wasn’t afraid anymore, nor even altogether much unsettled. Seeing through Petra’s eyes meant catching up with her esper at a distance, in context if not in person. As of late, it also meant seeing Koa, having a chance to assure herself of her son’s safety.



She coughed immediately as the exchange happened, blinking at new and unfamiliar surroundings. It was so dusty all around her. She tried to breathe and, predictably, coughed again.



Turning in a full circle, Avina identified a corridor of some sort. There was a window nearby, but it was the middle of the night and she didn’t expect to see much out of it. It was the ambient hiss of the rushing waterfalls and the lights of the city below that clued her in to where she was — Coldwater Bastion, the heart of the realm.



If that’s the case, there’s been an attack,
 she realized.
 Oh, gods. How is this possible?



The foolish spike of anticipation she’d felt over potentially seeing Koa and getting clues to Petra’s circumstances now had a sour taste. She had no idea what Petra had been doing, and moreover, whether there was still danger about. She looked down, realizing the layer of ash that clung to the floor showed her esper’s footsteps well enough to at least give her a sense of the direction she’d been heading.



Smoke still lingered in patches throughout the hallway, especially at intersections where the bulbous curve of the ceiling allowed it to collect. Avina couldn’t hear the sounds of battle or much activity whatsoever. A familiar whimper came to her as she came to a fork in the hallway, though it took her a moment to place.



“Horny?” she whispered. “Horny.”



The hookhorn’s normally gold and brown fur was white and gray from ash. He ran up to Avina’s leg, shook out his wings, and nudged the side of one of his horns against her shin. It seemed like it wanted her attention, and she had few better options than to surrender it.



“What is it?” she said. “What’s wrong?”



Horny hopped a few steps away, wagged his bobtail, and then began trotting down the hallway. Avina followed, dread already rising within her at what the animal might lead her to.



They passed a lump leaning against one wall. At first, Avina only looked closely enough to identify it was a corpse, as she’d suspected. Realizing it might be someone she cared about, she forced herself to wipe some of the ash off the face. A servant, perhaps, or a guard, but no one she knew.



Horny sped up and then came to a sliding stop through the ash alongside a figure that was still standing. She recognized both the cloak and the general build, despite the fact that she only had a view from the back.



“Verity,” said Avina, approaching slowly. She was afraid that if she said much more as Petra, she might reveal the fact that she had no idea why she was there or what they’d arrived to do. She scowled at her own self-centeredness at caring about such things amidst a catastrophe.



Verity turned around, shaking her head. Tears were streaking down her ashy face. She opened her mouth, but her bottom lip only quivered. She said no words, but a horrible, unguarded sob spilled forth that seemed to stab through her chest as much as emanate from her throat.



“Oh gods, Verity!” Avina pulled her into a tight hug.



The young woman let out a horrible wail. The strength seemed to go out of her, but Avina — Petra — made the effort to hold her up.



“My sister,” she whispered.



That was all she said. Avina held her and soothed as best she could. Eventually, her own fear and anxiety became too much. She helped Verity along, unwilling to leave her but incapable of not continuing her own search. Horny whined, first rubbing against Verity’s calves with the empathy of an intelligent dog, and then leading onward.



They passed more bodies. Avina couldn’t make herself look at their faces, too afraid and aware of how it would feel if one of them was… if one of them turned out to be… no. She checked their boots instead. She’d given a pair of them to Koa as a gift, and he’d taken them with him when he’d left Harvestglade. She remembered the pattern of the stitching that had caught her eye when she’d first bought them. She prayed not to see it.



They eventually came across a person-shaped lump in front of what Avina believed were the guest bedrooms. She checked the boots and almost dropped to her knees as her fingers ran over the familiar cross-shaped stitch. It was too much. She shook her head, looking first to Verity, and then to Horny, who was nudging the body’s shoulder.



“Makoa?” she finally managed to whisper. “Oh, gods! Makoa!”



“…Mother?”



The relief almost had her answering honestly, spitting out a relieved
 yes
 . “Not quite, Makoa. Can you sit up?”



He did, wiping one hand over his face that only served to smear ash into the wetness underneath his eyes. Avina took his hands, squeezing for support even as she continued to search him for injuries, and continued to hold her breath.



“Ruby…” His mouth worked sideways, and his eyes winced shut. He tried to hide a horrible noise of pain with a cough and shook his head. When his voice finally came, it was wound tight with forced calm that broke Avina’s heart. “It… seems as though she was trapped in her room. She… the smoke, I think. And then the flames.”



He started nodding, too many nods, each of them too fast, as though sitting still on top of speaking those words was shredding his soul.



“Oh, Makoa!” Avina hugged him tight. “You… are certain? Maybe she…?”



She wanted so desperately to give him hope, to find any escape for the pain that he was drowning in. It was a pain she understood, a pain that’d almost driven her to suicide after Davos and Arlan left her. Koa’s arms were limp around her. When she finally pulled back, he gave the tiniest shake of his head. He placed something in her hand — a gold hairpin with a ruby set into it, covered in ash and partially melted from the heat.



“I knew.” He let out a sigh, almost smiling as tears edged into the corners of his eyes. “I already knew when the fire had cleared. I just… didn’t want her to be alone. She was always so independent and strong. I was one of the few people who knew how scared she was of being alone. But I already knew. I was too late. Gods. From now until the end of time, I’ll always be too late.”



“No.” She hugged him again in a way that she used to always hug him, as though she could shield him from everything in the world. “You were on time, Koa. You
 were
 here for her. She just didn’t make it.”



She heard a sob and realized it was her own, or Petra’s, at least. Koa hugged her back. The hookhorn whined and curled up against them both.










CHAPTER 41




 



Avina was used to her perspective changes with Petra lasting no more than a few minutes, an hour at most, usually. This one was much the same, and she awoke in her bed. What was different, however, was how quickly the anomaly recurred.



It was later in the night, though no more than perhaps two hours later. She’d been trying to sleep, but her concern for Koa had distracted her from critical questions that had remained unanswered upon her return to her own body. Who had attacked Coldwater Bastion? Was the city itself in peril? What of the king and Thunderclaw?



It seemed like she’d been given another chance at getting the answers as the familiar tug on her awareness began to pull her across distance and boundaries. She sucked in a breath as she emerged on the other side, peering out Petra’s eyes.



She’d been expecting to find herself in the Gladefoot estate, perhaps even in bed with Koa once more. The thought made her face heat up a bit, but she cooled off as she recognized her surroundings. She was in the castle’s audience chamber. It seemed as though it had fared much better than the rest of the fortress, though the scent of smoke was still thick in the air.



Two realizations struck her at the same moment. The first was that Thunderclaw sat upon the throne, rather than King Kendall. The second was that Petra had a dagger tucked up the long sleeve of her gown, a small one hidden in such a way as to be easily accessible.



Petra,
 she thought.
 What did you intend? What did I interrupt?



“Don’t make that face,” said Thunderclaw. “Tessalin is looking after him. He inhaled a fair bit of smoke, but I believe his symptoms are more to do with the red pollen, or the lack of it.”



“And you have decided to step forward in the meantime,” observed Avina.



“Someone else would if I hesitated. Power abhors a vacuum. We suffered the first casualties of the war today. It would serve only the Estorians for us to leave the chaos to fester.”



Avina didn’t say anything. She silently cursed the anomaly for picking this moment to confuse her and Petra’s realities. The thought made her feel like a coward. Petra may have been planning to kill Thunderclaw, or at least try to. Should she feel disappointed her esper was not allowed the attempt, or relieved that the dagger was now in her hands? If Petra had tried, it was hard for Avina to imagine the attempt having high odds of success.



Regardless of anything, I was a fool for ever doubting her,
 she realized.



“Did he agree, or was he still too deep in his grief?” asked Thunderclaw.



Did who agree? Avina was almost sure he was speaking of Koa, but even the tiniest gap in certainty left her with ample room to trip up. She stayed silent, hoping he might rephrase the question and give her more context clues.



“The grief has not broken my legs, Thunderclaw.” Koa’s voice came from behind Avina, just outside the door to the audience chamber.



Two guards stepped aside to allow him entry.



“Allow me first to offer my most sincere regrets on the passing of your—”



“Don’t,” said Koa.



Thunderclaw allowed the interruption and gave an oddly humble nod. Avina realized the esper’s power was more secure now than it’d ever been. The king would need time to recover, time in which Thunderclaw’s voice would speak for the crown, free of any possibility of being countermanded.



“Is it comfortable?” asked Koa.



“Oh, very much so.” Thunderclaw smirked and let his fingers tap on the arm of the throne. “I wonder why you came to seek an audience with the king’s esper, Prince Makoa? Shall I guess?”



Koa’s expression seemed fixed in glass. His eyes never left the esper. Avina wanted to interrupt, but couldn’t think of a way to do it as Petra, a tone that wouldn’t instantly convey the sense of mothering she currently felt in her heart.



“The Estorians, Thunderclaw.” Koa gave the esper a cold smile. “I wonder whether you will take your opportunity to gloat, as presented.”



“I am not so petty as to kick you while you are down, Makoa Gladefoot. I would also not pressure you to make such a commitment, one perhaps greater than the extent of your authority, in such a state. I know what the king knows about how dear Lady Ruby was to your heart.”



“I make the decision for myself, if not for Harvestglade.”



“Makoa!” Avina finally hissed. She needn’t have bothered. Neither man seemed to hear her, nor sense her horror. She’d seen this coming. Had Petra? The dagger up her sleeve felt like ice against her skin.



“I have your commitment to the war, then?” asked Thunderclaw.



“You do.”



Thunderclaw shifted in the throne, still eyeing Koa as though trying to see him more clearly. “There is more for us to discuss. We may soon need to take a vote… on a new king. I would ask alongside your commitment to our cause that you also commit to supporting sane leadership within the realm. Prince Hetrix, I believe, should be our next king.”



Koa’s smile grew ever so slightly wider as he took one step backward, turned, and walked toward the chamber’s exit. Thunderclaw hadn’t dismissed him, and the implication of the move was impossible to miss.



“Prince Makoa!” barked Thunderclaw.



You commit to his side in one breath and reaffirm him as an enemy in your next,
 thought Avina.
 Oh, Makoa. Come back to me.










CHAPTER 42




 



“I don’t live here, as it happens,” said Rose. “If you’d arrived ten minutes later, you would have found an empty shop.”



“Lucky me,” he said, with an edge of a smirk.



For someone who didn’t live within her supposed tailoring outlet, Rose was certainly dressed for relaxation. She was barefoot and clad in a plain nightgown that did endless favors to the attractive curves of her body. Koa didn’t leer, but he didn’t avert his gaze, either. Her nipples made tiny points against the fabric.



“This about the forgery, I take it?” asked Rose.



“I suppose you could say I’m here to even the balance,” he replied.



“It doesn’t matter to me whether you used it or not,” snapped Rose. “I hope you didn’t come here expecting a refund simply because you changed your mind.”



“Oh, I wasn’t talking about that.”



Rose furrowed her brow and looked at him strangely. She turned around just as Brin appeared from behind her, clamping a hand over her mouth before she could scream. It contained the noise of her panic, but not the movement. She kicked and struggled and pulled a knife from somewhere, which the dustwalker unceremoniously stripped from her hand.



“Easy, Brin,” said Koa. “I already told you that I won’t let you kill her. This is just for confirmation. Rose — tell him what you told me.”



He motioned, and Brin reluctantly let his hand slide down from her mouth to linger on her throat. Rose spat out what looked like a gob of sand and glared hatefully at him.



“You bastard!” she snapped. “I asked for a meeting with the dustwalker, not an ambush. Your woman isn’t dead. Beatrice isn’t dead, and I can prove it.”



She tried to pull away from Brin toward the side of the room, but he held her firm. Koa went that way instead, searching the desk she indicated with a nod. He pulled out a folded missive and scanned it over.



“It’s from her,” he muttered. “A note from her after what happened at the brothel asking… for help.”



He frowned as he held it up for Brin. Beatrice had detailed both the intrusion into her home and the attack on the brothel, seeming to take both as evidence that she was being pursued by the dustwalker. It wasn’t far off from the truth, but with fear inserted in the place of the monster’s true intentions.



“There!” snapped Rose. “Now, if you don’t mind.”



Koa gave Brin a small shrug, and he let Rose go. He felt a strange mixture of relief and… something less noble and examinable as the two of them left the tailor.



“I’ll be going back to Harvestglade, then,” said Brin. “Sounds like… that’s where she is.”



“Sounds like it.”



Koa stepped out of the light from the tailor’s window and into the shadow.



“I owe you for this, Koa,” said Brin. “Whatever you need. After I find Beatrice, just say the word.”



“I need what you needed, Brin. It seems we’ve traded roles. I want Guthren Yvvara and his dragon to suffer.”



“I cared for Ruby, too. She was my friend, too. This… isn’t what she’d want for you.”



“Did I waste your time with such nonsense when you were in pain?”



Brin snorted. “No, but you certainly didn’t spring to help me, at least at first. Koa… let’s go get a drink.”



Koa slowly shook his head. “I don’t want a drink, Brin. I want revenge.”



“Yeah, but why settle for one if you can have both?” The monster held out its hand, face briefly shifting out of color and into dust. “Do you trust me now?”



Trust. He wasn’t sure he knew what the word meant anymore, whether it even applied to his near-term goals in life. He didn’t trust Thunderclaw, but found himself ready to follow him into war. He wasn’t sure if he could trust Petra, having stumbled in on her secret meeting with the esper now sitting on the throne.



“I need you, Brin,” said Koa. “That’s close enough.”



He shook his friend’s hand and felt his fingers sink into grit.



 



THE END
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