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    PREVIOUSLY 
 
      
 
    Prince Koa’s political mission to Twinfalls has ended in tragedy. His efforts to broker a peace between Osteanus and Estoria failed, in part leading to Guthren Yvvarra to unleash his dragon on Coldwater Bastion. Ruby perished in the attack, and Koa chose to forsake Harvestglade’s interests in the name of vengeance by pledging his support to the war in a turnabout of priorities. 
 
    Meanwhile, Avina returns from Northern Sabantius with a truce brokered, if not an ally gained. Zaratafenia’s attempted treachery in the form of kidnapping lasted for but a few days before Avina and her companions managed to come up with a solution. 
 
    Zaratafenia’s desire for an alliance with Koa, if not more, positions her as a valuable potential ally. Avina makes her journey back to Harvestglade successfully, though the bond anomaly still plagues her and her esper. With Koa’s romance with Petra seeming to grow more intense with each passing day, Avina knows she’s playing with fire, enjoying the warmth, expecting the burn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The carriage bumped onward, and Prince Koa made another attempt at sleep. Verity was sitting in the back next to him, her head resting on his shoulder. She stirred as they went over another bump, a common occurrence now that they were off the glass road and nearing Gladetown. 
 
    “Get some more rest,” he whispered. “Almost there.” 
 
    It was, in fact, Verity who had inspired him to opt for a carriage over riding in saddle. The days after the dragon’s attack on Coldwater Bastion had passed in a numb whirlwind of decisions and activity for him. From what he witnessed of Verity, she’d been so distraught over her adopted sister, Princess Penelope’s death, that she’d barely been conscious. Wine and spirits and pollen had been her stopgap between the pain she could handle and that which she could not. 
 
    Her eyes briefly opened, and a reflexive wince came to her expression that he understood all too well. Every time he woke up, he had to relive Ruby’s death, remember that it was true. In this and so many other little moments of loss and grief, he’d found common ground with Verity in a way he never had before. The worst kind of common ground. 
 
    He smoothed a few strands of her dark hair back, admiring her flawless, lightly-tanned skin. It was the sort of gesture she would have never allowed him back when the world had still made sense. Maybe it still annoyed her now, but she was just too tired, too emotionally and physically spent, to stop him. She never said anything about his small, affectionate touches. She never said anything at all. 
 
    She hadn’t spoken a word since the day of the attack. Not to him and not to anyone. Horny let out a low whine from where he lay on the floor of the carriage. The young hookhorn shared Koa’s concern and had rarely left either his or Verity’s side since they’d departed the city. 
 
    “There are a number of carriages and wagons ahead of us, my prince,” said Petra, from up front. “I think we may be approaching an obstacle of some sort.” 
 
    “I see what you mean.” He glanced out one of the carriage’s window slits and then back up front. “Let’s get as close as we can, to start.” 
 
    Petra nodded but didn’t immediately turn her attention away from the back compartment. She had a frown of concern on her pale violet face that Koa had become accustomed to over the past week. One of her horns kept catching on a piece of the carriage roof’s trim, forcing her to hold her head at a slightly adorable angle. 
 
    “Are you both still fairing well enough?” she asked. She reached her hand back, and Koa raised his own to let their fingers flirt. 
 
    “We’re managing.” He shrugged as he said it. He honestly didn’t always know how well he was doing. His own grief seemed to manifest in wild ways, sometimes disassociating him, but stirring mood swings just as often. 
 
    “You will have time to rest once we are home,” said Petra. “It will be easier once you are back with your mother.” 
 
    She pulled the front of her tunic, adjusting the black fabric where it made contact with her neckline and the curves of her chest. The mention of his mother drew a sigh from Koa.  
 
    He missed her so much while simultaneously fearing their reunion. Much like Petra, she could see right through him, sensing the turmoil which he was trying to keep hidden from everyone. Perhaps including himself. 
 
    He’d written a letter to her before leaving Twinfalls. The only way he’d been able to finish the brief missive was to keep it short. State the facts. Pretend no heavier tempest of emotions roiled through him.  
 
    He’d told her that the peace talks had failed, Twinfalls had been attacked, and Ruby was dead. At the time, the fact that the distance between them allowed him to shield the pain behind ink and parchment had seemed like a blessing. With Gladetown just over the horizon, he could already feel that shield slipping. 
 
    Verity shuddered against his shoulder. She was still awake, though her eyes were closed. It was a dynamic he understood himself — wanting the world to simply go dark for a little while. She lifted her head, nuzzled against him, and kissed his neck. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” he said. “You should just rest.” 
 
    She kissed him again and ran her hand over his chest. They’d still only had sex the one time, back on their way to Twinfalls, what now felt like an age earlier. Koa sensed that oftentimes her affection toward him served a secondary purpose. He acknowledged that it was one of those times as her fingers found the pocket of his jacket. 
 
    She pulled loose the red pollen pouch slowly, giving him ample time to stop her. It was another new, uncharacteristic habit she’d developed in her grief. Koa still felt nauseous at the smell of the stuff and knew it was unhealthy to use regularly. 
 
    But the question of whether he thought it was a good idea for Verity to use the pollen was entirely separate from whether he’d deny her it. He understood too well what she was going through.  
 
    Gods, he would have already snorted all of it himself if he’d thought it would numb him out instead of making him nauseous. He hadn’t been sober for more than a couple of hours at a time since that day. It was just that alcohol was his choice of imbibement. 
 
    She held the pouch in front of her, giving him another opportunity to take it from her if he wanted. It seemed sometimes like she was trying to offload such basic responsibilities onto him. He also had taken to reminding her to eat, encouraging her to sleep, once even demanding she finally take a bath at one of the inns they’d stayed at. 
 
    “You make your own choices, Verity,” he whispered. “I don’t decide what’s right for other people anymore.” 
 
    He’d decided for Ruby, all but ordered her to retreat to the castle that’d become her deathtrap. How had that turned out for her? He was so good at posturing, projecting pointless confidence. So ignorant of the consequences of the decisions he made.  
 
    Verity touched his cheek. They held eye contact for a few horrible seconds. As much as Koa related to her, he almost couldn’t stand to look at her like this, so open and intense.  
 
    Her pain was a reflection of his own. When she struggled, his own pain flared. When she seemed to have herself together, it was even worse, as though his despair could be made harder to bear through comparison. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” he whispered. There was so much tension in his face and neck that it felt like his head was being pulled taut by strings.  
 
    She kissed him on the cheek again, and then the lips. She paused, working the bag of pollen open and taking out a tiny pinch between her fingertips. She snorted it and let out a low moan, one of the few noises she still allowed herself. She tried to kiss him again, but the faint smell of pollen was on her breath and he had to shoulder her away. 
 
    The carriage drew to a stop. Koa furrowed his brow and leaned forward. Petra had the same idea, and their faces met inches apart through the opening separating the compartments. 
 
    “It is as I feared,” she said. “The road is blocked ahead.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, but it took his mind a few seconds to acknowledge his role, as a prince. “Let’s go take a look, then. See if we can’t move things along.” 
 
    He left Verity, but took the pollen bag back. He and Petra walked past a long queue of delayed travelers and carriages, with Horny following in their wake. The sky was overcast, and they were on a section of road high on a hill brocaded on either side by thick walls of trees. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to reach the obstruction. The people already on sight were giving the scene a wide berth. Several flipped and side-turned wagons lay in a fashion that rendered the road impassable. From the buzz of flies and stink of decay, Koa could guess there were also bodies somewhere nearby. 
 
    “What’s happened here?” he called out. 
 
    A man in a green vest and a red, flat hat stepped forward, two mercenaries to either side of him. Another group of travelers from a seemingly unaffiliated party glared in their direction. 
 
    “Apologies for the delay, my good sir!” said the man in the vest. “My master was responsible for the trade caravan whose unsightly end you can see just ahead. We’ve begun unloading the stalled wagons and should have them light enough to move in a few hours. By the end of the day, at the latest.” 
 
    “Was there an attack?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes…” The man’s positive attitude seemed to wilt at the question. “Large beasts of some sort. I haven’t seen much like it before, in all honesty. We’ve covered the bodies, but the number of them has left us in question of what to do with them.” 
 
    “Wargs,” whispered Petra. 
 
    Koa stepped in closer, shaking his head. He’d heard of wargs, but they were closer to a monster of legend rather than a beast common to Osteanus. 
 
    “How are you so sure?” he asked. 
 
    “I fought some on the way to Twinfalls,” said Petra. “I should have explored my suspicions more deeply at the time. There are rumors of the Estorians using them as trained beasts of war.” 
 
    “Gods…” he muttered. “Between this and the attack on Twinfalls, we have no time to spare.” 
 
    “This obstruction will not clear quickly. I believe the estimate that man gave you was likely more charitable than the reality.” 
 
    “I’ve no interest in waiting.” 
 
    He walked past the man in the vest, completing a circle of the caravan. It was quite the mess, and he found it odd how few men seemed active in the process of cleaning it up and clearing the caravan’s contents. 
 
    “Why aren’t you helping?” Koa barked at the man in the vest. 
 
    “My workers are already on the task,” said the man in the vest, with a slight edge of annoyance. “They have more experience handling such cargo than either myself or my guards.” 
 
    “Get them to instruct you and your guards, then,” said Koa. “I want a path clear within the hour.” 
 
    “Mind yourself, sir!” snapped the man. “I am in charge of this retrieval operation and shall handle it as I see best fit.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Koa felt a dangerous spike of emotion, cold, rather than hot. “Why don’t I lend you a hand?” 
 
    “Makoa…” Petra touched his shoulder.  
 
    He kissed her hand and gently rubbed it before sliding it loose. 
 
    “Your… help would be most welcome!” said the man in the vest, quickly switching back to good humor. “Go speak with the worker in the gray shirt and… ah… he’s over that way.” 
 
    Koa held his casting cane as he walked around the ruined caravan. He picked an angle clear of the surrounding trees before waving to catch the attention of the men slowly and steadily unloading crates. 
 
    “You’ll want to get out of the way,” he said. “Now.” 
 
    The men mostly just froze in place. Koa slowly began cutting open a rift to Faskenpal, keeping the flow inward to contain the realm’s unfathomable heat, though the interior was still visible. The workers only needed a single glance before seeing the wisdom in his earlier suggestion. 
 
    “What… is this?” shouted the man in the vest. “Who are you? How dare you—” 
 
    “I am Prince Makoa Gladefoot of Harvestglade, Magus to the King.” He meant to add an angry, princely snap to the statement, but it came out sounding sad and tired. 
 
    He shifted the rift’s flow. Flames and heat spilled out in a sudden burst of unreal power. He left the rift as it was until, blinking through the near blinding brightness of the fire, he could see evidence of crumbling ash and char.  
 
    He closed the rift and wiped sweat from his brow. The caravan was but a mere skeleton of the obstruction it’d previously been, glowing from the heat but hardly burning. The fire had already consumed most of what could be burned. 
 
    The flames. The heat. The smell of burnt cloth. He was back in the castle, screaming for Ruby through the smoke. Screaming out his hopelessness. The man in the vest was shouting something. Petra was tugging his arm. Koa let her lead him back toward their carriage. Horny whimpered at ground level, worried eyes turned up toward his master. 
 
    The road was clear. Why did he still feel like he was stuck? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Avina stood just outside Harvest Castle’s courtyard in front of the open gate. She watched the carriage making its way up the sloping road through Gladetown, all but certain it carried her esper and her son. 
 
    She’d committed to a formal welcome. Captain Lauric, freshly rested and recovered from his imprisonment in Sabantius, stood to her left. Magister Reese, having now fully stepped into the role of Argon as her old magister committed to retirement, stood to her right. 
 
    Avina was surprised at how nervous she felt. She wondered if that was the right word for it. Her anticipation of Koa and Petra’s return had morphed into a much more complicated emotion as she’d waited within the castle for them to arrive back. 
 
    Koa’s missive had already brought official word of both Ruby’s death and the attack on Twinfalls. She’d already known, of course, having seen enough through Petra’s eyes. The curtness of her son’s account had torn trenches through her heart. She could sense not just his pain, but how much he needed her. 
 
    She and Petra would also need to cover some emotional ground. They’d continued to correspond through their notes in the time since the attack on the castle. Petra had described to her the circumstances which had led to Grin’s death, which had taken no small amount of weight off her conscience. 
 
    He’d been about to rape me, as I’d assumed, she acknowledged. Though it’s still blood on my hands, a death at the tip of my sword, even if I don’t remember it. 
 
    She took a breath, waiting with the poise of an underqueen. Again, it felt like too much to be welcoming Koa and Petra back with such fanfare. The situation called for it in some ways. The common folk of Gladetown had all heard news of the attack. 
 
    It was for them, more than for her or her son, that they made a show of the formalities. The realm was at war, regardless of whether it was one she wanted or would have chosen to support. Her people needed to see her acting the part of a leader in public even if the decisions that truly mattered would be made behind closed doors. 
 
    The carriage rolled to a stop just in front of the castle’s gates. Petra was out first, clad in a dark tunic and navy slacks. She gave Avina a small, restrained smile paired with a nod, so much more passing between them as their eyes met. 
 
    Petra glanced at the door to the carriage’s main compartment, the smallest gesture again speaking so much. Avina braced herself as Koa climbed out. He was in one piece, though visibly pale and exhausted and perhaps thinner than he’d been when he left. His cloak and clothing were both dirty from the road, and his hair and beard both badly needed a trim. 
 
    He didn’t smile as he approached her, but he didn’t look away, either. Avina swept him into a tight hug, letting out a breath that seemed humid with the depths of her emotions. She squeezed him tight, as much to reassure herself as to reassure him. 
 
    “Makoa,” she whispered. “You’re home.” 
 
    “I’m home,” he muttered.  
 
    She smelled brandy on his breath as he pulled back. Had he already been drinking? The thought was a fleeting one as he kissed her on the cheek… and then on the lips. Just a quick peck, but still too much for public. He didn’t seem to even notice that he did it until after the fact, reacting in time with her own surprise. 
 
    “I’ve… missed you,” he said simply. 
 
    “As I have missed you,” she said. “Come on. Let’s get you into the castle and up to your room. We can talk once you’ve had time to rest and recover for a bit.” 
 
    She made to take his hand, but he was already stepping back from her. Avina watched as he made his way over to the carriage and helped Verity out of it. The dark-haired young woman looked half-asleep, stumbling and leaning on Koa to walk at all. Koa’s hookhorn circled around both of them, letting out small, heartbreaking whimpers. 
 
    “I’m going to bring her up to my room to rest, for now,” he said. 
 
    “…What?” Avina blinked as he made his way by her. “Koa!” 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “She’s been through too much. I’m not leaving her unattended until someone else can watch her.” 
 
    Avina hissed through her teeth, but knew better than to start an argument with him over it. She could help find someone if it was truly needed. Ani had come back to Harvestglade with them from Sabantius, along with his entire family, and she’d been puzzling over how to employ him resourcefully amongst the castle staff. Perhaps he could become Koa’s new servant and Verity could go back to being one of her handmaidens, as she was also in short supply of those as of late. 
 
    “Could you help him draw a bath, Ani?” she suggested, trying the idea out. 
 
    The young Sabantian had put on a healthy amount of weight since his entry into Avina’s service, which made the confusion look that much more boyish on his face. Avina glanced at Mav, who nodded and took it as a sign to offer her help to him in learning the task. 
 
    She felt like there was still so much more for her to say to Koa, and him to say to her, as she watched him walk away. It would come in time. She and Petra had more than enough to discuss of their own, first. 
 
    Though, perhaps discuss was the wrong word in favor of confirm. So much of it ebbed through their bond already. She’d felt it growing stronger again as they’d turned toward traveling once more in each other’s directions, but being face to face with her esper was like having the floodgates thrown open. 
 
    “Avina.” Petra took her hand. 
 
    “Petra,” she whispered. “Are you weary from the road as well?” 
 
    Petra smiled and shook her head. Avina was basically asking the question for the sake of those around them — she already knew that Petra wished time for them to be alone together in much the same way. 
 
    They went up to Avina’s room where she already had some tea left over from breakfast waiting for them. They hugged tightly before sitting down. Avina was reminded of just how much of their bond was physical, incensed by touches and intimacy even if they’d always been more like sisters than lovers. 
 
    “It feels like we’ve been away for years, rather than weeks,” she muttered. 
 
    “We will catch up at much the same speed,” said Petra. “I… apologize for what some of our transfers through the anomaly may have exposed you to during my time in Twinfalls.” 
 
    Avina blushed and couldn’t quite meet her esper’s gaze. She knew exactly what Petra was talking about, and worse, Petra knew that she knew and could even feel her response through the bond. There was no escaping this shame, not when it came to her esper. 
 
    “I managed,” she said, quietly. 
 
    It’d only been those two incidents when she’d been tossed into Petra’s reality during her intense lovemaking sessions with Koa. The second one, in particular, had ended at a moment that had left her dripping with a face-full of Koa’s seed. The sympathy and restrained amusement she could feel fluttering through Petra’s side of the bond only made her feel more whorish and sullied by it. It wasn’t just her face that felt hot anymore. 
 
    “I will seek to redraw that line between myself and Makoa now that we are back in the castle,” said Petra. “It is much easier for rumors to spread with so many sets of eyes and ears roaming the hallways.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Avina.  
 
    She nodded, feeling an odd mixture of relief and disappointment. Haza was back within the castle with them and already working through his new ideas on how they might contain their issue with the bond. Perhaps they would have a chance at getting back to normal.  
 
    “I know less of your time in Sabantius than I think you know of mine in Twinfalls,” said Petra. 
 
    “I’m unsure if that’s true,” said Avina. “Right before you set out from the city. There was… that moment with Thunderclaw. The dagger, Petra.” 
 
    She’d had it up her sleeve as she’d gone to confront King Kendall’s esper, who’d seized power in an even more direct sense since the dragon attack. Koa’s presence in the throne room may have been the only thing to stay her hand. 
 
    His presence, or the fact that he allied himself with Thunderclaw, she amended. 
 
    “I… was considering taking the chance if I saw it presented,” said Petra. “He is not the righteous freedom fighter he so often portrays himself as. There is… a horrible darkness within him that I fear would be turned toward us were he ever to fully secure his rule.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” said Avina. “I don’t think you would bandy that kind of condemnation around without certainty.” 
 
    “Nor would I seek to take such risk,” added Petra. “What of Zaratafenia? This dessian who you treated down south.” 
 
    “Koa’s aunt, by marriage,” said Avina. “She wishes to ally herself with him and us, but I’m still wary of her intentions. She remained in Sabantius but promised to follow with either missives or a formal visit. It suits our current situation, I think. Gives us more room to breathe.” 
 
    “Room to breathe,” echoed Petra. “Let us not take it for granted.” 
 
    “Without a doubt.” Avina smiled at her esper and, without any further discussion, they set off to tend to business around the castle as they always had. 
 
    Mav had finished instructing Ani on his new duty and was waiting with Reese and Avina’s newest handmaiden in her sitting room. Avina had noticed how Mav had taken to avoiding Lauric since their time back in Harvestglade. 
 
    Lauric was still recovering his strength, and she was aware of the heavy emotions that hung over her handmaiden’s relationship with her guard captain, though only in how they manifested. She wasn’t sure if Mav blamed herself for her dalliance with a handsome Sabantian that’d led to Lauric’s outburst, or if she found Lauric’s infatuation with her to be too dramatic for her tastes. 
 
    “Reese, Mav.” Avina smiled and turned to her newest hire, who’d only joined the castle staff officially at the start of the week. “Beatrice.” 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Beatrice swept into a deep bow, a bit more than what was really necessary.  
 
    Mav smiled with good humor. Reese shook her head slightly, seeming to chafe at the new handmaiden as she often had over the past few days. 
 
    Beatrice was fashionable, young, and desperate for a new place in the world. Avina was aware of her past with Koa’s old friend, Brin. In some ways, that’d made her an ideal candidate. She doubted Koa would try to seduce her or vice versa, and she might even have the backbone to stand up to him when needed in that same vein. 
 
    She was pretty, with wide hips and ample chest. Her hair was dark, and she’d taken to her duties well, despite some flirtations with the castle guards that had been the trigger for Reese’s ire. 
 
    “Anything I need to know about?” asked Avina. “Audiences for the day?” 
 
    “None so far, Your Highness,” said Reese.  
 
    “Well, a quiet morning is a good morning,” said Avina. “Is Koa still readying himself in his room?” 
 
    Mav nodded, a hint of her frown touching her rugged face. “He… kept his servant in his room with him once the tub was full.” 
 
    “Ani?” 
 
    “Verity,” said Mav. “I was hesitant to simply leave them but… he has an intensity to him. He is my prince, as well.” 
 
    Avina tried not to pout. She doubted he was finished cleaning himself up yet, if that was what he was doing, but she was impatient. “I’ll see to it myself. Thank you. If nothing else crops up, the three of you can tend to your own business within the castle until I need you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
     Koa pushed Verity into his room ahead of him. The new servant his mother apparently picked up, the young Sabantian boy, made trips in to fill the tub. Koa shared a glance with him as he shut the door, uncertain of what to say. 
 
    “Thank you,” he settled on, in rough Sabantian. 
 
    The boy nodded and departed. Koa sighed and slowly turned toward Verity, who’d sat down on his bed, staring absently at the wall. Horny was nudging her at the shin, not actively whining but still giving off sympathetic energy. 
 
    “Verity,” he said. “The bath is yours if you want it. I’ll wait over here.” 
 
    She shook her head. Koa sighed and ran his hand down his face. He’d had this same conversation with her so many times throughout their journey, whether it was trying to get her to bathe, or eat, or sometimes even just sleep. 
 
    “You’ll take one down in the servant’s quarter, then,” he ordered, more than asked. 
 
    Verity simply shrugged and held her silence. He gave her a couple of seconds but held no optimism. 
 
    “Hey!” he snapped, anger flaring. “Verity!” 
 
    He grabbed her shoulder, not shaking it hard, but with enough force to move her around a bit. He just wanted something from her. It didn’t have to be words. It could be a look, an expression, tears, even.  
 
    “Verity!” he shouted again. “You have to bathe. You have to take care of yourself. Would you just… say something, damn you!” 
 
    She let out a sigh. That was… something, he supposed. But it wasn’t enough. What scared him most about Verity’s silence was the room it left, emotional space at a time when he really didn’t need it. He didn’t need it at all. 
 
    “You can’t stop living just because she’s gone!” he snapped. “The world doesn’t wait on anyone.” 
 
    She turned and touched his chest. For a moment, he thought she was at least making an attempt at placating him, if not communicating. But her hand shifted downward, and he realized with dark humor that she was simply searching for the pouch of pollen on his person. 
 
    “You want to drown in your sorrow?” he shouted. “Is that it? You want to let it take over, make all your decisions for you? If she was supposed to be alive, you should have saved her. You should have saved her, and the fact that you couldn’t, that you were too late… that’s all on you.” 
 
    The words came out in a hot, guilt-ridden rush. Verity had already sat down and started taking a pinch of the drug out from the pouch. Koa was addressing the space where she’d previously been standing. He hardly cared. He couldn’t stand to look at her. 
 
    The silence felt like it was rushing into his ears, threatening to permanently deafen him. He took breaths and found some notes at his desk, copies of the pages of Pathways of Peril that he’d had… his old servant make for him. The silence pressed in again.  
 
    He opened a bottle of wine from a hiding spot underneath his desk and drank it straight from the stem. From across the room, he heard the sound of rustling cloth, followed by a body sinking into warm water. 
 
    Koa let his head sink forward, forcing his eyes over the words in search of distraction, rather than knowledge. He wanted to just be done with it, except he didn’t know what he meant by done or it. He was just so tired. 
 
    There was another splash after a few minutes, followed by the sound of dripping water. He turned around slowly to find Verity standing naked in the middle of his floor, water dripping from her hair, down her legs, off the tips of both of her small, pert breasts. 
 
    She had that dazedly content look that he’d both seen before and experienced himself. There was no sensation quite like a pollen high. He stood up slowly, feeling himself getting hard. It felt like a betrayal of Ruby in every way, but he was hardly above betraying her. He’d let her die, after all. 
 
    “A mute servant,” he said, trying for contempt, but just sounding tired. “What am I supposed to do with you, Verity?” 
 
    He stood up and walked over to her. He grabbed her arm and pulled it upward, feeling both the slick of bathwater and soap, and the lingering heat. She didn’t look him in the eyes. He touched her chin and turned her face toward his anyway. 
 
    He kissed her on the lips, soft and slow. Verity’s mouth hardly moved against his, but her hand roved down to his crotch, gently petting him to hardness. He considered his previous bad luck with bedding his servant. The thought was like oil flung onto a fire, a sudden flare of emotion that he hardly knew what to do with. 
 
    He took her arm and dragged her across the room. He was still dirty from the road, and part of him hoped she’d speak up about it. She didn’t, not as he stripped his own clothes off, not as he bent her forward against his desk.  
 
    The x-shaped scar across her back had taken on a pink hue from the water’s heat. He ran the knuckles of one hand along it, pressing in with a bit of strength as though trying to relieve a muscle cramp that didn’t exist. Verity let out a tiny moan. 
 
    He lined himself up behind her, letting his cock slide first against her thigh, and then rest within the curve of her buttocks. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    He pulled back and pushed forward at a lower angle, letting the head of his erection flirt with entering her. “This? Come on. Say it.” 
 
    He pressed forward, expecting more resistance from her lane than he received. He pulled back quickly, sighing at the lingering pleasure from the heat and squeeze even from just the tiniest inch of entry. 
 
    “Say it, Verity!” He was getting angry and couldn’t say why. “Say you want me to fuck you. Scream that you don’t. Gods dammit, Verity! Just say something!” 
 
    “Ah!” Her hand swept across the papers on his desk as the noise escaped her throat. A syllable, a sound, rather than a word, but somehow it was enough for him. Enough, but he still wanted more. 
 
    He drove into her more roughly than he would have taken Ruby. He demanded more from her than he would have demanded from Ruby, tweaking her nipples and shifting her around with no warning.  
 
    If this was the role she wanted to play, so be it. She could be his pollen-addled toy. She could stay silent aside from her moans and let him fuck her without kissing her. He sped up, driving into her faster and faster. 
 
    “Ah!” she cried again. “Oh, ah, ah…” 
 
    He gave one of her buttocks a slap at medium intensity. If she wanted to experience a cost for her failure, he’d make sure she did. He’d get more creative, find ways to punish them both. It was like a drug, shrinking the world down for him in much the same way the pollen surely did for her. 
 
    He leaned over her and groped her breasts, pressing her down against the wood of the desk. The parchment papers were a sprawl across the surface, one of them now marred by a wet handprint. Koa yanked Verity back to keep her from doing any more damage to the paper before continuing to fuck her. He took a fistful of her hair, but didn’t yank it. She bit her lip and let out a high-pitched gasp of ecstasy. 
 
     Collapsing forward, Verity’s heavy breathing was the most noise he’d gotten out of her yet. Koa didn’t slow down. His desk tapped against the wall, ever so slightly out of sync with the lewd sound of their own bodies tapping together. She was still wet from the tub, adding a soft squish to each erotic connection. 
 
    “This is one of your duties, Verity… as my servant,” he said. “Being my pretty little toy. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    He knew he was being a bastard, but it only seemed to feed into her reaction. She started twitching and moaning, dazed from her previous release. He sped up again, trying to burn the image of Verity splayed forward onto his desk into his mind. Burn it in over so many memories of Ruby. 
 
    His pleasure reached a fevered pitch. He pulled out as he was about to come, not about to take the risk even once with her or anyone. He never wanted kids, not now. He had this recurring dream of Ruby in the fire, one of her hands clutching her stomach in suggestion of a hidden pregnancy at the time of the attack. 
 
    He realized, somewhat belatedly, that he hadn’t actually come. Verity was looking at him over her shoulder. He shook his head, feeling tears in his eyes that made him feel so gods damned ashamed. 
 
    She sank to her knees in front of him and curled her lips around his cock. It took five bobs of her head to set him off. She pulled her mouth back as he came, eyes fluttering as she willingly took his load on her face. She was so unlike who she’d been before. So broken now, and something about that made his heart twist into painful knots of sympathy. 
 
    He heard a tiny click as his door shut. Either his mother or Petra, most likely. He couldn’t make himself care. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Avina and Petra pressed their backs to either side of the door to Koa’s room. They glanced at each other, sharing mirrored expressions of surprise, faces flushed. The bond was in flux with emotion, excitement and disapproval and a dark and dirty variety of arousal. 
 
    “Well,” whispered Petra. “Perhaps… we could view it as a recovery of spirit. For Makoa, at least.” 
 
    Avina let out an annoyed hiss and started down the hallway, her esper falling into step just behind her. She could feel how turned-on Petra was through the bond. The furious flutter of heat through the esper’s loins was echoed in Avina’s own body, so much so that it was hard to know how much came from each of them. 
 
    “He was treating her like a…” Avina bit her lip, finding the word whore too distasteful for a woman of her pedigree. “Even with Ruby, he was never like that.” 
 
    “He was not,” agreed Petra.  
 
    “Should I talk to him?” she asked, with a shrug. “Sit him down and try to lead him back?” 
 
    “That may be a dangerous idea. He… does not seem like he is in a mood to be led, Avina.” 
 
    Avina was annoyed at how horny she could tell Petra was. Even without the bond, her esper’s tone had that dreamy quality to it, as though she was actively picturing herself in Verity’s place. 
 
    As though you aren’t only just stopping yourself from doing the same, whispered a voice in her head. 
 
    “You have to hold to your earlier promise,” she said, walking faster. “Keep him at a distance. No letting him have his way.” 
 
    “I said I would try,” said Petra, in a voice that sounded happily defeated. “At the very least, I will not make it a simple path for him to have his way with me. I will not get down on my knees for him.” 
 
    “Petra.” Avina bit her lip, feeling the esper’s horniness surge. Gods, what was wrong with her? What was wrong with them both? 
 
    She immediately began pouring wine as soon as they were sequestered within her chamber. The alcohol numbed the illicit conflict within her, if coming short of dispelling it completely. By the time Koa’s rough knock came at the door, she was midway into her second glass and capable of standing without feeling that hot tingle between her thighs. 
 
    “Mother.” He flashed a smile that melted her heart and planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Petra.” 
 
    The change in both his tone and demeanor toward her esper nearly incensed her, which made no sense whatsoever. They both had different relationships with Koa. Aside from that one night in the tent during the Great Hunt, drunk and silly, already fading into memory.  
 
    It was all the more reason why Petra needed to hold to her cessation of intimacy with him. She glanced toward where Petra sat on the couch, her legs crossed and body angled in a way that seemed far too much like an invitation to her son. 
 
    “Wine,” said Koa, walking over to the table. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    He took the bottle instead of pouring himself a glass even as Avina was still answering. “Of course. There’s plenty more. Koa… we have so much to discuss. Sit down. Take a breath.” 
 
    He’d bathed in the time since her and Petra’s peeping. His hair was still damp and heavy from the water. The shirt he’d thrown on clung to his chest tight in a few places, revealing the definition of his pectoral muscles. Koa dropped into the chair across the couch from Petra, holding eye contact with the esper in a manner that made Avina feel like a third-party presence. 
 
    “I’m… happy that you made it through your time in Twinfalls without a major incident,” she said. “You represented Harvestglade well.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. Avina knew her phrasing had been poor, and there was room for him to argue if he wanted to. What had the dragon’s attack and the outbreak of war been if not a major incident, not to mention Ruby’s death? But her son didn’t push the conversation in that direction. 
 
    “I did my best,” he said. His thumb ran over the bottle’s lip. “Clearly, it was not enough.” 
 
    She didn’t leave him room to sulk, even if her heart wanted to. “You did put us in a difficult position by committing to the war, Makoa.” 
 
    “I committed myself to the war, not Harvestglade.” He pointed a finger in punctuation. “They murdered Ruby.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dispute that for an instant,” said Avina, soothingly. “The question in the wake of that tragedy still remains. More death and destruction is not the best path forward for the queendom.” 
 
    “There’s little chance of avoiding it now,” he replied, in a dark voice. He took a long swig of wine, neck muscles bulging as he drank. He closed his eyes and settled back into the chair. “You make similar decisions without so much as consulting me. Perhaps I seek only to follow your example.” 
 
    “When have I ever…” She trailed off, realizing his point. 
 
    “Zaratafenia,” said Koa. “This woman from Sabantius who seeks an alliance with us. With me, in truth.” 
 
    “Your aunt,” said Avina. 
 
    “By marriage, to an uncle I never knew who died shortly after I was born.” Koa gestured again with the bottle of wine. “You not only read her private missive to me but answered in my stead.” 
 
    “I met with her to know her for myself,” said Avina. 
 
    “You meddled.” Koa held up a hand before she could object to the accusation. “I don’t mean to condemn you for it. Only to point out that I’m not the only one who can’t help but overstep my boundaries.” 
 
    Avina quirked her mouth sideways at his phrasing. “What do you intend to do about her? She proposed an alliance through marriage. A marriage between you and her.” 
 
    “I need to meet her for myself. See what she has to offer and whether it would be a good match.” 
 
    “She’s at least a decade and a half older than you, if not two,” said Avina. 
 
    Koa smiled at her in a way that made the room feel hot. He turned his gaze toward Petra, which was hardly any better. “Age has never been much of a factor to me.” 
 
    “Zaratafenia is a complicated and dangerous woman.” Avina pressed on, though she remembered promising that she wouldn’t mention the kidnapping incident to Koa. “Not to mention ambitious. You would find her… a challenge, I think.” 
 
    “Are you trying to talk me out of an attraction toward her or into one?” 
 
    “We needn’t argue this now,” said Avina, in a tone she hoped let him know that she would absolutely argue it later. “I don’t want to fight with you at all, Koa. Are you settling in well?” 
 
    “Well enough.” He held the wine bottle in both hands. “It’s… good and bad to be back. The comforts of home are all here, but so is she. Everywhere I look.” 
 
    “It’ll take time, longer than you might hope, but you will heal.” Avina touched his shoulder, speaking from the heart. “When I lost Davos, and, well, your brother, Koa, I…” 
 
    She’d meant to continue but had no idea what words she’d expected to sweep in and carry her sentence. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Koa, in a heartbreaking voice. “You do understand then, Mother.” 
 
    “I do. Whatever you need. It’s just about moving forward. Making room for that time.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Koa closed his eyes. “That’s all I can do now. I… was too late to do more.” 
 
    “Oh, Koa.” She came around to stand behind him and set her hands briefly on his shoulders. He touched one of them and gave it a small, rather respectful kiss that still sent a bolt of excitement stabbing through her. “This is unrelated, but I brought back a new member of the castle staff from Sabantius. I think he would make a good servant for you, if you wanted a change of pace.” 
 
    After Ruby, it was hard to imagine that Koa would be able to move on with another female servant. That was her assumption. The way Koa instantly shook his head proved it wrong in the womb. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “I’ll be sticking with Verity.” 
 
    “From what I saw, Verity seems even less together than you currently are,” said Avina. 
 
    “Princess Penelope was a victim of the attack on the castle,” provided Petra. 
 
    Avina nodded. She’d heard as much, but she hadn’t made the connection to Verity and how the loss would affect her. She’d always been that intense combination of secretive and quiet that made it hard to know what she cared about and how strongly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be throwing her out of my service, Koa,” said Avina. “Unless she chose to serve the king instead.” 
 
    “She isn’t serving the king anymore,” he said. 
 
    “Regardless, Ani might make for a more practical servant in the meantime,” she said. 
 
    “The Sabantian boy who drew my bath?” Koa snorted and shook his head. “I think you’re assuming he’d be a good match simply because we share ancestry and skin tone. Find somewhere else to dump him off.” 
 
    “Koa!” said Avina. “This isn’t just about you. He needs a role within the castle that matches his skillset.” 
 
    “It isn’t just about him, either. Verity is my servant now. I won’t replace her, especially not given the state she’s in. End of discussion.” 
 
    There was a sharpness and finality to his tone that made Avina wonder if his time in Twinfalls had changed him more than she’d realized. Again, she wasn’t ready to argue with Koa, though she suspected letting him get the final say on the matter would only set them up for a future conflict in the days to come. 
 
    “I suppose the only other matter for us to discuss is Haza,” said Avina. “He’s been asking about when you’d return.” 
 
    Koa let out a tired sigh. “I have no interest in speaking with my grandfather just yet.” 
 
    Avina shared an unfortunately timed glance with Petra. 
 
    “You both knew,” he surmised. “But you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Koa…” Avina’s tone was soothing, and that clearly wasn’t what her son needed. 
 
    “We wished to confront him about it first,” said Petra. “When your mother did so, he made her promise not to tell you.” 
 
    “Why is that a promise you would accept?” snapped Koa. “I’m your son. Are there other things you’ve been keeping from me?” 
 
    This time, Avina managed to keep her eyes from giving her away, but only just. She couldn’t imagine the amount of mental discord it would cause him to know about the anomaly she and Petra had been experiencing, the implications of the timing of the switches.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Avina. “I didn’t want to insert myself into your relationship with Haza. You seemed so happy to be learning from him. I can see now that I made the wrong choice, Koa, but I was thinking of you when I made it.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He took another deep, worrying sip of the wine. “Are we all caught up now?” 
 
    “Caught up, but not finished,” said Avina. “What are your plans for the coming days?” 
 
    “I’m sure you can guess. They killed Ruby, Mother. Guthren Yvvara. His dragon. The Estorians.” 
 
    “I suspected as much.” She exhaled slowly, knowing she couldn’t change his mind, at least not yet. “Will you at least promise me that you won’t run away again without saying goodbye?” 
 
    He winced slightly. “I will make sure to say goodbye this time. In all likelihood, I’ll be at the head of Harvestglade’s army when the time comes to set out.” 
 
    He didn’t speak it as a boast, but as a stated fact. Avina’s heart broke in a small way as she realized the truth of it. There would be no averting war after recent events, and Harvestglade’s involvement would necessitate the presence of its prince. 
 
    “I’m terrified of what might happen to you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But I won’t be a fool. I’m beginning to understand my strengths on a level that I think will be enough to keep me safe. As well as carry the conflict, if I’m smart about it.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” she said. “Even if I only have you back for a short while, I want us to use that time well. Not just for Harvestglade, but for ourselves.” 
 
    He nodded as he stood up, keeping the bottle of wine with him. “Absolutely. For now, I think I should rest. The last few days have been… draining.” 
 
    Avina smiled as he drew close to her and gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek. “Mother.” 
 
    “Makoa,” she replied. She had a half second to consider if there’d been some play in his tone, in the way he’d said those two syllables, before seeing how he said goodbye to Petra. 
 
    He gave her a tight hug, his body pressing into hers with swelling emotion. His hand cupped her cheek, and he stared into her eyes for a smirking moment before kissing her slowly on the lips. Petra made a soft, satisfied noise, letting herself be drawn even deeper into the embrace as the kiss went on, and on… and on. 
 
    Avina endured a surge of complex and infuriating emotions. She couldn’t deny any of them, though she tried. She felt jealous, which was ridiculous, she well knew. Koa was her son, and if anything, their relationship had reset to near its baseline in his time away. 
 
    That’s good, isn’t it? she wondered. I was so confused after what happened between us on the Great Hunt, but now it’s almost like it never occurred.  
 
    For some reason, that thought raked at her. It felt like having a deeper intimacy with her son stolen out from under her, but that intimacy had never been hers to begin with. She’d been seeing it all through Petra’s eyes, experiencing it through Petra’s body. Petra knew a side of Koa that would forever be denied Avina, and that realization made her want to smash her wine glass. 
 
    Worse still was the fact that she also knew Petra could feel her annoyance, just as she could feel how turned on Petra was. How much her esper struggled to keep from running her arms along Koa’s body, opening her posture to grind into him. Opening her mouth to deepen the kiss. 
 
    It was over as Koa pulled back. The moment had only lasted a few seconds, in truth, but Avina felt as though a year of unfairness and betrayal had transpired. She sipped her wine to guard her expression, avoiding Koa’s gaze as he looked back over his shoulder on the way to the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “Avina…” 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about it,” she snapped. 
 
    Petra frowned and sat back down on the couch. “I… think we should.” 
 
    “Well, I disagree.” 
 
    Petra was quiet for a second. The wind was blowing outside the window, lending a ghostly whistle to the ambience of the moment. 
 
    “I know your heart, Avina,” said Petra, in a soft voice. “I feel what you feel. This… level of emotion is—” 
 
    “Is what?” shouted Avina. “Is it too much? Should I have a more nuanced response to this kind of confusion over my own son? Over the fact that we…” 
 
    The memories were like barbs in her chest, barbs of pleasure and pain. She remembered the touch of his fingers, his breath and naughty words against her neck. She remembered tending to his needs, giving him her mouth and being so in tune with the treble of pleasure through his perfect body. It wasn’t that she remembered — it was that she couldn’t forget. 
 
    “We could tell him,” suggested Petra. 
 
    “Absolutely not! Petra, how could you even suggest such a thing?” 
 
    “I would prefer it to watching you suffer as you are, even if it would be a complication.” 
 
    “Saying it would be a complication is putting it mildly,” said Avina. “It would change everything. There would be no coming back from it.” 
 
    “Is that not already the case?” asked the esper. 
 
    Avina shook her head vigorously. “No. And I will never forgive if you let it slip to him without my consent. Let’s go see Haza. He’s made some progress on one of the solutions to this anomaly that he previously mentioned.” 
 
    Petra sighed, but slowly nodded her head. “Lead on.” 
 
    They walked through the castle, outwardly composed, inwardly conflicted. Avina smiled as they passed Reese giving instructions to Beatrice and Ani on some matter or another. Reese nodded to her with an easy smile. It pleased Avina that she was comfortable enough in her new role to not feel the need to seek approval on every little decision. 
 
    Haza was in one of the castle guest chambers. Avina knocked at his door and heard the old sorcerer grunt for them to enter. He sat at the small table within the room, drinking tea and reading a book. 
 
    “Hazafallius,” said Avina. 
 
    “My Lady Underqueen.” Haza gave a seated bow. “Lady Esper. What brings you to my chamber on this auspicious night?” 
 
    Avina hesitated instead of answering immediately, only then noting how thin and pallid Haza seemed. He’d never been that healthy looking by Ostean standards. Avina had always assumed that his physical state, from the hunch to his back to his tight and ragged braids, were simply an aspect of his age and background.  
 
    “I don’t mean to diminish you with this question, Lord Haza, but… are you well?” she asked. 
 
    “Ah, worry not, fair underqueen.” Haza brushed her concerns away with a wave of his hand. “I am quite well. Let’s jump straight into business. Or are we waiting for Makoa to join us? I have not seen him yet, though I’ve heard word of his return.” 
 
    Avina winced, but it was Petra who answered. 
 
    “He has learned of the truth behind his ancestry,” said Petra. “Your relation to him. He is of the opinion that he was slighted by being kept from the truth. An opinion I find myself sharing.” 
 
    “I never claimed to make the best decisions.” Haza sighed and slowly shook his head. “I told myself I was sparing him the weight of the truth by holding it back. Not just the truth that I was his grandfather, but the truth about what happened. How much he lost. How much was still waiting on him, judging him for his absence. Zaratafenia was the merest taste of that truth.” 
 
    “I think he will forgive you in time,” said Avina. “I will admit that your answer does not completely satisfy me, and I’m more sympathetic to your stance than I think he will be.” 
 
    “It’s not intended to satisfy, only provide context,” said Haza. “The missing piece is that I abandoned that boy in my grief. It was a selfish choice, but it was also the right one for him. I believe that with every ounce of my heart.” 
 
    He looked at Avina. His wizened expression held only baseline confidence. He was reading her reaction, perhaps seeking the truth of his own words in what they’d delivered into her life. If Haza had made a different choice for Koa, her own life would be drastically different. She gave him a small nod. The old sorcerer smiled and closed his eyes. 
 
    “I came to speak of the treatment you mentioned for the anomaly which continues to plague the bond between my esper and I,” she said. 
 
    “Hmm.” Haza looked back and forth between her and Petra. “Yes. Well, now would be the time. This war your king and his esper are leading this realm into might leave you with no other good opportunity. As I mentioned previously, we’re going to need a surgeon.” 
 
    “You are confident it is because of that incident, then?” asked Petra. “The glass hairpin which you fell upon as a child?” 
 
    “I think so, but I don’t think there’s any way to be sure without removing it,” said Avina. “I can speak to Cathelia about whether she would be comfortable in that role, or if she knows anyone, assuming she isn’t.” 
 
    “I would make haste,” said Haza. “Here. Take your gown off and lay down. Let me feel around a bit.” 
 
    Avina and Petra gave him matching hardened stares. Haza sighed and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, with mock indulgence. “That would be unseemly for you as the infinitely respectable underqueen. I forgot how you Osteans hold your pride and honor above such piddling issues as life-saving medical interventions. How about I look this way and instruct your esper on how to feel for the object we’d be removing?” 
 
    “That would be preferable,” said Avina. 
 
    Haza grumbled as he turned away from her, despite it having been his suggestion. Avina slipped her gown off and let it fall to the floor. Petra sat down next to her as she stretched out on the sorcerer’s bed. 
 
    “You have a better idea of where this pin is within you than I do,” said Haza. “Try to see if you can narrow it down even more by having your esper touch the area while you breathe and shift your rib cage.” 
 
    “I know where it went in, but not where it is now, necessarily,” said Avina. She glanced at Petra, who was smiling with a playful edge that lent an odd flutter of excitement to the ambience of the room. 
 
    “Here?” Petra touched the spot, right underneath her left breast. 
 
    “…Yes,” said Avina. Her face began to heat up, which made no sense. It was just Petra. They were as close as two people could be without becoming lovers. The thought made her face heat up even more. She felt a tremble in Petra’s hands as she began gently kneading the flesh of her abdomen, pale purple eyes glancing from the old scar back to Avina’s face. 
 
    “Let me know if I cause you any pain,” said Petra. 
 
    “More… pleasure, then pain,” admitted Avina. 
 
    “You know, my expertise in such things might be essential in this identification,” said Haza, with far too much interest. “Perhaps I should take a look after all.” 
 
    “If you turn around, sorcerer, my fingers jamming into your eyes will be the last thing you see,” said Petra. “Perhaps… higher up?” 
 
    Petra palmed one of Avina’s breasts and lifted. Avina sucked in a breath, as much from her own sensation of the touch as the flutter of intrigue she felt through the bond from Petra. 
 
    “Feel anything?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Something, but not what I am seeking,” teased Petra. She took hold of Avina’s other breast and lifted it, too. Avina tried not to smile, though it was more pleasurable than funny, which somehow fed into both reactions.  
 
    Petra’s thumbs glided to Avina’s nipples and briefly pressed them both like she might push on the buttons of a shirt. Avina bit her lip and held her esper’s gaze, feeling a dangerous back and forth through the bond. 
 
    “Please!” cried Haza. “I should really just… take a small peek, ahaha. I’ll keep one eye shut.” 
 
    “I cannot feel it, Avina,” said Petra, growing serious again. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you would, but thank you, all the same.” She set her hands atop Petra’s, which were still cupping her breasts. “Mmm.” 
 
    “They feel nice,” whispered Petra. “I see why you get the looks you do from men.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” Avina cleared her throat. “Thank you.” 
 
    They stared at each other for another few seconds. It was a small, but strange moment of intimacy that simplified as much as it complicated. She truly did care for Petra as a friend, and esper… and more. She’d never lingered on where that more could lead, but it seemed relevant now that she and Petra had begun to wade through murky waters with Koa. 
 
    “I’ll speak with Cathelia, and we’ll go from there,” Avina said, pulling her gown back on. “Thank you, Haza.” 
 
    “I’m so glad I could be of service, Lady Underqueen,” said Haza, with heavy sarcasm. “I will do my best to serve you with my unworthy eyes as we continue forward with, with—” 
 
    He broke off into a horrible coughing fit. Avina winced and glanced at Petra, who pulled out a handkerchief and passed it to the sorcerer. He held it to his mouth as the coughing continued. When he finally pulled it away, it was spotted with dark and large patches of blood. 
 
    “Haza,” said Avina. “Perhaps… you should speak with my healer, as well.” 
 
    “Were there anything she could do for me, that might be prudent.” Haza neatly folded the handkerchief and put it away as though he’d coughed nothing into it. “But there is not. Don’t fixate on my physical condition, Lady Underqueen. It will only depress you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Koa spent most of his day drinking wine and reviewing his notes. It’d been far too long since he’d read through the pages of the spellbook. They were laden with memories, moments with Ruby teasing him over his shoulder or commenting on how they might be doing something more interesting. 
 
    He discovered that those memories could be used for fuel, channeled to drive him forward. The oncoming war would hold a place for him that only he could fill. One which would put him in position to strike at Ruby’s murderer. 
 
    Verity slept in his bed as he worked, still undressed from earlier. He had little doubt his mother would continue her quest to replace her with someone else, or at least demand she return to her duties. Koa wasn’t about to rush her, however. He understood too much to expect anything from her beyond passive existence. 
 
    He thought he heard her rising when evening rolled around. Setting his work down, he slowly gained his feet and turned toward the bed. She was tangled in the sheets, a fact which became dark and dire when he glimpsed her face. Her eyes were rolled up into the back of her head, and her lips were moving wordlessly. 
 
    “Verity!” he shouted. 
 
    He noticed the twitching of her limbs as he hurried over to her, horrified in an all too familiar way. She was having a seizure. Had she used too much pollen? It was his first thought, but he’d seen how light the bag had gotten earlier that day and now observing it turned inside out on the floor seemed like a contradiction. 
 
    He sat down next to her and tried to cradle her upper body. Her muscles were board stiff, and she was making a gagging noise. Koa gently slapped her face, trying to do something, anything. He glanced around in panic, looking for water. 
 
    “Not you, too!” he hissed. “No, no, no! Verity! Please… gods, Verity. Please!” 
 
    He found the water and let a few drops trickle on her pale forehead. She sucked in a small breath, followed by a few more in a pattern like hiccups. He breathed again, but didn’t leave her side even when her muscles relaxed, even when her eyes blinked back open. 
 
    “How much have you used?” he whispered. “Why am I even asking? You clearly went through the whole bag, right?” 
 
    She looked away from him and shut her eyes. Tears leaked out anyway. Seeing her cry made him feel like he was going to. Maybe that was what trauma did. That moment in the castle, smoke and flames and the death of those they loved. Perhaps it had bonded them as neatly as any Ostean with bloodline magic and their esper. 
 
    “I’ve heard… that it’s like addiction to wine and spirits, but worse,” he whispered. He’d had that consequence on his mind often lately, given his own boozing. “You can’t just stop using it, not without care. That’s what happened, isn’t it? You didn’t take too much. You took too little after taking too much.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything. He hadn’t been expecting her to, but it certainly would have been helpful in trying to figure out what to do. He wasn’t sure if she could die from such a cessation of the pollen, but remembering how Kendall had presented made him wonder if death was even the worst outcome. 
 
    “Do you… want me to get you more?” he whispered. 
 
    I must be insane, he thought. Why would I even offer? 
 
    He knew why as her eyes met his. He would have gone down that same path, had he not acquired an aversion to the stuff after his own brief excess with it. He understood Verity. The smoke, the flames, the end of something that mattered. He wouldn’t abandon her. 
 
    Verity gave him a small nod, tears seeping from the corners of her eyes. He stretched out next to her and pulled her into a tight hug. Her body went through another round of seizures, some mild, others more worrying. He kissed her cheek after about an hour and set off. 
 
    None of the guards stopped him on his way out of the castle. He wondered if his mother had given up on trying to sentry his comings and goings. Maybe she just expected him to lack the energy for them, given his state on his return. 
 
    It was a cool night, fairly benign for the season. Gladetown seemed peaceful, closer to what he remembered from before the dustwalker attack and his mother’s tumultuous rule. The sun set early during the winter, and there were still street stalls and shops open, along with people going about their last business of the day. 
 
    He had no idea where he was going to find the pollen. Gladewater Tavern seemed as reasonable of a starting point as any. The fact that he was familiar with the regular crowd and they with him actually made him pause at the door, rather than eagerly pushing his way inside. For Verity’s sake, he made his hand open the way. 
 
    The tavern’s common room was only half full, but it was still early in the night. A number of those who were present went silent when they saw Koa. The news of Ruby’s death had run ahead of him, judging from their expressions of sympathy. 
 
    “Prince Koa.” Ashton, the barkeep, set a beer in front of him as he was sitting down. “It’s good to have you home, lad.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” He trailed off, wanting to say that it was good to be home, but not quite forming the words. He drank the beer instead, all but finishing it in a few gulps. “I’m back.” 
 
    “We’ve heard nothing but rumors about you and… all that’s happened.” The old man’s face was a map of empathetic wrinkles. “If there’s anything I can do for you, let me know. We all loved her, too.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, there is one thing.” He took a sip of beer and leaned in. “I need to buy something.” 
 
    Ashton opened his mouth but closed it without saying anything, perhaps suspecting the nature of Koa’s request. 
 
    “It’s for a friend,” he said, knowing how lame it sounded. “Pollen.” 
 
    “Prince Koa, I’m sorry, but…” Ashton made a motion to the corner of the room. “Your mother would never forgive me if I knowingly told you where to acquire something like that. Not that I even know in the first place.” 
 
    “Of course.” Koa followed Ashton’s gaze to the common room’s corner. A man in a cloak sat at a table with no mug in front of him and no friends in sight. “Well, I suppose I’ll have to ask elsewhere.” 
 
    He made his way over slowly, not caring much for the amount of attention his passage drew. The man in the cloak nodded to him as he sat down. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” asked the man, voice hinting at his amusement. 
 
    “Let’s talk outside, shall we?” 
 
    They walked down the street and around the corner into a less traveled section of town. Koa glanced around before leaning in, letting one hand jingle his purse for emphasis. 
 
    “I need some pollen,” he said. “Red, if you have it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said the man. “I’ve heard of it. I only have regular fingold pollen. How is the red?” 
 
    “Do you have it on you?” asked Koa, ignoring the question. 
 
    “Not a chance.” The man glanced over his shoulder. “You know the bauble shop on the west side of town? Meet me there in a few minutes.” 
 
    He walked off. Koa waited for a bit before heading in that same direction. He passed by someone leaning against a nearby building with unlit windows and felt an undue amount of attention being drawn his way. 
 
    “You’re finally back,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Koa turned around slowly. “Finally? Not all of us can travel at the speed of dust on the wind.” 
 
    Brin stepped forward into wane moonlight. He looked well enough for a monster masquerading as a man. There was no sense of animosity or challenge radiating from him. Worse, Brin’s expression was one of genuine sympathy. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” asked Brin. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Koa said curtly. “Hale and healthy and out and about.” 
 
    “You’re drunk.” 
 
    “That’s my default state, as of late.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to placate my concerns about why you’re roaming the town after dark?” 
 
    Koa waved a hand dismissively through the air, but knew he needed more to change the subject. “Have you had your reunion with Beatrice yet?” 
 
    “Not just yet,” he said, with a sigh. “I’ve confirmed she’s here in town, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “She’s up at the castle,” he said. “She’s my mother’s newest handmaiden.” 
 
    The look of shock on Brin’s face reigned for an instant before melting into a smile and a chuckle. Koa was happy for his friend, but it was a happiness which splashed back like acid. Brin had found Beatrice after thinking her dead, lost forever. Koa would have given everything to have that for himself, for Ruby. 
 
    “Bring me to her!” demanded Brin. “Tonight. Please, Koa! If you do this for me…” 
 
    He was already shaking his head. “My mother knows you’re the dustwalker, which means Captain Lauric and his guards know, as well. I’m assuming the fact that you’re out after dark implies that you’ve already realized this fact.” 
 
    “Through your window, then,” said Brin. “I’ll wait in your room while you bring her to me.” 
 
    “You think my mother would just let me lead her newest handmaiden to my room for, what? A discussion of her duties?” He patted Brin on the shoulder. “I’m not opposed to a more tactful version of the idea, but I think we should start with just having me carry messages.” 
 
    “A message,” muttered Brin. “Do you mean a written one, or words you’d tell her, or…?” 
 
    “Up to you. Why don’t you think it over while I tend to my business in town tonight?” 
 
    “Business?” 
 
    Koa pursed his lips, and for some reason, felt like giving his old friend the truth. “Pollen.” 
 
    He continued on, rounding the corner to the bauble store that the man in the tavern had indicated. A warm glow lit one of the windows. The door wasn’t completely shut, despite the shop giving every indication of being closed for the day. 
 
    Koa made his way inside as naturally as he could. There was another door in the back of the first room, again partially open. He paused outside of it, giving it a small knock. 
 
    “Enter,” called a gruff, strangely voice. 
 
    He entered… and immediately regretted his decision. Several of the town’s guards were arrayed throughout the room, weapons sheathed but in uniform and standing to intimidate. Captain Lauric sat at a table with the cloaked man from the tavern standing to one side of him. 
 
    “Prince Koa,” said the guard captain, voice bitter with disappointment. 
 
    “Ah,” muttered Koa. “I suppose Ashton wasn’t attempting to be coy after all.” 
 
    “We know why you came here,” said Lauric. “This little setup was arranged at my suggestion and your mother’s permission. You’ll need to come with us back to the castle.” 
 
    Koa was drunk enough to feel defiant, but smart enough to at least do it with flare. Which would be necessary, as he’d left his casting cane back in his room. 
 
    “Are you still around, Brin?” 
 
    A laugh came from somewhere behind him. Koa noticed a bottle of unlabeled liquor on Lauric’s table and scooped it up, toasting the room. 
 
    “This isn’t a joke, Your Highness!” snapped Lauric, rising to his feet. “My men will be taking you into custody.” 
 
    “Will they?” He held up a finger, took a long sip of the liquor, and then whistled. 
 
    The room was instantly filled with swirling dust, a veil of dry, peppering grit. He’d been ready for it, shielding his face and dropping low to quickly slip out through the door. He closed the door behind him and sprinted out of the building into the night. 
 
    Brin fell into pace next to him, the two running like they had as boys when they used to play around town. The thought stabbed into Koa as he realized what… who was missing from that picture. Ruby, shouting after them to slow down. 
 
    He ran into a thicket along the edge of town and fell to one knee, breathing hard as much from the memory as from his exertion. Brin clapped a hand down on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll find you some pollen,” he offered. 
 
    “And I’ll carry word to Beatrice. What a friendship.” 
 
    “It certainly has endured across time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Avina was finishing her dinner, seated with Petra and Reese, when Lauric hurried into the chamber. His haste and expression told her in advance that something needed her attention. The dust coating the edge of the guard captain’s face hinted at what. 
 
    “Captain Lauric,” she said. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “It’s your son, Your Highness.” 
 
    He explained what had occurred in a whisper. Avina stood from the table, jaw tensing in cold frustration. Petra walked next to her, brow furrowed in curiosity. 
 
    “What has he done this time?” whispered the esper. 
 
    “He was trying to buy pollen from one of Lauric’s men assigned to the task of rooting out the illegal trade of it.” Avina exhaled and shook her head. “One day! He’s only been back one day, and he’s already finding the worst ways to get himself into trouble.” 
 
    “He is still struggling,” said Petra, with a touch of sympathy in her voice. “It is not a healthy way to cope, I will say, but…” 
 
    “He’ll ruin himself with the pollen if we don’t intervene. Petra, I need you with me on this. Perhaps even more so than I need Koa to listen. You can reach him in ways I can’t.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Doubt fluttered through the bond that Avina understood and couldn’t disagree with. If Petra was to keep Koa at a distance, she might not have good opportunities to correct potential bad choices. It might well be the case that by pulling her esper back from her son, she was leaving a gap for the pollen to fill. 
 
    Is that true, or do you simply want it to be?  
 
    She couldn’t tell if a part of her craved the vicarious and occasionally direct thrill of Petra’s romance with Koa, or if it was simply Petra’s desire infecting her through the bond. Everything had gotten so complicated. She needed to simply go back to mothering, stern and simple. 
 
    Avina knocked heavily when she reached the door of his room. A conspicuous amount of time passed before he opened it. He was shirtless and swayed slightly on his feet as he greeted her. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “I take it Lauric has reported in?” 
 
    She glanced past him. Verity was laying in his bed asleep, covered diagonally by the quilt in a manner that left one of her nude buttocks on display. Avina took a breath, trying to contain a storm of anger. 
 
    Your anger, or Petra’s, she wondered. Both? 
 
    “What were you thinking, Koa?” she snapped. 
 
    “Look, I had no idea you’d tasked the guards with rooting out pollen sales within Harvestglade.” He smiled and held one hand up, clearly drunk from his manner of speech. “This is as much your fault for keeping critical information from me as it is—” 
 
    “Would you stop?” snapped Avina. “Pull yourself together, Koa. I know how hard this is for you. I know far better than most. But you have to start acting like a prince again. Harvestglade needs you to be a prince, not an inebriated mess.” 
 
    “Mother…” He closed his eyes and let out a sigh, wounded or perhaps simply wearied by her words. “Just go to bed. Please. Just give me space.” 
 
    “Makoa.” She steeled her resolve, remembering that just as he was prince, she was his mother and queen. “I have to search your room.” 
 
    She made to brush past him in the doorway. He stepped in front of her and took hold of her shoulders. Petra was there in an instant, pressing one hand to Koa’s chest. It was gentle, but only on the surface. Emotions clashed like dancing swords underneath. 
 
    “You aren’t searching my room, Mother,” Koa said, with no room for discussion. 
 
    “Makoa,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “I can’t watch you destroy yourself,” said Avina, slowly. “You’ve seen what pollen can do, Koa! And I know how you get when it comes to ale and wine already. I… Koa, I can’t.” 
 
    She pleaded with him with both her words and her eyes. Koa had to glance away, clearly affected more by her appeal as a mother than her demand as a queen. 
 
    “You say you understand what I’m going through, but do you?” He leaned into her as he whispered, in a voice pitched only for her and Petra, close as they were. “I’m awake right now. I’ll still be awake deep into the night. Because… whenever I go to sleep, I’m in the castle again.  
 
    “Every single night. It’s the same search. The same smoke. The same flames. The same moment when I enter the room…” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “The same moment when I found her.” 
 
    “Sedating yourself with liquor and pollen isn’t an answer,” said Avina. 
 
    “Oh, I’m well aware. The answer… was for me to have been faster in my search. I’ll never have the chance to get that one right.” 
 
    Avina made to get by him on the other side, but Koa blocked her path again. Petra ducked low to slip under his arm, but he grabbed her and pulled her back with the kind of rough but gentle motion so common to lovers. 
 
    “Always my mother’s esper first, Petra,” said Koa, darkly. “I see some things never change.” 
 
    “You are drunk, my prince!” said Petra, as much as a reprieve as an accusation. “I will not hold your words against you but still advise you to watch your tongue.” 
 
    He sighed and slowly shook his head. “Please. I need space. I need time. I won’t let you search my room, but I’m all right. There’s no need for it.” 
 
    Avina sensed that he was far from all right, but he was trying. He sounded drunk, but not much beyond that. She touched his shoulder again, more tenderly this time, and gave a small shake of her head to Petra. The two of them stepped back. 
 
    “I love you, Koa.” She glanced at Petra. “We both love you. Please don’t shut us out.” 
 
    He seemed to hear the words on the level they’d been intended. “I’ll explain everything in a few days. You’ll understand when I do.” 
 
    He shut the door slowly. Some of Avina’s anger and hurt lingered, but more than that, she was simply glad to have her son back. She hoped she wasn’t leaving him room to sabotage himself by not pressing the issue. She had to trust him. 
 
    “He did not seem to be using the pollen in undue amounts on the journey home,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to take that for reassurance,” sighed Avina. “Come on. Let’s move on to other business. Koa is not the only problem we have on our hands.” 
 
    They headed to see Cathelia, the castle healer, and Avina asked about the surgeon Haza had tasked them with finding. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors of one in town,” said Cathelia. “Always good to know when a person like that is passing through when you’re in this line of work. A former seamstress from out west who took to stitching wounds on the battlefield over embroidery.” 
 
    “Can you help us find her?” 
 
    “I can give you her name and the fact that, as of a few days ago, she was in Gladetown. That’s about it. Savantra is what the rumors say she goes by.” 
 
    “Savantra,” repeated Avina. “Thank you, Cathelia.” 
 
    They discussed it as they retired for bed. Petra had her own room within the castle — Tessalin’s old one, but she rarely used it. After so long parted, Avina didn’t have to ask her where she’d be sleeping that night. She could already feel it through the bond, the knowledge seeming to affirm their relationship and trust in one another. 
 
    “I can seek out this surgeon tomorrow,” offered Petra, as she stripped out of her clothing in Avina’s chamber. 
 
    “I’d like to go, if possible,” said Avina. “I’ve been spending too much time shuttered within the castle since I arrived back.” 
 
    Avina let her own gown fall to the floor and stepped out of it.  
 
    “We will both go, then.” Petra came up behind her and gently touched her shoulders. There was a ripple through the bond like a well-cast stone in the center of a still lake. 
 
    “Yes,” said Avina, turning around. “Together. I’d like that.” 
 
    It was an idea, but she knew as well as Petra did that something would likely come up that required her attention more. Avina had become used to the responsibilities of being the underqueen, but she hadn’t escaped them and she never would. 
 
    They climbed into bed together slowly, eyeing each other in the light of the lantern. Avina reached over and dimmed it as she slipped underneath the quilt. Petra’s hand touched her hip, and she slid forward until she could feel her esper’s breath tickling her shoulder. 
 
    They shared a kiss, slow and sleepy. Avina felt another flutter of both excitement and opportunity. But no. There was a general sense of balance in the relationship between her and Petra that they both wanted to maintain. She found her esper attractive and knew the inverse was just as true. The truth of that attraction was, if anything, amplified by the anomaly’s effect, which probably spoke to some level of narcissism on both their parts. 
 
    If they ever did go beyond the occasional kiss or embrace, it would mean transforming their relationship. It would be taking the carefully balanced power share they currently operated under and gambling it between them. Whoever took control during true intimacy might also take control in all aspects of their lives. 
 
    Was she afraid? Avina asked herself that question as she sensed Petra asking it in much the same way. Yes and no. She was aware of how precarious their lives were, in terms of each other, the anomaly, and Koa. Especially Koa. 
 
    “We both need our rest, Petra,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “I agree,” said the esper.  
 
    Through the bond, Avina could sense that she truly did agree. 
 
    They snuggled together after that, as though the opportunity for them to touch each other with erotic yearning had well and truly passed. Maybe it had. Maybe it hadn’t. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The smoke was everywhere. Koa couldn’t escape it regardless of how hard he tried. Every rift he opened was filled with billowing black. Every corner he rounded plunged him deeper into the bitter, choking ash. Even closing his eyes wasn’t enough to dispel it. 
 
    The flames licked his body like a roving itch. He’d scream in pain and slap one smoldering ember on his clothing out only to feel another, and another after that. It was a horrible dance that he did with every step forward, fighting to keep from being consumed by the heat. 
 
    He already knew he was too late. The dreams weren’t always like that. Sometimes his memories would be blank, as though he was experiencing it for the first time. On other occasions, like tonight, it was all about sensation, a gauntlet of pain as punishment for his eternal failure. 
 
    He awoke with tears in his eyes, mouth and throat dry as though he really had been choking on smoke. It was early in the morning, but he was under slept. The dream had found him more than once, as it usually did, and he’d lost a gap of perhaps three or four hours to his insomnia during the deepest part of the night. 
 
    Verity was in bed with him, softly snoring in the spot that Ruby had occasionally occupied, once upon a time. Brin had followed through with his promise to help Koa find pollen the previous night. He’d handed it over along with a hastily scrawled note for him to deliver to Beatrice — for her eyes only. He’d respected that. 
 
    Verity’s addiction had begun with the red pollen he’d been so kindly gifted by Guthren Yvvara. Koa had worried that normal fingold pollen might not sate her withdrawals, which had become so intense when he’d arrived back that she’d been thrashing on the floor. 
 
    It’d done the trick, in the end. He’d given her the smallest amount that’d seemed to have an effect. She’d begged him for more, but he’d held firm. They’d had sex again. He’d only just finished emptying his seed onto her stomach when his mother had knocked at the door. 
 
    He was still surprised that she’d relented instead of insisting Petra or one of her handmaidens tear down his room in search of pollen. Their relationship had evolved. They certainly weren’t equals, but she’d come to respect him in a way that set new responsibilities on his shoulder. 
 
    “Mmm…” groaned Verity.  
 
    “Morning.” He shifted closer to her and smoothed some of her dark hair back from her face. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer, but no words came. He’d been hoping that the question might catch her off guard, fresh from sleep as she was, and she’d respond automatically. He wasn’t all that disappointed. It was enough to see her clear-eyed and free from the seizures. 
 
    She made another sighing noise and sat up. She leaned against him and kissed his shoulder. It was new for her to be softly intimate with him like this, and he questioned it, though he didn’t want to. Was she falling in love with him, or simply adapting to how dependent her addiction had made her on him for the supply of the drug? 
 
    “I need to go to my mother’s audiences this morning,” he whispered. “She’s likely still worried about me, especially after last night. Showing up for them will help restore confidence in me. You should come along.” 
 
    She let her kisses travel upward to his neck in a way that seemed to counter with an offer for him to stay and fuck her senseless. Horny jumped up on the bed, whining in the way he did when he needed to pee. He was flying fairly impressive distances now, and tending to his bodily needs was as simple as opening the window, which Koa did. 
 
    He measured out a tiny, tapering dose of pollen and set it in front of Verity. He kept the bag with him, not actively distrusting her, but aware of the power of an addiction. After he’d finished dressing in nice, but not overly formal clothing, he slipped it into his pocket. 
 
    “I’ll check in with you later today,” he said, noticing her undressed state. “Verity, you will have to begin your duties again eventually if you’re to stay here at the castle.” 
 
    If you’re to stay with me, he thought. 
 
     It was a painful truth that had an equally painful underside. She had nowhere else to go. Her sister was dead. The king might never regain enough strength to reassert himself over Thunderclaw. Somehow, this confident woman capable of spying for a monarch and fighting off assassins was now a mute with no place in the world and no plan for the future. 
 
    “Eventually,” he added. “You can rest for another day.” 
 
    She nodded without looking at him, and suddenly the pain and loss seemed to surge within him. Seeing her struggle reminded him of his own battle, the one that, as far as he was concerned, he’d definitively lost. He was going through the motions of being himself because to admit how much Ruby had meant to him would be like kicking through a hollow, rotten stump. 
 
    He hugged Verity and shared a deep kiss with her, their foreheads pressing together in the wake of it. She wrapped her arms tight around him, and he let out a shaking sigh. He didn’t want to feel emotions, not then, practically at the start of his day. 
 
    “Hang in there,” he whispered, to himself, as much as to her. “Just hang in there.” 
 
    Horny came back into the room through the window and stretched by the door. Koa put his casting cane into the loop on his belt much as most men would carry their sword. He set out through the castle, smiling and seeming pleasant to everyone he passed, despite feeling somewhat unbalanced from his hangover now that he was in motion. 
 
    A modest line of petitioners stretched out from the audience chamber. The chamber itself had a range of recognizable faces — his mother and Petra seated on the dais, Lauric and Reese standing behind them, Beatrice and Mav seated along the sidewall. Everyone went silent as he and Horny entered, and he flashed a genuine smile, always pleased to get a reaction. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, bowing to his mother. “I thought I’d make an appearance since it has been altogether too long since I’ve performed this duty.” 
 
    So long, in fact, that the chair reserved for him had been pushed all the way into the room’s corner. When Avina had been a mere princess, he’d been more present, though he’d also been younger with less to distract him. He waved off Mav as she hurried to get the chair, taking it and moving it into place on his own. 
 
    “Are you all right?” whispered his mother. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, with a laugh. “It’s telling that showing up to receive Harvestglade’s petitioners stirs as much of a reaction from you as that nonsense last night.” 
 
    “That nonsense last night is partly where my concern stems from,” she said, sternly. “Makoa. Are you…?” 
 
    She leaned in, peering at his irises in a clear attempt to judge his sobriety. He rolled his eyes, both of which were bloodshot from his drinking but otherwise normal. 
 
    “I’m here, Mother,” he whispered. “Is that not enough?” 
 
    She surprised him by reaching over to touch his knee. It was such a motherly gesture, but his body didn’t read it as one. Their relationship had evolved so much since she’d become underqueen. Recently, it’d felt like they’d been getting closer to normal again, but there were still occasional unexpected spikes of emotion and sensation. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” called Lauric. “I’ve allowed one of the petitioners to claim priority based on the seriousness of her tidings.” 
 
    Koa saw his mother’s smile wane a bit as she spoke. “Send them forth, Captain Lauric.” 
 
    A woman entered the audience chamber, carrying a sleeping infant and looking like she might need some sleep, herself. She managed a small bow while keeping the child within her arms.  
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said, in a tired and strained voice. “My name is Asa Kennith. I bring… terrible news. Dark news. My, my… boys. My husband, I didn’t know…” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Avina. “Start from the beginning.” 
 
    “Fairknoll,” cried Asa, in a soft voice. “My town. My people. We’ve been attacked!” 
 
    There was a pause in the wake of the declaration. Koa saw Avina and Petra exchange glances. He shared one of his own with Lauric. The guard captain looked older than he had before his journey into Sabantius.  
 
    “I was out with Georgie, my little girl, just doing the rounds looking for anything interesting to pick,” said Asa. “We came back after a bit. It hadn’t been that long, and… The town was already gone. In flames. So much fire that it was past the point of saving.” 
 
    Koa felt her words pulling him into his own nightmare. He shifted in his chair, taking faster breaths and expecting each one to be thick with smoke. 
 
    “Fairknoll is near the eastern coast of Harvestglade.” Avina’s mouth pulled sideways a bit. “Were they from the sea? Are we facing another group of island raiders?” 
 
    “I heard Jafrin speaking with them.” Asa gently rocked the child as it began to stir from sleep. “He’s from the west. A former slave, I think. He doesn’t talk about his past, but he has a mark behind one of his ears.” 
 
    “…From the west?” asked Avina, almost reluctantly. “He speaks Estorian, you mean?” 
 
    The woman nodded.  
 
    “Was there a dragon with them?” asked Koa. 
 
    He was asking the question out of turn, but the silence it drew from all present was proof enough of its relevance. 
 
    “A dragon?” Asa shook her head. “But they did have beasts with them. The men never saw me, but the beasts, these… monstrous things with gray fur. They came after us. I only escaped because I know the trails so well, I think. My husband… gods, my boys! I, I…” 
 
    “Is there anything else that we should know, Asa?” asked Avina. “Anything you can think of that might be important?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Mav, please get her a room and anything her and her child need,” said Avina. “Asa, you’ll stay here at the castle until we can find a place for you in town. If you remember anything else that seems relevant, please find one of my handmaidens and tell them immediately.” 
 
    There were other petitioners lined up and waiting impatiently for their turn. Avina shook her head at Lauric, who made a hold motion with his hand to the guards at the door. They waited until Mav and Asa had left before breaking into rapid discussion. 
 
    “Could still be raiders,” said Lauric. 
 
    “Not from the islands,” said Avina. “They don’t range that far west. To them, Harvestglade is the far west.” 
 
    “They spoke Estorian,” pointed out Petra. “It would be unusual for them to be anything but Estorian.” 
 
    “Why would the Estorians attack us on our eastern coast?” asked Koa. “It makes no sense. It’s unlikely that Guthren Yvvara and his party would still be in Osteanus after what happened, especially with this woman having seen no dragon.” 
 
    “Armed soldiers can be just as much of a threat,” said Lauric. “The timing may be no accident if the Estorians were expecting us to refuse peace as we did.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at Koa in a manner that the Prince of Harvestglade didn’t miss. He’d only committed his support to Thunderclaw after the attack on the capital, but undoubtedly the fact that he’d bucked with the underqueen at all at the direction of the queendom was enough to irk the guard captain. 
 
    “We have a war to fight,” said Koa. “We should investigate this threat, but I see no reason why it should claim our full attention. Armies from the other queendoms are already amassing to march through Flint Rock Pass.” 
 
    And he would be at the head of Harvestglade’s. There was another dream he’d been having contemporaneously with his nightmare of the attack. Him, leading men from Harvestglade forward against the Estorians with their slaves and monsters and, of course, Guthren Yvvara on his dragon.  
 
    I will make him suffer, Ruby, he thought. I’ll make him feel as alone and tortured as you were in your last moments. 
 
    “It sounds as though the monsters she was referring to are wargs,” said Avina. “That all but confirms it. This wasn’t some group of island raiders or roving bandits. The Estorians have committed themselves to a surprise attack on our eastern coast.” 
 
    Koa was incredulous, but it was Reese who spoke. 
 
    “Your Highness, I know enough about geography to understand the… challenges such an approach would pose to the Estorians,” she said. “They would need to sail north, east, and then south along Osteanus’s edge before finally reaching our queendom.” 
 
    “Not if they were already here,” said Avina in a quiet voice. “Or… if they were already in the eastern isles. We’ve no idea what sort of deals they may have struck with the islanders. They may have found common ground in us as a mutual enemy.” 
 
    “Our forces are still somewhat limited compared to the other queendoms, let alone Estoria,” said Lauric. “We can either attack or defend. We don’t have the men for both.” 
 
    “We’re committed to the offensive!” snapped Koa. “It would make no sense to turtle up here in Harvestglade. It would all but mean sitting the war out.” 
 
    Avina held up a hand and turned to face him. The ire in her expression came from his queen, not his mother, her eyes issuing a cold command of silence and obedience. “We will not be sitting the war out, Prince Makoa. Securing our own holdings, especially ones which might be vulnerable to a surprise attack, comes before all else.” 
 
    “You were waiting for this, weren’t you?” he snapped. “Any excuse at all to pull me back for a little bit longer. You probably would have issued the same command if we’d undergone an unusually bad storm, or needed to wait on a shipment of new swords.” 
 
    Petra and Lauric both reacted badly to his tone. Avina didn’t react at all, fully immersed in the power owed her as the one atop the throne. 
 
    “This is not about you, Makoa,” she said in a tone of warning. “Now if you wish to continue having any say in this discussion, I suggest you calm down.” 
 
    “I’ve given my input,” he said, darkly. “If you wish to sabotage the war effort to play defense over an incident in a single town, I can’t stop you.” 
 
    He left the audience chamber without waiting for her to give him leave, ignoring the murmur of judgment that followed in his wake. His lungs were hot with every breath he took. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Koa made the furious march back to his room and slammed the door shut behind him. He felt childish, but he wasn’t sure if it was because he was acting like one or being treated like one. 
 
    Both, probably, whispered a voice somewhere in his head. 
 
    He knew his emotions didn’t exist on a mountaintop, separate from all else. Ruby’s death had left a wound on his soul. He’d regressed, wrapped himself in the immature habits of his youth as a way of escaping a reality that was harsh and unfair. 
 
    He found a bottle of wine and tore the cork out. Verity stirred in his bed, still naked and sleepy. He drank deep sips of the wine, feeling immediately better and hating the fact that he did. Hearing his mother’s harsh dismissal of his point of view was painful, but seeing evidence as to why it might not have deserved to be taken seriously stung even worse. 
 
    “She doesn’t understand,” he muttered. “She wasn’t there. She never even liked Ruby. Did you know that?” 
 
    Verity didn’t say anything. She started kissing his shoulder. He drank some more wine. It was still early, but it was his first day back. He wouldn’t have much to do. 
 
    “I know she has responsibilities to Harvestglade,” he said. “It’s not as though she can prioritize my needs all the time, but this… is something I truly need.” 
 
    Verity nuzzled into him, the quilt slipping down to reveal her nude chest. She came around to Koa’s front and kissed his chest through his shirt. 
 
    “It was my fault, but at the same time, I know… it wasn’t.” He closed his eyes and exhaled. “I think of all the things I could have done differently, from killing Guthren when we were alone to simply keeping her near during the Council of Lords. I blame myself for missing so many chances, but it was Guthren and his dragon who took her from me!” 
 
    Verity touched his thigh, fingers rising a bit higher with each movement. She tugged at his shirt, and he absently raised his arms for her to pull it off. 
 
    “I have to kill him, Verity.” He looked her in the eyes, touched her cheek, and kissed her. She kissed him back hungrily even as he continued speaking from a place of anger and pain. “I, mmm, have to make him suffer. I have to take revenge to have any sort of, mmm, chance of moving on.” 
 
    Verity nodded slowly. She started tugging at his pants. Koa didn’t miss how one of her hands patted the pocket he’d slipped the new pollen pouch into. He took it into hand as she pulled his trousers down. 
 
    “We’re weaning you off this, remember?” He waggled the pouch and waited for her to nod. “But yes. I’ll give you some to help you survive the morning. But honestly… The worst part, Verity, is that she all but commanded me out of the chamber! In front of Lauric, Reese, her handmaidens, the guards…” 
 
    Verity began kissing his stomach. She rolled down to the floor, dropping to her knees between his legs. He felt himself getting hard, but still had a point to impress on her. 
 
    “I was the king’s magus back in Twinfalls,” he said. “I come back to my castle and I hardly even feel like the prince of Harvestglade. She treats me like a child, like I haven’t changed or grown at all over the past few years. Like I’m still a…” 
 
    He lost his trail of thought as Verity planted a kiss on his crotch and began working his underwear down. She was in a mood. It was the most expressive he’d seen her since going mute, at least in terms of positive emotions. He dipped a finger into the pollen, getting just a residual taste onto the tip of his index finger, and held it out to her. She sucked it off, eyes wide and seductive. 
 
    “You are still so dangerous,” he whispered. “I can give you the rest of your morning dose now, if you want?” 
 
    He let the question hang as her kisses began to meander along the inside of his thigh, straight toward his manhood. Verity had been a hard woman to understand back when she’d had a voice. These days, he had no idea what to expect from her day to day, or even moment to moment. But sometimes, that was a truly excellent fact.  
 
     He groaned as she ran her tongue along the length of his cock. She gave the tip several long kisses that brought it across the line to true hardness. He understood, at the very least, that they’d found common ground in their need for revenge. 
 
    Verity stroked him with her hand and let out a soft moan. It was as though they’d made a pact with one another. She was one of the few people who understood why it really mattered for them to be on the front lines, chasing Guthren and striking out at Estoria. 
 
    “Gods, Verity…” He let his hand run over her hair as she started to suck and bob. Had she been any other woman, aside from perhaps Petra, he would have felt like he was betraying Ruby’s memory. But not Verity. She would do everything she could to help him honor it. 
 
    Honor it in blood. 
 
     She made a little humming noise and sank her mouth lower. She was still naked, and it was hard for Koa not to want more, though he acknowledged how risky it would be for them to spend too much time in bed. His mother would likely be in at some point to continue their argument or at least insist on making her point. 
 
    He let himself enjoy it. The sensation of her soft, sultry lips and her wet mouth and tongue did more for his frustration than any amount of wine would have. He let out a low groan and guided her head with one hand, each bob going progressively deeper. She sucked so hard that it made ungainly but sexy little wet noises. 
 
    Footsteps sounded from the hallway. Koa reacted, trying to push Verity away. She kept purchase with her mouth for a dirty, needy instant before pulling back with a pop. Saliva or something else hung in a string from her bottom lip, but she turned toward the door, picking up on the noise, too. 
 
    They dressed in record time, and Koa even had a second or two to spare before his mother’s familiar knock arrived. He took a breath, shifted himself around down below to seem not quite so aroused, and swept the door open. 
 
    “Impeccable timing as always, Mother,” he said. 
 
    Avina narrowed her eyes with undisguised suspicion as she swept past him into his room. Petra was more relaxed and even smiled at him, though she seemed resigned to support her partner. 
 
    “Makoa,” said his mother, voice tired and tense. “I know you’ve been through a lot recently. But if you’re going to storm out of the chamber when I’m in the middle of taking audiences, I would suggest you consider simply not showing in the first place.” 
 
    “I stormed out only because it seemed like my case on a relevant matter was being unfairly dismissed,” he said. “We can’t just abandon our commitment to Osteanus over an attack on some tiny town that we barely even cared about yesterday.” 
 
    “The people there are our subjects.” Avina’s voice carried a stubbornness to it that wasn’t promising. “We can’t just abandon them. I think you would agree with that normally. You’re losing sight of your duties in the name of revenge, Koa, and it’s… unbecoming.” 
 
    She glanced down, her eyes briefly sweeping over his crotch. He still had something of a bulge there, though not enough to be outright objectionable. It was only when his mother’s eyes shifted deeper into the room that he realized, in their haste to dress themselves, they’d forgotten that their nudity wasn’t the full extent of what could compromise them. 
 
    Koa tried to intercept his mother as she stomped over to the pollen bag. She swept it up in her hand before he could get between it and her. She knew he’d tried to buy pollen, but from Lauric’s account, she wouldn’t have known that he’d actually managed to acquire some. From the bed, Verity seemed to deflate, shoulders drooping, gaze sinking to the floor. 
 
    “Is this what I should be blaming for my son’s increasingly erratic behavior?” she snapped. 
 
    “It’s not… what you think.” He winced and caught himself as he reflexively began reaching for the wine bottle. “Gods. You know, maybe it’s better for you to just assume what you will about this.” 
 
    But even as he spoke, Verity stood up and made her way to the pollen. She pressed a hand to her chest, solemnly meeting the underqueen’s gaze. 
 
    “Verity,” whispered Avina. “You poor girl. It was yours, then?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    Koa added some context. “She had a seizure after she ran out yesterday. I went into town to buy more, simply to treat her symptoms. I thought I’d try to wean her off it.” 
 
    “It is what is recommended, from what I know,” provided Petra. 
 
    “Well then,” said Avina. “I suppose I’ll bring both the pollen and Verity to Cathelia. Makoa, she’s going to have her own room from this point forward. When she’s recovered some, she can return to her duties as your servant.” 
 
    He nodded, but it was a greater loss than it seemed. The nightmares had been less intense with Verity sleeping next to him. A dark and cynical part of him wondered if it was simply his unconscious mind being tricked into thinking Ruby was sharing his bed. Still, his mother’s reaction was fair enough, certainly less disastrous than it could have been. 
 
    “Is that all?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” Avina folded her arms, her expression gaining some softness and perhaps vulnerability. “I want you to make an appearance for dinner.” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “I was planning on it.” 
 
    “You were?” 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised,” he teased.  
 
    “No, no,” she said, quickly. “Well… yes. Surprised, but not at all displeased.” 
 
    He stepped forward and took one of her hands. “I want to be the best version of myself. That extends to my moods, how I present myself as a prince, but most of all in how I cultivate my relationships. Life is so much shorter than I ever realized, so precious and fickle. Bah, I put a morose spin on even this.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s morose, Koa,” she whispered. “I think that’s beautiful. I think—” 
 
    Avina suddenly winced and touched her forehead. Strangely, Petra matched the motion, her own hand going to her head. 
 
    “It’s uncanny at times how much the two of you share through your bond,” he said with a chuckle. “Was that a migraine?” 
 
    “Of a sort,” answered Petra. “Ah.” 
 
    Petra glanced expectedly at Avina, who seemed dazed by the moment. 
 
    “Yes,” his mother finally said. “I think we should be going for now. Makoa, I will see you for dinner.” 
 
    “You will.” He squeezed her hand and pulled her into a loving, but respectable hug. He stepped to Petra next, smirking as he leaned in to steal a kiss. 
 
    “Petra,” he said. 
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    Her face flushed in a way that he only saw rarely as he brought his mouth to hers. She kissed him back slowly, almost reluctantly at first, and then all at once seemed to meld into the moment. The kiss deepened, and their bodies pulled into an embrace. She was less restrained, if anything, than she’d been on his first arrival. 
 
    He expected his mother to intervene, but she merely let out a patient laugh. Koa gave Petra a look as they parted, one he hoped would carry his desire to find her and bed her as soon as they found a chance to sneak away. She seemed almost speared through by it. 
 
    “We should really be going,” said his mother. “Verity. Come.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    “Stop laughing!” hissed Avina. 
 
    Avina, in Petra’s body, and Petra, in Avina’s body, walked down the hallway outside Cathelia’s chamber. They’d maintained their composure and guises as they’d brought Verity to the healer. Cathelia had been confident she could slowly wean her off the pollen, and at least one situation seemed to have found resolution. 
 
    “It is not mean-spirited laughter,” said Petra, playing with a short lock of her unfamiliar blonde hair. “Your face, well, my face, when he kissed you. I have not seen it turn that color from an outside perspective before.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting him to…” Avina scowled, feeling the flush rising again along with disproportional fury. “What happened to cooling your relationship off while we pursue a solution?” 
 
    “That is a question for you to answer,” pointed out Petra. “I have been careful. You will need to take the same care while within my body. Prince Koa is a young man with confidence and desire. It may not be an easy task.” 
 
    Avina agreed with her wholeheartedly, though the aspects of it that made it hard were the last thing she wished to delve into with her esper. Petra’s steamy romance with her son was so different from the arguments and mothering. She’d kissed him back without even thinking about it, some deeper part of her body and needs responding to the illicit intimacy automatically. 
 
    “This only lends urgency to our need to find this master surgeon, Savantra,” said Avina. 
 
    “I was planning on going today.” Petra shrugged with the underqueen’s pale, delicate shoulders. “If this swap does not persist overlong, I might still manage it.” 
 
    “I can go,” said Avina. “It’s not as though it matters all that much who gets the information. I’ll simply be asking questions.” 
 
    “If… you are comfortable with that,” said Petra, uncertainly. 
 
    “I’ll take my new handmaiden along with me,” said Avina. “It’ll be a good opportunity for me to see how she behaves in town while not under my direct supervision.” 
 
    Petra nodded but didn’t catch Avina’s implication. 
 
    “You’ll have to order her to accompany your esper,” Avina pointed out. 
 
    “Ah. Of course. Let us… go find her, then.” 
 
    They tracked Beatrice down, finding her in the middle of doing some of Avina’s own laundry. It was a chore that undoubtedly had been handed off to her by Mav, who’d previously inherited it from either Ruby or Reese. 
 
    Petra touched Avina’s arm as she made to round the corner and started toward her handmaiden. She furrowed her brow but held back. Koa was coming up the hallway behind Beatrice, walking fast enough to belay his intention. 
 
    “Hold, a moment,” called Koa. “Would you at least read the note he intended for you?” 
 
    “He can still write, then?” snapped Beatrice. “That’s impressive, but it makes no difference. I don’t want to read any missives from that, that… thing!” 
 
    “Beatrice, please.” He took one of her hands in a manner that would have given Avina the wrong idea had she not been able to hear the words alongside the gesture. “He’s still mostly Brin underneath the changes.  
 
    “The more I speak with him, the more of the man I remember seems to shine through. I think it would be the same for you. You’d be helping him even by just letting him see you, hale and hearty. He was a mess when he thought he’d lost you.” 
 
    Beatrice yanked her hand free and jabbed a finger into Koa’s chest. “He has lost me.” 
 
    She yanked the missive from his hand, tore it up, and threw it to the ground by Koa’s feet. That annoyed Avina in a minor way, less in terms of the slight and more due to the smirk she saw Koa respond with. Her son had always seemed drawn to inaccessible and complicated women. The last thing she needed was for him to bed another one of her handmaidens, especially one with such a volatile tie to the dustwalker. 
 
    Beatrice stomped off and rounded the corner, almost running right into them. Petra, still in Avina’s body, smiled and motioned for all of them to fall into step. 
 
    “Beatrice,” she said. “I need you to go into town.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “Into… town? Right now?” 
 
    She looked worried. Petra touched her shoulder. 
 
    “It is but a small errand, and my esper will accompany you,” said Petra. “I simply wish for you to start ranging more in your duties. You have done a wonderful job so far.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” said Beatrice. “When do we leave?” 
 
    They set out almost immediately. Petra retired to the library and assured Avina that she’d spend as much of the day there as she could. Avina strolled out through the castle’s main gate with Beatrice at her side, feeling an unexpected shift in her emotions. 
 
    The guards on the ramparts waved to her with casual familiarity. Beatrice hummed as she walked, following a few steps behind her. A trader who Avina recognized as one of the castle’s produce suppliers tipped his hat to her from the top of his cart, smiling comfortably. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” asked Beatrice. 
 
    Avina realized she’d come to a stop, so transfixed as she was. “Not at all. Just admiring the day.” 
 
    She’d realized before that most people were more formal with her, as the underqueen, than they would normally present. Experiencing it from Petra’s perspective seemed to underline that fact in vivid detail.  
 
    Petra is an esper, as well, she thought. These people are only relaxing part way in her presence, and the result is still profound to me. 
 
    It was a beautiful day, unseasonably warm, well into winter as they now were. Avina walked slowly down the path into Gladetown. She still drew a fair amount of attention as an esper, but it was lessened to a degree that was liberating.  
 
    She watched a group of children playing, able to appreciate them focusing on their game instead of stopping to gape or bow. A young baker was selling fresh raspberry tarts from a market stall. Avina smiled as the woman offered one to her, accepting before dimly realizing that Petra didn’t have a purse on her. 
 
    “It’s a gift, Lady Esper,” said the woman. “I couldn’t accept money even if you insisted!” 
 
    Well, I suppose some things haven’t changed all that much. 
 
    The pastry was delicious, and she offered half to Beatrice, who laughed and immediately dug in. Avina found the road the hostel was located on easily enough. It was on the southwestern edge of Gladetown, within sight of the castle, but only just. 
 
    The building was ramshackle, with one of the steps leading up to the door collapsed through and several empty plant pots outside. Avina glanced at Beatrice, unsure of whether she was seeking an opinion or encouragement. 
 
    “I know this place,” she said. “Never stayed here before. Mostly, out of town folk use it. Lots of beds but overpriced for what you get.” 
 
    The entryway spilled out into a spacious common room. An old woman stirred a pot over the hearth. Open doorways behind her revealed rows of simple bunks, along with a few travelers still sleeping late into the morning. 
 
    “Hello,” said Avina. “I’m looking for someone, and I was told you may be able to help me find them.” 
 
    “That’s a question I get fairly often,” said the woman. “I can only answer if the person in question wants to be found. Most of the time I have to judge that myself.” 
 
    “It’s a master surgeon by the name of Savantra,” said Avina. “Two lives hang in the balance, and she might well be the only one who can save them.” 
 
    An exaggeration, perhaps, but not a major one. There was no telling how the bond anomaly might present within her and Petra moving forward. If the swaps began arriving more frequently, they might be left too disoriented to live normal lives even as one another. If the swaps slowed down and left them stranded as each more often… 
 
    The flush came to her face again, and she could almost see Petra’s amusement in her mind’s eye, hearing the echo of her teasing. 
 
    “Savantra is a master surgeon?” said the old woman, amazed but also incredulous. “I… can somehow believe it, though it raises as many questions as it answers. She seemed a bit strange. Intelligent, but strange. Not the type I was surprised to find staying at a bunkhouse, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    Avina wasn’t sure she did, but that wasn’t her most pressing question. “Where can I find her now?” 
 
    “She has a spot of her own I think,” said the old woman. “Says she only needs to be in town during the colder months. I think it’s up by Eaglechill Point. That’s hopefully where you’ll find her.” 
 
    There was a trace of worry in her voice in that last sentence. Avina nodded slowly. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Hopefully I’ll be able to find her.” 
 
    “I share in that hope, Lady Esper.” 
 
    Avina turned to Beatrice, intent on asking if she might want to stroll through the town some more before heading back to the castle. The handmaiden’s attention was fixed out the window, eyes wide with shock. 
 
    Brin stood in the street, staring straight back at them. Avina touched her handmaiden’s shoulder even as her own heart began to pound in her chest. She reminded herself of the most essential fact of all — she was Petra, and Petra was fearless. 
 
    “That bastard!” hissed Beatrice. The anger seemed to flee her voice as quickly as it’d arrived as she continued, “I… I don’t want to see him! Why is he here? Oh, gods!” 
 
    “Stay close,” said Avina. “I won’t let him touch you. Try to stay calm and don’t say anything that you think might rile him.” 
 
    Beatrice held onto the sleeve of Petra’s shirt as they made their way outside. The dustwalker looked similar to the friend of Koa’s that Avina remembered him once being, but there were changes, small details that gave away the monster’s true nature. 
 
    His eyes were grainy, streaked through around the irises by dust. Patches of his skin held the same texture, small blotches and streaks not unlike a person might wear a rash. He was breathing heavily, though it was hard to tell whether that was due to Beatrice’s presence or the mere exertion of existing in human form. 
 
    “What do you want?” snapped Avina. 
 
    “Beatrice…” Brin spoke past her, eyes only for the handmaiden. “It’s true, then. You are at the castle.” 
 
    “Get away from me,” whispered Beatrice. “I know what you did!” 
 
    “Please…” Brin took a step forward. Beatrice immediately moved to stay behind Avina. The dustwalker hesitated, his face showing surprise, and then annoyance. 
 
    “I can explain all that’s happened,” said Brin. “Listen. Just sit with me.” 
 
    “You’re a monster!” shouted Beatrice. 
 
    “You were fine with it before,” said Brin. “If it wasn’t for the Blackrope Guild and what happened, you never would have even known!” 
 
    “You think keeping a secret turns it into nothing?” she snapped back. “I know now, and that’s all that matters. I want nothing to do with you! Nothing!” 
 
    “You’re reacting instead of thinking.” Brin winced, showing his teeth for an instant. He rubbed his shoulder, a few grains of dust coming loose as he did. “Please. Petra, let me speak with my woman alone for a minute.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing,” said Avina. 
 
    “Go!” shouted Beatrice. “Just go!” 
 
    Brin stepped forward. Avina held her ground. Beatrice suddenly roared and tried to come around from behind her to push Brin hard in the chest. He seized one of the handmaiden’s arms, and the situation devolved into chaos. 
 
    Avina pushed Brin back, expecting to do it with her own strength instead of Petra’s. Brin flew through the air, only coming to a stop with the help of the wall of a nearby building. Dust billowed outward from the point of impact, though it was hard to tell how much was from him and how much from the structure. 
 
    “You can’t stop me from seeing her!” shouted Brin. “I love her! Beatrice, just… listen to me!” 
 
    “There’s nothing you could say!” shouted Beatrice. “Please, just go!” 
 
    “Brin,” said Avina, trying for the gentlest voice her tense nerves could manage. “It won’t end well if you escalate this encounter.” 
 
    “So what then?” he asked, spitting the words. “I should just be silent and have it not end well, either? I should just leave, without speaking my piece?” 
 
    “Yes!” screamed Beatrice.  
 
    “You were most of what kept me myself!” he screamed back. 
 
    He clenched his hands midway into fists, clawed fingers echoing his shredded intentions. Avina locked eyes with him for a moment and went from being sure he would attack to wondering if he would fall to his knees. 
 
    Wordlessly, Brin turned and rushed down a nearby alleyway. Avina grabbed Beatrice’s hand and began pulling her back in the direction of the castle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Koa’s first order of business had been set into his mind long before he’d arrived back in Harvestglade. There was a war on its way, and he needed to present himself to his men. Not as Prince Koa. Well, not just as their prince. As a man, as a sorcerer, and as a leader. 
 
    He first went to the guard barracks, where the majority of the essential recruits had been staying during the building political tension. There were more soldiers in town and in the surrounding villages, already poised to be called into action at a moment’s notice. The castle held the career soldiers and officers, along with those who already served double duty as guards to their underqueen. 
 
    The barracks were empty, but Koa so rarely paid the section of the castle notice that he wasn’t sure if that was normal or not. He asked a passing servant who pointed him in the direction of the back field, which was outside the castle’s walls and just beyond the tree line.  
 
    It wasn’t a long walk, and the fresh air seemed to focus his thoughts. He was acting in service to Harvestglade again. All the political nuances and scheming of the capitol was behind him. Horny strode along at Koa’s ankle, keeping pace with uncanny ease. 
 
    He found Lauric just where the servant had suggested he might. The guard captain stood at the head of several lines of men he was apparently drilling. His eyes flicked to Koa as he began making his way around. 
 
    “Five more laps,” called Lauric. “Closer this time, but we’re still not quite there.” 
 
    The men shot into motion without so much as a grunt of dissent. Koa mimed clapping as he made his way up to their commanding officer. 
 
    “Impressive, Captain Lauric,” he said. “I doubt we’ll have to worry much if they maintain the same level of discipline once we set out.” 
 
    “I suspect we’ll still have our fair share of worries.” Lauric didn’t turn to face Koa, and his tone was bitter with annoyance.  
 
    He’s probably still carrying judgment after the little pollen incident in town, thought Koa. Bringing it up seems like it would only make it worse. 
 
    “Let’s start addressing them in advance, then.” Koa leaned closer to the captain, counting off on his fingers. “This will be a long campaign in a distant land. I’m sure Thunderclaw will have the logistics in place for some kind of comprehensive supply line, but until our army joins with the core of the Ostean forces, we’ll need to think about how to manage our own resources.” 
 
    “I fear you are thinking too far ahead, my prince,” said Lauric. “We are already under attack here in Harvestglade if the news of Fairknoll bears truth.” 
 
    “I had thought you would be keener toward a chance to serve the realm as a whole,” said Koa. “A little bit of hard marching might do us all some good.”  
 
    He winced at his words as he noticed Lauric’s condition, still thin and haggard from imprisonment in Sabantius.  
 
    “We serve Harvestglade before Osteanus,” said Lauric, in an unyielding tone. “Always. I would expect you to understand that better than most, my prince.” 
 
    “I understand your position, along with my mother’s, but this is about the honor of the realm. The future of the realm. It’s a much larger matter than a standalone attack on some far-flung village.” 
 
    “Respectfully, you do not understand the situation as well as you think you do, Your Highness.” 
 
    “It’s interesting how when people preempt a statement with respectfully, it always serves as a thin veneer for an insult,” said Koa. 
 
    “There are better ways for you to prove your honor at the moment than rushing into war against another realm,” said Lauric. “You’re drunk.” 
 
    Koa thought for a moment that the other man was issuing the statement poetically, calling him drunk on ambition and excitement, and then realized that he had been drinking that morning. Leaning in to speak to Lauric man to man might not have been the best idea. 
 
    “I had some wine, but I am by no means drunk,” he said. “But even if I was, it’s got nothing to do with this conversation. I will be in charge when this campaign begins, good captain. I need to make sure my army is ready.  
 
    Lauric gave him a long glance. When he finally spoke, it was in a booming shout to the men, rather than his prince. 
 
    “Fall in! Straight march through the castle’s back gate and down into town.” 
 
    The men filed by Koa without acknowledgement as they obeyed. Lauric marched at their head as they started off. It was one of the most humiliating slights of Koa’s life, and truth be told, he wasn’t sure he could even articulate why. 
 
    He went first to his chamber to get his sword and then down into the castle’s training hall. Lauric might be familiar to the men, capable of leading them through drills around Gladetown with the snap of his voice, but that would change once they entered true conflict. 
 
    Though, perhaps not from any fanciful display of Koa’s swordsmanship. His shoulder had healed to the point where it didn’t actively hurt as he moved through his drills, but the muscles he’d been favoring had weakened. It would still take time to get back to where he’d been before his injury, and that place had been only a hair or two above average to begin with. 
 
    He trained anyway. Self-pity far too often became his default mode of thinking. He would train, he would get better. He would command the respect of Harvestglade’s army through his own excellence rather than any inherent right as a prince.  
 
    “Swords have two edges, princeling. You should mind that you don’t come to rely on them too much.” 
 
    Haza’s voice was all too familiar. Koa had put the old sorcerer out of his mind, and not just since returning to Harvestglade. He’d been actively avoiding thinking about him and what Verity had told him since before he’d first left for the capital. 
 
    “Do you need something, Hazafallius?” he asked, coldly. “Should I call you that, or should we dispense with the pretense, grandfather?” 
 
    Haza let out a long sigh. “I should have told you sooner.” 
 
    “You never told me at all,” said Koa. “Verity was the one who let it slip, for what it’s worth. Knowledge she undoubtedly discovered from the many private conversations she’s eavesdropped in on.” 
 
    Haza’s staff tapped against the stone as he made his way deeper into the room. The old sorcerer looked tired, borderline ragged even compared to his usual aged and hobbling state. His braided hair wasn’t entirely gray, but some of the gray sections had begun turning white, giving it an entire spectrum of monochrome color. All of his joints looked overlarge, almost swollen, knuckles and elbows and even his Adam’s apple presenting with added prominence. 
 
    “It is currently and has always been a complicated situation,” said Haza. “Makoa. You were simply born at the wrong time.” 
 
    “My apologies! I suppose I’ll have to work on that for the next go.” 
 
    “You had enemies. Some who you never would have been able to recognize in time. Others who would have tried to kill you before you even came within a stone’s throw of adulthood. Your parents were taken by the Naked Wasting, along with your uncle. I was your only grandparent. I am the one who… arranged your adoption, but it was the right choice.” 
 
    Koa couldn’t look at him. He shook his head and hacked his sword into the training dummy a couple of times, feeling a fresh blister popping from the friction of the last hit. 
 
    “I suppose it speaks to my current volatility that I can be upset about this on top of everything else that’s happening in my life, but…” He finally turned to face the old man, eyes suddenly acid hot. “Did you simply… not want me?” 
 
    “Of course I wanted you!” shouted Haza. “There was too much going on. Around you. With me. I wasn’t in a place where I could have protected you at the time.” 
 
    “I’ve seen what you can do with your magic, Haza,” said Koa. “I know you could have protected me. You would have been in your prime. You could have gone to Osteanus along with me!” 
 
    “I could have. I chose not to.” Haza’s voice turned cold. “You will one day, if you’re lucky, live to make decisions like that, Makoa. Neither good nor bad, but consequential.” 
 
    “Right, right!” shouted Koa. “Just resolve yourself from all responsibility. Nothing is your fault. None of the basic expectations apply to you. You haven’t failed anyone through your poor judgment.” 
 
    “Do you feel like a failure, princeling?” 
 
    “I feel like you would have showed up earlier if you really gave a single damn about me.” Koa swung at the training dummy again. “I feel like you should have told me when we first met! You know why I think you didn’t? Because you’re ashamed, Haza. And rightly so.” 
 
    Horny began whining from where he’d curled up in the corner of the training hall, wings flapping and shaking out.  
 
    Haza lowered his head and slowly turned around. “You should feed that animal. I don’t think you appreciate just how large they can grow.” 
 
    Koa waited for his footsteps to echo their way back upstairs before attacking the training dummy with stupid force. He slashed it, stabbed through in the cushioned section, yanked the blade free, and hurled it to the ground in a sharp clash of metal. 
 
    Horny reacted by rushing over to the weapon, seizing it by the hilt, and taking off. Koa swore under his breath and started after the animal. The last thing he needed were rumors about his familiar stealing his sword on top of those likely already swirling about his drunkenness and pollen usage.  
 
    The hookhorn made it all the way outside, leaping through an open window, before Koa caught up with him. He was at least fortunate in not running into anyone during his pursuit. Horny flapped his wings just as Koa made to grab the sword. He reached up as the hookhorn rose to shoulder level, getting a firm grip on one of his back legs. 
 
    Amusingly, Horny continued flapping. Koa grabbed the leg he held with his other hand and gave a small yank, expecting the hookhorn to fall into his arms. The opposite happened. He rose a few inches into the air, and then a few feet. He gave it another second, expecting his weight to overwhelm the animal’s capacity for flight. 
 
    Quite suddenly, he was too high in the air to safely let go. The moment after that was the one in which he realized he could have let go a few seconds earlier, but absolutely couldn’t now and was quite literally hanging on for dear life. 
 
    “Horny!” he shouted. “I don’t have wings! Be, ah, reasonable about this. Remember how much love you have for me. Remember how much you love it when I feed you!” 
 
    The hookhorn let out a chirping laugh and spread his wings, which were so much larger than Koa had ever realized, as it glided in a circle over the castle. The amount of lift generated still seemed impossible, but he was conscious of Horny’s origin of being from another realm and had certainly seen magic work in both subtle and blatant forms before. 
 
    He looked down. It was both a mistake and incredible. His heart pounded like a drummer slamming his fists down in a roll. He simultaneously felt so dizzy that he could throw up and so exhilarated that he wanted to shout. 
 
    Harvest Castle looked so modest, a mere location amidst the sprawling expanse of the forest the glade was nestled within. He could see the turret towers, though the angle was now too high for him to glimpse the erotic stained-glass scene he and Brin had once had a wager on. 
 
    Gladetown, buildings flowing down the slope along the hill before pooling in the clearing at the bottom, was just a sliver of the greater expanse of what he could see. It made him think about Fairknoll, tasting the sourness of his own appraisal of it as an unimportant village. It was all unimportant, tiny against the rest of the world, only consequential as a setting for people’s lives. 
 
    He'd stopped shouting to Horny to put him down. The hookhorn would have to land eventually. The fur of the leg he was hanging from was short but thick and bristly in exactly the way needed for him to maintain his grip. The animal, he now noticed, was flying at an ungainly angle. Regardless of how Horny seemed to set his bearing, he traveled in a slow circle to the left.  
 
    I’ll grab both back legs next time, Koa thought. And there will most certainly be a next time. 
 
    Horny widened the circle he was flying in. They began dipping toward the trees outside of the glade itself, not far from where the road cut a thin line through them. Koa let out a worried hum as the tips of the trees drew nearer, and he pulled up his feet. 
 
    The hookhorn seemed to have an idea about the size and needs of the man clinging to his leg. He banked to bring them in a gap between two trees and then carefully navigated overhanging branches. A few did swipe Koa’s arms and abdomen, one brushing the side of his cheek, but it was bearable. 
 
    When the ground rose up to greet his legs, he made the mistake of trying to land at a standstill. The momentum carried him forward into an ungainly roll. He lay flat on his back for a few seconds, breathing and laughing. More than anything, he was bursting with pride for his pet. 
 
    A different emotion took over as he rose to one knee and got a look around where he was. They were just off the road, in a spot where a fallen log seemed to be the centerpiece of a small clearing.  
 
    It was the spot he and Ruby used to play in as children, one which held endless memories. Memories he’d once cherished that were now full of unavoidable barbs, like the brambles of a beautiful rose. 
 
    “I wish you were here…” he whispered. “Gods, Ruby. I miss you. What would you think of me now?” 
 
    She wouldn’t have blamed him. He knew that, and he had known that since the day of her death, but he’d never let himself believe it. He hadn’t been ready to let himself off the hook and still wasn’t, but he could at least imagine her looking upon him with worry and compassion rather than disappointment and anger. 
 
    She wouldn’t have wanted him to seek revenge. He knew that just as surely. Koa let out a sigh and walked over to the log. He sat down on it in the spot he’d usually take and stared at the empty space Ruby had favored for herself.  
 
    She would have wanted him to defend Harvestglade, first and foremost. It was her home as much as it was his. She would have wanted him to act like a prince that the people could be proud of, not one drowning in grief, burying sorrow under a stream of wine. 
 
    “I can try,” he whispered. “Is that enough, Ruby? For me to simply… try.” 
 
    Horny made a noise, popped a squat, and began pushing out an enormous tube of poop. Koa picked a few pieces of bark and began flicking them at the animal.  
 
    It was just about lunchtime. They both needed to eat.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Avina arrived back at the castle with Beatrice safely. The handmaiden was understandably shaken and insisted on immediately reporting to “the underqueen,” which Avina found amusing. Petra was still in the library, reading from a book of geography with Mav standing nearby and looking oddly confused. 
 
    “Lady Underqueen!” Beatrice rushed through a curtsy as she continued in a flood of words. “There’s been an attack! The dustwalker confronted us in town, and, and…” 
 
    “It was more of a heated discussion than an attack,” said Avina. “In my opinion, at least. Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I… trust your judgment, Petra,” said Petra, in a careful but uncomfortable sounding voice. 
 
    Avina frowned, recognizing that her esper was not nearly as practiced of an actor as she was. She tried to subtly nod toward Mav but had to do it twice before Petra picked up on her point. 
 
    “Mav, would you please see to Beatrice?” asked Petra. “Get some food with her and have her tell you the full story from the beginning.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” said Mav. 
 
    Once they were alone, Avina sighed and collapsed into the chair next to Petra. Petra reached over, rubbing her shoulder. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m more or less fine,” said Avina. “It can be stressful at times to play your role.” 
 
    “I feel much the same way. Everyone is so tense around you. I thought I already experienced that to a degree, as your esper, but this is so much more to bear than I had realized.” 
 
    “Yeah, likewise,” said Avina. “I wasn’t sure what to do about Brin, the dustwalker. I don’t understand your powers, Petra. But I doubt I would have been able to fight him even if I did.” 
 
    “We should find time to remedy that even as we continue working toward a solution for this problem,” said Petra. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Did you have any success finding the, ah…” Petra winced and reached for her forehead in the same moment the anomaly struck Avina. 
 
    She blinked as the world stopped spinning, now in the opposite chair, back in the body she claimed as her own. Petra took a breath that Avina could almost feel in her own chest. The bond hummed with the cadence of a racing heart, only slowly calming down over the next minute. 
 
    “Savantra.” Avina let out a small chuckle at how accustomed they’d grown to their little anomaly, how they could simply continue the conversation through such change. “She’d left the hostel already. Supposedly she resides in Eaglechill Point. I think I’ve seen it marked on some maps of the nearby area.” 
 
    “I will confirm where it is and head out immediately,” said Petra. 
 
    Avina shook her head slowly, feeling oddly rushed by recent events. “Go tomorrow. We’ll take tonight to rest. I want us to have dinner with Koa and give him our attention.” 
 
    “I do not think that would be unwise. He has experienced such struggles in recent days.” 
 
    Their hands were both on the library table, and with neither of them being the instigator, they slid them together and threaded their fingers. Neither of them said anything for a while, but only because all the communication was taking place through their bond. 
 
    As much as their recent bodily confusion upset them both, it’d brought them closer, especially now that they were back together in Harvestglade. Avina couldn’t believe she’d ever doubted Petra in the way that she had. The esper was closer to her than a sister, more knowable than perhaps even some parts of her own self. 
 
    The thought made her tense as though she’d just remembered something as one or both of them turned their mental attention back toward Makoa. Her son. Petra’s lover. They were closer than ever, and the wonderful sense of knowing Petra still held a dangerous, twisted edge. She had to be careful. 
 
    She spent the next few hours bathing and tending to a few minor duties. Her order to Mav was simply to watch out for Koa and let her know when he arrived back at the castle. It felt a little like spying on her son, but perhaps she’d missed that aspect of their relationship in their time apart, too. 
 
    She wore casual clothes as she made her way down for dinner, a pale blue gown she never would have worn outside the castle, and soft slippers intended exclusively for indoors. She normally welcomed the presence of Reese and Lauric to her table for dinner, pleasant company as they were. She found them nowhere in sight and wondered if word of her desire to spend time with her son had already spread through the castle. 
 
    Petra was already seated at the smaller table in the feast hall they typically used for casual meals. “Makoa is on his way, according to your handmaiden, Beatrice.” 
 
    “Good,” said Avina. “It’s been too long since we’ve had a moment like this.” 
 
    Petra nodded as two servants began bringing out the food. Steak, potatoes and carrots, with a freshly baked apple pie and cream — nearly all of Koa’s favorites. She took a seat across from Petra, leaving Koa with room to sit between them. 
 
    Her son looked surprised as he strode into the feast hall, but not in a bad way. He was also wearing a fairly casual outfit, a gray shirt with the top few buttons undone and tan slacks. He gave Avina a fond smile, and Petra a slightly more mischievous one, but the way their emotions echoed through the bond made it feel like they’d each gotten both. 
 
    “Mother,” said Koa. “Petra.” 
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina. “Come on over. Sit down.” 
 
    “I see the castle’s kitchen staff has gone all out.” He eyed the food as he strode toward his seat between them. “All this, for me?” 
 
    “I thought you might prefer a proper meal to travel rations,” said Avina. 
 
    “You thought right.” He eyed Avina as he took his seat, eyes roving over her for a naked second. “Is that a new gown?” 
 
    “Ah. Newish. I don’t know if you’ve seen it before.” 
 
    “It fits you well.” His eyes glanced downward again, toward her chest, but he only seemed to realize it after he’d done it. “Ah. I mean, it looks good on you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Avina couldn’t help but smile and orient her posture more toward him. “Have some wine. We still have so much to discuss.” 
 
    “We do,” he agreed. “So much. I checked on Verity after arriving back at the castle this afternoon.” 
 
    “I’ve been having Cathelia bring me updates,” said Avina. “Verity is doing well, at least in terms of being weaned off the pollen. Cathelia is more concerned about some of the… mental trauma she might have endured from the attack.” 
 
    Koa closed his eyes. One of the cooks was serving the food and paused on the way to placing the carrots and potatoes on Koa’s. 
 
    “I think that’s a valid concern,” he finally said. “It was a dark moment for her.” 
 
    “And for you, Makoa,” whispered Avina. “I know.” 
 
    She almost said I remember, but the last thing she needed to do was hint at her and Petra’s secret to Koa, of all people. Her son motioned for the cook to continue loading his plate up when he saw the attention being paid to him. Avina felt his hand brush her knee under the table, amplified by surprise and mild pleasure from Petra, who’d no doubt received a similar touch. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said. “I’m doing better by the day. I wanted to have a pleasant meal with you and Petra. Let’s not dwell on everything we have to be sad about. Tell me about your day.” 
 
    “All right. I…” She hesitated, almost forgetting herself, or at least who she was supposed to be. “…sent Petra into town to run an errand. Along with my newest handmaiden, Beatrice. They encountered the dustwalker.” 
 
    Koa’s knife clinked on his plate as he pushed it down into his steak with more force than he may have been intending. “Are you all right, Petra? What happened?” 
 
    “Ah…” Petra blinked, clearly caught off guard. “I am well, my prince. The encounter was tense, but ultimately, we did not come to blows.” 
 
    Avina had explained to Petra what’d happened, but she still felt a twinge of worry over the esper’s ability to recount the situation to Koa’s satisfaction. 
 
    “It seems as though Beatrice was the monster’s focus,” said Avina. “We should be thankful that the encounter didn’t rise to the level of open violence.” 
 
    “He still loves her,” muttered Koa with a sigh. “When I gave him the proof that Beatrice was still alive back in Twinfalls, he seemed as though nothing would stop him from going back to her. I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “You’ve started addressing the dustwalker as though it’s a person,” Avina pointed out. 
 
    Koa shrugged. “It might not be a person, but there is at least one person within it. Let me guess. It was Beatrice asking Brin to stop that made him stand down, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Avina almost answered, despite Koa having directed the question at Petra. The esper slowly nodded, and Avina noticed how much that seemed to sate her son, as though he’d received confirmation of something he’d already believed. 
 
    “What?” he asked, smiling. “I can’t take an interest in the movements and actions of my esper?” 
 
    Avina let her fork strike her plate. She glanced toward Petra, who looked similarly worried and bewildered. 
 
    “It was just a joke,” said Koa, soothingly. “Though there are those who have been passing such rumors on. I seem to develop new facets to my reputation simply by existing.” 
 
    “You are the magus of the king,” Petra pointed out. 
 
    “So I am.” 
 
    “I don’t like it when you speak of the dustwalker as though it’s your friend or your esper, but…” Avina paused, biting her lip as she tried to articulate what she wanted to ask. “You may be the only one who can keep it in check, Makoa. I’m not sure I can count on my handmaiden to calm it down next time if its mood turns volatile.” 
 
    “I’ll speak with him,” said Koa. “It may have to play second fiddle to the expedition out to Fairknoll and investigating the attack on the town.” 
 
    “You’ve decided that the report should be taken seriously, then?” asked Avina. 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. “I still plan on reaching the frontlines and fighting in the name of the realm, but I must think of protecting my home first. My loved ones.” 
 
    “That’s a mature way of thinking, Koa,” whispered Avina. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    He smirked, and she felt his hand settle on her knee again under the table. “I know you are.” 
 
    The bond burned as hot as the inside of Avina’s thigh. His hand was just on her knee, but his other hand was touching Petra much more freely. The combination of sensations was enough to render both women borderline breathless. 
 
    “It’s good to have you home, Koa.” She cleared her throat, trying to banish a slight quiver from her voice. “You’ve been missed.” 
 
    “As I’ve missed you, Mother,” he said, giving her knee one last little squeeze. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    It was Koa’s turn. He knew it with every fiber of his being. It was his turn, but he always went second. The sound of Ruby’s screams ravaged him even as he began to slam his shoulder into the door. Even as the flames began to lick at his clothing, cooking the outer limits of his flesh. 
 
    “Ruby!” he screamed, lungs burning with smoke and ash and a deeper, less definable agony. “Ruby!” 
 
    The door seemed as solid as a wall of stone, but searing hot to the touch and still thin enough to convey the suffering of the woman he loved beyond it. The flames were grabbing at him now, fully embodied as a force and an entity. 
 
    He turned and pushed his hands into the shoulders of a monster made entirely of heat and death. The force was enough to fling it backward into the wall, but it recovered in an instant. Koa had his casting cane in his hand, but it was immediately incinerated as he swung it into an attack. 
 
    His hand and arm were next to follow as he attacked again, burning to ash like a stick thrust into a bonfire. Ruby’s screams intensified to the point where it was as though she was screaming for them both. Koa sobbed, regret and loss and agony all twisting into a braid of deeper despair. 
 
    He woke up alone in his bed, body and sheets soaked with sweat. He gasped for breath, shuddering as he rolled to one side and forced himself to sit up. The pain was so real, not what he’d felt in the dream, but certainly not any better. Koa gritted his teeth and pressed a hand to his chest, feeling a deep, aching twist within his heart that he could do practically nothing about. 
 
    Well, there is one thing, he thought. Verity. We’re no different. 
 
    Most of the wine bottles he’d brought up to his room were empty. One had perhaps a finger width’s worth of wine left, the taste off from all the sediment pooling in the bottom. It was late, deep into those hours that lurk between true night and early morning. The last thing he wanted was for his mother or Petra to receive a warning about his drinking from one of the guards or servants, but there was a good chance they were all asleep. 
 
    He’d enjoyed sitting down for dinner with them. Being in their company brought a level of sense back to the world for him, and even gave him glimpses of hope. His mother and his lover, his true family, the ones he could count on. 
 
    But they were counting on him, too, and that fact cut him deeper than it strengthened. He was poised to fail them, just as he’d failed Ruby. All it would take was a single wrong decision, one passing lapse of judgment. He needed to be more than he was, for them as much as for himself. 
 
    He noticed something strange about them as of late, though it was remarkably hard to put into words. They seemed worryingly distracted on top of being more in tune with one another. The latter observation was not one that Koa considered to be entirely benign. It seemed as though their bond had begun to tug at them in a stressful manner. 
 
    He was beginning to realize that he perhaps didn’t understand the connection between an esper and their master in the way he’d once thought he did. It made him wonder if his early jest about Brin being his esper to his mother and Petra had been in poorer taste than he’d assumed. 
 
    He snuck out of his room and crept through the castle hallways. The impulse to play up the gravity of his little sneaking outing made him feel like a boy again. He pressed his back to corners and peered around them, stopped to listen to a conversation between a guard on watch and one of the cooks off to make morning bread. 
 
    “After,” said the cook, a woman with short hair who’d been around the castle for a while. 
 
    “Everyone will be awake after,” said the man. 
 
    “Tomorrow, then. If my husband finds out…” 
 
    “He won’t find out.” 
 
    It wasn’t a conversation for Koa’s ears, but that didn’t stop them from burning. He used their distraction with one another to his advantage, slipping through the back door into the kitchens and then quickly sneaking down into the wine cellar. 
 
    He’d intended to bring two bottles back with him, but somehow ended up with four. Somewhere deep within, he sensed he really was no better than Verity and might even be in a worse place than her if not for the distaste he’d developed for pollen. 
 
    Koa took a route back to his room that led him by the infirmary. She was still occupying a bed there, and he risked setting his bottles down to slip the door partially open. She looked serene in bed, her dark hair making her face seem paler than it truly was in the moonlight that filtered in through the window. 
 
    She’ll be all right, he thought. I’ll help her find a way to be all right. 
 
    He made it back up to his room with far less emphasis on stealth. Which, as he opened the door and set the bottles down, he realized had been a lapse in his patience. 
 
    “Makoa,” said his mother. “What are you doing up so late?” 
 
    She was the last person he’d wanted to encounter amidst replenishing his booze, and yet the sound of her soft voice still made his heart melt with fondness. He didn’t hide what he’d been carrying as he turned around to face her in his doorway. 
 
    She wore only a white nightgown, the kind so thin and insubstantial as to be reserved almost exclusively for her own chambers. Her hair, Koa now noticed, had gotten a fair bit longer than she usually kept it, blonde locks kissing her neck and shoulders still messy from sleep. 
 
    Her figure was highlighted by moonlight and shadow. She was Harvestglade’s underqueen with a body that echoed the land she ruled, small but fertile. The fabric was tight against her full breasts, with the lower hem covering her hips down to midthigh and no further. She was barefoot and briefly rubbed her toes against her opposite ankle, fidgeting in the cold. 
 
    “Mother,” he said, with a defeated sigh. “I was getting some wine.” 
 
    “At this hour?” 
 
    “Yes.” He picked one of the bottles back up and strode nearer to her. “Trust me when I say that I’m no happier about it than you are.” 
 
    “Do I need to have Cathelia delve into her remedies for you, too?” she whispered. 
 
    “I doubt she has much that can help with bad dreams.” He shrugged and decided to be blunt and truthful. “Nightmares… of Ruby.” 
 
    “Oh, Koa.” 
 
    She slid forward to pull him into a hug, reaching up to cradle his head into her in a manner as though he were still shorter than her. He still held a wine bottle in one hand, and the fact that she’d placed herself between him and it was not lost on him. 
 
    “I’m… managing,” he said. “You don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “I do.” She nuzzled into him with a soft movement. “And I will. You’ll never take that from me, regardless of how old you get or how many titles you accrue.” 
 
    He let his free hand rub the small of her back and pull her tighter against him. He was still in that sleepy state where his body simply reacted to sensations rather than categorizing them as appropriate or not. It was unreal how soft and womanly she was. He could feel the swell of her breasts, along with how little her nightgown did to contain them. 
 
    “I just need rest.” He shifted to kiss her on the cheek.  
 
    She kissed him back in the same spot, her lips lingering longer than his had.  
 
    “I agree,” she whispered. “So, as both your mother and your underqueen, I command you to set that bottle down and actually get some.” 
 
    “You command me?” He let out a quiet laugh. “Well, I suppose I can’t question your authority over me in multiple senses. I just need a small drink, and then it’s straight back to bed.” 
 
    “Not alone. I think it’s more of a problem if you fall into the habit of simply drinking alone and being alone. Come to my room.” 
 
    She let her hand slide across his chest for a moment and then pulled it back, as though realizing how the gesture might be interpreted. He still wasn’t sure how her words were to be interpreted, but that said more about his own tired, perverse mind than hers. 
 
    We’ve finally reached a state of normality again, he thought. I should be grateful for both that and the endurance of her love. 
 
    “I suppose I could do that,” he said. He wasn’t sure what to make of the stir of excitement in his loins. 
 
    “We’ll share a nightcap,” she said, with a shy smile. “Petra may even wake up for it. She cares for you just as much as I do.” 
 
    Another innocuous comment that made Koa burn far more than it should have. “I know she does.” 
 
    “Come on.” She led him by the hand to the door.  
 
    The ambience of the moment made his heart speed up. She was his mother, but she was still a woman, leading him by the hand to her chamber in the dead of night. With him carrying a bottle of wine, no less. 
 
    She slid the door to her room open, but stopped unexpectedly as she pulled him into the chamber. The moonlight illuminated what had broken her step. Petra was laying in their shared bed, the quilt pulled at a comical angle across her stomach. The rest of her was nude and uncovered, her dark purple nipples standing up mountain straight, a patch of thin pubic hair poking out above crossed legs. 
 
    “Avert your eyes for a moment,” whispered his mother. 
 
    “It’s nothing I haven’t, uh, seen before, Mother.” He winced at the admission, even though it was a simple, obvious fact. “She’s fine as is.” 
 
    More than fine. He felt a powerful hunger stirring within him as he stared at Petra, manhood hardening at a sprint. 
 
    “It’s not up to you.” She took him by the shoulders, turned him around, and then loudly cleared her throat as she stomped over to the bed. 
 
    “…Avina?” whispered Petra, in a tired voice. 
 
    “Koa has stopped by our room for a nightcap,” she said to her esper. “Bad dreams.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    He heard a rustle of sheets and quilts. After a few seconds, he turned around just in time to get a brief glimpse of Petra’s fantastic nude butt as she pulled her nightgown on. The garment was a match for the one Avina wore, except black in color instead of white. 
 
    They sat down at the circular table in the corner of the room. Avina brought out glasses, and Koa poured them each half full. He wasn’t sure what to say as he began to sip, but there wasn’t anything forced or awkward about the situation. He enjoyed their company, and it was a pleasant, quiet moment. 
 
    “You can talk about them if you want,” whispered his mother. “The dreams.” 
 
    He let his head lean sideways as he played with his now empty glass, spinning it in his fingers. “They’re never quite the same. Calling them dreams almost seems wrong, like I’m taunting part of my mind into attempting worse. It’s more just different variations of… what actually happened.” 
 
    Neither his mother nor Petra interrupted, even though it took him a minute to collect his next thought. Empathy and concern were written across both their faces. 
 
    “I feel like I deserve them, even though I know I shouldn’t,” he muttered. “She would want me to forgive myself. The fact that I’m not ready to just makes me feel selfish… but she always let me get away with being selfish. She’d tease me and push me but let me have my way.” 
 
    “She would want you to forgive yourself, Koa,” whispered his mother. 
 
    “I know this with just as much certainty,” added Petra. 
 
    “I know, and I will.” He poured more wine and quickly downed it. “Eventually.” 
 
    His mother gently extricated the bottle from his hand. “Let’s go to bed.” 
 
    He nodded and started to stand up, but she took hold of his wrist. 
 
    “There’s only a few hours left before morning,” she whispered. “You could… share our bed tonight. If you think it might dissuade the dreams. Right, Petra?” 
 
    His mother’s esper looked surprised, but in a good way. Petra held Koa’s gaze for a burning moment as she slowly nodded, a tiny but promising smile sneaking onto her lips. 
 
    “I think that is the perfect solution,” said Petra. 
 
    “It would help,” said Koa. “It would absolutely help.” 
 
    “I’ll be sleeping in the middle,” said Avina. “I’m not completely naïve about what might… come about otherwise.” 
 
    Much as he’d tried to contain his excitement a moment earlier, Koa now attempted to bury his disappointment. “If you insist.” 
 
    The disappointment, however, fled almost instantly as he considered having his mother next to him, dressed as she was in that insubstantial nightgown that seemed as much tailored for a noblewoman as an expensive courtesan. It was confusing in all the best ways, all the worst ones. 
 
    “Can I at least wish him goodnight?” purred Petra. 
 
    “I won’t stop you,” said Avina. 
 
    She walked over to him. Koa felt the room getting hotter with each step closer she took. She smiled again as she stood in front of him. 
 
    “Goodnight, my prince,” she whispered. 
 
    “Goodnight, Petra.” 
 
    He set a hand on her hip and drew her to him. They shared a lover’s kiss, hands roaming as they rocked into an embrace with one another. The moment underlined his mother’s insistence that they not sleep side by side. He saw her logic, firm but hard, as he ground his arousal into Petra’s body, pulling one of her thighs up.  
 
    It wouldn’t have mattered if my mother was in the same bed, he silently conceded. We would have fucked all night. 
 
    Petra suddenly drew back, one hand going to her forehead. Avina let out a cough from the other side of the bed, eyes suddenly drawn toward where Koa and her esper were standing. He was again reminded of how strange they’d been lately and suspected they’d just shared a moment through their bond. 
 
    “Um…” said Petra. “Goodnight, Koa.” 
 
    “You said that once already, but goodnight.” He laughed and kissed her one more time, surprised to feel her lips lagging a bit behind their previous passionate intensity. 
 
    “It is just for one night,” said his mother. “For Makoa. We all will go to sleep and wake up.” 
 
    “That’s… generally how sleeping works,” he remarked. He glanced at them both, but they were staring at each other. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing!” They both spoke in unison, seeming to contradict each other with their haste. Whatever it was, Koa knew he’d get nothing from pressing them on it. 
 
    “I didn’t bring my nightwear,” he said. “You don’t mind if I climb in wearing just my undershorts.” 
 
    “I do not,” said his mother.  
 
    Strangely, it was Petra who looked uncomfortable at the suggestion. He gave her a teasing smile as he slowly took off his shirt and trousers and stood before them. He let his mother climb into the middle spot on the bed before taking his place to her right, Petra on the other side. He pulled the quilt over them and let out a sigh. 
 
    “Everyone comfy?” he asked. 
 
    “Close,” said his mother. “You can come closer. I do not bite.” 
 
    “Not in a literal sense, Mother, but I’ve certainly seen you snap at rude petitioners before.” He moved in nearer to her and was surprised when she pressed herself back into him, her small body spooning perfectly against his. 
 
    “We all need our rest,” said Petra, in a terse voice. 
 
    “Koa, most of all,” whispered his mother. “True sleep, with sweet dreams, if any.” 
 
    She rubbed a hand up the side of his leg. Koa was as confused as he’d ever been, once more in all the best and worst ways. He knew his mother could get a little wild with her affection for him, but he hadn’t seen this side of her since… 
 
    Since that night in the tent, during the Great Hunt. 
 
    He leaned his face forward, putting an arm around her and letting his breath tickle her neck. She wriggled against him, her butt pressing into his crotch and his sprouting erection. Could she feel it? How could she not? How much wine had she drunk, exactly? 
 
    “Are you sure you’re comfortable, Mother?” he whispered, offering her an out. 
 
    “Very comfortable,” she whispered, with a teasing edge to her voice. “I like being in your arms, Makoa.” 
 
    From any other woman, it would have been an invitation as clear as crystalline ice over a pond on the first night of winter. From her, it was like a riddle, sexually charged and dangerous, but unanswerable. He let his body try to probe out the truth, touching her more boldly. 
 
    Petra cleared her throat from his other side, and shame stabbed through him. It wasn’t a question of disloyalty. It would have sat better on his conscience if it was, in truth. She knew where the line was, and unfortunately, so did he. He was balancing on it, swaying from side to side against the heat and softness of his mother’s nightgown-clad femininity. 
 
    Avina let out a small, almost inaudible moan and rocked back against him. Her movements were tired, drunken, perhaps. He wanted to believe that she didn’t know what she was doing, at least to some degree to see if he might excuse his own behavior in the same way. He slid one of his hands up her body, stopping just short of cupping a plump breast. 
 
    His mother shifted her body back and downward, arching her back, daring him to do more. Gods, he wanted to do more. It was a shameful fact, a fact like the sun, too sharp on his eyes to stare at directly. 
 
    “Mmm…” she whispered. “Makoa.” 
 
    She said his name in a way he hadn’t heard from her before, loving, but charged, like a hot bit of innuendo or verbal foreplay. He couldn’t take it anymore. He humped forward into her, letting his cock probe into her thighs. The fingers of one of his hands grazed her breast, drawing lines in soft flesh like fresh sand at the beach. 
 
    “Mother,” he whispered, countering in that same tone. 
 
    She hesitated, and perhaps she was right to. It was not the sound of her name, but who she was to him. It must have resonated differently in a lover’s voice. Koa felt as though the room spun around him. His cock was so hard, and he rocked it into her again, and again. He wanted her to feel it. If they were going to play this game, he would make his moves. 
 
    What does it mean to win at this game, he wondered. More importantly, what does it mean to lose? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Avina had never felt so confused and conflicted. The swap had switched her and Petra once more, just as they were climbing into bed. Mere seconds after she’d suggested an arrangement that would have had her sleeping in between her esper and her son, ostensibly to keep everyone quiet and comfortable through the night. 
 
    She was both listening to them and watching. Koa was in his own world, oblivious to her attention, but even if he’d noticed, it would have been Petra’s eyes he would have seen narrowed in scrutiny. He was behind her, embracing her in bed, though the word seemed so improper compared to the luridness of the moment. 
 
    Would he have done this to her, had she still been in her own body? Humping and groping, mouth so close to her neck that she was sure Petra could feel each of his hot breaths against bare skin. Petra was used to receiving Koa’s advances willingly, but the question of whether Avina would have stopped him had he tried was not one with a simple answer. 
 
    Was she affronted, annoyed at the liberties her esper and her son were both taking with her body? Or was she jealous? Jealous of what? There was an aspect of attention, love, even, to the intimacy, as base and wrong as it was. Then, there was everything else, lust and depravity and that horrible urge to simply give in and rut like animals. 
 
    “Makoa,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Mother,” Koa whispered back, voice deep and husky.  
 
    She knew how much danger they were all in just from the tone of their voices. She’d set a trap of herself and proceeded to bumble into it. Koa wasn’t going to stop, and Petra wasn’t going to stop him. 
 
    One of Avina’s hands had drifted down to her, Petra’s, crotch. The esper hadn’t bothered to clothe her body beyond the nightgown. Avina made the mistake of letting her fingers express some of her frustration. The erotic spike that went through both her and the bond as she began touching herself seemed to damn them all. 
 
    And it would only get worse. She would have to listen to each and every second of her son taking her, but not her. He’d wake up next morning thinking she was a depraved whore, and somehow most unfair of all was that she wouldn’t have even experienced it firsthand. 
 
    You shame yourself by even harboring that notion in passing, she thought. He’s Koa, your son. You would never want him to do such things to you… right? 
 
    A rhythmic rocking motion came from the other side of the bed, paired with a matching rustle of quilts and fabric. Avina sucked in a breath. Was he already taking her? Had she waited too long? 
 
    The question shook her from an erotic reverie. She was waiting, allowing the situation to progress while holding her breath instead of thinking and taking action. It wasn’t too late — Koa had gotten more brazen with his humping, but the gown clothing the underqueen’s body wasn’t bunched around her waist as would have been needed. 
 
    “Lady Avina,” said Avina, feeling a hotness, borderline anger in her words. “Are you comfortable?” 
 
    “I…” Petra hesitated, eyes blinking open mid-answer. “I am not… uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should help the young prince get to sleep?” suggested Avina. “With your permission? He seems to be struggling to calm himself down.” 
 
    Koa continued humping his mother’s body, one hand now brazenly cupping her breast, as the two women played at their surface level discussion. Avina could feel Petra fuming slightly through the bond and let her own emotions surge back. It was unfair for them both, but at least this way they’d be pretending in line with their bodies. 
 
    There was a pause, a moment where Avina was forced to acknowledge that Petra could say anything she wanted. She could order Avina, as her esper, to go run an errand to give her and Koa time to see where all the grinding and groping would lead. Petra was the underqueen while in her body… but there was still a level of trust between them, a concession to their friendship. 
 
    “He… may need your assistance,” said Petra, voice veering into a pout. “If you would be so willing to give it to him?” 
 
    Go ahead, thought Avina. Rub it in if you must. Yes, I’ll give my son what he needs. 
 
    Avina touched Petra’s shoulder, her own shoulder, and slowly drew the woman back from Koa. It felt far too much like parting two humping dogs, their bodies resisting and continuing to move and cling for a primal moment. Rising up, Avina climbed over her own body and settled into the middle spot. 
 
    “There,” she said, trying not to seem too pleased with her solution in front of Petra. “Is that not better for every—” 
 
    Koa cut her off with a deep kiss, pulling her to him without a moment’s hesitation. She felt his cock poking against one of her legs, as hard as a quarterstaff, tip sticky from his own pre-arousal. He rocked against her, already trying to slide into place between her thighs, and gods, she hated how badly she wanted him there. 
 
    “Let’s go back to my room,” he growled, into her ear. “Otherwise, I’m unsure if my mother will be able to get a full night’s sleep.” 
 
    She was weirdly annoyed by that, diminished by the idea that he would try to cut her out even if it was Petra currently in her body. None of it made any sense. The conflict of her emotions sat in a tangled pile, with only her love for her son seeming bright and true and simple underneath. 
 
    Bright and true, but no longer simple, she silently admitted. 
 
    “I… do not think it would be appropriate for the two of you to abscond as such,” said Petra, for once nailing her imitation of the underqueen. 
 
    “Fair enough.” Koa let out a husky and savage chuckle. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    He kissed her again, and again, and rushed through a third kiss after that as his pace surged back to where it had been. Avina felt her body responding with automatic motions, hips rising, her legs opening and then pulling around him to lock him into place in the most dangerous kind of way. 
 
    She whimpered as she felt his cock grinding into her again, getting closer to its target. It’d been so long since she’d felt this way toward any man that she had to wonder if she’d ever really felt this way toward a man. She wanted him… but she couldn’t. 
 
    Koa didn’t know. It wasn’t as though Avina couldn’t sense his attraction toward her, the true her, his mother. She’d spent the past few minutes witnessing it from an outside perspective. But he still didn’t know the truth, and it would be a cruel trick to allow him to blunder into such an action. 
 
    He yanked down on the shoulder straps of her gown, freeing her breasts. His mouth found one of her nipples, lips sucking, tongue teasing. Avina breathed out through her nose and ran her hands through his hair. 
 
    “Petra,” he whispered. 
 
    It was so strange to see him staring into her face but whispering her esper’s name. It hardly mattered. His cock was sliding toward her womanhood in the moment, regardless of if she was in her body, in truth. The sensation and eroticism were too real. 
 
    She had to stop him, but she wanted more. What if she just let him have a thrust or two, enough to get a sense of what it felt like to be full of Koa, her beautiful, powerful son? The thought made her neck burn with embarrassment, and she knew she’d never be able to stop him once he built up a pace. 
 
    Moreover, she was afraid of what allowing him that much might do to her. The shame, but also the fear. What if she liked it? A part of her knew she’d like it, she’d love it, and far too much. It would be an experience that would infect their relationship even after she’d returned to her own body, a sticky stain that would never come out. 
 
    “She’s all but given us her blessing, Petra.” Koa’s words burned against her ear as he slowly began opening her thighs, which she’d crossed shut amid her internal battle. “What’s wrong? Afraid of how loud we might get?” 
 
    Of that, and so much more, she thought. 
 
    His fingers stroked her inner thigh with gentle but surprising adept movements, and she couldn’t help but open herself to him. He sank two digits into her pussy with soft, loving ease. Avina gasped out a sliver of a scream. It felt too good, so much better than it should have, and so much worse knowing it was Koa. Koa, softly strumming her womanhood. Even if it wasn’t her, she would still sing to his tune. 
 
    She found his cock with her hand and tugged at it with movements that felt clumsy compared to his. Perhaps there was a horrible truth there. Koa had been flitting about with her esper, her handmaidens, and gods knew who else on the side. He knew what he was doing, and despite the gap in their ages, she’d practiced the chastity of a princess and queen for most of her life. 
 
    His finger found her clit, and aroused as she was, it didn’t take much from him to push her over the edge. She cried out in ecstasy, incapable of pretending to be Petra in that moment, but conveniently also incapable of forming her noises into words. The pleasure was unreal. She feared she’d become addicted to him. She feared she already was. 
 
    “There we go,” he said in a loving voice. “Now it’s my turn.” 
 
    She forced herself to move through her lust, almost drunk with it, as he made to mount and fuck her. Petra was moaning from where she lay next to him, apparently not at all bothered by needing to touch her body, Avina’s body, to get off. 
 
    Avina shifted, pressing down hard on Koa’s stomach to keep him on his back. She kissed her way down his body and heard him groan with excitement and anticipation. She felt nearly as much as her lips neared his erection. He was well equipped. She was going to take her time, make him feel like he’d just made her feel. Reward and revenge. 
 
    She shifted in between his legs and stared up at him as she fondled his manhood. He was making the cutest face, biting his lip while he wiggled slightly at her touch like he had as a boy when seeking sweets. She kissed his inner thigh and breathed on his cock. 
 
    “Makoa,” she whispered. “You… are so hard. It must be painful.” 
 
    “Not even close,” he growled.  
 
    He reached his hand down to touch her cheek and led him toward what he wanted. She opened her lips to suck on his index finger, and he groaned like it’d been his member. Avina chuckled, her eyes bright with love for his small reactions.  
 
    She shouldn’t have been enjoying it so much. Her own shame and guilt were all that held it back from being a perfect moment, and it wasn’t enough to stop her from pressing on down that dark and dirty path. 
 
    She kissed the tip of his cock and then slowly drew it into her mouth. Koa’s eyes fluttered, and his fingers tightened around one of Avina’s horns. Petra’s horns. She’d never realized just how sensitive they were. 
 
    She didn’t let him have complete control as he tried to guide the bobbing of her head, but gods did she want to. She was already wet again, had never stopped being wet, in truth. The thought came to her that they might just trade back and forth for the entire night, chasing their mutual pleasure across every minute that remained before morning, before she had to go back to being his underqueen and mother. A disgusting, dangerous thought that echoed and overstayed its welcome. 
 
    “Petra,” groaned Koa. “That’s it. Keep right on sucking. Tighten up those lips.” 
 
    She obeyed without thinking. Would Petra have done the same? Did she debase herself for her prince like that normally, jumping to sate his needs like the horny esper she was? Koa pulled down on her horn, and she took him deeper and deeper still, until the breaths she was taking through her nose felt slightly desperate. 
 
    She pulled back, lips making a popping noise as they came loose from his member. Koa still held her horn and pressed his cock forward, smearing the mess it was covered with across her cheek.  
 
    She didn’t care. Whatever he needed was what she’d give him, all for his taking. She squeezed her breasts together on either side of his cock, only remembering that she was Petra and the move didn’t come easily to her smaller bust as she committed to it. 
 
    “Come here.” He tried to tug her up, clearly intent on taking her completely. 
 
    From beside them, Petra let out a whimper, back arching as her hips jerked upward off the bed. Everything Koa said or did seemed to hit them twice over, Petra’s reaction overlayed onto her own through the bond. Petra was coming at Koa’s dirty whisper, over his clear intention to fuck her body while she watched from outside. It was a declaration of his love accidentally delivered to the wrong person. 
 
    “Not tonight,” Avina forced herself to say. She got his member back into her mouth before he could object, putting all the meager skill she harbored into pleasing her son.  
 
    He groaned in time with the motions of her bobbing head. He started humping to meet each downward motion, pulling on her horns again as though actively fucking her face. His intensity reached a peak, and she felt him tense as he blew his load into her mouth. His seed was hot and salty. She didn’t hesitate as she swallowed every drop. 
 
    All three of them were breathing so heavily in the wake of their releases that the sound of it was borderline silly. Avina slid up into the center spot of the bed, resting her head on Koa’s shoulder while Petra pressed against her from the other side. 
 
    “Well then,” said Koa, with a chuckle. “I think we stand a better chance at getting to sleep now, no?” 
 
    “We all need our sleep,” said Petra, flexing the authority in her voice. “We can speak on this in the morning, if we must.” 
 
    The insinuation was clear enough in her words. They could talk about it, but they wouldn’t. It would become another dirty little secret that the three of them would keep, with an even dirtier one underneath it reserved just for Avina and Petra. 
 
    And that was all right. For now, at least. Whether it would be next time was a question Avina knew she wasn’t ready to have answered. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Koa felt strange the next morning as he rose from his mother’s bed. He dimly recalled Petra and his mother waking before him and sharing in a whispered conversation with a clear intention not to wake him. It’d sounded almost like they were conferring in crisis, trying to figure out what to do after the intense direction the night had taken. 
 
    He returned to his own chamber and took some time to explore his own conflicted heart. Horny had been waiting for him, and he opened the window to let the animal outside. He thought of Petra, but of his mother, too, and wondered how much of what’d happened had truly been his fault. 
 
    There was a change happening with the bond between his mother and his esper that he didn’t understand. In some ways, the change seemed to include him, as though just by being so close with both of them and openly romantically involved with one was a complication. 
 
    His mother had gone through a shift during the night. He suspected that the bond between her and Petra was letting the moods of the latter affect the former, and vice versa. As soon as they’d all climbed into bed, his mother had been as eager to be close and frisky with him as Petra would have been. Moreover, she’d seemed disappointed when Petra had insisted they switch places. 
 
    Everything after that had been an illicit blur. He couldn’t remember ever having been so hard in his life. He’d caught a glimpse of his mother with her hand between her legs at one point. It couldn’t have been what it seemed like… but it certainly had looked like it. Gods, it’d been an experience of peak eroticism, the kind he knew he’d be chasing chances to repeat at every turn. 
 
    Ruby had been like a sluice gate for all that strange sexual pressure. The thought pained and shamed him. He missed her for better reasons than just that, but she was gone across all facets of his life. He took a breath and sat down at his desk, taking a moment to do little else but miss her. 
 
    Horny flew back into Koa’s window. The hookhorn now needed to pause on the windowsill and pull his wings in to fit through, a somewhat awkward motion that left Koa thinking about Haza’s insinuation that the animal might grow much bigger. 
 
    Haza, he thought. Is it time for me to clear the air with my absentee grandfather? 
 
    He was mulling the idea over as he started through the castle. A conspicuous group of guards standing near the bottom of the stairs caught his attention. He made his presence known as their prince and resident sorcerer by tapping his way over with his casting cane. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said one of them, with a quick bow. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Ah.” The guard shrugged. “We’re just talking through some of the logistics for the scouting mission out to Fairknoll. Lots of men are eager for a chance to stretch their legs, but it’s ultimately up to Lauric who gets to go.” 
 
    “Interesting,” muttered Koa. 
 
    Interesting in an annoying way. He hadn’t been told about the expedition. If he’d awoken at his usual time, given his drinking as of late, he would have likely missed his chance to hear about it before they’d left. 
 
    He made his way to the guard captain’s barracks. Lauric was speaking with one of his men, a tall, scar-faced guard whom Koa remembered seeing often but couldn’t place a name to. He didn’t knock or wait for a pause in their conversation or attempt to disguise the nature of his intrusion. 
 
    “What’s this about a scouting expedition to Fairknoll, Lauric?” he asked. 
 
    “Prince Makoa.” Lauric frowned slightly, but offered a quick salute. “We’ve been given leave by the underqueen to investigate the account that arrived yesterday. I’ll be leading the party myself. I expected that you would still be recovering from your journey and didn’t think to bother you with the details.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no bother at all, captain,” said Koa. “I’ll come along.” 
 
    Lauric exchanged a glance with the other guard before speaking in a somewhat uncomfortable voice. “It’s going to be a straight ride out and back, likely with us camping for a night in the wild. It’s not the type of adventure most suited for a prince of your stature, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    There were a couple of reasons why Koa felt the need to insert himself into the scouting party. First and foremost, if the Estorians were responsible, he might have a chance to gain some actionable information on the whereabouts of Guthren Yvvara.  
 
    But just as importantly, it would give him a chance to present himself to Lauric and his men in the field. They still rather obviously viewed him as the petulant prince, the underqueen’s whelp, educated and fashionable but ill-equipped for conflict or war. 
 
    Truth be told, his recent behavior might even support that impression. He needed to dig up his reputation at the roots, and the easiest way to do that was through decisive action. 
 
    “I should speak with your mother before giving you anything resembling an invitation on such a dangerous outing,” said Lauric. 
 
    “Feel free to. She and I are once more back on fond terms with one another.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, hoping that his tone combined with any servant reports of him bedding in his mother’s chambers wouldn’t be enough to start a rumor. 
 
    “I would ask her, all the same,” said the guard captain. 
 
    “Lauric.” Koa leaned in closer, for emphasis, rather than intimidation. “I am your prince. You’re going to have to deal with that fact a lot in the coming days and weeks. I suggest you work on getting used to it.” 
 
    Lauric bristled, but saluted as Koa gave him a nod of dismissal, despite being the one to leave the room. He ruminated on the nature of status as he headed back to his chamber to prepare. He’d been an almost larger than life presence in Twinfalls, but back in Harvestglade, among retainers who’d known him since childhood, he was still treated like who he’d been rather than who he currently was. 
 
    He wasn’t actively trying to get ahead of Lauric by heading off in search of his mother, but he knew he’d need to tell her regardless if he wanted to stay on her good side. She was in her audience chamber, already taking petitioners for the day, but there was no queue. He waited for her to finish with the woman she was listening to and then entered. 
 
    “Mother.” He smiled and swept into a courtly bow. “How are you today?” 
 
    “I’m well, Prince Makoa,” she said with a smile. Petra stood next to Avina’s throne, and her expression held just as much fondness. 
 
    There was, however, an awkward pause. He suspected that his mother, at least, had a few things to say about the previous night, none of which could be uttered in present company. Koa cleared his throat and continued with his business. 
 
    “Lauric is taking a scouting party out to Fairknoll,” he said. “I’d like to go along with them.” 
 
    Avina and Petra shared a glance. He wished he could know what was going on through their bond, but his closeness to them only went so far. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” said Avina.  
 
    “I agree,” said Petra. “It will give you a chance to grow more accustomed to leading Lauric and his men.” 
 
    Koa blinked, surprised but not displeased. “Yes, well, I’d been thinking much the same thing. I’ll likely be gone for a day and a night.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be careful, Koa,” said Avina. “Don’t take any unnecessary risks, and use your sorcery with discretion.”  
 
    “I promise, Mother.” He grinned and winked at Petra. “And to you as well, Petra.” 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” she said in a dangerously playful voice. 
 
    He left the audience chamber feeling confident and refreshed. It took him no time at all to ready his traveling pack, in part because of how recently he’d just unpacked it. After securing a horse from the stable, he made to join Lauric and the guards, who were assembling in front of the barracks. 
 
    “Did you speak to my mother, Lauric?” Koa called jovially. 
 
    “I did speak with the underqueen,” said Lauric. “You are to accompany us.” 
 
    “She seemed to think it was an even better idea than I did. I suppose she’s moved past old biases toward my safety and place within the world as the prince of Harvestglade.” 
 
    “She may have,” said Lauric. 
 
    They said little else to one another as they departed. One aspect of the arrangement that Koa hadn’t considered was the simple fact that he didn’t know many of the guards coming along on a personal level. The party consisted of about a dozen men, most of whom seemed vetted by Lauric, career guards and soldiers who minded their own business. 
 
    He had brought Horny along, and the hookhorn alternated between trotting alongside his horse and flying overhead, much to the amazement of the rest of the party. Most of their route was along the road, which meant that they rode fast once they got up to speed and took a few breaks. 
 
    Koa wondered if the outing might have suited Verity, but doubted if she was ready for an adventure just yet. Pollen addiction, from what he’d heard, could be a demon of an ordeal to push through. She likely needed more time to rest, perhaps also due to the lingering trauma from the attack on the castle. 
 
    Their path north took them by where he’d seen and incinerated the destroyed caravan on his way back to Harvestglade. He didn’t say anything but wondered if any of Lauric’s men were curious about the charred bits of wood and debris littering the ground around the scene. 
 
    About an hour later, they shifted course to the east, riding hard as the day wore on. There were fewer people on the roads than Koa would have expected. Of the travelers they did pass, the looks they gave them were more expectant than curious, as though they’d been wondering just when Harvestglade’s defenders would show up. 
 
    It was cold, though not as cold as it could have been. Harvestglade hadn’t suffered a true snow yet that winter, but the land looked thinned, almost barren from the seasonal changes. The grass was pale blond and brown. The trees had lost their leaves, branches reaching outward like skeletal arms. The few birds that remained in the area had the dark aura of ravens and scavengers. 
 
    They followed the main road until finally reaching the point where they’d need to transfer to one of the less traveled paths leading out to the eastern villages. A sprawl of trees blocked off their view forward, with the trail they were on snaking along the path of least resistance through the landscape. 
 
    Horny let out a chirping howl and dropped down from where he’d been flying overhead. He landed next to Koa, whimpering slightly and clearly in search of attention. The guards ahead of him had drawn to a stop, and it was only as he made his way around the group that he caught sight of the cause. 
 
    Blood, fur, and miscellaneous animal limbs and horns were strewn across the path just ahead of the lead-most riders. Koa suspected the detritus had once been a pack of deer, but there was so little left that it was honestly hard to tell. Lauric was in quiet discussion with one of his men, and Koa caught a few words as he made his way over. 
 
    “Wolves, maybe,” muttered the guard captain. 
 
    “Wargs, more likely,” said Koa. “I understand that my mother’s esper encountered a pack of them on her way north to Twinfalls. Lost her horse to them, even.” 
 
    Lauric frowned in a manner that seemed to suggest that didn’t find Koa’s contribution helpful. “Beasts, all the same. They won’t stop us from continuing forward and arriving at Fairknoll.” 
 
    “Nobody is suggesting that we turn back, Captain Lauric,” said Koa. “Just that we remain cautious and don’t base any assumptions on the behavior of wolves. The Estorians use wargs as hunt beasts. They will be far more motivated and organized if we encounter them.” 
 
    “Your assumptions are just as extraneous, Prince Koa,” said Lauric. “The blood is dry. Whatever was responsible for this attack has clearly moved on.” 
 
    Koa wasn’t sure he agreed, but he doubted there was much point to arguing. The scouting party pressed forward for several more hours, stopping only for a quick meal and a chance to assess their surroundings. 
 
    Fairknoll came into view just as they were seeking to make camp for the night, with the setting sun at their back casting lengthy shadows. It was still an hour or two’s journey away, further than they’d pressed on until the morning, but evidence of the village’s destruction was plain even from the distance they were at. Most of the buildings had been torched, and there were no obvious signs of movement. 
 
    “We’ll set up here for the night,” said Lauric. “I’ll take first watch. Constantine, you take last. Prince Makoa, if you wouldn’t mind taking the middle?” 
 
    Koa stifled a wince. Middle watch was the worst, the one most likely to end in a night of no sleep at all. But countermanding Lauric’s request, even if it was his right as a prince, would only reinforce the impression that he was along to sightsee rather than work alongside the men. 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” he said. 
 
    Lauric spoke with the guard at his side in a low voice, and the two of them shared a private laugh. Koa did his best not to seethe and set about finding some food for Horny. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Avina had Beatrice bring her and Petra tea in her sitting room after she’d finished with her audiences for the day. For once, she’d been happy to send Koa off on an outing. It gave her time to speak with her esper, time for both of them to recover. 
 
    They’d been back in their own bodies when they’d woken up that morning. Back to normal, with the night behind them like a passing dream, or so Avina wished was the case. She was still sensitive, reeling from what’d happened. 
 
    But what truly surprised her was the depth of Petra’s emotions. The esper acted normal outwardly, but the sensation Avina sensed through the bond was fragile, conflicted, and touchy. She hadn’t stopped to appreciate just how confusing the experience had been for them both, having been so fixated on her own emotions and inner turmoil as Koa’s mother. 
 
    The trouble was that she didn’t know how to bridge the topic. A tense and awkward silence had held between them ever since the whispered conversation they’d had that morning, back in their own bodies, still shaken from the erotic insanity.  
 
    Petra had basically just asked if Avina had been all right. She’d said that she was fine. Her voice, she’d suspected, had conveyed that she’d been better than just fine. 
 
    Had that been a dagger to your heart, Petra, she wondered. To know that I did such things, with at least part of myself enjoying them, with the man you love, using your own body, no less? 
 
    The fact that the man was Koa, of all people, only added another layer of confusion and complexity on top of the existing convolutions. Avina sipped her tea and gathered her thoughts, searching for the right words. 
 
    “It was strange for both of us,” she finally said. “For all three of us, even. I suspect that Koa is beginning to sense something is off, though I doubt he’d ever be able to guess exactly what.” 
 
    “If he did, it only served to feed into his lust.” Petra nudged her teacup. “He was lost in his desire. I am unsure if I have ever seen him like that before.” 
 
    “Lost in his desire for you, Petra,” said Avina. 
 
    “And you… were lost in yours, for him?” 
 
    Avina breathed out dismissively. “That’s not a fair assertion. I was pretending.” 
 
    They both knew it for the lie it was, or at least two half-truths awkwardly stitched together. 
 
    “I thought, for a time, that you might… allow him more.” Petra’s tone carried more of that sensitive, wounded edge.  
 
    Avina knew she should have felt sympathetic, but it was her anger that flared to life instead. 
 
    “I very much thought the same of you,” she said, voice dark and hot. “You almost allowed him more, Petra. In my body!” 
 
    “He is my lover!” snapped the esper. 
 
    “And he is my son!” shouted Avina. She curled her fingers against the table and forced herself to take a sip of tea. The cup was down to the dregs. “Look. We both were affected by last night in ways that challenge us now. The only way for us to move forward is to talk through this.” 
 
    “I agree. Avina… I must sound like a jealous little girl to you.” 
 
    “A bit.” 
 
    “It is not jealousy, at least not in a simple form.” Petra pressed her hands together, seeming to gather her thoughts. “His love for you is so intense and strange. I could so easily see him with any other woman without so much as flinching. But as he begins to desire us both, it feels like he draws comparison of us both. There is a level of love the two of you share that I can never match, never be a part of.” 
 
    Avina listened, her anger rising again in steps. She tried to be as gentle as she could as she addressed the esper’s concerns. “The love which you speak of between Koa and myself is not a form of love that is meant to mix with romance. With sex. It’s diminished by twisting it around such things. Corrupted by it.” 
 
    “So you claim,” muttered Petra. 
 
    It was too much. Avina raised her voice despite trying to preserve her calm. “You seem to envy the fact that Koa is my son on one hand while disregarding it with the other. Petra, if I hadn’t intervened last night, you would have let him take you! In my body, no less.” 
 
    “I… would likely not have.” The esper closed her eyes, appearing unable to manage a firm denial. “He is my lover, Avina. My body was responding to him.” 
 
    “My body, with you in it!” snapped Avina. “What would have happened, had I not been there? How do you think this conversation would go if, on top of everything else, Koa was left thinking that he’d added his own mother to his pile of sexual conquests!” 
 
    “If it did happen, I would have been honest with him after,” said Petra in a quiet voice. “Could I have done elsewise? It would have been unavoidable.” 
 
    The answer upset Avina, but she was self-aware enough to acknowledge that the opposite response would have done the same. The idea of Petra allowing Koa to use her, moaning and sweaty, and leave him thinking he’d debased his mother afterward was every bit as dangerous and disgusting. 
 
    “We have to find Savantra,” said Avina. “As soon as possible. We can at least agree on that. Right?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Petra reached across the table and took Avina’s hand. “This situation is not one I ever would have imagined for us. Let us not allow it to be a wedge through our relationship, my sister.” 
 
    “We’ve had enough distrust as of late for a lifetime,” said Avina. “I say we track down this master surgeon, get our minds and souls sorted, and go back to normal.” 
 
    She hoped Petra couldn’t hear the doubt in her voice at the idea of ever returning completely to normal with Koa. Unfortunately, she knew her esper could feel the doubt through the bond, if not through the words. 
 
    They tracked down a map of Harvestglade in Avina’s study. Eaglechill Point was familiar to them both, but the map gave them a better idea of how, exactly, to approach. Petra would need to travel on foot through dense forest and then climb most of the way up a mountain. A difficult journey, but far from impossible. 
 
    Avina helped Petra pack. She was capable of traveling fairly light, not needing to bring a real sword even, with Shadassara being summonable at any moment’s notice. Avina walked with her to the castle’s back gate, which would be nearest to the paths she’d be taking through the forest. 
 
    “Remember,” she said. “We’re both making this journey.” 
 
    “I have parchment and pen ready, but if I cannot get them out in time when I feel us nearing a swap, look toward the ground,” said Petra. “I will scrawl the message out in the dirt if it is all I have time for.” 
 
    “I’ll do the same on my end,” said Avina. “Take care, Petra.” 
 
    “You as well, Avina.” 
 
    They hugged and faced each other for a moment, still partially embracing. Without either of them being the true initiator, they leaned in and shared a brief kiss on the lips. It felt right, somehow. A flutter ran through both Avina and the bond, but it was muted, almost like the sensation of touching her own body. 
 
    She watched the esper depart. It was late in the afternoon, and aside from taking dinner, she had little else to do for the day. Avina went seeking her handmaidens as she walked back into the castle, as much to check on their duties as to simply distract herself from her own looping thoughts. 
 
    She found Mav in the same moment Mav found her. The tall handmaiden looked serious as she hurried over, rushing through a courtesy. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” she said. “I came to find you as quickly as I could.” 
 
    “What is it, Mav?” 
 
    “Verity. She’s vanished from the healer’s chamber.” 
 
    Avina swore under her breath. She and Mav hurried to see Cathelia, though it only confirmed what the handmaiden had already reported. Verity had disappeared sometime during the day. She wasn’t being confined to the infirmary, but given her illness and current condition, Cathelia was of the opinion that she needed rest and stability. It was a sentiment Avina strongly agreed with. 
 
    “I suppose we should search the castle,” she muttered. 
 
    “Beatrice and I have already nearly done as such,” said Mav. “I fear she may have gone into town.” 
 
    “Then so shall we. We can’t simply leave Verity to make a mistake that might well threaten her life.” 
 
    Mav nodded and looked relieved. It made sense. She and Verity had originally been taken on as her handmaidens together, though Verity had of course been harboring an ulterior motive as a spy at the time. They still shared a sense of comradery, and Avina could understand that. 
 
    She took two guards along with them as they made their way down into Gladetown. Avina was tired of this sort of nonsense, be it from her son or her servant. She suspected that Verity would have attempted the same strategy as Koa if she was seeking pollen to sate her craving. She led Mav and the guards straight to Gladewater Tavern. 
 
    There was already an ongoing situation outside the tavern, which caught her off guard. Two men were wrestling a third down to the ground. The man being subdued had a tattoo on one cheek, and Avina realized he wasn’t shouting out gibberish, but words in Estorian. 
 
    “He’s one of them!” shouted one of the men on top of the pile. “The Estorians! He’s a spy or an assassin!” 
 
    “A slave, more likely,” said Avina, noting the tattoo.  
 
    The men only seemed to notice her then. They made an attempt at showing respect, but the man underneath them was still kicking and struggling. 
 
    “Should we intervene, milady?” asked one of her guards. 
 
    “Explain what’s happened here,” Avina asked Ashton, who had come out of the tavern. 
 
    “The Estorian came into the tavern,” said Ashton. “He was asking for help, I think. His Ostean is piss poor, but that’s what I managed to overhear. These two knuckleheads attacked him, said he was here to spy on us or some such.” 
 
     “My guards will handle it from here,” said Avina. “Step back. Both of you.” 
 
    The men holding down the Estorian slowly drew back. The tattooed man staggered to his feet, glancing around, looking as though he might make a run for it. Avina’s guards seized him before he could come to a decision. 
 
    “What should we do?” asked Mav. 
 
    “Verity will have to wait for now,” said Avina. “This takes priority.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Koa didn’t get any sleep before his watch, though not for lack of trying. A fair number of Lauric’s guards stayed up well into the night. The sounds of conversation and activity was enough to keep him from getting to rest properly, but he couldn’t be too cross about it. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to stay alert with Horny nearby once his watch began in earnest. The hookhorn was like a well-trained guard dog, immediately responding to any and every noise in the surrounding trees. All Koa had to do was lean with his back against a tree and keep his eyes open, occasionally throwing a log onto their small fire. 
 
    He was scratching the back of the hookhorn’s neck when it suddenly tensed and let out a small, bark-like noise. Koa froze and listened to what he could hear of the surrounding forest. There was something moving through the trees, snapping small branches and leaves underfoot. It was far more noise than he would expect from a raiding party ambush, however. 
 
    He stood up as Horny began skulking toward the disturbance, following with one hand on his casting cane. The idea of rousing Lauric and the rest of the guards came and went. If it was nothing, they’d accuse him of jumping at shadows. If it was something, the activity might prompt a reaction from whoever was paying them a visit. 
 
    Koa adjusted his eyes to the dark of the forest as much as he could. He stayed low, one hand in front of his face to block bushes and branches that might otherwise cut at sensitive skin. He could see a shape now, a man standing on the grass where the trees parted for a small section of the hill. 
 
    Koa expected Horny to intensify his defensiveness and scrutiny, but the hookhorn merely began sniffing the air and glancing up at him. He took a few more steps, expecting to have the intruder whirl and face him. Instead, a man’s voice issued from the shadows. 
 
    “Warm for a winter night, no?” asked Brin. 
 
    Koa let out a breath, but the end of it became a hiss of frustration. “Are you completely out of your mind?” 
 
    “I think I am, at times,” said Brin. “Did you wake the others?” 
 
    “No, but I easily could have. Aren’t there better ways for you to get my attention?” 
 
    “I couldn’t think of any, and it’s been a struggle for me, as of late. Thinking, that is.” 
 
    Koa came closer. They both fell into step, walking until they were at the other side of the clearing, where the wind and the sound of rustling grass and branches would drown out their voices. It was only then that he got a solid look at the monster his old friend had become. 
 
    Brin was twitching, small muscle convulsions running through him that reminded Koa of nothing so much as Verity in the grips of her addiction. Patches of sand and grit showed on his neck, forehead, the back of one wrist.  
 
    “What’s happened to you?” asked Koa. He took a step closer, and Brin took a matching one back. “I heard from my mother that you tried to see Beatrice.” 
 
    “I would have thought you’d have heard that from Petra,” said Brin. “She was the only other one there at the time. But… yes, I did. As you can imagine, it went poorly.” 
 
    Koa narrowed his gaze. Even Brin’s breathing was off, ragged and low, like a diseased animal. 
 
    “Why are you following me, Brin?” 
 
    “I bet you could guess if you tried.” The dustwalker shrugged, bits of sand flying loose from the motion. “Or perhaps not. I wonder sometimes how far my mind has wandered from that of what I once was.” 
 
    Koa shook his head, more unwilling to guess than unable. 
 
    “…I need to feed,” said Brin. “I thought you and your guards might lead me to an easy meal.” 
 
    Disgust warred with a much more practical emotion within Koa’s gut. “Not a bad assumption.” 
 
    “I expected your fury at the truth, Prince Koa.” 
 
    “I’m so tired of being angry as of late, Ser Brin.” He smiled and took out the flask of brandy he’d brought with him, but held off on for his watch. “I’ll make sure you get a meal. But in return, you watch over us. If we run into the enemy, I’ll have your help.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    Koa sipped the brandy and offered it to Brin. He was surprised when the dustwalker accepted. They stood there in the dark for a minute or two, saying more with silence than they often did with words. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Koa rose slowly the next morning, with even just the meager light of predawn harsh against his eyes. Lauric’s assignment of the middle watch had taken its toll. He’d only gotten an hour or two of sleep and felt sluggish as he broke down his portion of camp. 
 
    They waited until proper sunrise before starting toward Fairknoll at the bottom of the hill. Leaving their horses behind, they approached through the trees, doing their best to get an idea of what the situation was before giving themselves away. 
 
    The town was still, with the signs of destruction unchanged from the previous night. Koa made his way over to Lauric at the front of their party, leaning in to confer with the guard captain in private. 
 
    “It’s quiet,” said Koa. 
 
    “It is,” agreed Lauric. 
 
    “Too quiet? I wouldn’t put it past our enemy, whoever they might be, to raid and move on, but it just seems suspect that the area would remain so abandoned.” 
 
    “The smell of death often demands space,” said Lauric. “We’ll wait another minute and then move in.” 
 
    “Why don’t I get a look at the area from overhead and confirm?” he suggested. 
 
    Lauric looked at him skeptically. Koa smiled and whistled for Horny, who came trotting over from the hole he’d been digging beside one tree. 
 
    It took him a moment to find a spot within the trees free of branches from ground to sky. Koa scratched Horny’s head and tried to think about how to communicate what he needed from the hookhorn. His approach eventually settled into gently tossing the hookhorn, who was almost too heavy for it, into the air until he began flapping his wings. 
 
    “Trying to send him off to carry a message home to your mum?” joked one of the guards. 
 
    “Yours, actually,” said Koa. “She keeps asking why I don’t visit more.” 
 
    He extended an arm up, and Horny finally obliged him. The sensation of being lifted off his feet and into the trees was as heady as it was scary. The hookhorn seemed to ignore the effort Koa had put into finding a clear path skyward, instead flying a complicated route through the trees that had him pulling up his legs to avoid stubbing his shins on branches. 
 
    The guards had gone silent, or perhaps he was already too high to hear their shouts. He tightened his grip on Horny’s hind legs as they rose above the canopy. He had a clear view of both Fairknoll and what lay beyond it.  
 
    The Estorians were camped just beyond the village, out of sight behind a hill. Koa tried to guess their number from the tents, but it was hard to tell. They had at least a similarly-sized force, if not slightly larger. His gut also told him that they’d have their battle beasts with them, wargs and possibly other, more exotic creatures. 
 
    He didn’t shout down to Lauric, wary of how the noise might carry. Unfortunately, that left both time and room for the guard captain to act without Koa’s input. Lauric began leading his men down the hill. It seemed as though Captain Lauric was doing it simply to stop his men from gawking at Koa and Horny, the sorcerer and familiar, showcasing the mantle of their reputation. 
 
    “By the bone,” Koa muttered. “Lauric! Dammit, Lauric! Hold on!” 
 
    His somewhat whispered shout wasn’t enough to stop the guard captain from leading his men down toward Fairknoll. They were moving with justified caution, but Koa could already see a spike in activity within the Estorian camp. They were readying themselves for a fight. 
 
    “We have to move, Horny!” He squeezed the fingers of one hand, trying to signal the hookhorn. “Horny. Bring us down. Amidst the guards, if possible.” 
 
    Horny banked in a different direction. A flock of birds suddenly took to the sky from the high branches of a nearby tree. The hookhorn’s path shifted that way, and both familiar and sorcerer began to pick up speed. Koa cursed and tried to swing to shift Horny’s flight path back toward where they were needed without much success. 
 
    The birds were too fast. The hookhorn did eventually circle back around, but Captain Lauric and his guards were already moving through the ruined structures within Fairknoll. Koa braced himself as Horny neared ground level, letting go to drop the last few feet and tucking and rolling to a stop. 
 
    “Lauric!” he shouted. “They’re camped beyond the trees!” 
 
    To the guard captain’s credit, he wasted no time questioning or hesitating. Unfortunately, neither did their enemies. There was a roar as both men and monsters rushed forward from the surrounding trees. 
 
    Fairknoll had been fire-washed into a skeletal state, with most buildings collapsed or reduced to cinders. There was no defensible position for them to fall back to. Lauric organized his guards into a defensive line, but enemies attacked them on three sides. 
 
    Koa rushed to join them with his sword in one hand and his casting cane in the other. Horny stayed close. The hookhorn posed a formidable companion, as large as he’d grown. Searching the tree line, Koa also kept his eyes peeled for any sign of Brin. He could only hope the dustwalker had stuck around. They would need all the help they could get to survive. 
 
    A man charged him from his right side. Koa noted his uniform, the color scheme coordinated, but unfamiliar. It was a final and perhaps unnecessary confirmation that they were dealing with a unit of Estorians, a far more dangerous enemy than bandits or sea raiders. 
 
    But he was dangerous, too, especially with help. He blocked the man’s sword slash. Horny slammed into the man’s leg, the point of one curled horn piercing flesh from the tenor of the scream the attack elicited from the soldier. Koa seized the opportunity to stab him through the gut. 
 
    His mind flashed back to his duel with Claudius. It’d been with his rift, rather than his blade, that he’d won, but the lesson he’d learned held just as true now as it had then. No man was invincible, and the reality of mortality was thin, finite, and changeable. He was capable of killing, being killed, and all of the many outcomes that lay in between. 
 
    Mostly the unpleasant outcomes in the cards for myself and all here, he thought. 
 
    He pulled his sword free, crimson blood dripping from it like the sap of meat. Battle cries sounded from all around, familiar words in Ostean mixed with Estorian curses. It wasn’t just men they fought — Koa heard the drum of the monster’s feet across the grass as he saw them approach. 
 
    He’d never experienced a warg up close in person. They were massive creatures, as large as bears but leaner, with muscle showing through under a thin layer of brown fur and skin. The way they moved was horrifying in its efficiency, their blurring lunges and thrashing necks underscoring why they were the war beast of choice for their enemy. 
 
    He bumped into someone and spun around, hastily trying to figure whether he should be killing them or not. It was one of Lauric’s men, the one Koa so often saw him conferring with. He was missing his arm, along with a chunk of his shoulder, and it was no small miracle for him to still be on his feet. 
 
    Koa reacted, reaching forward to help, but seeing the blood and knowing the truth. He was already dead. Not even a healer tending to him immediately would have been enough. Neither of them was given time to acknowledge that reality. Three Estorians with maces and curved swords padded forward with a warg trailing behind them, attention fixated on Koa and the dying man. 
 
    He felt his anger flash cold and didn’t hesitate. He stabbed his sword down into the ground to free his right hand for a couple of fireballs from his ring of power.  
 
    One of them struck the warg in the eyes, and it let out a piercing, panicked howl. Another struck one of the Estorians in the chest, but he dropped fast and managed to smother the resulting flame on the grass. Critically, the man didn’t rejoin the charge. 
 
    The other two slowed as they approached Koa, one of them looking past him. He glanced over his shoulder, fearing that other Estorians might attack him from behind. It was necessary. It was a mistake. The men rushed as he was regaining himself, pulling his sword free from where he’d set it. 
 
    He thought about opening a rift, but it was too unwieldy of a method of attacking. To retreat, perhaps, but leaving Lauric and the rest of the guards to be slaughtered was not something he’d allow himself to do. Koa brought his sword up, trying to gauge if he might deflect one attack and dodge the other. It seemed more likely that he’d deflect neither and receive both. 
 
    He winced as a spray of dirt cut through the air, peppering his cheek. Brin was suddenly on top of one of the men, arm wrapped around his neck in a dominant chokehold. The other Estorian was as shocked as Koa. Slightly more so, which conveniently gave the young prince a free slash he felt no qualms about taking. 
 
    “I think your side is losing,” called Brin. “This is just an idea, but you might want to think about calling the retreat.” 
 
    Koa made sure his opponent was dead before replying to Brin’s words. It felt strange to be having a conversation with him while the other Estorian still thrashed about in his death grip. The man and the monster had fallen to the ground, and sand and dirt was churning underneath them. The man was sinking into it, while Brin was seeming to meld with it. 
 
    “The retreat is Lauric’s to call,” said Koa. 
 
    “He took a sword thrust,” said Brin. “I thought about helping, but I’m not really his esper, now am I?” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re taking to this arrangement.” Koa eyed the trees as a warg barreled through the bushes nearby. “Is your stomach going to be full after you finish with… um, him?” 
 
    “For days, if not weeks.” Brin laughed. His unfortunate victim was trying to keep his face above the dirt like a drowning man. Dusty fingers caressed his face and lips as he sank the last of the way under. Not for the first time, Koa wondered about his choices in life. 
 
    “Then watch my back,” said Koa. “Osteans! Retreat!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    With the assistance of Mav and her guards, Avina brought the tattooed Estorian back to the castle. Her first impulse and the suggestion of one of the guards was to bring him to the dungeon. She opted for one of the guest chambers instead, though she still posted men outside of the door. 
 
    “Please…” muttered the tattooed man, in broken Ostean. 
 
    The tattoos on his face burned with a dim glow, and the skin around them looked inflamed and painful. Avina had already sent for Argon, her old magister, who spoke the man’s native language as fluently as anyone within the castle. 
 
    She also sent for Ani, sensing it might serve to relax the young Estorian to have someone near his age tending to feeding him and any other pressing needs. Ani listened carefully as Avina explained her instructions. 
 
    “Head down to the kitchen,” she said. “Get him food and perhaps a small amount of wine. A meal befitting a guest, rather than a prisoner.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” said Ani. 
 
    “Smart.” Haza’s guest chamber was right next to the one she’d placed the Estorian in, and he tapped his way out on his staff. “If you treat him kindly and promise him his freedom, I suspect you’ll gain quite a bit of information.” 
 
    “He will have his freedom,” said Avina. “Argon. Emphasize that to him, above all else.” 
 
    “It’s not as easy of a thing as the saying of it would make it seem,” said Haza. “Those are seal brands on his face. He is likely experiencing intense, ah, discomfort right now at rebelling against the will of his master.” 
 
    “Seal brands?”  
 
    Avina frowned as she looked at Haza, remembering how he’d mentioned them back in Sabantius. He’d said a seal brand might be used to deaden the bond between her and Petra, assuming surgery couldn’t be performed to remove the lingering glass from her body. Haza gave a slow nod as though reading her thoughts. 
 
    “If needed, Lady Underqueen, I could make an attempt at reducing the intensity of the ones placed upon this man’s face.” The old sorcerer’s eyes took on a calculative edge as he peered at the glowing patterns on the young Estorian’s cheek. “I don’t think it’ll be easier, but it’s a challenge well-suited to my skillset.” 
 
    “Let’s get him some food and some rest first,” said Avina. “Along with seeing what he has to say.” 
 
    The man was fairly willing to divulge what he knew, though it was slow going. Between Argon plodding along as translator and the man being famished to the point of devouring the food and drink placed in front of him, it took some time to work out his message. 
 
    “We are under attack, then.” Avina laced her fingers together and leaned back in her chair. “The Estorians are attempting to invade Harvestglade from the east.” 
 
    She breathed out slowly. It was perhaps the worst time to be plunged into a defensive war. With Twinfalls and the other queendoms mobilizing to defend at Flint Rock Pass to the west, there would be no aid coming from elsewhere to reinforce them. 
 
    Her thoughts suddenly jumped to Koa, off with Lauric on what should have been a safe and practical scouting mission. They might well be walking into a force of hundreds, if not thousands. She rubbed a finger along her chin, forcing calm against her racing heart, against the flutter of panic. 
 
    “What else?” she asked. 
 
    “He does not know much, I think,” said Argon. “He is just a slave, not privy to any major secrets.” 
 
    “There may be some locked behind the control afforded by those brands,” said Haza. “Give him some time to rest, and then I’ll start working on him. Not too much time, mind you. There’s no telling what his master might do once they realize he is well and truly out of their range.” 
 
    “Such magic could be that powerful?” asked Avina. “Controlling his behavior to the point of sealing his lips?” 
 
    Haza let out a low chuckle. “It’s how myself and my fellows assumed you Osteans were controlling your espers, for a time. We quickly learned otherwise and knew the truth by the time I was out of my boyhood, though in my opinion it still seems like the more elegant solution. The power play between your king and his esper would be impossible using such a method of demanding obedience.” 
 
    The idea made Avina uncomfortable. She thought of Petra being a slave instead of an equal and could only imagine how much lonelier the arrangement would be. Shaking her head, she took a step backward. Haza seemed to interpret the wrong meaning from the gesture, and she held up a hand as she explained. 
 
    “I was just thinking of the consequences of these seal brands in… other contexts,” she said. She didn’t want to bring her issues with the bond up in present company. 
 
    Haza nodded slowly. “There are many forms of seal brands. They are simply magical levers, so to speak. The control needed to enslave someone is just one application of their power.” 
 
    “I’d ask you to go ahead with the removal as soon as you think it’s timely, Haza,” said Avina. “Ani, if you could continue attending our guest?” 
 
    “I can do that,” he said. “Of course, Your Highness!” 
 
    Avina gave Argon leave to return to his room. She left the guards outside the door and began her way back to her own chambers. It wasn’t until she was already walking fast and midway down the hall that she sensed the impetus behind her movements. 
 
    The bond had begun its dance once more. She was moments away from trading places with Petra. She all but ran the last few steps to her room, slipping inside and grabbing a pen to hastily scrawl a note to her esper. 
 
    We have an Estorian guest, she wrote. Ask Haza for details. 
 
    She finished the last word just in time. The world seemed to spin and pull outward, and then unwind and expand back. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    She found herself in the forest on the other side of the swap, with orange evening sunbeams cutting through the gaps in between the branches of the trees. The weight of Petra’s traveling pack against her shoulders was a new, but somehow familiar weight. She took a breath and looked around as she patted her hands over her body, searching for a note. 
 
    Petra had scrawled it into the ground instead of onto parchment. There was a small amount of dirt under the nail of her index finger that suggested what the esper had used as a writing instrument. Avina carefully examined the words and tried to make sense of them. 
 
    Do not trust the trees. 
 
    “What?” she muttered. She winced, regretting even just the small utterance without first having a complete understanding of the situation. Don’t trust the trees? Avina looked at the ones nearest to her, trying to sense anything unusual about them. Or had Petra meant that there were enemies using the trees to hide, and the calm of the woods shouldn’t be allowed to disarm her? 
 
    She wished that she’d made a point of emphasizing the need for clarity in the messages they left one another. A pettier part of her wished that she’d made her own message more cryptic, if only to teach Petra that lesson through direct experience. 
 
    She at least knew where she was and where she was headed. Eaglechill Point was, quite obviously, further up along the slope she currently stood on. The setting sun also gave her the cardinal directions. She needed to head north, and that aligned with her current path. 
 
    Given the hour, Avina planned to do little more than continue slowly in the obvious direction and look for a spot to set up camp. If that was all she managed to do, it would still serve to progress her and Petra’s greater objective. Though again, a petty part of her felt annoyed that the swap had happened just in time for Avina to arrive and tend to the busywork tasks of ending the day as a traveler. 
 
    Do not trust the trees. She turned the phrase over as she continued through the forest. The path she was following was so bare as to make her question whether she was simply imagining the route, willing it to be through an assumption about Petra’s facing at the time of the swap. 
 
    A sharp, snapping noise came from her left. She spun, searching through the shadows for movement. A fallen tree trunk and a couple of wild and scraggly bushes hid her direct view, but she could see something, a shape, a shadow.  
 
    Avina still only had the barest of knowledge about how to use Petra’s abilities, but she sensed that she could summon Shadassara. She exhaled slowly and let the dark greatsword spawn within her hand. Petra had issued grave comments about its nature, the nebulous cost that summoning it took on the sun, and she wondered if she was being hasty in her precaution. 
 
    Memories of when she’d entered Petra’s body during the esper’s journey to Twinfalls came to the fore of her mind. The wargs, pressing in on all angles. She should have been quicker to connect that attack with the preparation of the Estorians, but the events of the past always seemed to fall in such clear patterns. She took a breath, tightening both hands around the greatsword’s hilt. 
 
    A juvenile mountain goat hopped out from behind the bush, skidded to a stop, and fled in the same direction it’d arrived from. Avina let out a tiny, reflexive chuckle. She took two steps back along the slope and then gasped as she was suddenly swept off her feet. One of her legs had been snared by a hidden tree trap, lifting her upside down to dangle helplessly in the air. 
 
    Do not trust the trees. 
 
    “Petra,” she muttered to no one. “Just say there are traps next time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    In some circumstances, retreat could feel like victory. Koa was dealing with the unfortunate truth that such positive-minded thinking didn’t apply to the current day. 
 
    Thunder boomed overhead as he called the remainder of the Ostean forces to him. Brin swore loudly to his left, but Koa didn’t take his meaning until they’d continued on. 
 
    “If it rains, I have to go,” said Brin. “It won’t be my choice at that point. I still need time after feeding to regain my full strength.” 
 
    They’d run halfway up the slope. Behind and below them, Koa saw the Estorians reforming ranks. Half a dozen wargs raced around their enemy like excited dogs finally allowed out for a walk. 
 
    “I understand,” said Koa. “Well then. We’re fucked.” 
 
    “Probably, yes,” said Brin. “Still try your best though. You never know.” 
 
    “You’ll tell the story of this if I die here, yes?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely, my prince,” said Brin. “I’ll be sure to bolster up your heroic parts.” 
 
    Some of the men ahead of Koa trying to carry one of the wounded collapsed. He left Brin’s side to help them and found that they’d actually been carrying Lauric. Koa took the place of one man, who was favoring a bloody ankle, and examined the guard captain. 
 
    Lauric had a horrible slash running from midthigh up and across his body. It was the type of wound that would have quite literally unmanned the guard captain, had it been half an inch lower or a couple of degrees differently angled. Even as it was, the blood loss and muscle damage would probably kill him. 
 
    Probably is not certainly, thought Koa. Keep going. Get these men home. 
 
    “Forward!” he shouted. “Get to the horses.” 
 
    Rain began to fall in the thick and heavy drops of a true storm, almost painful in their intensity. Koa glanced back to see Brin launching one last attack, a rushing wave of dirt and grit, toward the Estorians before loping off toward the trees. He felt a small smile creeping onto his face. At least he’d secured a meal for his esper. 
 
    They gained the better part of the slope, though the Estorians were closing the distance fast behind them. Koa shouted to the men whenever they started to slow, yelling move or faster or sometimes just wordless syllables. They just needed to know that he was still alive, still their prince, still taking their measure.  
 
    He expected some of them to break from the group and run for their lives. The fact that they didn’t made him want to pat Lauric on the back. He did so, mainly because he was tired, and his emotions were strained to the point where absurdity felt like a virtue. 
 
    The horses were screaming. Some of the wargs had gotten ahead of them. Koa shouted for the men to defend, shifting Lauric onto another man to free his own sword. He was acutely aware that he’d fared better than most during the initial attack and needed to be in the fray. 
 
    The wargs seemed to have a fair amount of respect for fire. He flung flames at them with reckless abandon, steam hissing from the rain as it kissed each blast on the way by. The rain meant that there was hardly any risk of starting a forest fire, which let him push the ring of power until it was hot enough to scald his own skin. 
 
    He switched to his sword, stabbing one warg through the mouth. Another tried to clamp its jaws down on his sword hand, but one of the guards slammed a spear butt into its face. The point quickly followed through the warg’s leg, and Koa helped finish it off with a slash to the neck. 
 
    “Mount up!” he cried. 
 
    “There aren’t enough!” shouted one of the men. “The wargs were eating them! There aren’t enough left for all of us.” 
 
    Koa could hear the battle cries of the Estorians charging up the slope. He tried to get a count of the horses they did have left. Four, maybe five, a pathetic number for them even if they abandoned their wounded.  
 
    An idea came to him that seemed like the best one he was liable to get at the moment. He pulled out his casting cane, ran to stand in the center of the men, and opened a rift to his pocket realm.  
 
    “Move the wounded inside, along with anyone who doesn’t have a horse!” he shouted.  
 
    The men stared at him, numb from either exhaustion or outright shock. 
 
    “Your prince commands you to do a thing that might save your life!” shouted Koa. “It’s a sorcerous door leading to safety. I’ll reopen it when we arrive back at the castle, and you’ll step out safe and sound.” 
 
    “What happens if you don’t make it back?” asked one of the men, with an unfortunately valid question. 
 
    “The same thing that happens if you’re left here for the lack of a horse,” said Koa. “Certain death. Now move your asses!” 
 
    Shockingly, they did. Koa hesitated as the first man made to go through, sticking an arm out to block his passage. 
 
    “And if even a single coin of the gold within the chest goes missing, the amount will be taken from the collective pay of every man who survives this ordeal,” he added. 
 
    That got their attention, and curiosity seemed to prime them to hurry through even faster. In truth, he’d already moved a fair portion of his gold stash to his purse, and planned on depositing the rest into the castle treasury, but he simply hadn’t gotten around to it with so much going on. The fact that he would have to have a conversation with his mother about the gold that he once swore didn’t exist was certainly a factor. 
 
    He helped with Lauric, taking special care alongside the guards to keep from jostling his injury. It was probably fatal, regardless, which was unfortunate. Lauric was a good man, despite their friction, and the queendom needed his knowledge and leadership. 
 
    Once everyone incapable of riding was through, Koa gave the rift one last glance before closing it. One of the men called something as he did, but all but the first syllable was unfortunately cut off. 
 
    An Estorian crashed through the trees from behind him, swinging a mace in a powerful arc. There was no blocking a heavy weapon like that, and Koa was off balance, unable to dodge. He tried to at least shift to take the metal-spiked head of the weapon on his shoulder instead of against his skull, but the blow never came. 
 
    Horny, who’d smartly taken flight during the chaos, descended like a thunderbolt from the storm. He slammed into the Estorian’s upper body and brought him down. There was a muffled, wet scream as the hookhorn took what appeared to be a bite out of the man’s face. Koa winced, remembering his first glimpse of the savagery of the winged hookhorns when he’d seen them feed on a herd of star otters. 
 
    “Ride!” he shouted.  
 
    There were only two other men left outside the rift and four horses. Koa climbed on one and freed the tie of the extra, slapping its flank to encourage it to run somewhere, anywhere. 
 
    They took off at a dead, reckless sprint. The dark of night and the shroud of the storm slowed their enemy’s pursuit as much as it hindered their forward progress. Within a few minutes of the ride, Koa was soaked through to the bone, fingers numb against the reins. 
 
    Horny alternated between flying overhead and running alongside. The hookhorn would let out sharp barks which he didn’t understand the meaning of until an arrow nearly took one of his ears off. Every noise from the hookhorn had him shouting for the men to duck from that point on. 
 
    It was an ordeal for the men and the horses, but none of them gave up or gave out. They slowed only to check and correct their course. The Estorians gave up their pursuit at some point, but Koa and the other riders pressed onward. 
 
    They arrived back at Gladetown deep into the night. The rain had turned to sleet at some point. The main road was silent, but a few people still came out or poked their heads from windows, curious at the commotion of hard-riding horses. 
 
    “Open the gate!” Koa shouted, as they finally reached the castle. “It’s your prince.” 
 
    The guard on watch was admirably quick to comply. Koa brought his horse into the courtyard and all but fell from his saddle. He kept shouting orders, aware that too much still needed to be done for him to relax in safety. 
 
    “Get the healer!” he shouted. “Wake my mother and Petra. Have someone rally the men readied outside the garrison. We are at war!” 
 
    It seemed as though everyone was awake and present within minutes, but Koa was aware he might have drifted off as he sat inside the castle’s main vestibule. Mav, Beatrice, and Reese were quick to arrive. His mother came a few minutes later, looking strangely certain amidst the crisis, with Haza following a few steps behind. 
 
    The second Cathelia arrived with a couple of her usual helpers, Koa immediately cut a rift back to his pocket realm. He expected to find defeated and wounded men within. Instead, shouts of panic and terror greeted him. 
 
    “Help us!” screamed one of the guards. “Gods! Help! We’re dying in here!” 
 
    “You put them in your pocket realm?” shouted Haza incredulously. 
 
    “There was no other way to get them back here!” Koa snapped. 
 
    He glanced through the rift, wincing as he noticed the number of dead. More than he would have expected, though by some small miracle, it seemed as though Lauric wasn’t among them. 
 
    “Are you entirely ignorant of the toll that realm travel takes upon those without magical aptitude?” snapped Haza. “Were they in there for hours? That was a foolish idea, princeling!” 
 
    “If only someone had been around to teach me such things!” hissed Koa. “Yes, I’m ignorant, grandfather. And just whose fault is that?” 
 
    “Makoa…” His mother set her hands on both his shoulders. “Breathe. You are home safe.” 
 
    He stood, intent on helping remove the men who’d survived the journey in his pocket realm back into the outside world. Each gasped and sucked down air as they stepped out into the castle like they’d just come up from underwater. It seemed as though only two men had died, one who probably wouldn’t have survived the journey anyway, one who almost certainly would have.  
 
    Another innocent dead because of a bad choice you made, he thought. Will someone mourn this man as you mourn Ruby? 
 
    “Makoa,” repeated Avina. She kissed his shoulder with surprising intimacy for their present company. “You can do little more here. Come. Rest.” 
 
    He closed his pocket realm once the dead had been removed from it. His mother led him away by the arm even as he continued to try to shout out relevant orders, still buzzing on adrenaline. 
 
    “We need to rally the garrison!” he said. “And send missives to Twinfalls, and the other queendoms, and…” 
 
    “You are exhausted,” said his mother. “You need to rest.” 
 
    “Petra!” he said. 
 
    His mother froze in mid-step, a strange hesitation seizing her. 
 
    “Where is Petra?” he emphasized. 
 
    “Ah. She… has gone out on an errand. I do not think she will be back until the morning, at the earliest.” 
 
    He exhaled through his teeth, both fearing for her and missing her. “What of Verity, then? Is she still in the infirmary?” 
 
    “She snuck out.”  
 
    “She snuck out?” he snapped. “Mother, what kind of ship are you running here? We don’t have time for this. We have to—” 
 
    She cut him off by touching his cheek and then slowly kissing him on the lips. Koa stared at her in surprise as her mouth parted from his. She barely ever kissed him like that, rarer still outside of her room or his. 
 
    “You’ve been acting… strange lately,” he said. 
 
    “Ah.” She looked away, blushing and uncomfortable. “I am also tired and awake on precious little sleep. We should speak more in the morning.” 
 
    He wanted to object, but his body was so exhausted that he couldn’t stop her from leading him to his room. She undressed him down to his undershorts, tucked him into bed, and gave him a much more chaste kiss on the forehead before closing his door. 
 
    He was asleep in the next instant. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Avina hung from the tree trap for a minute or two, punishing herself for being foolish enough to walk into it as devising a way to get free. It would have been easy with Shadassara, a simple swipe of the greatsword’s long blade, but she’d dropped it as the trap had yanked her up, and the weapon had instantly disintegrated into shadow. 
 
    Summoning it back to hand while swaying back and forth from a tree branch was a more challenging task than she’d expected. She wondered if there was some sort of refractory period during which the weapon needed to recover or cooldown before it was available again. 
 
    She tried sitting up to get her fingers on the rope which secured her ankle. It was actually a vine of some sort, with a knot so complicated that even if she could have reached it with her hands, which she couldn’t, she doubted she’d be able to undo it with no slack in the line. 
 
    Avina found a dagger at Petra’s waist and pulled it loose with the care that befit its value to her current situation. It was her only chance, most likely. She very briefly considered trying to throw it at the line higher up before deciding it was a stupid idea, something out of a story rather than a feat achievable in one try. 
 
    Instead, she slowly hacked away at the lasso tight around her ankle. Petra’s body was strong enough to bend in a way that let her swing at it once she’d unshouldered her traveling pack, but only for a second. She managed a slash and then dropped back down, swaying as more blood slowly pooled in her head and brought an odd pulsing to the corner of her vision. A few breaths later, she tried again, and again, until finally… 
 
    Falling headfirst into the ground had never felt so much like victory to her. She crawled over to her pack and rested her head on it for a few seconds before trying to stand. With a heavy emphasis on trying. 
 
    The leg which had been lassoed by the vine was numb from the knee down. She first assumed it was simply from the trap’s constriction, sitting to massage it in an attempt to encourage blood flow. It didn’t help, and after trying to stand and stumbling back to the ground a few more times, she was forced to concede that it was a more serious issue. 
 
    The rain mocked her condition as it began to fall amidst the clap and flash of thunder and lightning. Avina groaned and crawled toward a reasonably flat spot of grass, deciding to at least make an attempt at getting her tent set up to weather through the night. A selfish part of her yearned for her own body, though dropping Petra into the situation she’d blundered into would have been cruel. 
 
    She began pulling out the tent’s stakes and canopy, realizing as she did that there was no chance of her setting it up properly if she couldn’t stand. Feeling pathetic, she considered simply wrapping herself in a quilt and then the canopy and curling up on the ground to hope for the best. 
 
    Footsteps sounded nearby. She froze, holding her breath and trying to get a sense of how conspicuous she was. A loud sigh came from the other side of the bush she’d recently crawled past. 
 
    “I can see your trail as clearly as the glass road,” called a woman’s voice. “I’m going to need your name and business. I’ve got a crossbow. Try anything, and I doubt I’ll have much trouble finding you with a bolt.” 
 
     “I am…” Avina hesitated, coming back to her current identity. “Petra. Esper to Underqueen Avina. I came to Eaglechill point seeking the master surgeon, Savantra.” 
 
    “Never heard of her,” said the woman, too quickly. 
 
    “I think you are her,” said Avina. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    The woman paused and then sighed. “Can you walk? You stumbled into one of the traps I used sallow-slug vines to make.” 
 
    “Is that why my leg is numb?” asked Avina. 
 
    “It’s not permanent,” said the woman. “Should wear off in an hour or so. If you can still carry your bag, I can help you the rest of the way to my cabin.”  
 
    “I would appreciate that,” said Avina. “You are Savantra, then?” 
 
    “I am. But don’t take that to mean that I agreed to do anything more than give you my name. I already know why you’re here.” 
 
    Savantra stooped to help Avina up, and the two of them set out through the forest. There was a trail that Savantra led her to that made their way much easier. Avina caught sight of orange lantern light in the distance. They pushed through one last group of trees onto a small, clifftop plateau on which sat a simple but comfortable log cabin. 
 
    “Thank you for helping me,” said Avina, as she and Savantra stooped to enter through the cabin’s low door. 
 
    “Had you been anyone else, I doubt I would have,” said Savantra. “Something tells me that an esper won’t die easily from exposure, however, even in the winter. Last thing I need is to draw the underqueen’s attention and ire by refusing to lend her minion aid, especially with my reputation.” 
 
    A roaring fire within a small stone hearth warmed the cabin’s interior and gave off the light Avina had seen earlier. It let her see Savantra more clearly as they both found places on the bench that ran across one side of the simple space’s interior. 
 
    She was a powerfully-built woman, tall and broad shouldered, with a fairly youthful looking face in comparison to her gray-streaked dark hair. The cabin was warm from the fire and smelled of a rich aroma, a lingering, layered cooking smell as much as the pot currently bubbling over the flames. 
 
    “Now tell me why you’re here,” said Savantra. 
 
    Avina was affronted by the woman’s behavior, but she didn’t let it show. She wasn’t the underqueen in that moment, she reminded herself. She needed something from this woman and had to play the situation carefully. 
 
    “I’ll get to that, but first, I have questions,” said Avina. 
 
    “Ha! Of course you do. Go ahead then. I don’t mind talking so much. As you can imagine, I don’t get many coming up this way. Ask me what you will.” 
 
    “Why live up here?” asked Avina. “With your skillset, I would have assumed you could find work just about anywhere.” 
 
    “You would have based that assumption on a fictitious idea of what I want,” said Savantra. “What I want, see?” 
 
    “I’m… not sure I do.” 
 
    Savantra didn’t elaborate, at least not right away. She took a bowl, filled it from the pot, tossed in a spoon, and passed it to Avina. 
 
    “My only one, but I don’t mind ladling from the pot.” She unhooked the fire-scorched metal cookpot and set it on a rock on the table seemingly intended for that purpose. “Why live up here? Because it gives me control.” 
 
    “I see,” said Avina. She did not see. 
 
    “You’re looking at that stew like you’re too good for snails,” said Savantra. “It’s tastier than it looks.” 
 
    Avina would have tried it had the woman said anything else, or nothing at all. She kept her expression firm and forced herself forward, knowing it would be perceived as an insult if she didn’t. She spooned up a chunky bit and forced it into her mouth, almost groaning with relief as she tasted animal meat. 
 
    “It’s rabbit,” said Savantra with a smile. “You espers are just as uptight as everyone says you are. Now, what was the question?” 
 
    “Were you running away from something?” asked Avina. It was a tactless question, perfectly suited for a tactless old woman. 
 
    “Running away.” Savantra let out a dark snort. “I first became a surgeon in wartime, you know. The Western Plains War, arrows and spears broken off through people’s guts. It wasn’t pretty work, but it was… all fast. All constant. I had good hands. I was strong and mean. Didn’t mind men screaming in my face if I had to do something that hurt, do something that saved them.” 
 
    Savantra’s bluster seemed to melt as she shrugged and continued on. “After the war, it was different. A surgeon in wartime is a miracle worker, but people there are realistic. Nobody ever expected me to save everyone. A surgeon in peacetime, well now. You aren’t just cutting into people. You’re cutting into their hope. I was and probably still am the best in all of this queendom, probably the best in the realm. Maybe I just got sick of people telling me I killed their da, or their brother. Their child.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly, seeing the way forward. “Savantra. I don’t know how much you’ve heard up here, but another conflict is coming. It may well break out right here in Harvestglade. If you wanted to be a surgeon again, the kind of surgeon that saves men who fight in battles and doesn’t end up with the weight of someone’s world on their shoulders, come back to the castle with me.” 
 
    Once she’s within my power, I’ll broach my own surgery, she thought. There’s no way she’ll agree just yet. 
 
    “Is this a real offer?” asked Savantra. “I suppose it would have to be, coming from the underqueen’s own esper. You got a room and coin for me?” 
 
    “A room in the castle, and better wages than you’ve ever been paid.” 
 
    “Right.” Savantra stood up and started grabbing things. “When do we set out?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Koa awoke in his own bed, tired but on his way to being well rested. It was late in the night or perhaps early in the morning. More importantly, someone had decided to climb under his quilt alongside him. 
 
    “Verity,” he groaned, sleepily. “Where have you been?” 
 
    She didn’t answer beyond a rustle of sheets that might have been a shrug. 
 
    “Are you high?” he whispered. 
 
    No answer. Koa reached over again and his hand touched the flesh of a bare buttock, soft and hot under his fingers. 
 
    “Are you naked?” he whispered. 
 
    She made a small noise of agreement, perhaps the most she’d vocalized in weeks. He was just in his undershorts and slid closer to her. She touched his chest and then kissed him. All at once, they were both moving. 
 
    He’d missed her in some ways, but in other ways, he hadn’t. She was a living, breathing reminder of his grief, his failure. But then again, she was very much naked. 
 
    “You are Verity much naked,” he whispered.  
 
    Verity bit his shoulder, a flash of her old character and way of responding to his humor. 
 
     He pulled her to him, still sleepy and aroused in the ambient way of the night. They kissed, and Koa rolled on top of her, and with a single smooth thrust, they were making love.  
 
    All of his concerns about Verity’s behavior and her emotional state melted into the background. When she was close to him, none of it mattered. When they were together, they could set aside their pain and regrets and simply exist as a man and a woman. 
 
    Koa kissed her neck as he pumped into her. The quilt bunched around their waists. Verity reached around him to grab it and pull it back over them, wrapping her legs around him in the process. They shared a deep, sucking kiss as Koa thrust into her with power and urgency. 
 
    He cupped her breasts, squeezing each in turn. Verity’s body was such a perfect mixture of power and softness. He let his hands meander down to her buttocks, grabbing them to thrust deeper for half a dozen hard pumps. 
 
    She surprised him with her strength, suddenly pushing one shoulder to flip him onto his back. She mounted him again, pinching his cock with thumb and forefinger to bring it back into her warm tightness.  
 
    Koa ran his hands down her sides as she slowly started to ride him. His thumb teased her clit, all but holding it stationary and letting her rock against it for his pleasure. He made a mental note to find time to lavish her with more attention, see how many times he could make her come like he used do with… 
 
    Ruby. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Verity stopped rocking. She pressed down on him, and he knew her face was an inch away from his. Slowly, he made himself look at her. Made himself see his own grief reflected in hers. 
 
    He grabbed her and flipped her down, taking her fast again. She tried to roll and reassume control. He pinned her arms briefly, taking her with hard dominance, and then gave control back. Verity shook her head at him with a surprising amount of expression as she repeated what she’d just done and slowly began to rock her hips and ride. 
 
    He felt close to her in a way that made him realize how distant he’d grown from anyone else. Koa felt her pleasure building as she intensified her movements. He snuck his fingers back in and even managed to get her to lay flat so he could briefly go down and get between her legs. With gentle kisses and tactical tongue flicks, he made sure she came first. 
 
    She was blissed out, and he went slow as he slid back between her thighs and pressed himself into her body. He went as slow as he would have… with another woman he loved. This time, he kept Verity’s face in the fore and let Ruby rest where she was. 
 
    He was still pumping into her slowly as he reached his own limit. He kissed her, and she wrapped him up tight in her arms and legs as he came. He had the wherewithal to pull out after the first spurt, but the damage was quite possibly already done. The look Verity gave him, slightly annoyed but calm, assured him that she’d take care of it if needed. 
 
    He found a towel from the corner of his room to clean them both up a bit. They held each other and slowly fell asleep, stealing a few more hours of tranquil rest. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Are you still using the pollen?” he asked. 
 
    They were just finishing getting dressed in the tepid, early morning sunlight spilling in through the window. Verity turned to face him as she pulled one of his shirt’s down over her much smaller frame. She nodded slowly. 
 
    “How much?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. Koa sighed. 
 
    “Don’t overdo it,” he said. “I won’t force you back to Cathelia, but I need you to take care of yourself. I’d prefer if you gave it up completely, but you’ve already proven that you won’t be forced into sobriety.” 
 
    Verity opened her mouth. For an instant, he was sure he would get at least a word out of her, but she merely nodded uncertainly and seemed to consider his concern. 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised,” he said. “Harvestglade is under attack. As much as your health matters to me, we have more pressing concerns.” 
 
    He headed straight for his mother’s audience chamber with Verity following a step behind. Both the underqueen and her esper were already within, though he’d arrived ahead of her first petitioners. His mother looked exhausted, as did Petra, but they both rushed over to him as he entered. 
 
    “Koa!” said his mother. “Gods, I’m so glad you’re all right!” 
 
    She swept him into a tight hug. He wrapped his arms around her, a little surprised by her gushing emotions. 
 
    “I’m… just as all right as I was last night, when I arrived back,” he said. “Has something new transpired?” 
 
    “Ah. No, just…” Avina glanced at Petra, who gave her a slow nod. “With so much chaos ongoing, I can’t help but expect the worst. I’m gathering everyone of importance to the queen’s sitting room to discuss our strategy moving forward.” 
 
    “Then let’s be on our way.” He smiled and glanced over her shoulder. “Petra.” 
 
    “Makoa,” said the esper, matching his smile with her own. “I see you found your companion.” 
 
    He almost commented on her word choice, but it was hard to place Verity as much else, as of late. She wasn’t a servant anymore. She wasn’t a spy.  
 
    “I did,” said Koa. “What’s the rest of the situation looking like? Has Lauric recovered? He was in bad shape when we arrived back.” 
 
    “Now that you’re here, let’s move upstairs,” said his mother. “Mav. Could you bring Haza and whoever is currently in command of the castle guard to my sitting room?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” said Mav. 
 
    Koa followed behind Avina, Petra, and Reese. Mav joined them with both Haza and a man whom Koa recognized, but couldn’t place a name to. Everyone sat down at the central table, expressions turning grave as they silently acknowledged why they were there. 
 
    “Harvestglade is under attack,” said his mother. “The Estorians have chosen an unexpected angle to advance from, and they’ve drawn the first blood. We are here to discuss our strategy, moving forward.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. A fair bit of attention turned toward the guard sitting in for Lauric. He cleared his throat after an uncertain moment and spoke with his fist pressed to his chest. 
 
    “I… suppose I should give my name, for those who don’t know it, which I reckon is all of you,” he said. “Vance Talbot. I used to fight for Underqueen Esanor back when I hailed from Cloister Andrenia, but retired here in Harvestglade until Captain Lauric put out the word for fighting men. He recruited me to the castle guard after assessing my competence for a spell.” 
 
    “We’re happy to have you here, Talbot,” said Avina. “Your thoughts on the current state of the guard and the garrison would be most welcome.” 
 
    The fact that the man was currently in command to begin with spoke volumes to Koa about just how dire their situation was. Lauric had brought his best men on the scouting mission to Fairknoll. With most of them lost or injured, they would have to work with whatever they had left. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness!” Talbot was an older man with full, but gray hair and pock marks along one side of his neck. “The reports of the scouts that came in last night place the Estorians’ number at a couple hundred. More than two, less than five. They’re moving toward Gladetown but seem to be only taking supplies from villages and towns they pass, rather than razing them as with Fairknoll.” 
 
    “That’s at least one point in our favor,” said Koa. 
 
    “Still have a lot of refugees coming in,” said Talbot. “People sensing the situation and seeing Gladetown as their best bet.” 
 
    Koa waited for his mother to voice the obvious relevant question. 
 
    “What’s the current strength of our available forces?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Less than a hundred men, but I don’t know how much less until we see how many of the greater garrison stuck around,” said Talbot. “Lots of whispers of men who’d committed themselves to the war losing their nerve after hearing about what’s going on.” 
 
    “Not to mention the fact that cohesion will be lacking without Captain Lauric’s leadership,” said Koa. “No offense, Talbot.” 
 
    “None taken, milord,” said the guard. “We will likely be outnumbered and at a disadvantage in terms of the training of our troops, but we’ll be fighting a defensive war. We have the option of drawing back to the castle to hold out for help.” 
 
    “We’d be sacrificing Gladetown and all the innocent people within it,” said Koa. “It’s not an option.” 
 
    “If we were to reach out to Twinfalls and the other queendoms, assuming they could respond and come to our aid…” Talbot shrugged and glanced toward his queen. 
 
    “I’m uncertain whether much aid will be forthcoming,” said Avina. “No. My son is right. We have to protect the town, or there’s no point in us winning, regardless.” 
 
    “There are ways around strict numerical disadvantages, given the resources you have at your disposal.” Haza spoke up, his voice drawing both attention and surprise from the others. “Assuming you’re open to courting some aid from beyond your realm.” 
 
    “Speak plain, Haza,” said Koa. Some of his annoyance from his recent interactions with his grandfather leaked into his voice, but the old man merely smiled and steepled his fingers. 
 
    “I’ll walk you through your options when we have a moment alone,” said Haza. “I’d rather not disclose such secrets in present company.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Avina. “There’s also the matter of the wounded, both those we currently harbor and the vast number we’ll accumulate as the conflict wears on.” 
 
    “I can seek out some women from town who might have some skills or at least be trainable,” said Reese. “With the new surgeon you brought back to the castle, we should have a wealth of knowledge to go around.” 
 
    “New surgeon?” Koa furrowed his brow, growing even more curious as he noted the glance his mother and Petra shared. 
 
    “I will need to be on the front lines of this conflict,” said Petra in a careful voice. “We should… plan our decisions around that fact.” 
 
    “We’ll speak on it after,” said Avina. “Savantra is already meeting with Cathelia to discuss materials and instruments.” 
 
    “We should also send out messengers to the other queendoms, even if it’s doubtful they’ll be able to send aid,” said Reese. 
 
    The conversation shifted into more of the minute details of assembling their defenses and planning around the oncoming attack. Koa was reminded of the first dustwalker attack, long before the monster had taken on Brin as its primary persona. The queendom had already been through its struggles, but it seemed more were to come. 
 
    I can only hope that Harvestglade will be forged through this conflict, rather than broken by it, he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness!”  
 
    A servant slid to a stop within the sitting chamber. Avina had just dismissed the greater council, leaving only Petra, Reese, and her other handmaidens to discuss the logistics of keeping the castle supplied.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked the man. 
 
    “The tattooed Estorian you brought back to the castle. His face started glowing. He broke into fits afterward, and I’m not sure what happened.” 
 
    Avina immediately rose and started in the direction of the guest rooms, the rest of her entourage keeping a quick pace. Several guards had arrived ahead of them, no doubt at the sound of the disturbance. Within the room, Ani kneeled next to the body of the tattooed man, openly distraught. 
 
    “Ani,” said Avina. “What happened?” 
 
    The young Sabantian slowly shook his head. Avina sighed and folded her arms.  
 
    “He told us what he knew already, no?” said Petra. 
 
    “Perhaps, there’s no knowing now if he might have remembered anything else useful along the way. I suppose his master’s patience must have finally worn thin.” 
 
    “These seal brands were among the methods Haza suggested for containing our bond,” said Petra, in a voice only Avina could hear. “Any doubts I had of their power have now been assuaged, at the very least.” 
 
    Avina nodded, though seeing the end result pushed her more toward hesitation. “I don’t think these brands should be our first line of treatment.” 
 
    “But we will need a solution,” whispered Petra. “Now, more than ever. I will need to be fighting on the frontlines in the coming days. Were a swap to happen mid-battle, or even just before one…” 
 
    She shrugged, and her words stirred a matching anxiety within Avina. She simply couldn’t fight like Petra could. No amount of training or advice could replace an entire lifetime’s worth of practice, knowing one’s own body, knowing one’s own limits. 
 
    “Let’s speak with Savantra first,” said Avina. “It’s not as though we went through all the trouble of bringing her here to the castle simply to split duties with Cathelia.” 
 
    “We may need to explain that to her, from what I overheard earlier.” 
 
    Avina spent another minute assuring Ani that the incident hadn’t been his fault. She made arrangements for the body, delegating the duty to servants, rather than the guards as she usually might. Every fighting man would have more pressing duties for the time being. 
 
    She dismissed her entourage, not even trusting her handmaidens with her and Petra’s secret. Cathelia and Savantra were already bickering, but Avina wasn’t sure if that boded poorly or not. True professionals sometimes butted heads in the process of finding the most efficient and effective way to cooperate. She hoped this was one of those times. 
 
    “Cathelia,” said Avina, arriving in the middle of an argument that seemed related to the folding of towels. “May I speak with Savantra for a moment?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said the old healer. She shot the master surgeon a dark scowl as she strode out of the infirmary.  
 
    Petra closed the door. 
 
    “Ah,” said Savantra. “You want something. I was wondering when the other shoe would drop.” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough of a reason for me to need another healer ahead of a battle?” asked Avina. 
 
    “You’re a smart woman,” said Savantra. “I’d hoped that was the reason. But it’s because you’re a smart woman that I also suspected there was more.” 
 
    “I need you to… remove something,” admitted Avina. “From my body.” 
 
    Savantra groaned and shook her head. “Gods, does nobody ever learn the simplest thing? You have to tie something around anything you go having fun with. If you just push it in by its free-floating self, you might as well be tossing an anchor into a lake. I’ll take a stab at it, so to speak, if you just lift that skirt up really quick.” 
 
    “Ah. No.” Avina raised a hand as though to ward off the assumption, face going hot. “That’s… No. It’s related to an injury I suffered when I was just a girl. A glass bobby pin that stabbed into my abdomen.” 
 
    “If it happened back then, why do you need it removed now?” asked Savantra. 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra, who slowly nodded. 
 
    There’s no getting around telling her if I’m to secure her help, she thought. 
 
    “It’s related to the bond between myself and my esper,” she admitted. “She won’t be capable of being at full strength in the coming battle if we don’t address this.” 
 
    Savantra sighed and gave a small shake of her head. “Well, I suppose I should take a look at it, at least, before telling you my thoughts. Disrobe.” 
 
    Avina blinked. The surgeon made a motion like she was pulling her own clothing and stepped back. Feeling more like a horse at a sale than an underqueen, Avina stripped down to her small clothes. Savantra gestured to one of the patient beds, and Avina stretched out across it. 
 
    “Under this scar?” she asked, finding the spot before even touching her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does this hurt?” asked Savantra. She pushed her fingers into the scar, almost as though trying to hook the tips under Avina’s ribs. 
 
    “No,” said Avina. 
 
    “What about this?” Savantra pushed deeper with two of them. 
 
    “Still no, though it’s not exactly comfortable.” 
 
    “Which means this bit of glass is deeper in you,” said Savantra. “Closer to your heart.” 
 
    The way she said the words seemed cautious, almost reverent. Avina wondered if perhaps part of the anomaly was related to that simple fact. It might otherwise be innocuous if not for the magical nature of the glass. 
 
    “Agreeing to remove it would be agreeing to kill you,” said Savantra. “My answer is no.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” said Avina. “Petra being at full strength in the coming days may determine whether Harvestglade stands or falls.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t care overly much,” said Savantra. “If your esper had been honest with me about what you really wanted back in my cabin, I never would have come down into the glade with you. I’ll head back up that way if the situation becomes too intense. Nobody will notice or care about an old woman hiking out into the woods.” 
 
    “I care.” Avina leveled her eyes at the surgeon. “You will do this surgery for me, Savantra.” 
 
    “Do you think this is some exaggeration on my part to get out of working? I’m as serious as I get when I tell you that you would not survive the surgery you’re asking for. Gods, I doubt you’d even be able to hold still for it, even just the first minute. I refuse, and my answer is final.” 
 
    Avina narrowed her eyes, but Petra set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “She will not be convinced,” whispered the esper. “And if you push her, we lose a surgeon when we need one.” 
 
    It took an effort of will, but Avina managed to nod, pull her clothes back on, and leave the infirmary with her esper. The two of them walked down the hall and then back upstairs, slowing as they approached the door to her room. 
 
    “We could still explore the potential of the seal brands,” suggested Petra. 
 
    “I suppose…” She sighed and pushed a few strands of blonde hair back into place. “I just fear that we might not find a solution there, either.” 
 
    “Then let us make our own in the meantime,” said Petra. “I think… the anomaly, this switching of perspectives, happens most when there is distance or strife between us.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I suspect, but I am not certain,” said Petra. “Our bond itself works in such a way, I believe. Even if it has no effect on the anomaly, being able to feel each other’s emotions more clearly while we are in exchange would help us make better decisions.” 
 
    “True enough. So how do we make use of that?” 
 
    “We take a bath,” suggested Petra. 
 
    Avina quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Together,” added the esper, smiling and taking Avina’s hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Koa walked alongside Haza, not trying to hide his annoyance as he matched the old sorcerer’s pace. The offer of receiving a lesson on how to use his rifts to strengthen Harvestglade and potentially bolster their defenses wasn’t one he could refuse. But that didn’t make accepting it from his grandfather with so much already in the air between them any easier. 
 
    “Send your servant away,” said Haza. “The instruction I have to share is for your ears and eyes only.” 
 
    “She can’t open rifts, Haza,” said Koa. “I don’t see what the harm would be in allowing her to observe.” 
 
    “Making assumptions about what may or may not cause harm was the majority of what led to Sabantius’s downfall!” snapped the sorcerer. “Do as I say.” 
 
    Koa gritted his teeth, but Verity slid in close and kissed his cheek. She looked, for an instant, like she might say something. She held her silence, but even with no words, Koa took her meaning as she stepped back and started off toward his room. 
 
    “I would be cautious of trusting her too deeply,” said Haza. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, voice sarcastic. “Was that another aspect of Sabantius’s downfall? Some old mage who trusted someone who literally saved his life only to court ruination?” 
 
     “She’s too quiet,” said Haza. 
 
    “She lost her sister,” said Koa. 
 
    “Death is a constant in life. It’s not something that should reduce an otherwise healthy person to a muted husk.” 
 
    Koa took a step toward his grandfather, speaking in a low voice. “You weren’t there. I don’t want to hear your thoughts on Verity or what happened during the attack on Twinfalls. Not ever.” 
 
    “Fair enough, princeling. I know better than to prod someone else’s sore wound.” 
 
    They were silent, if not civil with one another as they made the trek outside. The castle’s courtyard was alive with activity, every able-bodied guard and servant rushing about and tending to their business. 
 
    Koa suspected Gladetown would be in a similar, if not more active state. He wondered whether the majority of the common folk would dig their heels in, or perhaps see the logic and make themselves scarce while the conflict played out. It was the kind of decision that charted the course of lives, one which lent weight to his own decisions. 
 
    They’re my people, he thought. I have to do everything I can to defend them. 
 
    “Yes.” Haza’s voice was contemplative, with an odd touch of pride to it. “You see now, don’t you? This isn’t a game of ambition anymore, but life and death. A game of people and futures, played on a scale with no margin for mistakes.” 
 
    “That’s what being a prince is,” said Koa, with a sigh. “It’s funny. I’ve heard that from my mother, from Petra, from so many people in my life over the years. I don’t think I ever really understood, even when I tried to listen, tried to imagine.” 
 
    “As with so much else in life, it will ultimately be a trial by fire,” said Haza. “Consider yourself lucky that you need not take this challenge on bare handed.” 
 
    They walked out into the hills just beyond the trees, in the same area where Haza had taught him how to use the ring of power. Koa was tense, still primed from the previous night’s battle. Every snap of twigs or movement in the grass had him reaching for his sword, which he wasn’t wearing, and then his casting cane, which he was. 
 
    When Horny crashed through the bushes to catch up with him, Koa nearly brained the poor hookhorn without thinking. He petted his familiar’s head, frowning as a question came to him that seemed obvious and unavoidable after his mishap with his pocket realm. 
 
    “Horny isn’t from our realm,” he said. “Do I need to be concerned about him eventually suffering ill effects in the same way the men I transported did?” 
 
    “That is an excellent question,” said Haza. “I like it when you use your mind like that. I’ll give you the answer in two parts. One, the hookhorn technically is from this realm. The winged ones are a Sabantian creation. That section of the Plains of Maltrus was some old spellcaster’s open menagerie.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes a certain amount of sense, given that hookhorns are native to Sabantius,” said Koa. 
 
    “It’s also not an entirely natural creature. There is magic in that animal. You didn’t think it was flying about off the power of its wings alone, did you?” 
 
    “I mean, why not?” asked Koa.  
 
    “Basic principles of size and lift?” 
 
    Koa shrugged. “Can he do anything more than simply fly?” 
 
    “That’s a question for him, not me. I don’t know everything, princeling. The concept I’m illuminating for you is known as cohesion. It’s why your pocket realm, useful as it may be, will be limited in terms of, say, using it to transport trade goods or smuggle people. Only very simple materials will maintain their cohesion over the span of hours or days.” 
 
    “Huh. Now that you bring it up, it seemed as though the faces of some of my gold coins had been fading or smoothing out a bit.” 
 
    “Might want to move them sometime soon then if you care,” said Haza. “Though ultimately, gold is gold.” 
 
    “True enough.” Koa looked around the clearing, curiosity stirring at what Haza might have to tell him. “Why are we out here?” 
 
    “We’re going on a field trip, princeling,” said Haza. “To the realm of Bubbis Brown Bottom.” 
 
    Koa chuckled, but let his mirth fade as he noticed how serious Haza was. “Is that actually the name of the realm? Who picked it? Please tell me the denizens of this place themselves don’t insist on calling their home that?” 
 
    “Of course not!” snapped Haza. “It’s an old name picked by the first sorcerer to make contact. I believe they are still ruled by a descendant of King Bubbis, but it’s been a while since I’ve strode across their mounded fields.” 
 
    “King… Bubbis Brown Bottom.” Koa let out a suspicious cough. “Was he… the first of his name?” 
 
    “Don’t laugh when we get there!” snapped Haza. “If you laugh in front of the Deranauts — that’s what they call themselves — but if you laugh in front of them, we will not survive for long. I’m serious, Makoa. This is a good lesson in respect and open mindedness which I think you’re overdue to learn. A prince is as magnanimous visiting the highest of the high as he is visiting the lowest of the low.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Cut us a rift and let’s be on our way.” 
 
    “I want you to do it,” said Haza. “Learning the path to this realm would also be good for you.” 
 
    “That sounds like an excuse born of laziness, but I suppose I wouldn’t mind learning how to travel to this Bubbis place,” said Koa. 
 
    “The resonance is heavy,” said Haza. “Heavy with a sense of urgency, underlined by an ambient… churning, of sorts.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Churning and gassiness,” added Haza. “With a bucket load of explosive weight.” 
 
    Koa narrowed his eyes at the sorcerer. “You’re jesting.” 
 
    “Just do it!” Haza swung his staff at Koa in the old way of his. It struck Koa’s shoulder, but there was hardly any force behind the blow compared to the manner in which his grandfather used to abuse him. Haza coughed and wiped a hand over his mouth, waggling the staff to urge his apprentice on. 
 
    It wasn’t all that hard to find the realm of Bubbis Brown Bottom, which Koa silently resolved to try to call the Triple B from that point forward. The realm wasn’t hiding, not that realms could have the agency to hide, but some seemed tucked away, whereas this one stuck out like a book in the wrong place on a library shelf. 
 
    He slowly cut into the Triple B with his staff. Haza made an approving noise from behind him that stirred far more pride within Koa than he would have expected it to. He grinned back at the sorcerer as he took a tentative step forward and through the rift. 
 
    The change was immediate and noticeable, despite him ostensibly having stepped from one field in Harvestglade to another in the Triple B. The trees surrounding him were massive, more like thick towers. Orange and brown leaves fell in the manner of autumn foliage, but each one was the size of a small quilt. One landed on his shoulders, and he broke it into shards as he brushed it aside. 
 
    His first traitorous thought was of how entertaining Ruby would have found it, the delight he would have seen in her wide eyes and amazed voice. His second, more pressing thought was that the entire place smelled like a massive fart. 
 
    “What is that?” he muttered, as Haza followed behind him. “Are we in a cow paddy?” 
 
    “No, not as such,” said Haza. “It’s just the character of the realm. Were the Deranauts to come to ours, they might react similarly to the ambient scents upon the air.” 
 
    Koa wrinkled his nose and did his best to take unthinking breaths out of his mouth instead. He could see a small settlement ahead of them in the distance, set amidst a series of rolling hills. A couple of what looked like short guards, likely the Deranauts Haza spoke of, were already eyeing them from their patrol paths around the perimeter. 
 
    “Well, come on then!” snapped the old sorcerer. “Let’s get moving. Ah, you may also wish to… watch your step.” 
 
    “We are in a cow paddy, then?” Koa eyed a large, brown pile next to the protruding root of one of the massive trees. “Or some kind of animal grazing land?” 
 
    “Some kind, yes.” Haza poked him with his staff. “Now move.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Avina gave Petra a few minutes to climb into the bath first before joining her. She’d changed into one of her fluffy bathrobes, which she had always loved, despite only being able to wear them in that context. 
 
    The queen’s tub was more than large enough for the both of them. Petra had already washed her hair and looked incredibly comfortable, cheeks reddened from the heat and lips turned up into a wistful smile. The soapy water hid the bottom halves of her breasts, everything from the nipple down. Avina blinked, wondering why her gaze felt so drawn there. 
 
    You know her body nearly as well as she does, at this point, she thought. Perhaps you have a right to be… curious. 
 
    “Are you finally ready to join me?” asked Petra. 
 
    “I thought you could use a moment or two alone to get clean first.” 
 
    Petra’s smile held a hint of teasing to it, as though asking the question of why she needed to be alone for that. In some ways, the anomaly had created distance between them as much as it had brought them closer together. They shared each other’s bodies so often now that in some ways, moments of privacy carried more weight. 
 
    And now here Petra was, insisting they share one more typically private experience.  
 
    “I am clean and comfortable, and the water is still warm.” Petra curled her legs in, but there was no real need. They could have likely fit three people within the tub if they’d truly sought to.  
 
    The idea suddenly drew her thoughts to Koa, emotions stirring through her state like milk in tea. She knew Petra felt it through the bond just as surely as she felt it in her own heart. 
 
    “It is just us here, Avina,” said the esper. “Worry not about future complications.” 
 
    “A mother’s job is to worry.” Avina opened her robe and let it fall to the floor, standing nude within the bath chamber. She felt Petra’s reaction almost mirroring her own, underlined with a strange novelty to seeing her bare body, a body she was growing to know from inside out. 
 
    “You worry so much that Makoa has become the center of our world,” said Petra. Her tone was that of an observation, rather than a complaint. 
 
    “He has been since he came into our lives,” Avina pointed out. “I suppose we received an interlude during his adolescence, right up until he came into his own as a prince. I can’t avoid the fact that I’m his mother, Petra.” 
 
    “Nor can I avoid the feelings I have for him,” whispered the esper. “…As a woman.” 
 
    Avina felt the echo of those feelings so strongly that she couldn’t help but wonder if the conversation was doing more harm to her resolve than good. She walked over to the bath and stepped into the side across from Petra, hoping the warm water might wash away the conflict of her emotions. 
 
    “How is it that my son, of all people, was the man to capture your heart?” she asked, as she lowered herself down. One of her legs extended forward in between Petra’s, and one of Petra’s legs slid into a matching place between her own thighs. 
 
    “Why not ask him why he was so smitten with your esper as to seek out a romance?” countered Petra. 
 
    “He romances any woman who so much as blinks in his direction.” 
 
    The esper frowned and narrowed her eyes, but it was a mock offense at best. “You are dancing around the true issue. With surgery as treatment for this anomaly now ruled out, we have to confront our situation once more.” 
 
    “We are confronting it each and every day,” said Avina. “Hazafallius mentioned the seal brands. We still have one avenue of treatment available.” 
 
    “A dubious one, at best.” Petra nudged her foot sideways, prodding her big toe into Avina’s thigh. “Why will you not consider simply telling Makoa the truth?” 
 
    “The truth about what?” Avina knew what Petra was suggesting and felt like a coward for trying to dodge the question even as she spoke the words. 
 
    Petra didn’t even acknowledge the tactic as she replied. “What is the worst that could happen if we told him? I think he has a far more open and agreeable mind than you sometimes credit him.” 
 
    “He would retrace his memories, Petra,” said Avina, her face suddenly even hotter than the water. “He would… suspect, if not know. It would never be the same between us again.” 
 
    “Your relationship is already in flux. He seeks to become the Heralder King. You know as well as I do that he harbors that ambition in full knowledge of what it would entail. You would become his underqueen, regardless of relations.” 
 
    “That would be different!” snapped Avina. “I could handle him within that context. Not to mention that there’s no need for me to deal with that particular ambition until it actually bears fruit.” 
 
    “You can push back at it all you want, but it is the direction he is aimed in.” Petra shrugged. “We both see how he grows in power, maturity, and status.” 
 
    “I’m still his mother!” said Avina, almost shouting. “He needs to respect me. I… don’t know if he would if he knew, Petra. I’ll admit that to you as I know you already feel the truth of it through our connection.” 
 
    “It is about control for you, then?” 
 
    “I suppose it is, in some ways.” Avina sighed and sank lower into the water, rubbing one of her feet along Petra’s thigh. “I’m the underqueen. I need control over my prince, my queendom, my little slice of the realm. It’s not just about me.” 
 
    “This… is part of why I fear the interest you have expressed in the seal brand as a treatment for our condition,” admitted Petra. 
 
    “You fear… what?” scoffed Avina. “That I’d use magic to control you?” 
 
    “Not as such.” Petra splashed some water her way, playful but serious. “It is not a rational fear, necessarily. I will admit that. But you must admit something in return.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Petra shifted, taking one of Avina’s legs and moving it out of the way. She slid in closer, squeezing in alongside Avina in the large tub’s confines. Avina didn’t break her gaze from the esper’s, feeling power at play underneath the moment. 
 
    With one hand, Petra reached out and stroked her cheek. Avina’s reaction wasn’t to pull back or even react, at least not on the surface. At least not above the water. She set her hand on Petra’s thigh below it, as though to say yes, I can touch you, too. 
 
    “Mmm,” hummed Petra. 
 
    The esper leaned in and kissed her. Her lips were warm, with the faintest hint of soapiness to them in a not unpleasant way. Avina moved her mouth and her hand, stroking Petra’s thigh, letting her thumb trace circles against clean, smooth skin. 
 
    The sensation of it was… hard to put into words. She felt Petra’s reaction through the bond, but as close as they were, the bond was powerful. Her emotions had their little flare in response to Petra’s reaction, and then she felt Petra’s reaction to that, and so on, with every little touch and movement.  
 
    She was reminded of two mirrors in the servant’s quarters across from one another that, from the right angle, showed an endless series of reflections. A dirty thought came to mind. What would it feel like if they both came together, pleasure bouncing back and forth from both sides like a bell ringing over and over again within an echoing chamber? 
 
    “Yes,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Yes to what?” Avina dug her fingers into Petra’s thigh. “You haven’t proven anything, Petra.” 
 
    “Do you wish for proof?” asked Petra. “Do you wish for me to give you that?” 
 
    “You tie separate arguments together, esper,” whispered Avina. “Proof of that sort… I can find for myself.” 
 
    Her words sounded more confident than she felt, in truth. Playing with Petra was, in some ways, like just touching or kissing herself. But there was a dark corner to that truth that she’d never confronted. Most of the good orgasms she’d experienced in life had been through masturbation. 
 
    “How does it feel?” pressed Petra. “Be honest.” 
 
    “You know how it feels,” snapped Avina. “It’s all there, for both of us. It’s like we’re one body sometimes.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Petra slapped the surface of the water. “And we must adapt to a reality with thinner lines between us, Avina. A reality that includes Koa, and my feelings for him.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” said Avina. “You set a trap for me with your words! There is still a line between us there, and there always will be. Just as there exists a line of behavior between me and my son. I… mmm….” 
 
    Petra kissed her neck right on the spot where she’d always been weakest. Avina made the mistake of trying to counter by brushing her fingers along the edge of the esper’s crotch. It was as though she’d immediately forgotten the truth they’d just outlined. The thrill of her touch rebounded in her face. 
 
    They found each other’s mouths again and shared a greedy kiss. Their movements fell into unspoken synchronicity, the fingers of one hand threading together, the fingers of the other teasing toward their crotches. 
 
    There was a moment of sharing that underlined Petra’s point to a degree that scared them both. Just as suddenly as they’d begun their game, they both stopped, pulling back and taking heavy breaths.  
 
    “We can fear it, or we can accept it,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “It is not so black and white as you try to make it,” said Avina. “No. We are still separate people, Petra.” 
 
    “I would not claim otherwise,” said the esper. “We are separate, but we are also one.” 
 
    Avina sighed and splashed some water at Petra in playful, petulant defiance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    The realm of Bubbis Brown Bottom was, in Koa’s honest opinion, humid and smelly. He did his best to keep an open mind as he and Haza approached the small castle town that appeared to be their destination.  
 
    It was small in a literal sense, rather than in comparison to settlements back in Osteanus. The outer wall, upon which chainmail-clad Deranauts strode in patrol along the parapets, was perhaps seven feet high and two and a half wide. Koa became increasingly sure as they approached the gateway leading into town that he would need to stoop to fit through it. 
 
    “Halt!” called down one of the men atop the wall. “Who goes there? Are you one of the highlanders?” 
 
    The man spoke in Sabantian. Koa rested his chin on one hand as he considered the implications of that and came up with a guess as to why and how that was. 
 
    “Did you conquer them or simply annex them?” he asked. 
 
    “I did neither, as it happens,” said Haza. 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean. Sabantius has meddled in this realm to enough of a degree to have at least an entire city speaking the language.” 
 
    “A sorcerer from many generations ago named Phodius the Traveler may have… visited here,” said Haza. “Most of my people who knew of this realm and how it’s, ah, progressed over the years died during the war. You should be grateful I’m letting you in on this secret.” 
 
    “Answer or we will attack with sticks and stones!” shouted the man atop the wall. 
 
     “We come in peace,” called Haza. “I am, as you said, one of the highlanders. Hazafallius, Lord of Crystal Hills. You may bring word of my arrival to King Bubbis if you need to.” 
 
    “Hazafallius!” chimed the man. “We know of you. Open the gate! Allow this one forth!” 
 
    It was surreal to watch the men scramble to obey. None of them looked to be more than four feet tall, and they universally were milky pale and stubbly haired. They were about as far from Sabantian in appearance as Koa could have imagined, but they spoke the language with more fluency than he could manage himself. 
 
    The guard who greeted them at the door saluted with one fist to the chest and then, strangely, turned around to bow. His chainmail hung midway down his legs, but there was a strange cutout in the lower back. Koa blinked, noting that the man’s pants had a buttoned flap tailored into them in a manner he’d only seen in night clothing back in Osteanus. 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” hissed Haza, in Ostean. “And for the love of your nonexistent gods, if you have to laugh, try to disguise it as a cough.” 
 
    Koa snorted, more in surprise than humor, and took a test of Haza’s advice by turning it into a cough on the tail end. “I have an open mind, Haza. I won’t laugh at a man just for being short and eccentric.” 
 
    “I will lead you to the palace of King Bubbis the Farteenth.” A small function of bodily noise escaped from the man’s midriff as he said the last few syllables with a fluttering whine. 
 
    Koa coughed noisily into one arm. “Did he just say what I—” 
 
    “Hush, princeling,” said Haza. “You’re about to get a lesson in advanced diplomacy.” 
 
    They passed through the gateway. Koa had to stoop slightly, as he’d previously anticipated. A strange world awaited him on the other side… one that had a very distinctive and unpleasant smell to it.  
 
    All of the Deranauts were short. The guards who’d let them in seemed to be among the tallest of their people. Most of the men and children he could see had a certain peculiar fashion choice in common. The women, in dresses, were exempted. Everyone else had an easy-access back flap stitched into their pants or shorts. 
 
    “Why?” Koa muttered to Haza. “Is there… a point to that, or…?” 
 
    “You’re asking the one question which you shouldn’t be asking,” said Haza. “Just be cool and be kind. You can manage that, yes?” 
 
    A child ran by with one corner of his back flap hanging loose, crying at the top of his lungs. Koa clamped his mouth shut, but immediately reopened it to breathe upon getting a minor whiff of the air through his nostrils. 
 
    You’re a prince, he reminded himself. A prince of Harvestglade and Sabantius. You are here… on a serious diplomatic mission. 
 
    “Mummy, it burns!” yelled the child. “Wipe me, wipe me, wipe!” 
 
    Koa coughed into his hand, tears edging into the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The castle was similarly miniaturized, relative to someone of Koa’s height. His hope that stooping to pass at the entranceway might be the full extent of his discomfort was immediately dashed. The larger rooms were sizable enough for him to stand normally, but the hallways connecting them forced him to hunch down, along with navigating a game of positioning for anyone coming the other way. 
 
    They eventually arrived at the throne room of King Bubbis the Fourteenth. Koa watched in disgusted awe as the somewhat rotund sovereign buttoned up his back flap as he stood up. His throne had a central hole in it. Koa took slow breaths as he reminded himself there was absolutely nothing strange or funny about what must have been a serious and time-honored tradition among the Deranauts. 
 
    Haza worked out a deal with the king with surprising speed, securing them several wagonfuls of “burst spheres” along with four “turtle catapults.” 
 
    “In addition, I would like to transfer my share of the communal highlander debt to my apprentice, Prince Makoa Gladefoot.” 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow, but held his tongue. 
 
    “If you so wish, that can of course be arranged, Lord Haza,” said King Bubbis. “Why don’t we sit down to eat and discuss this more? My cooks had just begun preparing a meal of brisket, cabbage and bean stew, and prune pudding.” 
 
    “As appetizing as that sounds, we really must be on our way,” said Haza with a cough. 
 
    They were escorted outside, once more traversing claustrophobic hallways on their way to the exit. One of the king’s men brought them to a large staging ground with a line of sheds running along the back. Koa lowered his voice as they approached them, finally having a moment of relative privacy. 
 
    “What was that about you transferring your owed debt on to me?” asked Koa. 
 
    Haza shrugged. “Just an impulse I had. I suspect you’ll be able to make more of King Bubbis as a resource moving forward. Which is all the more reason why you need to get your childish giggles out of your system. They have a thing for bowel movements, it’s not really that big of a deal.” 
 
    “Far be it for me to yuck someone else’s yum, but seriously… a throne that doubles as a latrine?” 
 
    “Personally, I think that combination is quite shrewd,” said Haza. “What is a king’s business beyond deciding which of his retainers clean up his dumps?” 
 
    The Deranaut leading them opened the door of one the sheds, revealing the supplies Haza had bargained for them. They wheeled the turtle catapults out first, which true to their name, had large carapace-style shielding for the operator on their backside. The arm of the catapult was slotted into the armor in a manner that made the operator practically immune to arrows and ranged attacks. 
 
    The blast spheres were an even more exotic and interesting item. Each one was a perfectly clear glass sphere half filled with yellow and brown liquid, and plugged with a cork. Koa took one and shook it, frowning at the horrible sloshing noise that came from within.  
 
    “These do exactly what their name would suggest,” said Haza. “They may not seem like a great addition to your arsenal, given your ring of power, but they’ll serve your guardsman well. They can also be launched from the catapults quite effectively, though the aiming requires some practice.” 
 
    “Do I want to know what’s inside them?” asked Koa. 
 
    “You’re welcome to ask the question if you would like to get that particular answer, princeling,” said Haza. “We’re all adults here.” 
 
    “I mean, it would make a certain amount of sense, wouldn’t it? The realm’s name. Their apparent deference to native bodily functions.” 
 
    “It contorts my mind to wonder why you focus on such things over the effect these will actually have in battle.” 
 
    “I like to understand my weapons innately before putting them to use. Especially in terms of whether they’ll leave my cloak smelling like dwarf farts.” 
 
    Haza’s resolve broke into a telling cough, and Koa shared a smile and repressed one of his own. The sorcerer was still coughing a few seconds later, however. 
 
    “Ah…” Haza winced and pulled back the hand that’d been covering his mouth. It was stained dark with blood, which he tried to quickly wipe away and hide on the grass. 
 
    “Haza?” said Koa. “Are you all right?” 
 
    The old sorcerer didn’t answer right away, coughing once more and taking breaths that sounded like individual lifelines. Koa felt torn on whether to offer more direct support. Haza — his grandfather — shared that sense of pride that so often left men demanding to be allowed to stand unaided, on their own two feet. 
 
    “I’m fine, princeling,” said Haza, after too long of a pause. “Stop looking at me like I’m some kind of invalid.” 
 
    “When did this start?” he demanded. “Have you seen a healer?” 
 
    “Makoa. Stop.” Haza spat out more blood. “We need to move these blast spheres out. Pay no mind to the petty, surface ailments of an old man. There are things to do.” 
 
    Koa sighed and stepped closer. He took out his own, fresh handkerchief and kneeled down to pass it to Haza. “There are always things to do, Haza. Take a rest. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    He took one of the blast spheres and casually lobbed it toward a sparse section of the trees. Haza made a concerned noise, hindered by his current state, and tried to throw up a hand as though to arrest Koa’s throw. Too late. 
 
    The blast spheres were aptly named. The light from them was enough to momentarily blind Koa. The explosion was more blast than fire, though from the smoldering edges of the fifteen-foot radius the bomb carved out, there was still significant heat. The smell was actually worse than a dwarf fart, sulfur and diarrhea. 
 
    “See?” said Haza. “You’ll be all set now. With these, Harvestglade should at least stand a fighter’s chance.” 
 
    “Harvestglade will.” Koa sighed and closed his eyes. “Are you dying, Haza.” 
 
    “Ah.” The old sorcerer sat down where he stood and began rubbing at one of his knobby wrists. “Why does it matter? This body means nothing to me. I came from the grass and dust and when it’s time to die, I’ll go back there.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with any of that.” Koa dropped down beside him. “I never realized how life works when it comes to people. You only get so many moments. Eventually… you get a last moment. No more after that once they’re gone. There’s no avoiding it, not for anyone. Not for myself. I suppose I’ve just realized…” 
 
    “That it isn’t fair.” 
 
    “That it’s easy to waste,” said Koa. “I want to learn more from you, Haza. Regardless of your condition and what time has in store for us.” 
 
    “Then I will teach you, princeling!” Haza grinned, nodded, and then looked away. “Bah! The smell of those ass blasters is making my eyes water.” 
 
    “So you admit that’s what’s inside?” 
 
    “I never claimed otherwise. The Deranauts are a resourceful people.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Fresh from the bath, Avina tended to her castle. The ambience was surprisingly calm, given the circumstances, the looming Estorian threat. Her servants still performed their duties. Chaos had not erupted in the courtyard or what she could see of Gladetown’s streets. 
 
    Not yet, it hasn’t, she thought darkly. 
 
    She made her way down to the infirmary, intent on checking in on all of the injured guards from the scouting mission, but Lauric in particular. She was not as surprised as she should have been to find Mav standing in the hallway outside the healer’s quarters, watching the door with an indecisive frown. 
 
    “Mav,” she said, sneaking up behind her. 
 
    The handmaiden gasped and spun round. “Oh! Your Highness! I was just, uh…” 
 
    “Watching Lauric from a distance,” said Avina. “Go see him. He’s moved past what happened in Sabantius.” 
 
    “I… know he has.” Mav sighed and gave a small shrug. “That’s part of the problem. I’m scared of this. I think that’s why I pushed him away in the first place.” 
 
    Avina felt an odd sympathy stirring within her. She wanted to give Mav the right advice while at the same time not wanting to apply it to her own circumstances. 
 
    “You have to confront it,” she said. “The emotions. What’s really behind them. You can’t just bury your heart because you don’t like the truth it’s leading you toward.” 
 
    “You’re right,” muttered Mav. “But… Can I just go in with you if you’re headed toward the infirmary? As your handmaiden instead of as a visitor.” 
 
    Avina shrugged. “It’s a step in the right direction, if only a small one.” 
 
    She walked into the infirmary. Cathelia was out, but all of her patients were either sleeping or resting well. Lauric was awake, but far from recovered. The guard captain had lost a significant amount of weight, and his skin was so pale that a vein running through his forehead under his bald head was visible as a faint blue line. 
 
    “Lady Underqueen!” Lauric tried to rise and salute at the same time. 
 
    “Please, Lauric,” she said softly. “Don’t strain yourself. I came to check in on you and get your thoughts.” 
 
    “Much as I also did, Your Majesty.” Talbot had been standing to one side of Lauric’s bed. The interim guard captain sketched a hasty bow and quickly looked back toward Lauric. “I’ll see about running those we still have through some of the, uh, drills, then?” 
 
    “They’ll know what to do even if you don’t,” said Lauric. “The standard courtyard routine. Just yell that to them as many times as it takes until they start moving.” 
 
    Talbot shrugged. “I’ll give it my best, sir.” 
 
    He saluted and departed. Lauric sighed as though he’d just finished with a much more intensive task than instructing his temporary replacement. “He’s a good man and a good soldier, but still needs to learn that… snap. It’s a hard thing to teach. Especially when you’re already old enough to be set in your ways.” 
 
    He seemed like he was about to say more, but abruptly blinked as he noticed Mav standing over Avina’s shoulder. The poise and confidence with which Lauric had instructed his second melted into flustered surprise at the sight of the object of his infatuation. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Lauric?” asked Avina. “I want the truth. You’re too valuable of a retainer for me not to have an accurate assessment of your condition.” 
 
    Lauric nodded slowly and took a breath before answering. “I’m healing, but it’s slow. The wound itself was bad enough to lay me out for a week or two. The time I spent within your son’s private realm seemed to sap out a deeper strength. It’s like I’m recovering from the injury and starvation. I don’t think I’ll be able to make it much further than my bed by the time the real battle breaks out.” 
 
    “Your leadership will be missed, Sir Lauric, but you need not worry,” said Avina. “We’ll find a way to make it through this conflict.” 
 
    “I know we will,” said Lauric. “I trust in your guidance, Lady Underqueen. I just… I can’t forgive myself for the foolish decisions that led up to my current state.” 
 
    “It seems being overly hard on oneself is an infectious trait as of late.” Avina took a step sideways and glanced back and forth between Mav and Lauric. She waited, knowing neither could simply leave, Lauric bedridden and Mav acting as a handmaiden. They had to confront each other, stubborn as they both were. 
 
    “Lauric,” said Mav. 
 
    “Lady Mav,” said Lauric. 
 
    “Can I… bring you anything?” asked Mav. 
 
    “Bottle of wine,” said Lauric. “Two glasses.” 
 
    Mav smiled and nodded. “Soon as I’m off my duties.” 
 
    She found his hand and squeezed it. Avina felt as though she’d accomplished something as she walked out of the infirmary. 
 
    She continued her circuit of the castle, checking in with Reese next. Her former handmaiden was on her way somewhere, and Avina walked alongside her instead of interrupting. 
 
    “I thought I’d check on your newest handmaiden, Your Highness,” said Reese. “She’s been absent in her duties.” 
 
    “Beatrice has?” 
 
    Reese nodded. Avina had more questions, but they were about to arrive at Beatrice’s chamber and she supposed she could divine answers from the source. The handmaiden greeted them with a low bow at the door. She looked upset and didn’t meet Reese’s gaze as she began demanding answers. 
 
    “I feel like… he’s watching me,” muttered Beatrice. 
 
    “Who?” snapped Reese. 
 
    “Brin,” said Avina. “The dustwalker.” 
 
    Beatrice nodded but didn’t meet anyone’s gaze. “I think I’ve seen him since then. Gods. I don’t know what to do. I don’t think anyone can help me.” 
 
    Avina touched her shoulder, but it was Reese she pulled aside. “Can you find duties for her that either keep her close to you, or with Mav, or among the guard barracks?” 
 
    “I… suppose.” Reese sighed. “I didn’t realize she had this going on. I’ve been so busy preparing for this conflict. The idea of a battle hitting us here in Harvestglade, it just doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “It isn’t right, but it’s what’s happening.” 
 
    Reese nodded slowly. “I wanted to wait until after we’d addressed the missing handmaiden to tell you this, but some of the messengers I sent out came back.” 
 
    “What’s the news from the other queendoms?” 
 
    “Cloister Andrenia is asking for aid from us, facing a similar surprise attack,” said Reese. “The messengers headed to the Clawlands and the Puzzle Islands were forced to turn back due to lack of resources — too many raided towns and desperate refugees along the way. The one headed for Twinfalls has yet to return, but that’s no surprise given the distance.”  
 
    “This… may be it, then,” said Avina. “Gods. We’re on our own.” 
 
    “The people believe in you, my queen,” said Reese. “I believe in you. You, and Prince Makoa.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. “Take Beatrice and find something relaxing to busy yourselves with. I think we’ll need rest for the days to come.” 
 
    Reese bowed and obeyed. Avina took her own advice, sensing she was in the calm before the storm.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Avina checked on Petra, who was already resting, perhaps anticipating how much the coming battles would tax her specifically. With their bond still in such flux, she hadn’t decided how to handle placing Petra when the fighting did break out.  
 
    If they were too far from one another, an untimely swap might land Avina in Petra’s body during a situation she simply couldn’t handle. The alternative was to either sideline Petra within the castle, or go into battle along with her and place herself, the underqueen, into complicated amounts of danger. 
 
    She didn’t want to think anymore. She took her dinner within her study, surprised that more of her retainers weren’t vying for her attention. A knock did eventually come at her door, but it was Koa who poked his head in. 
 
    “Thought I might find you here,” he said. 
 
    “Come in.” She smiled and turned to face him in her chair. “Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “I devoured some soup right after I got back. We managed to secure a few things from the realm Haza revealed to me that might come in handy during our defense.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” she said, trying to also sound glad.  
 
    “Talbot says the Estorians will likely begin their attack late tomorrow, or perhaps early on the morning of the day after. Regardless of anything else, at least we won’t be waiting endlessly.” 
 
    “I suppose there’s always an upside,” muttered Avina. 
 
    He sat down across from her, revealing a bottle of wine and two glasses. Her mood may have been dour, but having Koa near was a balm upon her spirits. She sipped the wine and just stared at him, remembering Reese’s words. The people of Harvestglade had faith in their prince, and so did she. 
 
    “What?” he asked, with a small laugh. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m just happy you’re here.” 
 
    “Aw.” He reached out and squeezed her hand, but his expression grew more serious as he took a sip from his glass. “I’ve heard word of the rumors whispered amongst the servants and townsfolk. The other queendoms are facing similar situations.” 
 
    “It seems so. Reese received word from some of the messengers who managed to make it back.” 
 
    “We haven’t even met our opponent on neutral ground yet, let alone pushed into their territory,” muttered Koa. “Even if we hold here in Harvestglade, Osteanus itself…” 
 
    “…Might lose this war,” finished Avina. “It’s a possibility. That’s simply the state of the board we’re playing on.” 
 
    “It makes me feel strangely vindicated over my time in Twinfalls,” muttered Koa. “I tried for peace, even if it would have come at a high price of its own. I kept reinforcing my point of how many people would die if it came to war, but it was just a phrase, just words. Now, it’s right outside our window.” 
 
    “Harvestglade will find a way forward,” she said. 
 
    “We will.” He took her hand again, and they both sat in comfortable silence for a minute.  
 
    It wasn’t late, but the sun had set, and Avina had no idea what the next day might hold. “Makoa. You should try to get some sleep. Your role tomorrow is going to be… an active one.” 
 
    She hated acknowledging the fact that he would have to fight. As much as her heart might want to try to hold him back, keep him close, she knew she couldn’t stop him. Moreover, she knew Harvestglade needed him, not just as a prince or a sorcerer, but as a leader. As a man. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “It’s actually one of the reasons I came to see you. Do you mind if I borrow Petra?” 
 
    The way he said it, so brazen and dangerous, sent an unmentionable flush of heat through Avina’s body. She opened her mouth to respond before she’d even thought about what her answer would be. 
 
    “Petra is already in bed,” said Avina. “I loathe to wake her, given how much of tomorrow will also fall upon her shoulders.” 
 
    “I still find it hard to sleep alone,” said Koa. “Strange, I know. It’s like being haunted by the memories. Dreams of smoke and fire.” 
 
    “What about Verity?” 
 
    “I already checked in on her. She’s also asleep, and she likely needs her rest even more, given her condition.” 
 
    There’s no way around it then, she thought. Maybe… just this time. 
 
    “I could help you,” she said, quiet and cautious. “At least to get to sleep. I would have to return to my own chamber later in the night, I think.” 
 
    Koa looked at her for a moment, and she had a flutter of uncertainty. Would he actually refuse her? No, of course not. What had she offered, beyond company… in bed? What was he thinking? 
 
    “You would do that for me, Mother?” he asked, voice once more brazen and dangerous. 
 
    “It’s not as though it was too much of, ah, a bother to have you join Petra and I last time around,” she said, one finger fidgeting against the table. “It would be the same, except in your chamber.” 
 
    “In my bed.” Koa chucked and took her hand. “Gods. You’re so unpredictable.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I feel like I’m flipping a coin on which face you’ll show me in a given encounter sometimes. You and Petra both have some of the strangest moods.” 
 
    “That’s… just…” She scowled and looked away. “We’ve been strained recently. You shouldn’t read too deeply into it.” 
 
    “I will absolutely read deeply into it. Unless of course, you give me some reasons not to.” 
 
    He slowly stood up, pulling her to her feet with him. 
 
    “Oh?” She blinked and stepped closer. “And just what reasons are you expecting?” 
 
    Her heart was pounding too fast in her chest. It was only her and Koa, no bond trickery, no Petra. He ran his thumb over the hand of hers he still held. 
 
    “Mother,” he whispered. “Let’s retire to my chamber.” 
 
    He pulled her into an embrace, lips seeking hers. Avina forced restraint through her body, forced down her willingness. 
 
    “I have to change first,” she whispered. “You can’t expect me to sleep in this gown.” 
 
    “Not at all.” He let one of his fingers toy with the hem of one of the shoulder straps as though also toying with the idea of stripping it off her right there. 
 
    “Makoa.” She turned around, still within his arms. “I hope you aren’t getting the wrong idea.” 
 
    “I think we’re on the same page.” He pressed himself forward. She felt his manhood pressing into her ass, not fully erect, but well on its way. She realized she’d waited too long to counter his assertion and forced herself to at least clear her throat and get moving. 
 
    “I’ll meet you in your chamber,” she said. 
 
    “Wearing one of your nightgowns.” He kissed her cheek, breathed on her neck. 
 
    She finally pulled away from him and started out the door and back to her own chambers. Her legs took fast steps, matching her fast-beating heart. It was so silly, but a part of her was excited to have Koa completely to herself for a night. 
 
    But she knew she had to be careful. He’d already displayed the breadth of his attraction to her the previous night. If she let him get too worked up, they might end up making a horrible mistake. She batted that thought away before it could come fully into view. Koa wouldn’t, not that. She would never let him. She simply couldn’t, and that was that. 
 
    That’s not even a real possibility, she thought. So why even worry about it? 
 
    The logic seemed durable as she crept into her room and picked out a nightgown, being as careful as she could not to wake Petra. She chose one of the small, tight-fitting ones, knowing it would prime an interesting reaction from Koa. 
 
    With silent footsteps, she crept to the door. It was a relief when she finally got it closed with Petra’s breathing still even and undisturbed behind her. Having the esper wake and offer to see to her son in her place would have been so annoying. She quirked her mouth as she came to that realization, not liking the nature of the emotions behind it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Avina almost aborted her plan after nearly walking out in front of a guard making his patrol through the castle’s hallway. She pressed herself into a doorway, suddenly feeling embarrassed and confused about her own behavior, nearly to the same degree she sometimes did after coming back to her body from a swap with Petra. 
 
    The guard turned around a corner that left his back to her. She skipped by with silent steps and hurried to Koa’s door, knocking as quietly as she could. She heard him call from inside and let herself in, leaning back against it to close it. 
 
    “I was starting to wonder if…” Koa trailed off as he saw her. He was sitting in his bed, shirtless with the sheets covering his lower half. 
 
    “If?” prompted Avina, with a smile. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you wear that nightgown before. It looks incredible on you.” 
 
    “That’s sweet of you to say,” she said. His tone had been hungry, rather than sweet, but she didn’t point that out. 
 
    “You seemed breathless when you came in,” he said. 
 
    “Ah.” She thought about lying, but nothing came to her. “A guard was on patrol. I had to sneak by him, so he wouldn’t see me.” 
 
    “For my eyes only, then?” He smirked and let his gaze rove over her. “I like that.” 
 
    “For bedtime only,” she said. “It just so happens that for tonight, I’m… helping you get to bed.” 
 
    She walked across his chamber, forcing herself to stick to the plan she’d come up with on the way over. She didn’t simply climb into his bed — the memories of the way he’d pawed at Petra while she’d been in her body, how he’d nearly taken her, were still too vivid. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked as she opened one of his cabinets. 
 
    “Looking for the oil I gave you as a gift two summers ago.” She smiled as the jar came into view. “Here it is. I’m going to give you a massage.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that.” Koa patted the bed next to him. “You could simply join me, and…” 
 
    “And what, Makoa?” she asked, letting her motherly authority emphasize the question. She wasn’t Petra, and she leaned on that fact for strength. She could simply lean into the situation, force him to think about boundaries and consequences, and keep them safe. Even if part of her didn’t want to be safe. 
 
    “A massage, then,” he said. “I can’t remember the last time you gave me one of those, Mother.” 
 
    “When you were little, I used to give you them all the time,” she said, fondly. “So did Petra.” 
 
    He made a noise and rolled onto his back. Avina pulled the quilt out of the way, noting that he’d kept his undershorts on at least. Perhaps he hadn’t been expecting anything beyond her company after all. Or perhaps she simply wanted to believe that. 
 
    “I suppose my shoulder would welcome the attention,” he said. 
 
    “Is it still paining you?” 
 
    “At times. Let’s hope it’s still at the forefront of my attention by the time the battle is over.” 
 
    Avina set a couple of towels down to either side of him to help contain the mess. She straddled his back, making a soft appraising noise as she admired the muscles of his arms and shoulders. 
 
    “You really have grown stronger, Makoa,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ve been through a lot.” 
 
    “For once, I actually was talking about your muscles.” She put her hands on him, not using the oil yet, but gentle working her fingers into the meat of his shoulders. “As a person, as well. As a young man. As a prince.” 
 
    “As the future Heralder King,” he said. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but kept working along his arms, fingers seeking tension. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like a joke anymore when I say it, does it?” he added.  
 
    “It never sounded like a joke to me, Makoa,” she whispered. “Only that you were letting your eyes grow bigger than your stomach.” 
 
    She focused on his shoulder scar, being as gentle as she could, but still giving the weathered and darkened skin around the old wound attention. “For now, Harvestglade needs you far more than the greater realm. I know you understand that.” 
 
    “Intimately.” 
 
    Avina swallowed, feeling the room heat up by degrees. Why had he needed to go and bring up his ambition to sit on the throne? She pushed the idea from her mind and hoped he would do the same. 
 
    “I’m starting with the oil,” she said, taking the jar from where she’d been warming it against her thigh. “Ready?” 
 
    “Beyond ready.” 
 
    He let out a low moan as she began drizzling it onto his back. She worked it into his muscles, smiling and enjoying herself more than she should have. She liked being able to help him relax like this, and took a strange amount of pride in the fact that it was at her touch. 
 
    “You can go lower, if you want,” whispered Koa. 
 
    She realized she’d drawn a hard limit at his waistline, with the bottoms of her hands now grazing his toned buttocks.  
 
    “Petra would probably go lower,” he added. 
 
    Avina felt a stirring of emotion far too close to jealousy for her liking, but she didn’t allow herself to be goaded. “Petra and I are not the same woman.” 
 
    “Your bond,” said Koa in a more serious voice. “How has it been recently?” 
 
    Why would he ask that, she wondered. What does he know? 
 
    “Fine,” she said, trying to also sound fine. “A little strained from the density of events, but we’re managing.” 
 
    Koa was silent for a couple of seconds, across which Avina put her focus into smoothing the oil into his skin.  
 
    “I’m not sure I believe you,” he said. “I’ve noticed that both you and Petra have been… affected by moods recently. It’s almost like you’re each distracted by something internal, at times.” 
 
    Avina had to work to keep her hands moving, and especially to keep her voice level. “I suppose to a degree the bond has been pulling our attention. It’s not a problem that does any good to air out in the open. There’s nothing you can do to help with it, Makoa.” 
 
    “You’re my mother, and Petra…” He paused, but continued after a thoughtful moment. “…is someone I care deeply about. I don’t want to be kept in the dark about anything that happens between the two of you.” 
 
    Avina let out a quiet sigh. He didn’t understand, and she couldn’t explain. Some secrets existed like puddles of the deepest mud. Wading into them would only get a person stuck, rather than through to the other side. 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” she said. “Petra is my esper.” 
 
    “That would have felt like salt on an open wound to me once,” chuckled Koa. “I suppose I’m beginning to understand what you mean, even if it’s just through dealing with Brin. There’s a gap between what people see, what they can understand, and the truth of our friendship. A gap and a boundary.” 
 
    “Gaps and boundaries,” echoed Avina. “That’s simply the nature of relationships.” 
 
    Her words had the unintended effect of cutting through their conversation and exposing the moment underneath. Koa rose up on one arm with a grunt. 
 
    “I think you’ve just about handled my back,” he said. “Do you mind if I roll over?” 
 
    Her mind seemed to hiccup as she considered what that would entail. His bare chest, defined abdomen, along with whatever evidence of his excitement might exist lower down. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, smirking at her as he started to turn. “I know you want to keep going, Mother. Unless you think you’re already finished?” 
 
    She shifted sideways as he continued to force the roll onto his back. “I don’t mind doing your front, Makoa, but I think… you presume too much.” 
 
    “Do I?” He completed his roll and smiled. He had an erection, which didn’t surprise Avina. It was the confidence he displayed to her that did, as though he’d come into a deeper understanding of his own sexual power.  
 
    He’s probably gained that from Petra, she realized. Petra, and Verity, and gods only know how many other women he’s made come. 
 
    She had to perform mental contortion to keep from including herself among the count. She realized that she’d just been quietly staring at her son’s tented undershorts for several seconds flat and cleared her throat. 
 
    “More oil,” she said, simply to say something. 
 
    “However much you need,” said Koa. “Feel free to climb back on me as well, if you so desire.” 
 
    She’d be climbing onto his cock if she attempted the same position she’d been in before. Avina was sure the only reason Koa had offered was to tease her, but she couldn’t help but wonder if he realized just how deep of a stirring he’d elicited. She bit her lower lip and forced herself to breathe. 
 
    “I’m comfortable where I am,” she said. “But I think I’ll still manage to get the job done.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” said Koa. “It is a rather big job. But I’m headed into battle tomorrow, in all likelihood. You should be as thorough as you possibly…” 
 
    Avina went on the offensive, surprising him as she slid her hands lower. She let the tips of her fingers probe into the waistband of his undershorts, locking gazes with him as she tested the line. He was speechless, and she pressed her advantage. 
 
    “These are in the way, I think,” she said, voice soft and seductively sweet. “You don’t mind, do you, Makoa? It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.” 
 
    That night in the tent, she thought. The one we never speak of.  
 
    Koa nodded and lifted his hips as she pulled down on his undershorts. His cock snapped loose, and he tensed, almost as though stifling his reaction to cover it. He was never like that with Petra. 
 
    Strangely, that fact made her feel special, as though she was unique in being able to earn such a reaction. And that was a truth, an inescapable fact, which she could either lean into or flinch away from.  
 
    “How does your body feel, Makoa?” she whispered. She let her hands run over his pectoral muscles, tracing the definition at the edges and in between. 
 
    “Still tense,” he said carefully. “In… some places.” 
 
    “I can see that.” She let her hands run lower. “The last thing I want is for you to have any tension, or distractions, on a day like tomorrow.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more!” he said. 
 
    He started to rise, but Avina pressed him flat with one hand against his chest. “Shh… Just lay back. Our lives are so complicated and dangerous. You have to promise me that you’ll be careful, Makoa. Can you be careful?” 
 
    “Careful and discrete,” he said. He touched her hand, trying to guide it lower.  
 
    She surprised herself, stopping him and instead, pulling his hand to her mouth. She almost sucked on one of his fingers like Petra might have, but stopped herself short and kissed his knuckles instead. 
 
    Boundaries, she thought. There still needs to be a limit. 
 
    She weathered a juxtaposition of emotions as she asserted control in one way and made a foolishly impulsive decision in another. Sliding her hand down Koa’s chest and stomach, she let her thumb and forefinger form the shape of an L at the base of his towering erection. 
 
    “You should lay your clothes for tomorrow out before you go to sleep.” She let her fingers close and slowly drew her hand up, coating his cock in oil. “Wear one of the new cloaks, not the one you always have on. It’s ratty along the bottom.” 
 
    “Oh!” Koa’s eyes fluttered, and he slowly nodded. “New cloak. Got it.” 
 
    “Check in on your horse as well,” she whispered, pumping her hand. “Your men will judge you based off what they see you ride.” 
 
    “Mother!” Koa’s voice was pleasured with a hint of scandal perhaps at her phrasing. “I know that.” 
 
    She rubbed her chest with her free hand, still stroking his erection. The oil made it so slick that it was effortless. She went low, fingers teasing down to caress the rest of his manhood before enclosing him again and pumping faster. Leaning forward, she planted a kiss on his stomach, right next to his navel. 
 
    The oil made a lewd, squishing noise. Koa’s breathing was audible underneath it, heavy and rugged like he was in the middle of training. He ran a hand through her hair. Avina kissed his stomach again, a little lower this time, and heard him groan. He almost sounded agonized by his pleasure. 
 
    His hand slid down to her shoulder and began tugging on one of the straps of her gown. “I want to see you. All of you.” 
 
    “Me?” Avina tugged faster on his cock. It helped her think. “Now why would you want that? I’m not Petra, or Verity. Makoa, I’m your…” 
 
    She trailed off as he sat forward and pulled the gown upward. Letting go for a moment, she lifted her arms and allowed him to strip the garment off her. She realized only a second before he did that she was entirely nude underneath. She hadn’t bothered to put on underclothes, for reasons which she couldn’t divine and wished not to examine. 
 
    “You were only wearing the gown?” Koa asked, belatedly. 
 
    “It would seem so.” Avina covered her breasts with one arm, feeling ridiculous at her sudden shyness. Her face went hot, and she tried to summon back her confidence as she began stroking him off again. It was as though Koa had stolen it, judging from the smile on his face. 
 
    “We’ve come this far,” he said in a husky voice. “You can show me. Unless you’re embarrassed?” 
 
    He reached out and made an attempt at pulling her arm away. One of her breasts jiggled loose, and she shot him an exaggerated glare. 
 
    “You have less than nothing to be embarrassed about, Mother,” he said. “I still look at the drawing I did of you in the bath, every now and then.” 
 
    “You should throw that out.” 
 
    “Never,” he whispered. “I like it far too much.” 
 
    He shifted sideways and pulled at her arm again. She let it drop this time. His gaze roved over her nude chest, the paleness of her breasts a contrast against the color of her nipples. Koa slid closer and kissed her, and then his hands were on her body, caressing and pawing and trying to shift her down flat on the bed. 
 
    “Koa,” she whispered, trying for authority but still sounding lustful. “Makoa Gladefoot.” 
 
    “Mother.” He kissed her neck again, and again, and once more. “Come on. No one would ever…” 
 
    She retaliated, pushing him flat with the last vestige of her willpower. Kissing her way down his body, she let her breasts drag across his oily skin. She knew she’d won when she saw his eyes. She smiled, trying to let him see that a well-behaved prince could share in the victory. 
 
    “We can’t let all this oil go to waste,” she whispered. “Let me finish your massage.” 
 
    She brought her breasts together against his erection. There was already more than enough oil on it to lubricate the flesh of her bosom. Koa’s expression made her wonder if any other woman had done this for him. It hardly mattered. She was one of the other women, after all. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he groaned. “That’s… incredible.” 
 
    “I bet it is. Gods, I spoil you. But I just can’t resist.” 
 
    Koa’s breath spoke volumes about how close he was. He reached a hand down, running his fingers through her hair and then cupping her cheek. He gently tried to draw her face in closer as Avina kept bouncing her breasts, squeezing them against his member. He wasn’t exactly coy about what he was doing. 
 
    “I’m… so close,” he muttered. “Maybe… you could?” 
 
    He let his thumb stroke her lower lip. Avina narrowed her eyes at him. She didn’t oblige him, sucking and licking as Petra might have, but she didn’t leave him completely out to dry, either. She stuck her tongue out. Koa immediately jerked his hips forward, letting the head of his erection settle on her tongue, a wet little patch to rub against. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” he groaned. 
 
    He came in a sudden burst of sticky seed that caught Avina off guard, even though she’d been expecting it. It coated her lips, the edge of her nose, her cheek, and of course, her tongue. It nearly mirrored one of her swaps with Petra that’d left her feeling like a whore afterward even under the guise of her esper’s body. Just what was she now? 
 
    “Sorry,” Koa whispered, still breathless.  
 
    She took one of the towels from the side of the bed and cleaned her face off. A part of her wondered if she’d known she’d be using it for that purpose or a similar one somewhere deep down when she’d first grabbed it. 
 
    “For what?” she whispered. “I simply came to give a massage. Ahead of what might be the most important day of Harvestglade’s existence. There was nobody else to see to you, and we can’t have you wracked with tension on the battlefield, now can we?” 
 
    She slid up, kissing his shoulder and laying down next to him. Koa went for a real kiss, but Avina suddenly felt shy, or at least aware of how quickly the regret could seep in. 
 
    “I’m glad it was you, Mother,” he said. “I think you… have realized that by now. I love Petra as a woman, but I’m not so oblivious as to not acknowledge that part of my attraction to her is the fact that she’s the underqueen’s esper. Your… esper. The fact that she’s so similar to—” 
 
    “You don’t have to say it.” Avina kissed his shoulder again. “Boundaries, Makoa. There are still limits.” 
 
    She put strength into her words even as she damned herself for her own hypocrisy. She’d gone further with him while within Petra’s body and rationalized away the guilt. But perhaps all mothers were hypocrites, always keen on stopping their children from walking blindly into the same mistakes. 
 
    She kissed him on the forehead, found her nightgown, and slowly slid out of his bed. “Will you be able to sleep on your own?” 
 
    “With what tomorrow holds?” He let out a dark laugh. “I’m sure I’ll sleep like a rock, regardless.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Koa slept well, better than he had on his own in days, if not weeks. He awoke with a smile on his face, though it wasn’t until he recounted the last events of the night over in his head that it felt justified. 
 
    He had no idea what to expect from his mother anymore. All of those illicit fantasies of what his life could be like as the Heralder King seemed so contrived and juvenile compared to the closeness, the intimacy, they’d begun to share. 
 
    But at the same time, he couldn’t stop himself from questioning how much of it was genuine. He was certain that her bond with Petra had begun to affect her differently in recent days.  
 
    Given Koa’s own intense relationship with Petra, was it possible that romantic emotions had simply begun to bleed through? And if that was the case, how much of what his mother was feeling and doing was real, born from her own heart? 
 
    Let her sort through her feelings, he thought. This is but a taste of what she’ll offer you once you’re king. 
 
    That juvenile fantasy poked its head out once more. He had to rise, had to get out of bed, had to face a day of inevitable chaos. He would have liked nothing more than to spend his afternoon walking with his mother through the castle gardens, taking dinner with an indulgent amount of wine. Talking about their feelings or talking about nothing. 
 
    He dressed in his princely best, forgoing his usual cloak for a newer one, as requested. He had some armor, as well, that he’d need to go down to the armory to put on. He examined himself in the mirror and tried not to wonder whether what he saw would be enough. 
 
    A knock came at his door, and it opened before he could ask who was there. Verity strode into his chamber, looking even more ready for battle than he was. She wore dark leather armor, along with a number of knives that seemed both redundant and pointless to count. 
 
    “Yes, come right on in,” he said, with a smile. “Morning, Verity. I hope you’re well rested.” 
 
    She walked over to him, coming close, and kissed him on the lips. He grinned, surprised by the sudden intimacy. Still, he had a few concerns which couldn’t be left untouched. 
 
    “Do you know what would be awfully convenient?” he asked. “If you perhaps decided to give speaking a try again. Or shouting, at the very least. We’re going to be heading into a battle tonight or tomorrow morning at the latest.” 
 
    She stared at him, her face taking on that edge of stubborn power she’d had since day one. Koa matched her for as long as he could and then got creative. He cupped the side of her cheek lovingly, and softly took hold of her mouth and began moving it as though she were a talking doll. 
 
    “My name’s Verity,” he mimed, in her voice. “I like knives. And spying on people. And, ow!” 
 
    He winced and pulled back as she bit his finger, not hard, but not lightly, either. He seized the front of her armor and pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
    “I understand your grief better than most,” he said, growing serious. “Be careful not to stumble into another pit of it. The only thing worse than some grief is more grief.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered.  
 
    “What was that?” he snapped.  
 
    She’d already turned and started walking away. He grabbed one of the straps of her leather cuirass and yanked her back. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for all this armor you have on, I’d toss you down on that bed and get you making some noise,” he whispered. “One way or another.” 
 
    She elbowed him lightly in the ribs and briefly leaned her head against his shoulder. They both headed out into the hallway. His mother and Petra were just leaving their own chamber, dressed in their best much as he was. 
 
    “Morning, Mother,” he said. “Petra.” 
 
    The two women shared a glance that made Koa wonder how much they’d spoken of what’d occurred the previous night. Petra’s knowing smile seemed to suggest that few details had gone undeclared. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” said the esper. “Are you ready for what today may hold?” 
 
    “A fair question,” he said. “I’m ready to defend Harvestglade. I suppose we’ll find out whether that’ll be enough.” 
 
    “It will be,” said Avina. “We’ll pull through this. We’ve been through worse.” 
 
    He gave her a hug instead of contradicting her. As bad as the dustwalker had been in terms of damage, it’d been a singular entity. Estoria was a realm fully capable of mounting waves of attacks, some of them replete with monsters with just as much capability for destruction. 
 
    “Can I borrow your esper for the battle, Mother?” He looked at Petra as he asked the question and was surprised at how long it took them to answer.  
 
    They shared a glance and perhaps more through their bond. 
 
    “We… are still determining how we will approach the defense,” said Avina with a worried frown. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Petra. “It may be more sensible to send guards forward who would otherwise be watching the castle and leave me as the last line of defense to the underqueen.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the decision to the two of you,” he said, surprised and a bit disappointed. A servant ran up to them, saving them from further justifications. 
 
    “Your Highness!” said the young man. “It’s Lord Hazafallius! He’s requested I come find you and Prince Makoa, both. He needs you to come as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Is Haza all right?” asked Koa. “How did he seem?” 
 
    The servant shook his head, and it was unclear if the gesture meant he didn’t know or simply that the answer was too depressing to speak. Koa hurried down to the guest chambers alongside his mother, but pulled ahead of her as he pushed through the door to the old sorcerer’s room. 
 
    Haza was in bed, upper body uncovered enough to reveal how loosely his shirt hung on his thinned form. His eyes were half lidded, but he blinked them completely open when he saw his guests, managing a weakened smile.  
 
    “Lady Underqueen,” he muttered. “Princeling. Impeccable timing as always.” 
 
    “Oh, Hazafallius…” Avina let out a sad sigh. “Has Cathelia…?” 
 
    “Seen to me? Bah. I’ll tell you once more that there’s nothing your herb doctor can do. It’s not a malady treatable by the kind of medicine she practices.” 
 
    “Haza…” Koa walked over to his grandfather’s bed, pained by everything he could think of to say. “I thought… you at least had some time.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Makoa,” muttered the old man. “I’m not some invalid to be pitied. If you had any idea the number of battles I’ve fought, the strain I’ve put myself through opening realms and toying with unwise forces. It’s a marvel that I’ve lived to be the age I am, an age which I no longer openly disclose given the gasps it invites from the easily impressed.” 
 
    “When have you ever shied away from impressing the masses?” asked Koa. He took a breath and let it out, his grief pushing in on all sides. 
 
    First Ruby, and now Haza, he thought. Can I save anyone? 
 
    “I didn’t call you all here simply to gawk at the pathetic state of my health,” said Haza. “I also thought I had more time. Perhaps I merely hoped I did. Regardless, there are matters which I must attend to before the last sands slip through the choke of the hourglass.” 
 
    He looked at Avina first. Koa took a step back, allowing his mother more room to approach Haza’s bedside. 
 
    “Avina Gladefoot,” whispered Haza. “I want you to know something. I… approve of how you’ve raised Koa. I want you to hear this and believe it. I still mourn my daughter. Losing my daughter, Katellia, cut me in a way that can never heal. I do question at times my decision to place Makoa into your hands, but only because of my own guilt, the responsibility I shirked off.  
 
    “But you raised him well, into a man, into a prince. Into someone who I’m proud to call my grandson, and… get that fucking smile off your face Makoa. I’m speaking to her. Don’t let a few deathbed compliments go to your head, you dimwitted narcissist! Ah, where was I. Lady Petra!” 
 
    Avina stepped back, wiping at one of her eyes, and Petra took her place. The old sorcerer looked up at her, nodding slowly as he began to speak. 
 
    “I’ve learned much about the people of Osteanus through knowing you. My focus was more often on Makoa and his mother, but you are a phenom of your own. I wish for you to know, Lady Petra, that I have held something back from you. There is a truth about your realm — the native homeland of the espers — which is not commonly spoken of.” 
 
    He sat up, leaning closer, propped up on one shaky elbow. He glanced at Koa, and then back to Petra. 
 
    “This is a fact which you both must hear and take to heart. None of my people who ever attempted to make the journey to Aklesia, the realm of the espers, ever returned. I cannot speak as to the reason for this, but given the curiosity of my grandson, along with his clear infatuation with you, I would share this fact. There is more to the nature of the espers and their arrangement with the Osteans than it seems, I believe.” 
 
    Haza breathed out as though simply speaking was taking a toll on him. He finally looked toward Koa, motioning him forward with one hand. He indicated his bed and made a lifting motion. 
 
    “Underneath,” said Haza. “There’s a plain wooden box. Bring it up here.” 
 
    Koa found the box, which was longer than his arm and perhaps about a hand’s width wide. He shook it slightly as he brought it up. “Fair bit of weight inside, I’d say.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on giving this to you until I thought you were ready,” muttered Haza. “Aren’t all things in life as such? We’re never quite ready looking ahead. Looking back, perhaps we can’t help but wonder why we waited so long.” 
 
    He let out a long cough. Koa went to take the cloth next to his bedside to pass to him, but it was already soiled with blood. He sacrificed another of his own instead, holding it in front of Haza’s mouth until the old man found the strength to take it for himself. 
 
    “Open it,” said Haza. “Within, you will find Steelbreaker. It was my sword back when I carried one, a weapon I relied upon for several long and chaotic decades.” 
 
    “Haza…” Koa gripped the box tighter but didn’t open it. “This feels too final. I don’t want your sword.” 
 
    “Who said it was up to you, princeling?” He spat another gob of blood into the handkerchief. “If you don’t take it, I’ll have to find some other Ostean prince to give it to. What was the name of that esper blood whelp?” 
 
    “In that case, with heavy reluctance and emotional gravity, I will accept it.” Koa tore the box open, unable to resist a smile as he pulled the weapon out. 
 
    On first examination, there was nothing particularly special about it. It was a long and thin blade in a plain wooden scabbard with no crossguard and a dark metal hilt.  
 
    “The weapon is more than it seems,” said Haza, reading his expression. “Steelbreaker, as the name would imply, is a keen edge, incapable of going dull. I know how lax you are with sharpening blades, so it should be a convenient trait.” 
 
    “Is that from the material or…?” 
 
    “Magic.” Haza smiled and leaned forward as though letting Koa in on a secret. “Steelbreaker can open a rift to somewhere inaccessible by any other means, the Realm of Broken Armaments. Whenever you break an opponent’s sword in combat, and trust me when I say it won’t be an uncommon occurrence, the pieces of the weapon will eventually end up there.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    Koa drew the weapon. A faint hum, like the last vestige of a rung bell, came from the weapon. The blade itself was dull and dark, not the type of gleaming silver one might expect from a prince’s new magical sword. 
 
    He saw now that, despite its lack of polish, the weapon truly was a masterwork. The hilt was made from three rods of metal twisted together like braided rope, each one carrying an oddly scaled texture that seemed too detailed to have been done by hand. They fused together seamlessly where the crossguard should have been, giving the impression that the weapon had been made in a hasty rush by a true master smith. 
 
    “Steelbreaker can command the shards,” said Haza. “There are many ways in which they can come in handy. Experiment, but mind your eyes. One of the sword’s old masters lost one through his own sloppiness.” 
 
    “Definitely something to keep in mind,” said Koa. “Do I need to know the resonance to reach the Realm of Broken Armaments?” 
 
    “Steelbreaker knows it. As long as you stay on its good side, you’ll have no trouble opening the rift.” 
 
    “How do I stay on its good side?” 
 
    “It’s in the name,” said Haza. “Make sure you’re breaking and taking weapon shards.” 
 
    “I, uh, see.” Koa sheathed the sword and brought it down to his side. “Thank you, Haza. The gift… means a lot to me.” 
 
    “As it should.” Haza snorted and then breathed a long, tired breath. “Bah. I think that’s just about all, then.” The old sorcerer’s eyes fluttered close. “Suppose it will be good to finally… get some rest. It’s warm and peaceful. Yes… get some rest.” 
 
    There was a hard knock at the door. The master surgeon that his mother had brought back to the castle, Savantra, leaned into the room and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Is he sticking around in that bed?” she asked. “We’re going to need as many open as possible for the wounded. That fool broad, Cathelia, has a peacetime infirmary. Not nearly enough space for the casualties we’re bound to suffer.” 
 
    Haza’s eyes snapped open. He cleared his throat and rose to a sitting position. “Ah, yes. Hello! I don’t believe we’ve been introduced!” 
 
    Savantra raised an eyebrow. “We have not been, it seems.” 
 
    Haza rose from bed in a rush of quilts and cracking bones. “Hazafallius, Lord of Crystal Hills.” 
 
    “Savantra Galenstein.” The surgeon smirked and crossed her arms. “I’ve… heard of you before.” 
 
    “Have you?” Haza coughed blood into Koa’s handkerchief, better now described as a blood rag, and ambled forward. “I see. Well, Savantra Gelenstein, I will be on hand to help defend the castle and aid in any way I can.” 
 
    Savantra seemed oddly speechless. She slowly nodded. “Your help would be most welcome.” 
 
    “I would be most honored to lend it to you.” 
 
    “I speak for everyone else in the room when I say that we would most definitely like to escape this situation,” said Koa. “Glad you’re feeling better, Haza.” 
 
    “Such delicate hands for a surgeon,” said Haza, taking one of Savantra’s into his own. 
 
    “Well, I also like to quilt in my spare time,” said Savantra. “A good quilt is the second-best thing for keeping a bed warm.” 
 
    “Oh, lady surgeon, dare I take a guess at the first?” 
 
    Koa cleared his throat and led the others out of the room, not chancing so much as a glance back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Avina wanted another moment alone with Koa, though she wasn’t sure whether it was to speak of the night before or the day to come. Almost as soon as they’d left Haza’s chamber, Mav and Reese came running up to her with separate items of business that required her attention. 
 
    She had no responsible option other than to take petitioners in her audience chamber. Some of them were frivolous, rich merchants seeking the queendom’s aid in securing threatened investments. Others were more pressing. She had several men and women representing groups of refugees, entire towns and villages forced to flee in advance of the Estorian push. 
 
    “Ideas?” Avina said to Petra, Mav, and Reese as one such petitioner departed. “We don’t have space in the castle, and we’ll have even fewer beds once the wounded start pouring in.” 
 
    “The men should fight,” said Mav. “Even if they don’t have experience. It should be a condition of providing for their families.” 
 
    “They came seeking safe harbor, not to be used as arrow fodder!” said Reese. “Think of how their families would react to that. It would only foster dissent in the months and years to come.” 
 
    “They’ll be given the choice to fight,” said Avina. “With a strong suggestion that they consider taking up arms. All new volunteers will be kept back. I want them defending Gladetown, not fighting on the frontlines.” 
 
    The question of where the frontlines would even be was still a matter yet to be determined. Avina hadn’t found a chance to check in with Talbot or Lauric that morning. She had no idea who would actually be leading Harvestglade’s forces into battle or what their plan would be. 
 
    It spoke volumes about their situation that so many other issues were crowding in for her attention against the tactics that might lead them to survival or defeat. In the same vein, Avina was still uncertain about Petra, about whether holding her back for the sake of protecting her in case of a body swap was the right move. 
 
    The weight of these decisions was heavy on Avina's shoulders, and she longed for a moment alone. She excused herself from her advisors, making her way up to the castle’s roof. It was cold, with the chill of winter present but not punishing on the air. 
 
    High up as she was, she had a neat view of Gladetown, the buildings and structures running along the main road seeming to pool in the clearing at the bottom. Had she not known the truth, she might have thought a festival was occurring later in the day, or the town was preparing to receive a traveling party of import. There was more movement than normal, but few signs of the danger to come beyond her projection of her own inner tension. 
 
    “We will pull through this,” said Petra. “We must have faith. In ourselves. In our warriors. In Makoa.” 
 
    “The underside of faith is fear,” said Avina. She turned around and shook her head, letting vulnerability show on her face. There was no hiding it from Petra, regardless.  
 
    Petra stepped closer, her eyes filled with understanding and compassion. “Fear is natural. It reminds us of what matters, that we care for the people we lead. But we must not let it paralyze us.” 
 
    Avina looked at the bustling town below, then met Petra's gaze once more. “You're right. I know that. But it’s so much weight, and ultimately, it’s all on me. I’m putting people's lives in danger. And there’s so much I still don’t know. I feel like I’m operating on my best guesses, and those are rarely good enough.” 
 
    Footsteps sounded behind them. Avina turned around to find Ani rushing toward her, with Reese a few steps behind, looking exasperated. 
 
    “I told him I would carry this news,” began Reese. “But he insisted that he—” 
 
    “A ship!” said Ani. “Coming from the south! I didn’t wait to confirm its flag, but it could be…” 
 
    “More Estorians,” said Reese. “To assume otherwise would be foolhardy, given the situation.” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra, sensing her esper’s thoughts through the bond. The ship might be another Estorian surprise attack, but Sabantius was also to the south. Zaratafenia had expressed a sincere desire to visit. 
 
    Coming to visit is not the same as coming to our aid, she thought. She would not have a substantial force to contribute in that case. 
 
    Though she questioned that logic even as it formed. She’d brought a fairly decent chunk of men with her out of general caution on her way south. Petra gave a small shake of the head, and Avina knew better than to let her hopes rise. They had to assume the worst. 
 
    “Thank you for these tidings, Ani,” she said. “I give you leave to tend to your family. There’s room for them within the castle if you wish to stay in Harvestglade moving forward.” 
 
    “We… have not yet decided,” said Ani. “You have been very kind to us.” 
 
    The quiet teenager swept into a deep bow before hurrying off. Reese stayed on the rooftop.  
 
    “A few more men stepped forward to bolster our defenses,” she said. “I don’t think they dodged your initial call.” 
 
    “Find places for them to guard within the castle and send any better trained guards they can replace forward,” said Avina. 
 
    She turned her attention back to her esper, knowing there was still one decision which she needed to make for them both. 
 
    “Petra,” she said, quietly. “Let’s head down to the armory.” 
 
    Petra furrowed her brow, but smiled as understanding dawned in her eyes. They had matching sets of armor, Avina’s light steel with ornamental gold trim, Petra’s dark steel and iron. Avina couldn’t remember a time when they’d worn them, not even as part of ceremony, but she also couldn’t remember a time when they would have served their purpose. 
 
    Together, Avina and Petra descended the stairs to the castle's lower level, where the armory lay. The damp, cool air greeted them as they entered the dimly lit chamber. The walls were lined with racks of weaponry, shields, and armor, all of which had been meticulously maintained over the years in anticipation of the day they would be needed. 
 
    Avina glanced around the room, her eyes finally settling on the matching sets of armor her mother had commissioned for them some years ago. She approached the armor rack, her fingers brushing against the cool steel of her own armor. 
 
    The polish was uniform and perfect. The set managed to be both functional and feminine, the curve hinting at her bosom, with a skirt of navy cloth around the hips. The helm had a crown of sorts fashioned into it, though it was made of steel with gold accents rather than pure gold. 
 
    “We could wait until closer to the battle,” said Petra. 
 
    “It’s as much about displaying our resolve to those within the castle as it is about practical defense,” said Avina.  
 
    Petra quirked an eyebrow at her, as though questioning if she’d really thought the situation through. They might still have hours to go before the fighting broke out, longer still before it reached them. 
 
    “Let’s at least wear them to see the army off,” she said. “We can take a break if we need to afterward.” 
 
    Petra nodded in agreement, reaching for her own set of dark steel and iron armor. The two women began to undress, stripping off their gowns and neatly folding them as they set them aside.  
 
    The sound of footsteps had them both hurrying out of line of sight of the door. Koa’s familiar knock, more the rhythm of a beaten drum, announced him a moment before he poked his head in. 
 
    “Mother?” he called. “Reese said you and Petra had come down here. Should I give you both a minute?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” Avina glanced at Petra and then toward her son, lowering her arms. “You can come in.” 
 
    He did without any further hesitation, smiling playfully as he took in the sight of them both undressed. A wealth of emotions swirled within Avina, but also in Petra, through the bond. Love and worry, both emotions undercut by a mishmash of lust and romance, pride and shame. It was almost too much, a level of emotion Avina wished she could express to him with her body rather than with words. 
 
    Gods, calm yourself, woman, she thought. He is your son and Harvestglade’s prince. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be the one rendered speechless?” He shut the door firmly behind him, fingers briefly running over the deadbolt as though questioning whether he should lock it. Avina’s heart pounded fiercely as a dirty part of her hoped he would. 
 
    “You caught us at an unguarded moment, in a rather literal sense.” Petra strode forward, drawing close to Koa. “We are in between outfits.” 
 
    “I see that.” Koa set a hand on Petra’s hip, but he didn’t kiss her. In fact, he kept his eyes on Avina. “I was on my way to grab some for myself. Chainmail, I think. I’ll need to be mobile to play my part.” 
 
    “Have you met with Lauric and Talbot yet?” asked Avina. 
 
    “That’ll be my next stop.” He let his hand pull back from Petra and toyed with the pommel of his new sword. “I have a plan I wish to run by them. I think it’ll give us a chance, even if the odds on paper are as bad as they seem.” 
 
    “Makoa…” Avina said, voice worried. 
 
    “Trust me.” He reached out a hand, beckoning her to him. The swirl of emotions, hers and Petra’s both, was enough to push everything else aside.  
 
    He kissed Petra softly on the lips. Pulling back, her son shifted his attention her way, kissing her once on the cheek… and once on the lips. 
 
    “Harvestglade is strong,” he said. “They’ll have a hard time handling us. I plan on putting each and every enemy that rears their head through their paces.” 
 
    “My prince,” said Petra, fondly. “Be safe.” 
 
    “Twice over, be safe, Makoa,” whispered Avina. 
 
    He pulled them both into a hug, kissed them each once more on the cheek, and brazenly squeezed Avina’s butt. Probably Petra’s too, though Avina couldn’t see from the angle they were at. 
 
    He hurried past them to get his chainmail jacket and a basic metal helmet. He looked more like one of the guards than a prince as he smiled at them on the way out, but still striking in his own right. 
 
    “I’ll see you both on the other side of this battle,” he called. 
 
    “Good luck,” said Avina. “Gods watch over you.” 
 
    “When have you ever been the type for prayer?” 
 
    “I suppose some situations simply bring out that side of me,” said Avina. 
 
    He nodded slowly and slipped out through the door. 
 
    “He’s matured so much,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “He is doing his part,” agreed Petra. “Now we must do ours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Talbot,” Koa called as he approached the entrance to the guard barracks. “There you are.” 
 
    “Ah!” The acting commander of Harvestglade’s forces smiled and saluted. “I almost didn’t recognize you with that helmet on, my prince. It’s rather… practical.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s only meant to do its job,” he said. “Have you spoken with Lauric?” 
 
    “He wished to see us both. I was about to send someone looking for you.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    They headed to the infirmary, where Lauric was still rather unfortunately warming a bed. The guard captain was at least upright and alert as they entered. He nodded to them and steepled his fingers, face grave and eyes serious. 
 
    “That’s… a guard’s helm, isn’t it?” said Lauric. 
 
    “Yes, it’s been commented on,” said Koa. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Lauric sighed and shook his head. “Like I’m abdicating my duty on the day I’m needed most. But I can’t rise from bed without my injury tearing open. I’ll be no good to anyone bleeding out on horseback before even mounting a defense.” 
 
    “No shame in taking the time needed to heal, captain,” said Talbot. 
 
    Lauric looked pale and thin, as though he hadn’t been getting enough to eat, though Koa knew there was no chance Cathelia had allowed him to skip a single meal. The guard captain closed his eyes for a moment and seemed to come to a decision as he reopened them. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” he said. “You will need to take command of the army. You will need to lead the men through the battle to come.” 
 
    It caught Koa off guard, though a part of him had been hoping for the outcome, if not expecting it.  
 
    Talbot was already nodding in agreement. “The men don’t know me, and to be honest, I don’t know much about what I’d do with them. Nothing special, that’s for sure. And gods, as pathetic as it feels to admit, we need something special to pull through this.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas, one in particular I thought I’d run by you,” said Koa. 
 
    “Don’t waste the time or the breath,” said Lauric. “Just do it, as long as it’s not liable to get you killed.” 
 
    Koa shrugged, knowing better than to admit that there was a chance it might. If he didn’t try, his death was no less likely. The logic seemed to have flow, if not depth. 
 
    “Any advice?” he asked. “I’m a prince, not a commander.” 
 
    “You are both. You were always intended to be both.” Lauric coughed and grabbed Koa’s arm as he took a breath to speak again. “Make sure every man fights. Cowardice is not something inherent to the heart. It can strike like an infection, a plague. If you see anyone falter, call them out on the spot. Every man needs to fight, or the army itself will falter.” 
 
    “I can do that,” he said. “Talbot. I suppose you should run ahead and start gathering the men.” 
 
    “They’re already assembling in the courtyard,” said Talbot. “I was waiting on somebody to give me the say so. Shameful to admit, but I am so relieved to not be having this responsibility on my head.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s… convenient for you.” Koa sighed and tried to squash down a similar sentiment within his heart. “Run ahead and tell them their prince is on the way.” 
 
    He waited until he was alone with Lauric before voicing a fear, one he already knew would stick with him regardless. 
 
    “I failed people before, Lauric,” he whispered. “I’ve made bad calls. I’ve been too slow. I’ve had people die because of my own foolishness. If that happens here…” 
 
    “Everyone dies if that happens here, Prince Makoa,” said Lauric. “Harvestglade itself will cease to be. We’ve bet everything on a spoiled prince with some tacky spells and a flying goat that likes to piss in corners when nobody’s looking.” 
 
    “Leave Horny out of this.” He reached down and scratched the hookhorn’s head. 
 
    “I’m trying to get you angry,” said Lauric. “One of us has to be.” 
 
    “Anger…” Koa sighed, and thought of Guthren Yvvara, the dragon, Ruby in the smoke and flames. “I don’t need any help on that front.” 
 
    “Use it. You have spells that can do things I don’t rightly understand. Don’t hold back.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to.” 
 
    They clasped hands in the way of men with missions and egos. Koa strode out of the infirmary, new cloak fluttering behind him over his chainmail and ugly steel helmet. Horny started jumping at his side as though he was about to be taken on a long walk. 
 
    “I’d leave you behind if I could,” he said, smiling at the animal. “Promise me you’ll fly off if it gets too hairy?” 
 
    The hookhorn jumped again, giving no real indication of whether it understood. Strange how the idea of his pet dying or even getting wounded seemed to loom higher as a fear in his mind than his own safety. 
 
     He found Talbot and his army assembled into lines in the courtyard. They’d already gone silent no doubt at the admonishment of Captain Lauric’s second. His second, he reminded himself. He strode forward and took his helmet off, making eye contact with the men in the frontlines as he slowed to a stop. There were perhaps a hundred men, though it was the kind of estimate he’d rather make than confirm. 
 
    “If any of you have doubts about whether we will be victorious, I would ask you to speak them now!” he shouted, not angrily, but not softly, either. The silence held for several of the longest seconds of his life. He smiled and added in a more jovial tone, “I see we have a fair number of natural liars amongst this group. Good. I hope for all our sakes that deception is just the tip of the dirt.” 
 
    He slowly walked down the front line, taking a moment to meet each man’s gaze once more. “Today, for the sake of Harvestglade, each and every one of you is going to have to fight like a bastard. I want you to strike men when their backs are turned. I want you to feign injuries and stab our enemies in the gut when they try to strike a lazy finishing blow. I want you to fight and kill with nails and teeth, as savagely as the fucking monsters we’ll be up against! Can you do that for me?” 
 
    A roar of agreement rose up from the men. Koa had a good ten more minutes of speech prepared in his head, but decided on the spot to simply let them glide forward off their current energy. He clapped Talbot on the shoulder. 
 
    “Get them moving the catapults and blast spheres toward the staging ground,” he muttered. “I’ll catch up with you after taking care of one last thing.” 
 
    Verity was standing in the back of the army behind the rest of the men. She fell into step alongside him as he hurried out the castle gate and down the road. She tugged on his arm, which was her muted way of asking the relevant question. 
 
    “Where am I headed?” he said with a smile. “To the tavern, of course. I think a drink ahead of a battle is exactly what would hit the spot.” 
 
    She stared at him, open mouthed but silent. He pulled her close by the leather armor she had on over her tunic and kissed her. 
 
    “Trust your prince, Verity,” he said. “I may well need your trust most of all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Avina’s heart sang as she watched Koa grasping his authority over the first army Harvestglade had fielded in decades, minus a tiny hiccup at the end as she watched him kiss Verity. She’d briefly considered heading down or even simply announcing her presence where she watched from one of the second floor balconies, but decided against it. 
 
    Today, it’s better if they only see Makoa, she thought. 
 
    She watched as the army began to move, as did he, though it was off into town rather than where the battle would take place on the other side of the castle. A bit odd, but she trusted him. She took a step back, turning to Petra to get her esper’s thoughts, and all at once felt the beginnings of a swap take her. 
 
    Avina was fascinated by Petra’s face across both sides of the transition. There was a seamless transfer of her reaction, the anticipation and resolve tied together with curiosity. It scared Avina, really.  
 
    There was too much truth there, spread out like text on a page. It made her realize that it would only be a matter of time before Koa figured out what was going on based off simple behavior cues, hints through context. 
 
    She assumed he hadn’t already. Was that a dangerous assumption? 
 
    The swap, at least, was frustrating, but expected. Petra, nearly unbalancing within Avina’s body and staggering over sideways, however, was not. 
 
    “Gods!” said Avina, hurrying to catch her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, I…” Petra scrunched up her face. “I didn’t realize this armor weighed upon you so much.” 
 
    “You are too used to your own strength,” said Avina. 
 
    “As you are unused to mine,” said Petra. “This shift forces our hand. If the Estorians manage to slip past the front line…” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. “I know. I’ll be the one to face them.” 
 
    Saying the words out loud was enough to spur her heart to racing. She found it hard to imagine how she’d react to men rushing into Gladetown, into the castle. Men trying to kill her, though it was likely the opposite which would hold true more often. They would shy away from a fair fight with an esper. She would need to chase them down, kill them. 
 
    Is this what I ask of Petra every time we face danger? How could it be anything but? 
 
    “Avina.” Petra was still struggling to stand. “Help me out of these shoulder pauldrons.” 
 
    Avina complied. She noted the slightest tone of command in Petra’s voice, not rude, not demanding, but empowered. They were both learning how to be each other. Avina swallowed, suddenly feeling nearly as overwhelmed by existential worries as the approaching enemy army. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Mav slipped into the room an instant later. Avina stiffened and looked at Petra. When their anomaly was acting up, every conversation with someone else felt like a test. 
 
    “Lady Mav,” said Petra.  
 
    Avina hid her wince as Mav gave her underqueen an odd look. 
 
    “Uh, Your Highness.” The handmaiden swept into a quick bow. “I wanted to address my absence from your side. I’ve been helping organize the volunteers and set up the infirmary. I was… hoping to stay near the infirmary to keep assisting there during the battle.” 
 
    Avina sensed why without it needing to be said directly. Lauric and Mav had a complicated and still burgeoning relationship. Avina tried to give a subtle nod to Petra, whom Mav had addressed the request to. The esper noticed and could undoubtedly feel Avina’s feelings on the decision through the bond, but frowned regardless. 
 
    “I am unsure whether that would serve us,” said Petra. “I may need you close to me, Mav. It is hard to predict how this situation may unfold.” 
 
    It took a force of will for Avina to keep from simply contradicting Petra outright, on reflex. She politely cleared her throat and attempted to be as delicate as possible. 
 
    “Captain Lauric is still a resource we should consider, my queen,” said Avina. “If he has advice or insight to offer as this situation progresses, we will need someone on hand to carry the message.” 
 
    Petra, unbelievably, gave a small shake of her head. “Any passing servant could carry a message just as well. I may have need for Mav’s particular skillset here.” 
 
    Avina stared at her esper, her own body, as the implication slowly dawned on her. “You worry that my strength will not be enough to defend you, Avina?” 
 
    Was it all that surprising that Petra didn’t trust Avina’s fighting capabilities, even with an esper’s body at her disposal? Perhaps it was specifically because Petra understood how much knowledge Avina lacked that she made the request. 
 
    “I… suppose that is fair.” Petra scowled at the wall, obviously in tune with the same conclusion Avina had drawn herself. Petra knew she could simply countermand the suggestion without anyone other than her esper questioning her. But Petra hadn’t been giving orders her entire life. Petra hadn’t been born a princess, hadn’t spent her entire life preparing to be a queen. 
 
    “So I can stay near the infirmary, Your Highness?” Mav furrowed her brow and glanced back and forth between the underqueen and her esper. 
 
    “Yes,” said Avina and Petra in unison. 
 
    The handmaiden scurried off. Avina and Petra looked at each other, and the bond hummed with a series of questions on both sides. The same question with different phrasing. Should they talk about it? Did they need to talk about it? Would it… change things if they talked about it? 
 
    “Mav,” Petra called before the servant left ear shot. “Have a bottle of wine sent up to us first.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness!” 
 
    Avina chuckled as Mav started off to do Petra’s bidding. “Wine before a battle? Really, Petra?” 
 
    “A glass or two will do little to harm our judgment and much to steady our nerves,” said the esper. “I… worry for Makoa.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. “So do I. But he would have never let me keep him from this. I know better at this point than to even try. He’s a grown man and a prince, and…” 
 
    “…We need him,” whispered Petra. “To fight. To lead. To be who and what he is now.” 
 
    Avina nodded in agreement. They could still see the army heading off from the view they had out the balcony, and they watched the men becoming smaller as they marched into the distance. 
 
    Footsteps announced the arrival of their wine. Petra stepped away from the balcony to get it for them, still falling into at least some of her own instincts. Avina heard her take a sharp breath and suddenly became alert. 
 
    “Petra,” said Petra. 
 
    Avina slowly turned around. A man in servant’s clothing stood behind Petra, his skin paler than most native Harvestgladers, hair cut short and practical. He held a knife to the apparent underqueen’s neck. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    With a single beer in his belly, Koa strode alongside Verity with Horny following a few steps in his wake. He reached the castle stables, where his and Verity’s horses were already prepared for him. He glanced over at her as they both mounted. 
 
    “I know you’re skeptical,” he said. “But as I said before. If you have a better plan, I’m all ears.” 
 
    He tried not to smile as she silently glared at him. His expression melted into something more sober, despite the mild buzz he had going. 
 
    “After this is over, Verity, we should… well, not talk, I suppose, unless you’re up for it. But spend some time together. I want you to reach a point where you feel comfortable again. Comfortable and confident.” 
 
    She glanced away from him, but gave him a quick nod as she looked back his way. She surprised him by bringing her horse nearer to his. 
 
    “Every time I… try to say anything, I just…” Her voice broke off, eyes blinking fast and then slamming shut. Koa grabbed her hand and squeezed it, his own eyes suddenly burning with that stomach-gutting premonition of heat.  
 
    “Then take your time,” he whispered back. “I know how hard this is. Gods, I know. But we’re still here, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Still here,” she whispered. 
 
    “Let’s do our best to keep it that way through the next few hours.” He grinned at her and then wiped his face as quickly and subtly as he could as he spurred his horse into a trot. 
 
    Harvestglade’s staging ground was still within the glade, but a fair distance from the castle, at the top of a gentle slope that gave them a reasonable advantage. Koa could only make out the Estorians through small flashes of metal and armor through the trees a quarter mile off. 
 
    His men were still going through the preparations for battle, wheeling the catapults into place and organizing the blast spheres. Talbot was giving orders almost nonstop, his voice loud, but with a nervous flutter that Koa couldn’t blame him for. 
 
    “Make sure at least one man who knows how to use those is on each of those contraptions!” shouted the soldier. “I don’t care if none of you know how! I want men stepping forward to take responsibility for getting them going!” 
 
    The Estorians had begun to mobilize as though sensing it was time for battle. Koa winced as he saw their numbers. At least five hundred men, and that was a conservative guess that didn’t account for any reinforcements they might yet receive later.  
 
    It made their terrain advantage, the easy slope, seem like it’d already been surmounted by the enemy. In truth, it made it seem like the battle to come was just a formality, a last stand made by the army of a tiny queendom with high hopes and low numbers. 
 
    That’s what they’ll assume, he thought. Let them think this will be easy. 
 
    A surprised shout came from Koa’s left. He turned just in time to see a man carrying an armful of blast spheres tumbling forward. He reacted like anyone who’d seen what they could do would, turning and covering his head and ears. 
 
    There was no scream of pain or even the fleshy noise of death that Koa might have expected, just a horribly loud bang followed by a pregnant silence. He chewed his lip as he looked at the spot where the man had fallen, now a partial crater exposing a large chunk of rock underneath the soil. There was no trace of the soldier. 
 
    “It happens!” called Koa. “He died a proud death, and we’ll ensure his family hears an equally proud account of the truth. An honest account, with some… small changes, for their sake.” 
 
    Most of the men around him gave him confused looks and rubbed their ears, undoubtedly still deafened from the accident. Koa turned his attention back toward the enemy, noticing that a knight in black plate armor riding a massive gray charger and carrying the Estorian banner had begun to slowly ride forward into no man’s land. 
 
    “That would be their lord, or general, or whoever passes for a leader amongst the Estorian scum,” muttered Talbot. 
 
    “He’ll want to talk terms of surrender,” said Koa. “I’ll go forward to see what he has to say.” 
 
    “You’ll see what he has to say?” Talbot’s voice carried doubt and offense in a way that Koa hadn’t heard from the man before. 
 
    “It’s the only way,” he said, as much to himself as his second. He eyed the black knight, briefly considering whether it might be Guthren. The lack of an accompanying dragon suggested it wasn’t, along with the distance and context making it improbable. 
 
    There was no dragon, but Estorians were not otherwise lacking for monsters. Wargs filled their ranks out, at least one for every dozen or so men. Koa frowned as he considered whether the battle might still be weighted in their enemy’s favor had it only been Harvestglade’s soldiers versus the Estorian monsters they could currently count along the forest’s edge ahead of them. 
 
    Verity touched his shoulder, a question in her eyes as they met his. He nodded slowly, forcing himself to tighten his fingers on his reins and ignore the beating of his traitorous heart. He had to do this. It really was the only way. By gods, he would be risking his life in a way that went far beyond anything he’d ever attempted. 
 
    “Use your judgment,” he whispered to her. “If it seems like the army should act… you’ll have to speak up.” 
 
    She opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. Horny was pacing between them, and Koa gave the hookhorn a look and nodded at Verity, signaling the animal to stay with her. After a few more seconds, Verity nodded. Koa glanced at Talbot, who was near enough to give a sign that he’d overheard and understood. 
 
    “What am I supposed to tell the queen if, ah…” Talbot frowned as Koa held up a hand. 
 
    “It’s not great for my own personal morale for you to ask questions like that, Talbot,” said Koa. “Trust that I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    He repeated the words to himself silently as he slowly walked his horse forward. He tried playing the immortal game of men with egos against the black knight, holding his gaze like there might be something to be gained by forcing him to look away. His opponent’s helmet had a visor, which seemed a bit unfair. 
 
    Beyond the black knight, one of the wargs suddenly thrashed at its handler. The man, an Estorian with long blond hair, tried to smack at it with a whip. The warg turned on him and, in less than a second, had torn off his arm and most of his shoulder. It was shocking how much seeing a matching case of friendly fire on Koa’s enemy’s side did to soothe his nerves. 
 
    “I am Prince Makoa of Harvestglade!” he shouted, not just for the knight, but the whole of the invading force. “I speak for the Heralder King, the Underqueen, and all of my people when I tell you that we will hold our lands firm against all invaders.” 
 
    “I am Executor Calvus Bridge of the Four Quadrants of Estoria,” said the black knight. “I am here to offer you terms, Prince Makoa.” 
 
    Koa said nothing, simply staring at the other man, allowing him to speak his piece. 
 
    “Surrender to us, and your people will come to no harm,” said the black knight. “Open your gates. Grant us your castle. Allow us to bring your queen back to Estoria to treat with the legislature. You will be left to govern in her stead until they come to a decision, perhaps for years to come, if not permanently.” 
 
    Koa let out an indulgent sigh. “You must not have heard much about me, Lord Calvus.” 
 
    “Not a thing. Consider my offer carefully.” 
 
    Koa frowned. He looked past Lord Calvus, eyeing a few archers whom he would have assumed were out of range or near their max range. With the intelligence of someone with a hidden weakness to arrows, Koa acted as though he was thinking as he shifted his horse to place Calvus into the path of any oncoming projectiles. 
 
    “Consider my sword!” he shouted.  
 
    He drew Steelbreaker and attempted to bring his horse nearer to the black knight. Mounted combat was perhaps one of Koa’s least trained skills, but it hardly mattered. Lord Calvus reached into a small saddlebag hanging from one side of his animal, withdrew the smallest crossbow Koa had ever seen, and delivered its bolt straight into his horse’s eye.  
 
    The animal went stiff all at once, not thrashing, but simply dying upright. Koa shouted in panic as it began to fall sideways, barely getting his feet free in time to fling himself clear. He hadn’t known the animal long, but it hardly made the slightest difference in the rage he felt over the cheap, disgusting trick. 
 
    Calvus circled once, turning to ready his own gray mount for a charge. Koa bared his teeth, but it was his sword that seemed to have a plan. He could feel it, a distant awareness of an idea. No, an urge. A desire for Koa to meet its home and its kind — the Realm of Broken Armaments. 
 
    He prodded Steelbreaker’s tip forward as he might push a needle through a piece of cloth. Reality itself tore open as neatly as if he’d used his casting cane, which he’d left hanging from the leather loop at his side. 
 
    The realm revealed on the other side was colorful and confusing, but it was what spilled forth that he found most marvelous. Bits of broken swords, the pointed tops of spear shafts, slivers of ax heads — sharp metal in all shapes flew out of the realm like a swarm of insects. 
 
    They glinted in the sunlight, hovering over Koa’s shoulders, each one steady but swaying. Lord Calvus aborted his charge, but watched on, now with a spear in hand. Koa could feel Steelbreaker urging him on again. He nodded slowly and flicked a finger at the black knight. 
 
    A shard from a broadsword that must have been as wide as Koa’s hand zipped through the air. Calvus turned his head at the last second, the movement probably saving his life. The jagged piece of metal still struck his helm with enough force to ring it like a gong. Calvus shielded his face and shouted something back to his army in Estorian. 
 
    The Estorian army began their advance. Koa stayed where he was, knowing the only thing turning back to the charging cavalry would do was offer up himself as a target. He sent about half of the shards he still had fluttering in a cloud over his shoulders toward the enemy in a rain of steel. The other half, he hurriedly drew back into the Realm of Broken Armaments. 
 
    He waited another few seconds, until he was sure he was in arrow range and in danger, and then cut open his pocket realm. Verity and Talbot would know to begin raining down blast spheres with the catapults, which meant it was time for him to take a breather. 
 
    “Comfortable?” he asked as he slipped through into safety. 
 
    “I hate this place,” snarled Brin. “You owe me endlessly for this, Prince Koa.” 
 
    “That I do, Ser Brin. Undoubtedly.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    “Keep your hands open and out to the side,” said the assassin. “Both of you.” 
 
    He looked at the esper, and then at the queen, mouth a thin, determined line. Avina hissed through her teeth. Had this attack occurred even just an hour earlier, Petra would have been in her own body and fully capable of using her powers to disarm or destroy the man. 
 
    She looked at her own face and saw Petra staring back at her with frustration that mirrored a similar acknowledgement through the bond. This was simply a variation of the same fear they’d shared ahead of the battle. They were in a situation that Petra could have handled, were she within her own body. 
 
    Don’t give up so easily, she told herself. Stay calm and stay in control. 
 
    “What do you want?” asked Avina. 
 
    “You’re going to open the castle’s gates,” said the assassin, his voice now betraying his Estorian accent. “You will allow the Estorian army to enter. In doing so, you will save thousands of lives. It is a simple choice, Lady Underqueen, and one that has in fact already been made for you.” 
 
    She caught Petra’s gaze again and saw the slightest nod. She took a breath, willing herself to imagine the situation working out despite the precarious edge it was balanced on. 
 
    “I will go and ensure the gate is opened,” she said to the assassin in a slow voice. “You can watch from the window to see it carried out.” 
 
    “No tricks,” said the assassin. “No treachery! I know your ways, esper!” 
 
    Avina smiled as cordially as she could and nodded. She barely even understood Petra’s ways, the workings of her powers and the full range of her abilities. But she would have to if she wanted to stand any chance at saving herself and her esper from mortal danger. 
 
    She backed out of the room, not turning her back until she was in the hallway. Making her steps as loud as she could, she strode down and around the corner, making careful note of the pattern of sunbeams filtering in through the evenly spaced windows, each one filled only by glass and yet to be fitted with the wooden winter coverings. 
 
    The shadows were what mattered. Petra could fade into them, appear out of them. If she could figure out how to do that, sneaking up on the assassin might be achievable. If it’d been a few hours later into the day, it would have been even easier, but no. If she was to think that way she might as well consider how the situation could have been avoided to begin with. 
 
    “Petra,” she whispered. “How do I do this?” 
 
    A servant hurried by her, possibly on the way to seek her or the underqueen out. Avina grabbed their arm and directed them elsewhere. She tried to feel through the bond, sense Petra’s thoughts and emotions, twisting them into deeper insight. Her esper would understand, just as she did, that this would be their only chance. She’d want to help her along. 
 
    It felt as though Petra was meditating, breathing deeply, but there was more to it than that. Not breathing, but flowing, like a wave. Not like a wave, like the tide, deep and fundamental. Avina took a breath and let it out. She took herself, her physicality, her existence, and let it out.  
 
    The sensation of entering the shadow wasn’t as she would have imagined it would be. She’d flirted with this same power once before, climbing down Petra’s perch in Twinfalls the night she’d returned to the Gladefoot estate to find Koa high on pollen. 
 
    Entering the shadows was more like sticking to them, or hiding underneath a blanket, rather than a true shift of composition or merger. She didn’t have to take steps to move forward, but there was still a motion to it, a flutter, almost. 
 
    Traveling the hallway was easy, a simple zigzag from the far wall, close to the windows, just underneath the angle of the sunbeams. When she arrived at the door to her room, she recognized a harder problem to solve. 
 
    There was too much light, twice over. The doors leading to the balcony were allowing an amount of illumination that left no room for her to slip through the shadows. She was at an impasse, and the idea of simply rushing from the door to Petra and the assassin seemed foolhardy and reckless. 
 
    “Stop moving!” snapped the assassin. 
 
    “Would you at least allow me to tidy the room?” asked Petra. “It is not as though it would put me out of your power. Can you not see how dirty it is?” 
 
    “You Osteans are no better than dirt.” The assassin had the gall to spit on the floor.  
 
    Petra was smarter than to act affronted. “Dirt? Well, there are worse things in the world than the occasional tumble in the mud.” 
 
    Her voice had that quality to it, dangerous playfulness verging into seduction. The emotions coming through the bond, however, were a mixture of fury and disgust. Avina waited, praying no oblivious servant would bumble down the hallway and spook the assassin into rash behavior. 
 
    “Dirt.” The assassin made a noise like he was spitting again, though nothing came out this time. “You do not speak like a queen.” 
 
    “How would you know? Have not you Estorians long since done away with your royalty?” Petra let out a little laugh and leaned backward, incidentally placing herself in deeper contact with the man. “You have no… curiosity toward what a queen truly is? No interest in perhaps learning more?” 
 
    The Estorian froze in place. Avina couldn’t read his expression from the angle she was watching from. The man made a hmph noise and suddenly yanked hard on the back of her dress, tearing it open. He pushed her hard, sending her stumbling. 
 
    “Would you teach me, dirt queen?” snarled the man. “Among my people, you Osteans are barely more than slaves. Nobody will care if I taste you.” 
 
    Petra acted like she was steadying herself against the balcony door, hands on both curtains. Avina’s heart pounded as she watched her esper, in her body, slowly pull them shut, shrouding the room in shadows. 
 
    “Today is a day of lessons, then,” said Petra. 
 
    Avina didn’t hesitate. She crossed the room in a single step, if it could be called that as silent and seamless as it was. She summoned Shadassara to her hand and thrust through the assassin’s abdomen in the same motion. 
 
    At least, she thought she had. The man moved with such grace and dexterity that it left her stunned. There was nothing magical or unnatural about it, just instincts and speed. He seized Petra once more, his blade coming back to her neck. 
 
    Avina had already committed to a second strike without fully considering the consequences. Shadassara tore into the man’s thigh, and he let out a howl of pain. He pulled the knife at a horrible angle, flinging Petra’s body, her body, to the side. 
 
    “No!” screamed Avina.  
 
    She hacked downward with the greatsword of darkness. The assassin dodged. She slashed again. The assassin staggered, falling to the ground as two pieces, midriff and legs split with a horrid amount of blood in between. 
 
    It wasn’t the assassin’s blood she cared about. A horrible sense of doom and premonition struck her as she saw Petra laying on the floor at an odd angle, facedown, one hand still pinned against the front of her neck. Her own body, unmoving. 
 
    Avina had never stopped to consider what would happen, what would really happen, if either of them died while a swap was underway. A deep, disconcerting sense of dread took hold within her heart.  
 
    Even setting aside the unbearable loss of her best friend, her sister, along with her original body, what would happen next? Nobody would believe her. The idea of an underqueen’s spirit somehow being traded into the body of her esper, with the fact only coming to light after said underqueen’s death, was too audacious for words. 
 
    Would Koa even believe her? Oh gods. Would she even decide to tell him? As horrible as losing his mother would be, from his perspective, to lose Petra’s essence along with dealing with ostensibly the death of his mother, to all outside appearances, might be even worse. It would be the same grief with an extra helping of insurmountable confusion. 
 
    “No…” Avina fell to her knees and balled her hands into fists. “No!” 
 
    She let out a horrible, soul weary sob. She punched the floor and then scratched it, hissing out her inner turmoil like a dying cat. With slow movements, she crawled over to Petra and her body, tears streaming down her face, and slowly turned her over. 
 
    The blood seeping out of the wound confirmed it. But then… Petra slid her hand aside and smiled. The cut was in the wrong place — still deep and ugly, but set into Petra’s palm and the curve between her thumb and forefinger, rather than her neck. 
 
    “Close one,” she whispered. 
 
    “Oh gods, Petra,” she mumbled. “Too close.” 
 
    She seized her esper and squeezed her tight, the two women trembling as they collectively caught their breath. Shouts and clangs of metal sounded from elsewhere in the castle. 
 
    “More assassins likely snuck in with this one,” whispered Petra. “Our work is not yet finished.” 
 
    “As if it will ever be.” Avina slowly stood up and then helped Petra to her feet by the good hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Koa hadn’t closed the rift to his pocket realm behind him. He was shocked when one of the Estorians leapt through, though less shocked than the man himself who seemed to immediately realize he’d bitten off more than he could chew. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” said Koa. “I’m not exactly sure what to do with you. Perhaps if you lay down your weapon, we could—” 
 
    Brin grabbed the man’s head between both hands and popped it in the manner someone might juice an orange. Koa winced but found it hard to phrase his objection. 
 
    “You realize that I have to dispose of any bodies that collect within this place, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Can’t you just kick them off into the distance?” asked Brin, glancing into the endless white void. 
 
    “I assumed there would be at least some lingering smell. Though with this much room, I suppose it’s possible that…” 
 
    Another Estorian came through the rift, his battle roar bleating out into a confused scream. Koa sighed and stabbed him through the chest. 
 
    “How many are going to come through after us, you think?” asked Brin. 
 
    “I think we’ll have to simply wait to find out.” 
 
    Seventeen men in total charged through the rift to die quick and pointless deaths. Koa killed five, with Brin dispatching the other twelve. He couldn’t decide whether to give the Estorians credit for their tenacity, or marvel at their fatal stubbornness. 
 
    “Can we go now?” asked Brin. 
 
    “I think we have to. Be ready for anything. I’ve no idea the state of the battle we’re going to be stepping out into.” 
 
    He went first, taking a quick peek with just his head to ensure they weren’t encircled by enemies and then ducking low as he followed with the rest of his body. He instantly saw why the Estorians had ceased their attempts of pursuit through the rift. 
 
    The area surrounding them was transformed, no longer an idyllic, grassy field, but a scorched and cratered battlefield. The blast spheres had done as much to the landscape as they presumably had to the enemy. 
 
    Smoke and dust cluttered the air. Koa closed the rift to his pocket realm and gathered his sense of direction. The Estorian army, despite taking heavy apparent losses, was pushing the Ostean force back. They were behind enemy lines, but that was exactly where he’d planned for his trick to place them. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    Brin let out a cough but grunted in the affirmative. Koa paused, noticing only then that Brin seemed a little off, much in the same way he had a few days earlier. Twitchy, with an edge of uncontrolled anger. 
 
    “Do you need to feed again?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Was it the rift? Hazafallius told me of a concept called coherence, how it can unsettle the life force of those within.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Brin let out a long breath as though in search of control. “It’s the damned memories from the Estorian I absorbed. Almost… the opposite problem from before. It doesn’t normally hit me like this.” 
 
    “Well, do your best to hold it together,” said Koa. “We still have a war to win.” 
 
    They started forward. The Estorians were focused entirely on the Ostean army. Koa couldn’t see Talbot, but he didn’t have to speak with the man to understand the nature of his side’s retreat. Bits of broken catapult lay strewn across the section of the battlefield where the Osteans had first set up, along with craters that suggested the blast spheres had served as the spear point of their strategy. 
 
    The Estorians charge had forced the Osteans back toward the castle’s outer wall. The horrid dilemma which would face the remaining defenders within was clear. If they opened the gates to attempt to save what was left of the army, they would likely also be opening them for the enemy. The alternative, preparing for what could be a long and arduous siege, hardly seemed much better. 
 
    Koa slashed Steelbreaker down, drawing dozens of broken shards loose from the weapon’s home realm. He glanced at Brin, who had transformed from his passably human state into a sandy-toned monster of dust and grit. 
 
    “Do as much damage as you can,” said Koa. “Remember what we’re fighting for.” 
 
    He didn’t emphasize the fact that Beatrice was within the castle, but only because he knew he didn’t have to. He and Brin started at a jogging pace, slowly speeding into a full run as they closed the distance to the unsuspecting enemy army ahead of them. 
 
    They cut down Estorians like a scythe through dry wheat. Koa’s shards seemed to find targets at the merest signal of Steelbreaker, hardly needing any aim or direction beyond a flick of his will through his weapon.  
 
    Brin was a dust devil of death and chaos, swirling through men and monsters alike. One of the wargs had the audacity to lunge at him. Koa saw it go into the dust and simply not come out.  
 
    A spearman and an ax wielder closed on him. Koa easily split the spear, along with the face of the man wielding it. The axman shouldered him. Koa slashed. The man tried to catch the blow on the head of his ax with a skillful parry. Steelbreaker broke steel, catching on the curve of the ax as if it were made of porcelain before biting deep into the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Koa cut down several more enemies with his sword and projectiles. He’d never killed on such a scale before, but he’d also never fought a battle with such high stakes. These men wouldn’t simply destroy Harvestglade, but take everything of value, rape it for its worth. He had no choice — he would win or he would die. 
 
    Across the battlefield, he caught sight of Calvus in the same moment the black knight saw him. Koa smiled and flicked Steelbreaker sideways, clearing a portion of the blood off its bare blade. He and Calvus squared off against one another, and it seemed as though the men nearest to them on both sides pulled back, sensing the devastation about to unfold. 
 
    They charged in the same moment. Koa slashed, expecting his sword to easily break through the other man’s weapon and continue through armor. He found thin air instead but at least had the reaction time to fling himself into a roll to avoid the heavy chop of the dark knight’s counter. 
 
    His instincts told him to dodge again, and he did without thinking. The dark knight’s sword sank into the earth in the spot he’d been a moment previous. His opponent was fast — too fast for a fair fight. 
 
    He pulled more shards to him, many of which were now crimson from the blood of their previous targets. Koa felt Steelbreaker humming underneath his grip as he began spinning the shards around him, creating a swirling cloud of broken metal that hissed through the air like frenzied insects. 
 
    The sunlight added to the spectacle, with all of the polished bits of metal glinting as they found the right angles. The black knight eyed Koa pensively. He swung his sword into the cloud of metal, knocking one of the shards away, but it did little to grant him access to the man within. 
 
    “You made a mistake coming here, Lord Calvus,” called Koa. “One which it is not too late to correct.” 
 
    “Look around, Prince Koa,” called the other man. “Your army is half the size it was an hour ago, and those who remain are barely standing on their feet. The wargs could finish you off at this point.” 
 
    There was a small shift in Calvus’s posture that gave Koa a sliver of advance warning. A warg charged him from his left flank, barreling through the shards without slowing down. He swung Steelbreaker but was a moment too slow. The monster knocked him sideways, and his sword fell loose from his hand. 
 
    The weapon seemed to need direct contact with him to maintain its ensorcellment of the metal bits, as they all fell to the scorched earth in a series of small thuds. Koa screamed as the warg attempted to sink its teeth into his neck, forcing it back with his forearm against its snout. 
 
    He tried to go for his casting cane, but it was more of a thought than a movement. His hands were occupied with desperately keeping the warg from eating him. Calvus let out a rolling laugh, heavy footsteps approaching in the ominous march of death. 
 
    “You should have heeded my offer, Prince Makoa,” he said. “Such a common and boring mistake to die over. But you will die for it — you have no value to me as a hostage.” 
 
    Koa wished he could have shouted something clever back, but in between breathing and roaring his fury out at the warg, his mouth was occupied. A dark shadow loomed overhead, blocking the glare of the sun. He resisted the temptation to close his eyes, wanting to see his death if it was to be unavoidable. 
 
    It wasn’t Calvus that he saw above him, coming in at speed. With both arms above her and firmly gripped on Horny’s back legs, Verity was flying down toward him. She let go at the last second, producing a dagger from somewhere as she landed on the warg’s back. 
 
    The sudden addition of her weight was a bit of an issue for him, with one of the warg’s fangs finally punching into his forearm. It went slack in the next instant, however. Koa quickly squirmed out from under it and dove for his sword.  
 
    “Worm!” roared Calvus.  
 
    He leapt forward just as Koa was about to snatch up Steelbreaker. A heavy boot came down hard on his wrist the instant before his fingers made contact with the weapon. The black knight’s sword glinted in the sun… but never came down. 
 
    Brin let out an impressed whistle. “Always wondered how men in armor breathe through these types of helms. Finicky, isn’t it, just having those slits to suck in air through.” 
 
    One of Brin’s arms was wrapped around Calvus’s face, ending in a loose pile of sand and grit rather than a palm and fingers. The black knight thrashed, first trying to pull back the dustwalker’s arm, then trying to get his helm off. 
 
    He didn’t manage either and dropped to the ground within seconds. Koa grabbed Steelbreaker. The motion of picking it up summoned the loose shards along with it. He let out a small laugh, really coming to appreciate Haza’s gift to him. 
 
    Verity was at his side in an instant. She grabbed his arm and jerked a thumb for emphasis. They were still behind the Estorian army, the majority of which was pressing Talbot and the Estorians back toward the castle. They were still losing, and defeating the Estorian commander wasn’t enough to change that fact. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “We need to get to Talbot.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Harvestglade was at a tipping point. Avina and Petra, still exchanged within one another’s bodies, watched the chaos unfold in the moments after dispatching the assassin from the balcony doors. People were fleeing Gladetown in mass numbers, most of them heading away from the castle as though the queendom’s defeat was a foregone conclusion. 
 
    “Is this it?” muttered Avina. 
 
    “Not until we give up.” Petra touched her arm. “Come. We must assist in securing the castle.” 
 
    Avina assumed that what Petra meant by that was that she would need to assist in securing the castle. Avina had managed to flex Petra’s abilities against the assassin, but fighting without the element of surprise would be a new test.  
 
    She blinked in surprise as she saw Petra knocking over a table to snap off one of the legs with a kick. She hefted it and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “You may wish to have Shadassara out and ready,” said the esper. 
 
    “Of course.” Avina summoned the greatsword to hand. “How’s your hand? Er… my hand.” 
 
    “The bleeding has mostly stopped. If it were more than a scratch, I would not hide it from you.” 
 
    “Thank the gods. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    Avina stopped to help Petra into the rest of the underqueen’s armor, aware of how the lack of it had provided the assassin an opportunity to begin with. Then, they made their way through the castle, heading toward the sounds of battle echoing from the lower levels. 
 
    A man rushed out from the stairwell as they were about to descend. Avina hesitated, despite knowing she didn’t recognize the man. He pulled a dagger out from behind his back and lunged forward. Petra swung her table leg, catching the man in the side of the head and knocking him senseless. 
 
    Avina was quick and ruthless, finishing him off with a single stab from Shadassara. Rather than regret or pity for the assassin, she mainly felt impressed by how well Petra was managing within her body. Almost to an annoying degree, one that left her questioning whether she would have acted as decisively had their places been switched. 
 
    “You are stronger than you realize, Avina,” said Petra. 
 
    “I know that!” she snapped. “Come on. We’re wasting time.” 
 
    Petra laughed, and Avina silently committed to spending more time on her combat training moving forward. They reached the castle’s main level, finding it oddly quiet until they began to approach the infirmary.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to imagine the minds of the assassins, the sorts of targets they’d prioritize. Not only would the bed ridden wounded be easy targets, but healers like Cathelia and Savantra would represent a massive loss of capability if murdered ahead of a siege.  
 
    A group of four assassins were ready with weapons in the hallway, and a burly fifth man was hurling his shoulder against the door. Avina made no attempt at disguising her approach, but wondered if perhaps she should have as the men spun to face her. 
 
    One of them shouted something in Estorian and the others seemed to reply in the affirmative. They rushed her all at once, including the man who’d been at the door. She stayed where she was in the hallway, forcing them to fight her one or two at a time. Petra stayed a few steps back, likely aware of how limited her efforts to help would be. 
 
    It was a battle of instincts as much as one against physical enemies. Her muscle memory told her to get to safety, to order someone else forward to handle the situation. She tamped down on it and gripped the dark greatsword tighter, making note of how much room she had to swing it. 
 
    “Petra.” Petra’s voice, mimicking the authoritative snap that Avina herself was so good at. “Dispatch these men.” 
 
    She spoke the command with such calm and confidence that it left Avina worrying that her esper was growing too comfortable in the role for her liking. She wasn’t given long to fret. The first man lunged at her with a dagger and deadly ambition. 
 
    Avina cut him down, the blow not a killing one, but more than enough to put him out of the fight. The man behind him hesitated, but she did not. She slashed and severed his arm at the elbow. Perhaps out of strength born from adrenaline, the maimed man rushed forward regardless, tackling her around the midriff and unbalancing her in her armor.  
 
    She fell backward, swearing under her breath. She had a view of the hallway and was shocked to see the door to the infirmary suddenly swing inward. Captain Lauric and Mav rushed out, the former hobbling from unhealed wounds, the latter as fierce as Avina had ever seen her. 
 
    Mav was wielding Lauric’s sword and slammed it into the gut of the big man who’d been trying to knock the door down. The remaining two were quick to rush at her and Lauric, however. The guard captain, despite his bravery, collapsed from a single shove. Mav was left facing off against two trained Estorian assassins. She backed up slowly, but seemed unwilling to move past a point that would leave Lauric undefended. 
 
    “What’s all the clatter?” Haza stumbled out of one of the guest rooms on Avina’s other side. “Is there a battle taking place out here or… wait, is there actually a battle taking place out here?” 
 
    He was in his underwear. Savantra, emerging from behind him, was wearing even less, just a quilt pulled around her bony shoulders. 
 
    “So it would seem.” She touched Haza’s shoulder affectionately. “Are you about to show me the real reason why they call you the Serpent of Crystal Hills?” 
 
    “Oh, milady, I’m about to show you that and so much more,” he said. “This particular serpent can’t be charmed so easily.” 
 
    “Is that so?” asked Savantra. “I think I might know a couple of tunes that could do the trick if the situation—” 
 
    “Stop flirting and help my handmaiden!” shouted Avina. 
 
    She hissed through her teeth, realizing her slip, though it was a small one. Haza finally tapped his way forward on his staff. Mav was slashing at the assassins, trying to hold them back.  
 
    It was Petra, however, who moved first. She sent her table leg club flying over Mav’s shoulder. It struck one of the assassins in the forehead, downing him instantly. The last man glanced around, seeming to dislike his chances, and threw down his dagger. 
 
    “Good choice,” said Lauric.  
 
    He nodded to Mav, and she kicked the man hard in the crotch, dropping him to his knees. Cathelia shakily produced some twine from the infirmary which they used to tie him up. 
 
    “Secure the castle!” shouted Avina. “Lauric, get a report from the parapets about what’s going on outside. If their goal was to force the gates open, they may be rushing the castle from outside.” 
 
    “Ah.” Lauric turned from her to the underqueen, and for a second time in a few minutes, Avina was left annoyed by her own break in character. 
 
    “Um, yes,” said Petra. “Do what Petra just said.” 
 
    Avina turned toward Savantra, who was still standing next to Haza, mostly naked. The master surgeon scoffed and glanced away, though a blush did come to her cheek. 
 
    “What?” she snapped. “It wasn’t as though there was an amputation waiting for me. My busy hour only arrives midway through most battles.” 
 
    “I would say you had a busy enough hour without adding a bone saw to mix,” said Haza in a horrible husky voice. 
 
    “Mmm…” said Savantra. “You should see how I handle a bone saw, Hazafallius.” 
 
    “Get the two of them out of my sight,” Avina muttered to Petra. “Sight and hearing distance.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a simple matter for Koa, Verity, and Brin to retreat back to the Ostean army. The Estorian line had held up surprisingly well, more due to their overwhelming numbers than lack of casualties. Verity also seemed suspicious of Brin, and rightly so. The dustwalker’s behavior was veering into uncontrolled territory, small twitches and heavy breathing suggesting a dangerous inner conflict. 
 
    “Hold it together, Brin,” he said. “We aren’t out of this yet.” 
 
    He reached out a hand to set on Brin’s shoulder. The dustwalker knocked it away and spun around. A straggler from the Estorian army had the bad luck to be running the same way as them. Brin seized the man and snapped his body in half the wrong way at the midriff, his spine making a horrible cracking noise. 
 
    “Just breathe,” said Koa, still aiming for a soothing voice. “It would be… rather unfortunate if you had a fit similar to the one that almost destroyed Harvestglade a few months ago.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” barked Brin. “I’m trying, I just… It’s not just a physical thing. Control, the way it is for me, takes more. I need to be stable!” 
 
    “I would also like for you to be stable,” said Koa. “Stable is good. Stable is predictable.” 
 
    Horny landed near them. Verity touched Koa’s hand, and he nodded, getting the same idea as his mostly mute companion. 
 
    “Horny is going to bring us over the Estorian army, then,” said Koa. “All of us.” 
 
    He looked at Brin. Verity squeezed his hand, fingernails digging in. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Bad idea.” 
 
    “If I leave him to his own devices, what do you think will happen?” asked Koa. “At least he’ll still listen to me right now.” 
 
    He touched Verity’s hip and subtly pulled her out of earshot of Brin. 
 
    “And if he does sink into dustwalker murder mode, I’d like to at least try to position him between the castle and the Estorians.” 
 
    She blinked, but nodded slowly, showing a hint of deviousness that’d been missing for some time. 
 
    Horny started ferrying them over, with Verity going first. The Estorians took notice, unfortunately, and long before Horny had disappeared with Verity into the distance, Koa and Brin were watching a group of Estorians and wargs running their way. 
 
    Koa didn’t bother reopening the Realm of Broken Armaments. He slung fireballs at his enemies from a distance, downing one and slowing the rest. Horny arrived back before they’d made it halfway. 
 
    “Brin, you’re next,” said Koa. It was a gamble, one that ran against his greater caution, but he knew he would need to be present to help Horny with Brin. He soothed the hookhorn as he hurriedly talked Brin through the process. 
 
    “Just hang onto his legs,” he said. “Brin. Look at me. If you can’t do this, I will leave you here.” 
 
    “You should. Leave me and see what happens. I can feel it already. It’s different from hunger, it’s a madness, a chaos, a, a—” 
 
    Koa slapped him in the face. “Quit acting like a fucking child. You’re supposed to be my esper.” 
 
    “You… fucking bastard.” 
 
    Koa smirked and shook a finger. “See? You just need something to direct yourself toward. Be angry if you have to. Just keep your thoughts flowing instead of the chaos, or whatever.” 
 
    Horny took off with Brin, incidentally dusting the approaching Estorians with a fair bit of dust. Koa eyed them, seeing no crossbows, and waited with his sword to one side.  
 
    But they never came any closer. They watched him, hesitant and respectful, until Horny finally arrived back. Koa didn’t waste any time gripping the hookhorn, and soon enough, he was airborne.  
 
    He could tell the animal was tired. The path of their flight had a droopy trajectory to it, so much so that he felt as though his feet might kick off the polished steel helms of his enemies at a few points. 
 
    His heart followed that same drooping descent as Harvestglade’s warriors came into view. They’d formed a battle line right outside the outer castle wall. Talbot was still alive, bellowing orders from near the closed gate. Less than half the men they’d set out with earlier in the day were present. 
 
    Brin and Verity were among the inner group, with a conspicuous berth given to the dustwalker. Horny brought Koa down next to him. He scratched the hookhorn’s neck as the animal achieved a gentle landing. 
 
    “The gates!” snapped Koa. “What’s the delay?” 
 
    “Talbot,” whispered Verity. 
 
    Koa ran over to the acting guard captain. Talbot’s face was etched with grim determination. Koa grabbed his shoulder and spun him around to face him. 
 
    “Why are the gates still closed?” he snapped. 
 
    “If we open them, the enemy will have the same chance we do at getting inside,” said Talbot. “We make our last stand here.” 
 
    “That’s an incredibly noble stance to take, Talbot, but I believe the enemy is staging a retreat,” said Koa. 
 
    “…What? They aren’t retreating. Prince Koa, what are you…” 
 
    Koa pulled several men out of the way, giving himself a clear line of sight of the enemy arming. He sheathed Steelbreaker and took out his casting cane. He opened a rift that ran from a cane’s length above his head down to the grass. A rift to Faskenpal, a rift to heat and ash and flames. 
 
    The sudden eruption of inferno was too bright for him to look at directly. He realized no more than two seconds after he’d opened the rift that he was, in both a proverbial and literal sense, playing with fire. The mere act of closing it singed all the hair off his right hand and left it looking distinctly sunburned. 
 
    Two seconds of Falskanpaar had been enough, or perhaps too much, depending on which army a person asked. A scar as wide as a small house extended halfway down the slope to Gladetown. There was no trace of the men who’d been standing in it previously, though small piles of melted metal, still orange with heat, suggested around fifteen or twenty dead. 
 
    “Gates!” shouted Koa. “Open the gates!” 
 
    The gates opened. Koa stayed where he was as the rest of the army hurried through, carrying both wounded men and egos. The Estorians made no move to rush forward, justifiably wary of Koa’s magic. He didn’t turn his back as he finally joined the retreat, only relaxing when the gate was solidly closed as quickly as it’d been opened. 
 
    His exhaustion hit him all at once. He staggered and leaned on his casting cane. The injured were already being ushered off to the infirmary. Avina and Petra hurried over to him, and Koa let a smile touch his face. 
 
    “Mother. Petra,” he said. “We haven’t won yet, but we haven’t lost, either.” 
 
    He gave his mother a quick hug, and then Petra a deep kiss. The esper looked caught off guard, and he detected a hint of a blush in her cheeks. 
 
    Right, he thought. We’re in public. Too many sets of eyes around for us to be showing intimacy so openly. 
 
    “Makoa!” hissed Verity. 
 
    He spun around, only then spotting Brin. A glimpse was enough to tell him that the monster was winning out over the man. Brin on all fours, his body contorting as blisters of sand formed on his skin and underneath his clothes. 
 
    “Brin!” He ran over to him and took him by the shoulders. “Brin! Hey. What can I do for you? How do we fix this?” 
 
    Brin roared and seized him by the neck. Not for the first time, Koa began to question his own judgment. If Brin couldn’t bring himself under control, he might well compromise their entire defense. 
 
    “Brin.” A new voice, feminine and familiar. Beatrice. “Please…” 
 
    She came forward from behind Avina. The switch within Brin was instantaneous. He dropped Koa and stared at her, skin smoothing out where it had previously been blemished by patches of dust. 
 
    “Beatrice,” he said. “Not… now. I can’t think clearly.” 
 
    “You can talk,” said Beatrice. “You can recognize me. I’m… scared of you. But it is you… isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s me.” Brin took a breath and exhaled through gritted teeth. “I… want it to be me! Just… stay back!”  
 
    He roared, thrashing from side to side like a dog shaking off water. Beatrice took a step closer. 
 
    “I see you,” she said. “Please, Brin…” 
 
    Koa didn’t know what she was asking him. He wondered if she even did. Brin balled his hands into fists and pressed them into his forehead. 
 
    “Graaaahhh!” he screamed.  
 
    With shocking speed, he charged toward Beatrice, reaching out to pull her into an embrace. She gasped and recoiled, but Brin stopped before making contact, frozen with inhuman stillness. He lowered his arms, let out a breath, and suddenly leapt to the top of the castle wall.  
 
    “I’d rather share my bad mood with them than leave myself here,” he called. “Sick of making messes that I never seem to clean up.” 
 
    He leapt off the castle wall and out of sight. Koa couldn’t see the ensuing fight, but he could certainly hear the screams, along with the hiss of dust on the wind.  
 
    “What’s happened to him?” whispered Beatrice. “What has he become?” 
 
    “He’s changed, but he’s still Brin.” Koa set a hand on her shoulder. “You’re seeing him at a rough time.” 
 
    She wiped her face and slowly nodded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were afforded an interlude in the time after Brin’s heroic, monsterish stand against the enemy. Koa eyed the damage incurred to the enemy from the ramparts. It was enough to give them pause, though they still had a numbers advantage that would allow them to press their siege. 
 
    He wasn’t worried for Brin in terms of fearing for what’d happened to him. He wasn’t sure whether that was due to his faith in the dustwalker’s endurance, or the more nebulous question of what outcome would be best for Brin at this point. He didn’t want to see Brin die, but the idea of him reverting back to a mindless monster in behavior seemed worse than death. 
 
    “The sun will set soon.” His mother’s voice startled him. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” He smiled and turned partially her way. “I’m still on edge from the battle.” 
 
    She set a hand on his shoulder. “I doubt they will think it wise to attack amidst the shadows.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” said Koa. “With Petra on our side, we would at least gain a small advantage in the night.” 
 
    His mother’s reaction was odd, as though she’d been about to say something but pulled back. He shook his head as he watched her and went with his best guess as to the nature of her hesitation. 
 
    “It’s bothering you again, isn’t it?” he said. “The feelings that Petra and I share for each other. It’s as though the closer we get, the harder it becomes for you to support us.” 
 
    “Makoa…” She sighed and took his hand. “It is not that. I wish I could be… honest with you about everything.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow and was about to ask what she meant when Petra made her way up to join them. Koa grinned and pulled her close for a quick kiss. She blinked, looking as uncertain as his mother. 
 
    Probably for the same reasons, he thought. 
 
    “Captain Lauric and Ser Talbot wished for the underqueen’s presence to discuss the current situation,” said Petra. 
 
    “The underqueen,” said Avina in an odd voice. “Yes. Well, let us… make our way to them, then.” 
 
    They made their way down to the courtyard in a strange silence. Koa was fed up with the tension between them when they both sucked in a breath in unison. He turned around to watch them making eye contact with one another, sharing some hidden moment. 
 
    He felt annoyed, though he knew he shouldn’t. There would always be an aspect of their relationship that would be apart from his interactions with them. A deeper understanding on the level of their bond, one meant for the two of them and no one else. 
 
    “If the two of you are finished gawking at each other, can we head into the castle now?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Makoa,” said his mother smoothly. “Mind your tone. And what happened to your arm? Why haven’t you had a healer bandage this yet?” 
 
    She took hold of the arm he’d fended off the warg with, which had two puncture marks from the beast’s fangs that had grazed him at some point. 
 
    “That’s where we’re headed now, isn’t it?” he pointed out. “I assume Lauric is still recovering.” 
 
    “More or less,” said Petra. “We will help you bandage it. Cathelia and Savantra will undoubtedly be busy with more serious injuries.” 
 
    Petra took one of his hands and his mother held the other, and they made their way into the castle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    The relief Avina felt over being back in her own body was a sensation she had to separate out from Harvestglade’s current situation, which still remained dire. Lauric insisted on being mobile again, even if it required Mav shouldering most of his weight. They staged their strategy meeting from the same balcony which the assassin had taken Petra hostage in front of an hour earlier. 
 
    Talbot and Koa were there, along with Petra, Verity, and Reese. Hazafallius had played his exhaustion when Avina had asked him if he’d join them, his gaze constantly flitting back toward the door of the infirmary and Savantra. 
 
    “She’s going to be working on the wounded all day and night, Haza,” Avina had told him. 
 
    “Who says I’m not wounded? I’ve got an ugly bone poking out somewhere down below.” 
 
    Koa had swept her away before she could order Petra to have the disgusting old coot’s tongue removed. Now, they stood looking out over both the enemy army and Gladetown. They were safe, but many of her people were not. 
 
    “They’ll move into the town come true nightfall,” said Lauric. “I wish there were a way around it, Lady Underqueen, but it’s inevitable.” 
 
    “The entire point of taking the initial battle in the field was to protect Gladetown to begin with,” muttered Avina. 
 
    “Which would have only ever worked if we’d delivered a crippling blow to their army,” said Koa. “We came close, but they haven’t retreated. The temptation of the town will be too much.” 
 
    He shared a glance with Petra. Avina felt a pang of unexpected annoyance, as though part of her wished she was still in her esper’s body so she could sense whatever foolish idea they were bandying about with their eyes. 
 
    “Are there still so many left within Gladetown?” asked Avina. 
 
    “I see a fair number,” said Reese, voice worried. “Few people are moving out in the open, but if you watch carefully, you can see signs.” 
 
    “Could we get to them quickly and evacuate them back to the castle?” 
 
    The reactions to the question gave her an answer even before Lauric chimed in. 
 
    “The enemy army is camped in the woods over there,” he said, indicating a place where smoke was rising in an obvious plume in the distance. “If they see us open the gate, they’ll move on us. No doubt in my mind.” 
 
    “There’s another,” said Koa. “What if I went in alone? I could gather as many as I could into a rift and then sneak back into the castle.” 
 
    “My prince, I have to object,” said Lauric. “From my personal experience of weathering the magic of your rifts, I do not think it would end well.” 
 
    “If I was quick enough…” Koa sighed and shrugged. “Though, I suppose any delay or gods forbid, my capture or death, might doom anyone I leave within another realm for too long.” 
 
    “It would be too much of a risk even setting aside that,” said Avina. “But this situation feels impossible. If we leave Gladetown to be raided, they’ll have all the supplies and shelter they need to dig in for an extended siege. Even if we sacrificed our town, it would only delay the inevitable.” 
 
    She hated saying it out loud, but the truth was obvious to them all. There was no escaping the truth of the numbers. She resisted the urge to glance at Koa or Petra, allowing herself to hope that one or the other might pull a magical solution out of thin air. Reality was not that obliging. 
 
    Rapid footsteps sounded from behind, paired with a shout from one of the guards she’d stationed at the door. Avina spun around, heart pounding with the memory of the assassin still fresh in her mind. She found Ani rushing up to her, rather than danger. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina!” he said, breathless. “They’re coming! I explained as much as I could. They said you should immediately move to draw the enemy out.” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Avina. “Who is coming?” 
 
    “The dessian.” 
 
    Confusion still showed on everyone’s faces but Avina’s and Lauric’s. Koa shook his head. 
 
    “What or who, exactly, is a dessian?” he demanded. 
 
    “Zaratafenia,” said Avina. “The ruler of Northern Sabantius.” 
 
    “They come with reinforcements?” said Lauric. “How many?” 
 
    “I did not count,” said Ani with a boyish shrug. “A hundred? Maybe more.” 
 
    “And they’re coming now?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Yes!” hissed Ani. “I was with them. I ran ahead. They said they would only wait an hour, and it’s been longer.” 
 
    “We have to go,” said Koa. “Talbot. Mobilize everyone who can still swing a sword. Petra, Verity, with me. Mother?” 
 
    He turned and smiled at her. Belatedly, she realized that he was checking in — making sure that she would lend her voice to his authority. It made her smile somewhere deep within her heart, and moreover, it made her feel like his mother again in all the ways that mattered. 
 
    “As you said,” she answered with a nod. “We have to take this chance. Be safe, Makoa. Everyone else, follow the orders of my esper and your prince. We’ll pull through this yet.” 
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina watched from the ramparts as the battle entered its final stage. Her anxiety was like an icicle through her heart as she saw Koa and Petra leading what remained of Harvestglade’s army in a desperate charge. She trusted them, but that didn’t make the moment any easier from her vantage point. 
 
    Koa used his gift from Haza to surround himself in a shield of ensorcelled sword shards. Petra took advantage of the setting sun to use her darkness elemental magic in a manner that showcased how much Avina still didn’t understand about her esper’s powers. Verity followed behind the two of them, with Koa’s hookhorn guarding and occasionally lifting her into more advantageous positions. 
 
    The Sabantian army came from the south right as the Estorians committed to their charge. Their numbers were true to Ani’s estimate. Even with their strength added to that of Harvestglade, the Estorians still had a slight edge in manpower, not to mention monsters. 
 
    But the Sabantians were fresh and most rode hookhorns. Avina felt her hopes slowly blossoming to life as she watched the Sabantian cavalry cutting down the Estorians with efficient brutality. Koa and Petra were the spear point of Harvestglade’s force, and the combination was enough to confuse their enemies and shake their confidence. 
 
    Avina saw a feminine figure on the back of a hookhorn near the Sabantian force’s rear whom she assumed was Zaratafenia. The idea of Koa meeting her like this, as a savior in his time of need, worried her, but there was little she could do about it. It was a small sacrifice to make if she could save her people. 
 
    The elation she felt as she watched the Estorian army finally break and retreat into the distance was impossible to put into words. She’d been digging her fingernails into her palms and made herself stop and smooth them out across the cloth of the skirt over her armor. Some of the Sabantians gave pursuit, but Koa, Petra, and Harvestglade’s warriors fell back to the castle. 
 
    She met them in the courtyard. Koa was soaked in sweat, grinning and glowing. He wrapped her in a humid, salty hug, and she laughed and squeezed him back. Petra joined them, and Avina sighed out a majority of the tension that’d been plaguing her for days. 
 
    “The Sabantian leader and some of her riders are by the outer gate,” said Talbot, coming up alongside them. “They seek permission to approach the castle.” 
 
    Avina frowned slightly. The decision was a more serious one than it seemed on the surface. Zaratafenia had attempted to hold her hostage. Treachery was not outside of her repertoire, and she would have the largest remaining fighting force in the wake of the battle, given the casualties Harvestglade had sustained. 
 
    “By all means!” said Koa. “We’re in the debt of this dessian. I would like to meet her for myself and thank her for lending aid in our moment of greatest need.” 
 
    “Koa.” Avina gently touched his shoulder. “Slow down. There’s more to this situation than you know. We should—” 
 
    Talbot had already hurried off to carry the order to his men. In accepting her son’s rise to the commander of Harvestglade’s army, she’d created this situation. She might not have predicted it, or sought a different outcome even if she had, but it was a result of her own confidence and faith in Koa. 
 
    If you trusted him to defend Harvestglade, then you must also trust him to contend with Zaratafenia, she thought.  
 
    Avina, Petra, and Koa waited in front of the castle as Zaratafenia and two of her mounted warriors slowly rode up to them. There were more eyes on the meeting than Avina could count, soldiers watching from the walls, but servants and guards within the castle peering out from windows, as well. 
 
    Zaratafenia had her dark and curly hair tied back with a length of gold silk. She wore a dress of chainmail with slits on both sides, her thighs covered with dark leggings underneath. She looked powerful, but still curvaceous and womanly, as capable of combat as seduction. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” she called, in accented Ostean. “Prince Makoa. I came expecting a warm welcome and found one of cold steel.” 
 
    “One which you handled with remarkable skill,” said Koa. 
 
    “I am so pleased that you noticed.” 
 
    Zaratafenia smiled at Koa. Koa smiled back. Avina felt a surge of jealousy that she suspected was both her own and Petra’s through the bond. 
 
    “I have been waiting to make your acquaintance for some time now, Prince Makoa,” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    “My reputation has a habit of preceding me,” he replied. “I can only hope you’ve heard the good and ignored the bad.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the good and been quite intrigued by the bad,” said Zaratafenia.  
 
    “We have wounded who need our attention,” said Avina, stiffly. “I would think that your men must have at least a few among their number who could also use a healer’s touch.” 
 
    “My mother is right,” said Koa. “Why don’t I help Zaratafenia find her way to a comfortable room within the castle?” 
 
    Petra’s annoyance was so strong through the bond that Avina felt like she was being physically jabbed in the ribs. It was Talbot who spoke, however. 
 
    “Unfortunately, with all of our wounded we would only have space for the dessian, herself,” said Talbot. “We could only offer her a personal welcome that would not extend to her army.” 
 
    He’s smart, thought Avina. He senses the danger of welcoming one foreign army while warding off another. 
 
    “You pick your men well, Underqueen Avina,” said Zaratafenia with a knowing laugh. “So be it. I am not too pampered to weather camping another night in the rough. When the smoke has settled tomorrow, we shall have a long discussion, Prince Makoa. Long and thorough.” 
 
    “So we shall, Zaratafenia of Sabantius.” He stepped closer to her, seeming so tall despite holding the gaze of a woman on horseback. “I look forward to it.” 
 
    He reached up and took her hand, which was already near shoulder height, and kissed it. Avina hid her frown and forced herself to breathe. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Zaratafenia and the Sabantian army camped within the glade, just outside the castle wall. Avina had a seemingly endless list of tasks to handle, people to order, and situations to soothe before she managed to find a moment to herself later that night. 
 
    She used it to go straight to her son’s room, but paused at the door, which was partially open. He was sketching, or rather, staring at a finished sketch. Staring at it and quietly whispering to it. The sketch was of a servant, one with red hair and faint freckles and a boyish bob cut who Avina knew and missed dearly. 
 
    “I think you would have been a little overwhelmed,” whispered Koa. “Though, maybe not. You always seemed to find courage under pressure, Ruby. Maybe you were the one who taught me that.” 
 
    He touched the parchment, running a finger over Ruby’s lips. Avina suddenly felt like a voyeur and made to pull back, but she bumped the door’s handle as she did. 
 
    “Oh.” Koa turned and saw her. “Mother. I didn’t realize you were there.” 
 
    “I didn’t… wish to disturb you.” 
 
    “You could never.” He smiled and made his way over to the door, opening it and welcoming her with the wave of an arm. “Let me show you my newest work.” 
 
    He put an arm around her and led her over to it. Avina rested her head against his shoulder, feeling so much love and depth of emotion for him. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, Makoa. I know how much you loved her.” 
 
    “I did,” he said, wistful and sad. “I really did. But I know… or at least I tell myself… that she would have wanted me to keep going. To move on. Not in a callous or ungrateful way, but just in the way of people who still have responsibilities. Gods, I miss her.” 
 
    Avina didn’t say anything. She kissed his arm, found his hand, threaded her fingers through his. 
 
    “We’ll all keep going,” she said. “Through tonight and into tomorrow.” 
 
    “All of us.” The door creeped open as Petra spoke, and her and Verity slipped in.  
 
    Apparently the idea of visiting Koa after the night of a battle was infectious. She shared a smile with her esper, and something resembling a knowing look with the servant. 
 
    “All of us,” agreed Koa. He pulled Petra and Verity close to join him on his other side, and the four of them admired his work of art. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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