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PREVIOUSLY

Harvestglade has tasted war. Prince Makoa, Underqueen Avina, and their allies bravely defended against the Estorian surprise attack and now find themselves at an impasse. With word yet to arrive on how the other queendoms have fared and an unknown force of enemies potentially looming in the distance, uncertainty reigns supreme.

Koa continues to struggle with Ruby’s death, questioning both his decisions and experiences across the rift of his broken heart. He leans on those around when needed, often intimately. Petra, Verity, and even Avina herself are all those he now counts among his lovers, though the word feels too broad to apply so freely.

Avina’s bond to her esper, Petra, refuses to give her a moment to gain balance. With surgery at the hands of Savantra, the master surgeon, now ruled out, she is left with only a single treatment option. The seal brand, used by Estorians to control their slaves, is Hazafallius’s proposed solution. But is it worth trading the trust and closeness that she and her esper share even if it means regaining mental stability?


CHAPTER 1

Prince Makoa rode his new horse across a transformed landscape. Winter and war had found Harvestglade in unison. He was just outside the glade, riding along the path leading north to the glass road and taking it all in.

Koa didn’t normally count riding patrol among his duties as a prince. The few guards that were left hale and hearty after the Battle of Gladetown were needed in more pressing roles. The castle had bolstered its numbers using, in no small part, loaned men from Zaratafenia’s Sabantian fighting force, but they didn’t have a sense of the area.

In his current state, he was hardly much better. As much as he was trying to reduce his drinking down to a manageable, if not negligible level, the commitment was a work in progress. He still drank every night. He still woke every morning feeling like death. He struggled to break out of the habit even as he recognized how easy it should be in comparison to so much else of what he’d accomplished.

Easy is relative, he thought. What’s easy for one man is impossible for another.

His self-pity certainly wasn’t helping, but at least he’d become more aware of how often he fell into such funks. His patrol route had brought him past the spot he and Ruby had spent so much time around as children, which would always conjure up memories and emotions that were dear to him even as they haunted him.

“Makoa.”

He tensed atop his saddle, setting one hand down on his horse’s neck. The whisper seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard it. Most days now, out on patrol, but sometimes on the wind when he had his window open.

“It’s just me and you out here,” he muttered. “Right, Ghost?”

He gently stroked the horse’s mane, once again silently loathing whoever had decided on that name for the animal. Turning his focus back to the task, he gazed out across his holdings. A blanket of snow coated the glade, only a few inches thick, but fresh and complete. He could see Ghost’s tracks leading back to where he’d set out from Gladetown, a perfect trail through realm and time.

A whistle came from above, faint and easily mistaken for a passing bird. A bird of a different sort, perhaps. Koa waved up at Verity, arm side to side in the motion they’d decided on for an “all clear.”

She’d taken to flying with Horny often in recent days, even creating her own safety harness in hopes of finding a way to wield a bow from high above. Horny seemed to delight in the task and was as aware of his role in the partnership as any human would have been. He was careful with Verity, never dipping so low as to expose her to tree tips or whipping branches, plotting safe and impact-free landings.

“Ma… koa.”

“What?” he shouted back. He hissed through his teeth and ran a hand down his face, giving the all clear sign for Verity again, knowing she’d hear something, think something.

Was it truly the drink? Had losing Ruby broken the latch on his mind? Or was there more to this whisper than his imagination? Or, again, had losing her driven him insane and forced a break with reality that made the idea of the specter of his beloved seem reasonable?

“Gods dammit, who named you Ghost?” he snapped again at his poor, innocent horse. “From now on, your name is… Horace. Horace the horse.”

Ghost let out a whine and flipped his tail.

Makoa continued his route, focusing on the soft crunch and squeak of hooves against snow. He didn’t feel like the same person he’d been before losing Ruby, but defining what that meant felt like a yet ongoing act of self-discovery.

He thought of Verity, how she’d essentially been mute in the days following her sister’s death. She’d begun to speak a little more, perhaps a handful of words per day. Koa now wondered if the change wasn’t simply her working through the shock, but rather a permanent closing off of her personality.

He just wanted what was best for her and would accept whichever version of herself she presented. Doing the same for himself felt like it took more resolve, somehow. There was a thin line between settling for his own quirks and allowing himself to succumb to the mire of addiction and insanity.

The wind blew through the trees, naked branches rattling like thin bones. He climbed down from Ghost, suddenly on edge. Something was walking through the forest ahead. He slowly drew Steelbreaker, once more finding his grandfather’s gifted sword a perfect match for the shape of his own hand.

“Who goes there?” he called. “If you’re a refugee, we are still accepting the unhoused within Gladetown.”

A low, bestial rumble warned him that he wasn’t addressing a person. Patrolling Harvestglade wasn’t the formality it had once been, during times of peace. Koa stalked forward with Steelbreaker at the ready. The bare trees offered little cover for his enemy as it crunched through the snow and into view.

A warg, one of the Estorian monsters left over from the battle, charged forward at Koa. Wargs were dangerous creatures, capable of tearing a man apart with their powerful jaws and immense strength.

The warg he was currently facing was dark brown, fur mottled in places with mud or blood. It was thin, perhaps ragged from lacking enough easy prey in the days after the battle, but it seemed powerful in its hunger.

Its teeth were each the length of Koa’s thumb, sharp and yellowed as the warg’s breath came in white puffs against the cold. He kept the tip of Steelbreaker leveled at the beast, but debated whether the monster was worth dirtying his sword for.

He let his right hand slip free from the sword and, drawing from his ring of power, flung a fireball at the warg. The motion was more of a directed thrust than an actual throw — he’d been honing his aim and landed on the technique through trial and error. The warg leapt back in time for the fire to strike the snow in place of its face, hissing as it melted a small hole into the blanket of white.

Ghost let out a panicked neigh, which had the unfortunate effect of drawing the monster’s attention. Koa had grown in power to a degree that facing a single warg by himself was no more than a basic chore. Protecting his new, possibly haunted horse against a warg, however, was a more challenging and annoying task.

He slashed Steelbreaker downward through the air, opening a small rift to the Realm of Broken Armaments. Ten pieces of shattered weapons, each unique in shape and style of cutting edge, danced forth. Koa felt Steelbreaker shudder slightly in his hand. Shudder, or was that a laugh? The sword seemed to have emotions of its own at times.

He barely watched as the shards sang through the air, stabbing into the warg as though it were a living and overly large pincushion. The monster died within seconds, the red of its blood staining the snow as it crumpled.

He spun Steelbreaker in a flourish as he sheathed it, summoning the shards back to their home realm. The sword gave a small kick as he sank it into its scabbard. It often acted irritable when he applied its magic without breaking a weapon and obtaining a new shard for the realm, like a trophy hunter annoyed at an outing without a kill.

A soft thump sounded behind him. He turned to find Verity walking his way. She was a sight to behold even in the winter cold. Her midnight-black hair fell in waves around her face, framing her pale, delicate features. Her eyes, once bright and full of life, now held a shadow of sorrow that seemed to have settled there permanently after the loss of her sister.

Clad in warm winter clothing, Verity was dressed for both practicality and stealth. She wore a thick, fur-lined cloak that draped over her shoulders, its deep forest green color more suited for the foliage of summer and fall.

Beneath the cloak, her form-fitting leather armor was layered with wool to provide added warmth and protection. Sturdy, fur-lined boots and gloves protected her hands and feet from the biting cold, allowing her to move with her usual grace and agility.

Despite the heaviness of her attire, Verity walked silently, her steps as quiet as a whisper. In her hand, she carried a short recurve bow, its deadly accuracy and compact size perfect for her agile and precise fighting style. A quiver of arrows hung at her side, each one carefully fletched and tipped with a razor-sharp head.

Horny let out a grunt as he lazily touched down alongside her. The hookhorn grew into his mystique by the day, one of a kind as he seemed to be within Osteanus. His patchwork fur, brownish and grayish, had now taken on streaks of silver-blue that emanated from where his wings extended at the shoulders.

His magnificent, curling horns were the color of yellowed ivory with tips that weren’t just for show. Koa was reasonably sure that within months, if not weeks, Horny would finally be large enough for him to ride.

The sooner, the better, he thought. No offense, Ghost. I’m sure you’ll serve another owner well.

Verity eyed the warg with a silent frown. She gestured to it with a small motion of her hand.

“You gave the clear sign,” she whispered.

Koa shrugged. “It was just a warg. Nothing I couldn’t handle on my own.”

He was grateful for the distraction of the monster. Better she ask questions about his safety rather than focus on his erratic behavior, her prince jumping at a voice no one else could hear.

Verity motioned to the monster and then back toward Harvestglade. It took him a moment to guess what her question was. He really wished she’d simply say what was on her mind consistently, but she had her own demons to do battle with.

“They are edible,” he said, with a nod. “It’s tough meat, but good for stews. We won’t be able to bring it in ourselves, though. I don’t think either Horny or Ghost would be cooperative if we tried to strap it to their backs. We’ll let the guards at the gate find some volunteers.”

Verity nodded. As Koa started walking back toward his mount, she came closer and touched his shoulder. He didn’t need to guess what was on her mind this time.

“I’m fine.” He forced a smile. “Just tired. Might need a drink. That’s all.”

Her hand squeezed before slipping away. Again, he didn’t need to guess. Her skepticism was clear enough on her face.


CHAPTER 2

Underqueen Avina Gladefoot had never actually observed the winter weatherization of the windows of Harvest Castle before. It had been a duty her mother had usually delegated to the servants.

They would perform it on their own around the first snow of each year, matching the insulated wooden window covers to specific frames with the knowledge and ease underappreciated by those lacking the unique knowledge of such a bespoke task.

The man responsible for setting the window covers out, Laurence, a servant who’d dutifully served the Gladefoots for nearly two decades, was dead. He’d been with his sister in Gladetown during the attack and caught an arrow while passing through the street. The wrong place at the wrong time. Any place was the wrong place in wartime.

Avina hadn’t known the man personally. She struggled to frame the loss of life against a tapestry of similar tragedies. They’d made it through the Battle of Gladetown, deflected the Estorian surprise attack, but the price had been high for them, and they were paying it yet.

“Maybe this one?” suggested Mav, picking up one of the window covers and offering it to Beatrice.

“I’ll give it a try,” offered Avina. “Beatrice, you’re still checking the windows in the upper levels, right?”

“I am, but, ah…” Beatrice winced. “You needn’t aid us with this, Your Majesty.”

“We all have to pitch in,” said Avina.

In truth, she had far too many issues on her mind to be left without an objective for any length of time. She didn’t want to think about her own troubles, lest they weigh her down through the ground. Even a task as banal as matching window covers to windows like blindly searching out the right puzzle piece was preferable to letting herself be overwhelmed by her worries.

She took the wooden window cover from Beatrice and started off. Petra met up with her as she reached the hallway’s intersection, smiling as she fell into step. She wore a gray tunic over black leggings and leather boots, comfortable and practical. Her dark hair was braided, which gave prominence to her branching horns.

They were so different, but in so many ways, their bond had always bridged those differences. The effect was far more pronounced as of late, given how unrelenting their body swaps had become. Avina knew Petra’s pale violet skin, her thin, lightly-muscled body, as well as her own.

Petra glanced at her, and their eyes met. Even that small sensation had shifted in recent days, to the point it felt as much like peering into a mirror as making eye contact.

“Are you all right?” asked Petra.

“I’m fine,” said Avina. She wasn’t. Petra could feel her emotions through the bond. There was no lying to her esper, but Avina still felt the impulse to assert that boundary, force whatever distance she could scrape into place.

“Are you?” Petra took Avina’s hand.

Avina pulled it back, shifting the window cover as though needing to focus on its weight.

“Do you need to ask?” she said, surprising both herself and Petra with the coldness of her tone.

Reese hurried down the hallway toward them just as Avina arrived at the window she’d planned on trying to fit the cover to. Avina had taken a step back from being present for each day’s audiences, and it wasn’t just because of the recent attempt on her life during the battle.

Her people were strained to their limit. Desperate victims of the battle and refugees made up the majority of her petitioners. The presence of their underqueen only seemed to feed into their anger, rather than soothing it. It’d been Reese’s idea, and so far, it had worked well, though Avina couldn’t shake a sense of guilt over what felt like abandoning one of her duties.

“Your Highness!” Reese sketched a quick bow. “I’ve finished with the petitioners and wanted to report in.”

Avina nodded, taking in the sight of her oldest and perhaps most trusted servant. Once a handmaiden and now the royal magister, Reese was only a few years younger than Avina. She was cute, rather than beautiful, with dark hair that had a curl to it and lightly freckled skin. Avina wondered if she’d ever thought seriously about marriage and stepping back from her duties. She must have, but the idea seemed ill-suited for her spirit and style.

“I’m listening, Reese,” said Avina. “Go ahead.”

She had to lift the window cover to eye level in her attempt to get it to fit. Petra braced the other side, face unreadable even as her irritation from their earlier exchange roiled through their bond.

“Nothing major, aside from the usual entreaties,” said Reese. “There’s not a lot of food in town. The refugee tents are miserable with the cold and the snow. There was an incident, a scuffle between a guard and one of Zaratafenia’s men in the street.”

“Over what?” Avina pushed the window cover and felt it catch somewhere.

“Top left,” said Petra.

“Here?” She tried again, but it had found a new spot where it refused to slide flush.

“There were some insults thrown,” said Reese. “I think it was just a clash of egos. No major injuries were sustained on either side. Your son also took down a warg, according to the report I received. Unfortunately, it’s led to another dispute.”

“I’m still listening.” Avina made a fist and hammered it against the top edge of the window cover. Each time it banged against where it should have been fitting, a thunk of wood against stone emanated through the castle hall.

“Some hungry folks found the carcass before the guard Prince Makoa tasked with moving it arrived to do his duty,” said Reese. “No surprise there, given how busy our men are. They claimed it for themselves and wanted to appeal to the underqueen on the basis of, well… their hunger.”

“Let them take one of the legs,” said Avina. “The meat will be better served out by the cooks in the camp. They’ll use every piece for the communal stew, whereas even a family or two would end up leaving scraps.”

“True enough,” said Reese. “I’ll hurry that message down to the wall. Is there anything else you need from me right now, Your Highness, or…?”

Avina’s vision blurred, and the hallway seemed to spin around her. Familiarity with the anomaly hardly made the swaps any less unnerving each time they struck, and she could only wince and suck in her breath.

She heard the window cover strike the stones of the hallway from a new angle, back and to the right of where she’d previously been standing. Reese made a surprised noise but hurried to scoop it up for her queen.

“I suppose it… just might not fit here,” suggested Reese.

“I suppose not,” said Petra, smoothly, in Avina’s voice. She’d grown increasingly comfortable playing the part. Avina took a breath and forced herself to stay calm, to not make it into a bigger deal than it was.

Fast footsteps sounded from further down the hall. One of the guards, a man by the name of Jessa, if Avina remembered correctly, sketched a fast bow as he came to stand before her.

“Your Highness!” said the guard.

“Jessa, I told you the matter was settled,” said Reese, voice stern.

“I wanted an audience with the underqueen, not you, Reese!” snapped Jessa. “The Sabantians have grown too boisterous and arrogant! They act as though Gladetown is their territory, as if the common folk should be grateful for them spitting their cactus tar in our streets!”

“Control yourself,” said Petra, frowning one of Avina’s classic frowns. “If you have grievances, you need to speak them plainly in a manner that allows them to be addressed.”

“My grievance is with this whole gods damned turn of events!” shouted the guard. “I would have thought you’d understand, my queen. Though perhaps not! Your Sabantian prince must have already endeared you to this savage treatment.”

The sound of the slap reached Avina before the image of it, Jessa’s side turned face and the blur of Petra’s arm, fully resonated with her. Petra — no, Underqueen Avina — had just slapped one of the few native Harvestglade guardsmen they had left.

“Relieve this man of his duties, Reese,” said Petra. “I will not have anyone in my service speaking ill of Makoa.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Reese quickly bowed, but hesitated as she turned toward the furious man.

“Are you serious?” shouted Jessa. “I’m only saying what everyone in Gladetown is thinking! You’ve turned our town over to the southerners without even thinking, all because of your fondness for your son! I’ll let people know exactly how you sided with them over one of your own guards.”

Petra stepped forward. In Avina’s body, she no longer had the unnerving presence she so often took for granted as an esper, but it hardly mattered. Jessa only held her gaze for a moment before glancing away.

“Petra,” said Petra. “Give this man the option of turning his uniform and equipment over, or turning himself into the dungeon.”

“My queen,” said Avina, carefully. “Perhaps we should allow him a pass, just this once, as he is clearly speaking from a place of uncontrolled anger?”

We need every fighting man we have, she thought, and tried to impart through the bond. Especially native Harvestgladers, who we can trust completely.

“I think not,” said Petra, barely pausing.

Avina hid her scowl as she made to follow the command. It wasn’t the first time she had undergone the disconcerting experience of obeying an order from Petra. She walked with the guard a short distance down the hall, thinking carefully about what to do, how to be Petra in the moment.

“Not the dungeon,” said Jessa, voice more fearful than Avina would have expected. “I’ll go on my own. Gods, I’m such a fool! Who was I to speak to the underqueen as I did?”

“Look,” said Avina. “Seek an audience again tomorrow, or the next day. I will speak with the underqueen. You may have a chance to reclaim your role, if you desire.”

“Or just end up presenting myself for her to throw in the dungeon after all,” muttered the man. “Gods, what am I going to do?”

It was a sentiment Avina shared, like it or not.


CHAPTER 3

Koa walked alongside Verity and Horny as they made their way up Gladetown’s main road, leading Ghost behind him. His eyes scanned the frost-covered streets, taking in the stark contrast between what he saw and his memories of the once lively town.

“By the gods," Koa muttered, "I've never seen Gladetown so... well, glum.” He stroked Ghost’s head, even feeling like the horse’s muscles were stiff against their surroundings.

Verity remained silent, her posture straight as an arrow and her eyes fixed on the path ahead. Koa wished he could relieve her of the heaviness that seemed to weigh down her usually lithe frame. Grieving for her sister had stripped her of so much of her vivacity.

As they continued across the cobblestones, now blanketed in cold, desolate silence, Koa couldn't shake off the feeling of unease that settled in his gut. Snow piled high on roofs and street corners while icicles hung precariously from windows and door frames. It was a far cry from the bustling, colorful marketplace he had known for so long, taken for granted for so long.

“This doesn’t feel like a victory,” he said softly, nodding towards a group of refugees huddled together for warmth near the entrance of an alleyway. Their faces were etched with worry and despair, their clothes threadbare and ragged. “We might have won, but we still paid such an unimaginable toll.”

Verity's only response was a slight tightening of her grip on Horny's reins. Koa knew she, too, was affected by the sight of their people suffering. But he also understood that she had her own pain to bear and chose not to press her further.

She has hers, and I have mine.

The wind picked up and he closed his eyes for a second, expecting to hear the whisper on the edge of the howling breeze. He shook his head and cleared his throat.

“Let's make our way to the castle,” he said. “It’s getting late. I should check in with my mother.”

They continued through the frosty streets, passing boarded-up shops and abandoned homes. The once vibrant town groaned under the weight of the snow and recent hardship. It was a stark reminder of the sacrifices made in the name of survival, and the bitter truth that it would always be the common folk who paid the highest price, even in victory.

Some of Zaratafenia’s fighting men were loitering outside Gladewater Tavern. Koa had heard Zaratafenia herself had rented out the entire second floor. He hadn’t visited since the battle in part because of that, but also out of unease toward how he would be received by the regulars. He wasn’t oblivious to the way many of those on the street looked at him, eyes tinged with accusations and anger. They were hungry, and they didn’t care if he was a prince or a hero.

Verity touched his arm, and he realized he’d slowed down. He let her pull him onward, aware that standing around in the street would only invite more rumors and ire down upon him. He still needed to act like a prince, even if he increasingly felt like one with tied hands and a distracted mind.

Snow had begun to fall in fat, lazy flakes as Koa entered the castle’s vestibule through the main gate. He turned to Verity as they approached the intersection.

“I’ll probably be meeting my mother for dinner,” he said. “Care to join us?”

She shook her head. “Too cold.”

“It is rather chilly in here.” He blew on his hands and glanced around. “I think the window covers were only just being put up today. It’ll be a while before the interior warms completely.”

She kissed his cheek and headed on her way, either for a bath or perhaps to just warm up by the fireplace in her room. She would occasionally share his bed, along with all that usually went with that arrangement, but she’d recovered enough to have her own room. The pollen addiction that’d plagued her in the wake of Penelope’s death was something she’d overcome.

I’m surprised I ever doubted her in being strong enough to break free of it, he thought.

He breathed out and ran his fingers through his hair, feeling the observation twist its tip around to point right back at him. He felt like he needed a drink, and in all likelihood, he’d probably have one.

There was an aspect to that habit that felt separate from his grief over Ruby, as though his drinking had gained its own weight and momentum. It wasn’t enough to simply wish to move on from mourning. The act took an effort of will which he was actively struggling to summon.

He hurried off through the castle. It felt empty after so many guard casualties. Some of the servants had requested time off to be with their families, which had been granted, as they’d needed fewer overall with so many less bodies. The castle felt empty in the way of large buildings, as though the absence of people made room for some intangible soul or essence provided by the building itself.

With that thought still haunting his mind, he heard a voice, an echo from seemingly all directions at once.

“Makoa…”

He shuddered and walked faster down the hallway, as though he might outpace a rogue aspect of himself. He almost did, or at least made it to the door of his room.

“Makoa?” came a sharper, realer voice. Petra’s voice.

He turned and saw her hurrying toward him with a warranted frown on her face.

Gods, she was beautiful. He let himself admire the esper in all her grace. Her eyes were violet gemstones set against the exotic purple paleness of her skin like an impossibly magnificent work of art. Her tunic was tight fitting, showing off the curves of her chest and hips and even a little cleavage where the buttons were undone up top.

“Petra,” he said, sighing and pushing all other thoughts away.

“You are so pale,” she whispered, taking his hand. “Did something happen?”

“Nothing of note.” He swept her into an embrace as his emotions settled into familiar grooves. “You smell nice.”

“I, uh…” Petra stiffened as though surprised by either his affection or the comment, “…your mother wished for your presence at dinner.”

“I expected as much.” He kissed her cheek and then her neck. Petra let out a shuddering sigh as though again caught off guard by the intimacy. “Is she expecting us immediately?”

He let his hands run down Petra’s body, settling on her buttocks. One of the advantages of there being less people in the castle was the obvious result of there being less sets of eyes. Petra was still diligent in warding off his advances in public, but he found it thrilling to see how far she’d go in a hallway, or the castle gardens, or even in his mother’s audience chamber after it’d cleared out.

He rocked forward into her, kissing her neck again. She let out an uncertain laugh and brushed one of his hands away.

“We shouldn’t keep her waiting,” whispered Petra. “Koa.”

“She wouldn’t be waiting long,” he whispered back, still groping her with one hand. “You aren’t scared, are you?”

He waited for her to open her mouth to reply and then surprised her with a kiss on the lips. Petra made a soft cooing noise as he gently pushed her back against the wall of the hall. He ran his hand up her body, stopping just short of cupping her breast. Petra’s face was flushed, and she bit her lower lip, more flustered than reluctant.

“I’m getting such a reaction out of you today,” he said. “It’s not a bad thing, mind you. I’m just surprised. I should be pleased to know I can still catch you off guard.”

“I’m more on guard than I think you know,” she whispered, with a bit of play in her tone. “What would you even do in the time that we have before… your mother would notice our absence?”

She made to slip by him, nudging her shoulder against his with far too much challenge for Koa to let go unnoticed. He pulled close behind her, wrapping his arms around her. His crotch pressed into her ass, and he knew she could feel his burgeoning erection against her.

“Why don’t I show you what I’d do?” he growled into her ear.

He kissed her neck again. Petra groaned and set one hand against the wall, which had the added effect of jutting her butt tighter against him. Koa slid his hands under her tunic, fingers teasing into the waistband of her leggings as though considering whether to pull them down right there. He was considering it.

“Oh, Koa…” She moved her hips lazily for a few lust-drunk seconds before clearing her throat and pulling away. “If it… were up to me. But it isn’t. Come on. Food is waiting for us.”

“Later, then?”

She bit her lip, face flushing as she nodded. “Later.”

Koa didn’t feel the tension abide as he and Petra made their way to the dining chamber. The large room was barely in use anymore, with only the queen’s table ever being seated for meals. His mother was already there and stood up, eyeing them both with a tiny frown as they approached.

She was such a beautiful woman, the spitting image of what an underqueen should be. Her golden blonde hair was loose around her shoulders, and her perceptive blue eyes seemed to gleam with suspicion, if not knowledge of what’d slowed them in their arrival.

“Good evening, Mother,” he said, with a smile.

“Makoa.” She strode forward, the fabric of the black gown she wore rippling with each step. It fit her well in the chest, but he did his best to ignore that fact, still buzzing from his earlier play with Petra.

She pulled him into a tight, full body hug. He was surprised, but not at all displeased. His body reacted, but so did his mind. She was his mother, but that distinction had been increasingly blurred as of late. That night when he couldn’t sleep, haunted by dreams of Ruby, and she’d helped him.

It had helped, he thought. She’d been willing, but had it been out of genuine attraction, or just as a favor of love?

“You weren’t waiting for too long, were you?” he asked.

“No.” She smiled as she pulled back, cupping his cheek with her hand. She looked at Petra, but Koa couldn’t see how the esper reacted. “The stew should be right out. We can sit down and eat and relax together, yes?”

Avina glanced at Petra again and this time, Koa saw her nod. There was something going on between the two of them, but there always was. He’d long since decided to limit the amount of mental energy he spent trying to deduce their moods toward one another.

“What kind of stew will we have the pleasure of enjoying tonight?” he asked, with a fair bit of mirth.

“Beef and potato,” provided Petra. “Heavily weighted in the direction of potato, I think.”

They took seats at the table. Koa tried to keep his eyes from fixating on the bottle of wine the servant set down along with their food. His bowl smelled fantastic, regardless of how much meat the stew held, and he tried to use that fact to distract him from his growing craving for wine.

“Will Verity be joining us tonight?” asked Avina.

“Not tonight, though she still seems in good spirits,” he said. “What about your retainers?”

“Reese prefers for Mav and Beatrice to eat with her,” said Petra.

“And still no Zaratafenia,” Koa noted. “She hasn’t dined with us even a single time.”

Neither his mother nor Petra added to the observation. It wasn’t a bright topic to linger on. The fact that much of their near future rested on whatever Zaratafenia ended up deciding to do with her men, the largest singular fighting force remaining in Harvestglade, left a bitter taste in Koa’s mouth.

The stew, however, wasn’t bitter. It was tasty, if also hot enough to make his tongue feel like he’d licked a fire poker. He poured himself a glass of wine without thinking much about it.

Just a single glass, he thought. Two, at most.

“How did you fair in your patrol?” asked Petra.

“Well enough,” he said. “I encountered a warg, a leftover from the battle, no doubt. Steelbreaker and I made short work of it.”

“I heard about that from the guards,” said Petra. “One of them said it was further into the forest than that patrol usually goes.”

Koa shrugged, hearing the question in her voice. “It’s hard not to range when I have Verity and Horny with me. It’s not like anything bad happened. Quite the opposite. We can use all the meat we can get.”

“He makes a good point,” said Avina.

Koa chuckled, shaking his head at both his mother and her esper. They were so strange with each other these days.

“It could have been more than just a warg waiting for you, Koa,” said Petra. “Check with me first next time before doing anything that dangerous.”

“Of course, Petra,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You’re as bad as Mother sometimes.

Avina and Petra shared a look but didn’t press the point.

“The more pressing problem on our plate is Zaratafenia,” said Koa. “We need to get her involved in our discussions about the future.”

“She seems uninterested in meeting, ah, us in the castle,” said Petra.

“Why don’t I go to her then?” he suggested. “I’ll stop by the tavern and pay her a royal visit. As a prince, it’s just about in line with my level of prestige to serve as the underqueen’s envoy.”

“She is staying at the tavern, no?” said his mother.

Koa was in the middle of pouring himself a second glass of wine and felt their attention turn toward the action. He hadn’t opened up to them about the voice, but they knew of his struggles with drinking.

“She is,” he said. “I’ll have to be careful to avoid temptation.”

He sipped the wine, aware of the contradiction between words and actions.

“Will that be manageable for you?” asked Avina.

“I think so, especially if I get a good night’s sleep.” He flashed a wicked smile and flicked his eyes toward Petra. “Would you allow your esper to help me on that front? She can spend some time in my room after dinner to, ah, help me abstain.”

His mother and Petra stared at each other, silent on the surface but no doubt feeling each other out through the bond. Koa drummed his fingers on the table, unsure of what the big deal was.

“I promise I’ll send her back to you in one piece,” he said. “Though she might be a little worn out when I’m finished.”

Petra bit her lower lip and let out an odd sigh, face flushing red against purple. His mother looked annoyed, but that was often the case when he got too friendly with Petra in front of her.

“We shall see,” Avina finally said.


CHAPTER 4

Avina stared into the mirror where Petra’s eyes and face were still reflected back to her. She’d been able to weather being in her esper’s body through dinner without trouble, at least right up until the end.

“It has been almost half an hour already, Avina,” whispered Petra. “He will come to us if you do not go to him.”

“I know that,” she said, with a sigh. “But if I go to him, Petra, and have to maintain my character as you…”

She felt a flush come to her face, paired by an edge of emotion through the bond. Excitement, with a touch of jealousy, or at least uncertainty.

“You and Koa have been intimate in some ways before,” Petra pointed out. “I speak of times when you were in your body and there was no confusion.”

“I can still set boundaries in those situations, at least. How are you at setting boundaries with my son?”

Petra frowned and gave a small shrug, wearing a less than innocent expression that seemed to ill suit an underqueen. “You should wear the small black nightgown. He likes that one.”

“Petra!”

“What? There may be a strategy in trying to please him as quickly as possible. If you wear him out before he crosses these lines you insist on setting, you might not have to struggle to stay in character.”

Avina pouted, but grabbed the nightgown. “That’s a fair point, I suppose. We can’t keep doing this, you know.”

“I know. If you would simply consider the option of being open with him, perhaps—”

“Absolutely not!” snapped Avina. “Especially not after what may or may not happen tonight.”

“Do you think it is any easier for me to watch you suffer?”

“Suffer isn’t the word I would use,” said Avina.

“Perhaps not. Suffering is certainly not what I feel through the bond while you are with him. The conflict you harbor, however, does you no favors.”

“He’s going to be expecting me soon.”

“He will be.”

Avina took a breath, pulled on the nightgown, and looked at herself again in the mirror. It was still Petra staring back at her, now dressed to seduce, though that was hardly necessary with Makoa. She couldn’t keep this up forever, but the thought that maybe, just for tonight, she could manage made her entire body feel abuzz with heat.

“Do either what you can handle, or what you think is right,” said Petra.

“Those two options span the entire breadth of any decision,” she muttered back. “But… thanks, all the same.”

She made her way to Koa’s room, not sneaking as she once might have. There were so few guards and servants left in the castle that the odds of bumping into one at night were vanishingly low. Outside Koa’s door, she took a breath as she knocked.

The door opened after just a moment. Koa stood in comfortable cloth pants and a leather vest in the Sabantian style that she hadn’t seen before, chest bare underneath. He grinned at her, so confident and welcoming, and a fair bit of Avina’s apprehension dissolved into a haze of love for her son. She wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

“Petra,” he said. “I can’t tell if you took your time making your way here or if I’m just overeager.”

“A combination of both, perhaps,” she said, easily slipping into Petra’s mannerisms. “May I come in, my prince.”

“Afraid you need the password.”

“The… password?” Avina tried not to smile. “Seriously?”

A quiet but insistent voice in the back of her head suggested she might feign offense and simply walk away. Use the opportunity as an excuse to escape whatever she might have to endure that night inside her son’s room.

But she couldn’t simply do that. It might… damage his opinion of Petra, or at least dampen an element of play in their banter. Yes, she had to convincingly pretend to be Petra, and Petra would play along. That quiet voice telling her to walk away didn’t relent, but Avina stayed her ground.

“I’ll give you a hint,” he said, stepping closer. “It’s a word you’ll be saying over and over again tonight.”

“That’s not much of a…” She trailed off as Koa wrapped her in an embrace and kissed her.

“Fine,” he said, mischief glinting off his eyes. “It starts with a P.”

Avina almost said Petra, but that was her name and didn’t make sense. Password was the next obvious and obviously incorrect word to come to mind. The answer came to her in tandem with a flush of heat along the inside of her thighs.

“Please,” she whispered.

“There you go.” Koa pulled back and led her into his room by the hand. Avina shut the door behind her and tried to calm her racing heart.

The fact that she was so comfortable with her son, whom she trusted implicitly, only made the situation more dangerous. If she’d been with another man — the thought felt as intended for someone as the current moment — but if she had been, her tension might have provided a path to preserve her chastity if not escape entirely.

With Koa, who she loved so deeply, those emotions were like wine, like pollen, like an intoxicant more basic and powerful than either. He led her toward his bed, pulling her close as they came near enough to fall into it at any moment.

“I like this nightgown,” he said, sliding a finger under one of the shoulder straps. “My mother has one just like it.”

Avina chuckled and gently took Koa’s hand into her own. He pulled her close again, kissing her with more passion. She kissed him back, but felt her tenuous control of the situation already slipping away as his hands ran down the back of her body, cupping her buttocks and squeezing. She felt hot all over, and so sensitive to his touch that she could hardly think.

“Easy,” she whispered, voice a flutter. “We should… take it slow.”

She gasped as Koa seized her thighs and lifted her easily into the air. He tossed her down on the bed, and she felt her body bounce once before coming to rest. Koa was already kicking his pants off as he climbed on after her, sliding into place between her thighs.

Avina wanted to cross her legs, or set a hand to his chest to slow him down… but she didn’t do anything. Her heart was racing, and more than anything, she just wanted to see what he would do, what might come next. Did that mean she would let him decide what happened? Was this part of being Petra, saying please and shedding off the prestige of an esper to reveal a passionate woman underneath?

He slid on top of her and kissed her again. Avina reached her hand down, fingers grazing his cock. She stared into his eyes as she closed her hand and started to stroke, so overwhelmed by the moment. She loved him so much, and moments like these made her feel like she was flying even if the danger of a fall was all too real.

The room began to spin. Avina winced and reached for her forehead, sensing the familiar body load of an oncoming swap. She hissed through her teeth, as frustrated as she was relieved and annoyed by the contradiction.

“What’s wrong?” asked Koa.

She never got to answer. She was suddenly back in her own bed, alone in her chamber, now wearing the nightgown that matched the one Petra had on. Examining her posture, the way one of her hands was resting on her crotch, Avina came to the conclusion that Petra… had been masturbating.

She took a breath, feeling her heart race just as fast as it’d been when she’d been with Koa in his room. Sensations were flooding the bond, and Avina had to bite her lip. She doubted she would have had any more restraint, had she been the one waiting while Petra said please and spread her thighs for her son.

“Mmm,” she muttered, gently rubbing herself in just the right place. “Damn it, Petra. Damn it, Makoa. Oh, gods!”

She’d been so nervous before in Petra’s body, heading to her son’s room. Now, having to experience the echo through the bond there on her own felt like an even more torturous situation. They’d been so close. She hadn’t wanted to stop him. No, she’d been about to let him do something truly shameful for a mother to ever let her beloved son do.

She felt fluttering pleasure pulse through the bond, along with surprise, elation, and a warm bath of affection. Avina tried to breathe and slow herself down. She wanted, needed to get off. It would help her clear her head. She tried to shake off all her thoughts of Koa and insert someone more appropriate in his place, but she kept thinking of his smile, the way he’d looked in that stupid, sexy vest.

The room began to spin again. Avina blinked in surprise, touching her forehead. Excitement flooded through her as she realized she was swapping back, getting a second chance at… what? Her face burned as she tried to dodge the answer to that question, and then it was Petra’s face burning as her surroundings settled back into Makoa’s chamber.

She was still laying on his bed. She had something in her hand — his cock. Koa was laughing and slid nearer to her, kissing her neck.

“You’re in a mood tonight,” he said. “For a second, it was like you were hanging on to my manhood for dear life.”

“Ah… no, I just.” Avina gave his tool a soft pump and heard him let out a pleased growl. “I’m feeling a bit out of sorts.”

Koa furrowed his brow, but stayed in the moment. “How about I take care of you, then?”

Avina laughed, her face going hot again at the idea of Koa taking care of her. She also nodded, her body, Petra’s body, moving of its own accord.

“All you have to do is say the magic word,” said Koa, with a smirk.

The room shifted again, spinning so fast it seemed to eject Avina through centripetal force. Back in her own body, this time with two fingers curled inside herself. She groaned, feeling cheated and a little nauseous from the speed of the shifting perspective.

“What is going on?” she muttered.

She had enough time to catch her breath, but only just. She was back on Koa’s bed and sensed, rather than saw, where he was. His breath tickled her inner thighs, and she felt his tongue flick forward, pleasuring her in a way that went so far beyond what she could manage with her fingers.

“Oh gods!” She tensed and ran a hand through his hair. “Koa!

“Say it,” he whispered, the words hot against her sex.

“…What?”

“If you want to come, Lady Esper, just say the word.”

Avina knew, in that moment, that she was a dirty and shameful woman. She nodded slowly as she spoke a single syllable.

“Please.”

Her orgasm hit her so hard that she almost lost herself completely, identity fading away against a rogue wave of pleasure. For an instant, Avina thought she was experiencing another swap, but no. She was disarmed and disoriented by pleasure, which seemed no less effective at stealing her breath.

“There we go.” Koa slid forward, aiming his cock right for her womanhood. “Now that you’re warmed up, we can get started for real.”

Avina was speechless as she watched him rub the head of his tool along her folds, coating his length with her juices. “Koa, maybe we should…?”

She didn’t know how she wanted to end that sentence. Well, she knew how she wanted to end it, but didn’t know how she should. She set a hand to his chest, feeling herself burn as she saw the hunger and aggressive passion in his eyes.

He thought she was Petra. A dark, mischievous voice in her head suggested that she simply let him keep thinking that. Let the night head in whatever direction it needed to. Play her part and keep her legs spread for her son, her prince, Makoa.

He leaned forward, planting a trail of kisses up her body, starting along her thigh, moving to her stomach, breasts, and finally her lips as he got into place. He cupped her cheek and stared into her eyes for a moment, with a question seeming to dance through his expression.

“You seem shy tonight,” he said. “Shy and distracted.”

“Do I?” Avina muttered.

Koa rocked his hips forward, letting the tip of his member flirt with sinking into her. She moaned and tried to think of something, anything to do other than simply give in and let him have her.

Tell him the truth, shouted that voice of reason far back in her head. This isn’t fair to him either.

“Maybe you just need something that can hold your attention.” He had that smirk on his face again as he pressed forward, letting the tip of his cock flirt with the idea of spearing into her.

Avina felt her eyes widen and then unfocus, so lost in the sensation.

It was as though Koa was about to pierce the ultimate boundary as much as anything else. It might not be Avina’s own body, but it was her he was going to take, her that he’d already made come with his tongue and mouth. She wanted him and was so ashamed of that fact that she denied it even as she knew it to be true.

“Oh, Makoa!”

She couldn’t look away as she saw his perfect cock hover on the cusp of thrusting deeper. He was letting the tip slide in and pop out in such a pleasurably torturous way that seemed intended to make her be the one to demand more.

“We’re just getting started tonight, Petra,” he said.

Petra. Hearing him name her snapped her back to reality, back to who she was. She didn’t have the strength or resolve to stop him, even then, but the room began to spin and she didn’t have to.

Her perspective didn’t so much as snap back to her own body as balance there, arms windmilling for life on the deck of a ship pitching in a storm. She had time to suck in a breath, and then her world was in motion, back to Petra’s body. Only to reach the end of a cord, somehow, and snap back to herself. Thrown out again back to Petra.

“Are… right… Petra?”

Koa’s question arrived in a series of fractured words, reinforcing just how tenuous her connection to herself had become. With the last of her energy, across fractured moments, Avina rolled Petra’s body to the ground and curled up, naked and scared.


CHAPTER 5

Koa crouched at Petra’s side, confused and concerned. He got her a glass of water, followed by a towel and her clothing when it became clear the situation was serious.

“Petra?” he whispered, gently helping her into her night robe. “Can you hear me? I’m going to carry you back to my mother.”

He stooped and scooped her into his arms, feeling the recent growth in his strength as he came back to standing without much trouble. Petra’s eyes were flickering almost nonstop as though even the dim light of his room was too much for her.

It wasn’t far to his mother’s room. He had to shift Petra over one shoulder to free a hand to knock and then open the door when no answer came. Avina was on her bed, her posture almost perfectly mirroring how he’d found Petra curled earlier.

“Gods damn it!” he snapped. “Mother! Are you all right?”

She let out a groan and gave a small shake of her head. “Makoa, I…”

“…don’t know…” mumbled Petra.

Koa set the esper down next to his mother and hissed out in frustration. “I suppose it’s no wonder you’ve both come down with this, given how much time you spend together. I need to get you both to the healer, or maybe simply bring the healer to you.”

His mother and Petra seemed to gain their breath as they touched hands. They looked into each other’s eyes. Koa wondered what was passing between them, but partly suspected it wasn’t knowledge intended or even comprehensible for him.

Supporting one another and with help from Koa, they rose to their feet. He led them down the hall at a snail’s pace. All three of them were barefoot, and the Koa could feel the castle’s cold stones sapping the heat from his body with each step as though he were walking across etched ice.

The infirmary had quieted in the time since the battle, with most of the wounded either recovering or being moved into more permanent care arrangements. Koa was still supporting the two women and called for Cathelia.

“It’s your underqueen!” he whisper-shouted. “She needs attention!”

“By the bone!” swore Cathelia. “Here. Just help them to the nearest beds for now. What were they doing before this happened?”

“Ah…” Koa winced and debated, not for the first time, the merits of the truth versus the risks of the truth. “My mother was in her room. Petra was… engaged.”

“What’s all this racket about?” Savantra, whose room was conveniently located next to the infirmary, sleepily entered the chamber. She wore an old-style night robe that fell down to the ankle. The tap of wooden staff against stone behind her revealed she hadn’t been sleeping alone.

“The racket you are referring to is your underqueen and her esper,” said Cathelia, with annoyance. “They’ve come down with something. Your aid would be welcome if you can respectfully offer it.”

“Both of them, you say?” asked Haza.

Koa nodded as he stepped aside to allow the new arrivals into the chamber. Avina and Petra were both wearing only their nightgowns, but Haza’s gaze was clinical. There was an edge to the way he looked at them, but he didn’t speak whatever thoughts lay behind it.

“Give them some space,” said Cathelia. “Savantra, if you wouldn’t mind fetching tea and cold compresses?”

“Have you even determined what their symptoms are yet?” snapped Savantra.

“Dizzy…” muttered Avina. “Like the room is spinning and I can’t…”

“…Keep my focus,” Petra finished, from the other bed.

“Are you hot at all?” asked Cathelia.

Both Avina and Petra nodded.

“If I had to guess, and it is my job to… pregnancy,” said Savantra.

“It’s affecting both of them, not to mention this is our underqueen you’re blabbering on about!” countered Cathelia. “She’s been busy defending our homeland. I sincerely doubt both she and her esper are pregnant.”

There was a hint of a question in her voice. Neither Avina nor Petra shook their head, but the annoyance in their expressions was denial enough.

“It has to be a communicable illness for them both to be sick like this,” said Koa. “The timing is terrible. My mother needs to be making deals and writing missives to our allies right now, not doubled over in bed.”

“I… will pull through this,” muttered Avina.

“It will pass,” said Petra.

“I think I know what the issue is,” said Haza.

Both Avina and Petra’s gazes snapped to the old sorcerer. It seemed to Koa like they were glaring at him, and he couldn’t help but feel like he was missing something about their reactions.

“Ah…” Haza shrugged. “Too much stress. Plus food poisoning. I have a few magical treatments that might help, but I… suppose I’ll need privacy to apply them.”

“If it comes to that, I will summon you, Lord Hazafallius,” said Cathelia, sternly. “This is my underqueen and her esper, and they are my patients. I would ask all of you, save Savantra, to wait outside.”

It was only Koa and Haza in the chamber, but he guessed Cathelia might want his mother and Petra to undress for further examination, or something similar. He closed the door behind him as he joined Haza in the hall, sighing and thinking over his own possible contribution to the state of the women he loved most.

“Petra was, ah… in my chamber, before this happened,” said Koa. “Could that be a factor?”

“That is… impressive,” said Haza. “Also gross. You are my grandson. I really don’t need that knowledge even if half the mental imagining involves a literal goddess of darkness and seduction.”

“Fair enough.”

“Not to mention the fact that your reputation, as things stand, is your greatest asset,” said Haza. “Perhaps this entire queendom’s greatest asset. You’ve grown into a powerful prince, Makoa. Don’t blow that with a scandal right as you’re poised to climb even higher.”

“Sage advice, and I can’t help but wonder if it stems from your own experience.” Koa glanced back toward the door. “So… you and Savantra?”

Haza let out a low sigh. “Yes. We’ve been having quite a bit of fun together.”

“You sound almost disappointed?”

Haza took a ragged breath, coughing once. It was only then Koa noticed what he’d been seeing often in his grandfather as of late. The weariness of his stance, the thinness of his flesh, the gray of his hair. He was old and not anywhere close to being in good health.

“I am, but by life, not by her.” Haza slowly shook his head, looking down the hall rather than at Koa as he continued. “I’m dying, princeling.”

“What? No!” Koa tried to smile and play the remark off. “Haza, you’re just… shaken by recent events. You’re old, but you’re not…”

“I am. I’m dying, and it just so happens that it’s in tandem with me discovering the love of my life.” The old sorcerer leaned against both his staff and the wall as he shook his head. “It’s hard for me to adequately describe just how unfair and infuriating it feels.”

“You… truly love her?” asked Koa.

“Why do you sound so surprised? Bah! One more example of the inability of the young to sympathize with the old. Not only have I come to love her, but I’ve come to love her while sprinting toward death’s door. Can you even imagine how that feels?”

Koa thought of Ruby, that final conversation they’d shared. She’d wanted to talk about their relationship. They’d never gotten that chance, never been lucky enough to explore what life might hold for the two of them if they grasped for true commitment.

“I think I can.” He nodded a few times, blinked a few times, and looked away. “Unfortunately… I think I can.”

“Ah. Right.” Haza set a hand on his shoulders. “Blast it. I forget sometimes that your recent spurt of maturity didn’t emerge from the ether. Mayhap you do understand, Makoa.”

“Make sure… you tell her everything she needs to hear,” said Koa. “Don’t leave anything unsaid.”

He gave the advice from a heartfelt place, but it was anger he saw reflected in Haza’s gaze rather than vulnerability or consideration.

“Blast it all!” The old sorcerer flung his cane down, nearly falling himself in the process. “Why must love always have a way of tempting us with what we can never have? Why must everything good in life be so fickle and fleeting?”

“I don’t know,” muttered Koa. He thought of Ruby, but of Petra, and his mother, too. “That’s an answer I’m not sure I want.”

Haza returned to his chamber. Koa checked in on his mother and Petra, but they were resting, asleep or near it.

“Let me know if anything changes,” he said.

Cathelia and Savantra both nodded. Slowly, Koa made his way back up toward his chamber, feeling the castle’s emptiness twice over. As he was passing by one of the now covered windows, he heard the howl of the wind hiding syllables underneath it.

“Makoa…  Help.”

“I can’t help you!” he boomed, words echoing down the hall. He continued in a quieter voice. “I failed, Ruby. I already failed you. Can’t you… see?”

A soft whimper came from behind him. Koa spun around in surprise right as Horny nuzzled up against him, his coarse fur and the point of one of his horns chafing against cloth. Koa sighed and scratched the scruff of the beast’s neck.

“I’m all right,” he said. “Or… at least I will be. Soon.”

He stared at the window. The voice was gone, if it’d ever been there to begin with.


CHAPTER 6

Avina was in her own body when she awoke, though it was far later into the morning than she normally would have slept in. She was still in the infirmary, and a glance sideways revealed Petra still asleep in the bed next to hers.

It was just the two of them, with no Cathelia or Savantra, for the moment. Avina sighed and pushed her quilt aside, revealing the same clothing she’d been wearing the previous night. She was exhausted, but more mentally than physically.

She sighed, not wanting to think about the previous night. Even stripping away what had essentially been a health episode, she’d let Koa go way too far. If she’d managed to calm the bond and continued on in Petra’s body, it was hard to know whether she would have ended the night with any fewer regrets.

“Petra,” she said faintly. “We have to get back to our room.”

The fact that her servants hadn’t been sent to wait on their underqueen meant she couldn’t simply send them to fetch more appropriate clothing for the two of them. It was a blessing in disguise. They had other responsibilities, understaffed as the castle was. Moreover, she didn’t want them worrying endlessly after her.

“Petra,” Avina repeated. “You can sleep some more in my bed. Not here. People will spread the rumor if the underqueen and her esper are in the healer’s room all day, not that I don’t expect it to stay quiet as is.”

Petra groaned sleepily and rolled over. Avina sighed, wondering if some of her own stubbornness was rubbing off on the other woman.

Well, two can play at that game.

She held her breath for just under a minute. Petra came awake gasping just as her lungs began to burn, primed by the sensation of dwindling air. The esper made a face at Avina and threw her quilt back.

“Was that really necessary?” she asked. “Such a childish way of getting what you want.”

“After last night… I wish I could have that much innocence back.”

“Avina,” said Petra soothingly. “Nothing untoward happened. I saw as much as you did, fast as the swaps were.”

Avina’s face went hot. True enough… Koa hadn’t taken her completely. But he’d been about to. He’d been close. He’d let his manhood flirt with the idea of entering her — fascinate her like a curled, beckoning finger. He’d been about to, and she wasn’t sure she’d have stopped him.

“Come on,” whispered Avina. “We have to take the long way upstairs.”

The castle’s rarely used southwestern staircase brought them to the upper level, and from there, it was a straight spin in their nightgowns to safety and modest clothing. A knock came at Avina’s door right as she was letting Petra tie up the back of her dress.

“Underqueen Avina?” called Reese. “There’s been a small incident. Captain Lauric was going to go into town to handle it himself, but given his health, I thought you might want to know first. He’s downstairs with Mav.”

“We’ll be right there,” said Avina. “Thank you, Reese.”

She exchanged a glance with Petra, who folded her arms.

“We still need to speak of what happened last night,” said Petra. “If the anomaly presents like that again, in a more serious situation…”

“I know.” Avina sighed and shook her head. “We might have to speak with Haza about the seal brand he mentioned. I see no other way forward. Our condition has gotten worse, not better.”

Petra frowned, but didn’t object. She’d seemed uncomfortable at the idea of a seal brand when Avina had brought it up previously. She could understand why, given their relation to the Estorians and their enemy’s tradition of slavery.

“If they are the only option that makes sense, what if we both get one?” suggested Avina. “Or perhaps a diluted version of one. A half strength one for both of us containing the bond at both ends.”

“You would… make that concession?” Petra furrowed her brow. “It would be a mark on your body, a queen’s body, Avina.”

“I’m not a spoiled princess anymore, Petra.”

“Perhaps I simply did not get the missive,” the esper teased.

Avina playfully shoved her in the shoulder as they headed for the door. Petra pinched her butt, drawing a squeal, and they both glared at each other in a manner that was comical on top of the amusement rippling through their bond.

Captain Lauric was in a rough state. He’d recovered somewhat from the injury he’d sustained on the expedition to Fairknoll, but not enough to truly be a soldier again. Avina was willing to make that compromise — she needed him more as a leader than a sword arm.

He leaned heavily on a walking cane, his face and pate somehow both pale but flushed. Mav stood next to him, eyes flicking sideways as though she half expected to have to catch him if he fainted.

“Captain.” Avina treated him no different, greeting him with a nod and the expectation that he’d perform his duties. She knew him too well to think he’d respond positively to worry or concern. “What’s the situation?”

“Your Highness.” Lauric gave a quick salute. “A new group of refugees has arrived in Gladetown. A merchant who showed up just ahead of them claims that there’s a thief among the group who ransacked his caravan.”

“Has the thief been apprehended?” asked Avina.

Lauric shook his head. “It’s not that simple. The refugees tend to stick close together. They’re tight knit groups, families and communities displaced by the war. I haven’t sent any of my guards, the few I even have left, to ask questions because I already know they won’t get answers.”

“I’ll go myself, then,” said Avina. “They’ll talk to me.”

“I must insist on coming with you in that case, my queen,” said Lauric.

Avina hid her frown and glanced at Mav instead. “Would you accompany us, Mav? In case any other errands come to mind.”

Or Lauric needs an extra shoulder to prop him up, she thought, but of course didn’t say.

They headed down the path into Gladetown. It was her territory, the buildings and branching streets familiar even coated in the snow and white-blue ice of winter. It was her territory, but expanded, full of desperate people who she didn’t recognize, people who needed her all the same.

Most of the refugee tents were arrayed along the edge of the glade, out of the town proper, but the denizens of those tents had little else to do but mill about in the street during the day. Avina frowned as she noticed the tension in the expression of a family crouched outside a baker’s hut, basking in the warmth emanating from an open window.

One of Zaratafenia’s Sabantian warriors walked by, nodding to Lauric. The man who was presumably the father of the family unit spat on the ground at the southerner’s feet, drawing a low chuckle, but no greater ire.

“This situation is untenable, especially with Zaratafenia acting so distant and refusing to come to an official agreement,” muttered Avina.

“I agree wholeheartedly, Your Highness,” said Lauric. “It’s not their fault, really. There are layers to the tension. A lot of the talk that first came about when you adopted Prince Makoa has resurfaced with a dark new edge.”

Avina blinked, unsure what he meant by that. She hadn’t exactly been in touch with the common rumors when Makoa had first come into her life, still stricken with grief from her own loss. Her own mother would have shielded her from such talk, regardless, but knowing about it now at least gave her some context.

“From their point of view it must seem as though we welcomed one outside power to ward off another,” she said with a sigh. “That’s not even considering the racial aspect of it. Most Harvestgladers don’t have experience dealing with Sabantians, and now the first they meet are gruff soldiers on patrol in their streets.”

“It’s something to be aware of,” said Lauric. “Too early to tell where the mood might lead.”

He gestured ahead of them to where a man stood next to a caravan in the process of being unloaded into an empty warehouse. The man took his thick wool hat off as they approached and sketched a quick bow as he began speaking.

“Underqueen Avina!” he said. “I… wasn’t expecting my liege to come to address this little issue herself. Not that I’m complaining! I’ve been robbed, Your Majesty! And the shameless cretin responsible is here in town, right out in the open!”

“Point us toward them,” said Lauric.

“There back in the barrel yard behind the brewery,” said the merchant.

Avina and the others started off that way. They found a group of people, a large family, judging from the resemblance in their faces. The entire group was instantly on guard, pulling together, with a degree of fear in some of their eyes that made Avina wince.

“I’m Avina Gladefoot,” she said, voice neutral. “Your underqueen. I’m here about a merchant who claims that one of you may have stolen from him.”

The refugees stayed quiet. Avina noted how they all glanced toward a man of perhaps forty years with a full beard and a ratty cloak.

“We all stole from him.” The response came not from any of the adults, but a little girl with thin arms and a dirty, overlarge coat. “What?” She glared not at Avina, but at the rest of her family. “We did. Den might have taken the oats, but we all ate them.”

“You stole… food,” said Avina.

“It’s still a theft,” muttered Lauric.

“Is it?” shouted the girl.

“Jennys, be silent!” hissed an older woman.

“When it’s steal to eat, steal or go hungry… steal or die?” The little girl was crying now, shouting her words through the veil of anger and tears so common to the young. “Is that theft? Maybe I’m just too stupid to know better, then. Just a stupid little girl who should have died like her stupid, stupid little brother. I, I…”

She broke off into a sob. Avina chewed her lip, coming to the only decision that made sense.

“Bring your young up to the castle if they’re hungry,” she said. “Around back. Just the young for now. I’ll have one of my handmaidens see to a warm meal for them, at least.”

The refugees didn’t say anything, and the little girl’s scowl softened only fractionally, if at all. Avina walked alongside Petra back to the merchant, sensing Lauric’s disapproval. The merchant immediately jumped up from his chair and took his hat off again.

“The thief is dungeon bound, I take it?” he said. “Did you recover any of my grain?”

“There’s nothing to recover,” said Avina. “Sir, if you would place a petition with my magister, we’ll work out a compensation plan for your lost goods.”

“A… compensation plan?” The merchant shook his head. “But the thief has at least been punished, yes?”

“The thief in question is a group of previously starving refugees,” said Avina. “You neglected to mention that the goods you lost was food needed by the desperate.”

“I see.” The man’s expression took on a scornful edge. “Yes… I see that my underqueen apparently now plays favorites! Will these refugees, these dirty paupers, be petitioning you as well? What of the Sabantians you’ve invited into our city? Or do you have other means to pay them, my queen?”

Lauric unceremoniously punched him in the face. It was the last thing Avina needed. Her honor was not something to be defended in this context, and moreover, Lauric’s weakened strength left the blow he delivered as more of a gesture than an effective attack.

One of the merchant’s guards rushed forward to push Lauric back. A patrolling Sabantian with a heavily furrowed brow stepped forward to intervene, the right move at the wrong time. Pushes and shouts came from multiple directions.

Not for the first time, Avina was left wondering if her meddling had made the situation better or worse.


CHAPTER 7

Koa watched a small squabble break out in the street from where he stood outside Gladewater Tavern. He’d considered heading over when he’d seen his mother and Petra, right up until Captain Lauric, of all people, had punched a man in the face.

He would have rushed over immediately, had they actually been in danger. His assessment of the encounter was one he took in through his recent realizations about himself and his place in the world. It felt like one of those moments where inserting the Prince of Harvestglade would only lead to a bad result, if not outright chaos.

Horny walked alongside him. The hookhorn pridefully strutted down the street in response to the attention he drew, which was entirely fair. Horny had grown into a majestic beast, with a base layer of gray fur mottled with blond and silver patterning, titular horns as large and frightening as a hunter’s dream.

“Wait out here.” Koa scratched his familiar’s neck as he pulled the tavern door open. “I shouldn’t be too long.”

He hoped it would be the case. The tavern’s common room was mostly empty aside from those taking a morning meal of honeyed porridge. Ashton immediately stood to attention, but Koa waved him back to his seat.

“Don’t stand on ceremony for me, Ashton,” said Koa. “I’m just passing through. Is the dessian still lodged upstairs?”

“Ah.” Ashton rubbed thoughtfully at his chin. “The Sabantian queen, you mean? She’s up there, along with a few of the men she brought. Been making things a little tense here, though she’s certainly paid enough to make up for it.”

“I’m sure she has.” Koa rubbed a thumb across the pummel of Steelbreaker. “Can you tell me anything about what she’s been up to while she’s here? I’m going to speak with her, but I want to make sure I approach the conversation with all the facts.”

“Would that I could, my prince,” said Ashton apologetically. “She’s my guest, and as with all my guests, privacy is part of what’s paid for. I can say that she’s been respectful, overall. No incidents and not much noise.”

“That’s a start, I suppose.”

“You want an ale to steady your resolve?” offered Ashton. “On the house, for you. She’s a scary one. Might help to fortify your gut before entering a face off.”

The suggestion practically frontloaded the taste into Koa’s mouth, heady froth and bitter hops. He shook his head slowly, knowing he would have a drink at some point during the day. It was necessary, on most days. But not there and then. One drink wouldn’t be enough, and two or three would be far too many.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” said Koa. “My hookhorn is lounging on your porch. You might hear a bit of noise if he gets antsy. Feel free to tell him to move, if needed.”

“Uh… of course, my prince!”

Koa made his way upstairs slowly. The lingering scent of sweet incense smoke greeted him as he reached the top step. Zaratafenia had rented out every room, from what he could tell, and the space was transformed from what he remembered of it.

A patchwork of small, rectangular carpets had been laid out atop the weathered wood floors. The shoes of presumably everyone currently present were lined up along one side of the wall. Koa frowned as he approached the door where the noise was coming from and decided to make the gesture of taking his boots off, too.

He knocked heavily and spoke in his deepest and most princely voice. “Zaratafenia? It’s Prince Makoa. I’ve come to speak with you on a range of matters.”

A soft, feminine laugh came from within the chamber that had that playful quality that left Koa wondering what he might have interrupted. The door opened before his imagination could make any great leaps. Zaratafenia was within the largest of the Gladewater Tavern’s rented rooms, which had seemingly been fitted into an approximation of an audience chamber.

The dessian herself sat in a chair better described as comfortable, rather than regal. A circular table with several empty chairs sat in front of her, but all of her men stood at attention. Zaratafenia wore a white and gray gown that clung tightly to her body, leaving precious little to the imagination in terms of what lay underneath.

Two of the men immediately moved toward Koa, both muscular with thick beards and dark eyes. Zaratafenia made a tsking noise and waved them away.

“He may keep his weapons, assuming he knows to keep his hands off them,” she said, in smooth Sabantian.

Koa winced and realized he hadn’t thought of one of the obvious, practical aspects of how this meeting would go. Sabantian was her native language — speaking it to him here and now straddled the line between familiarity and challenge.

The issue, of course, being that Koa’s Sabantian was rusty and effortful even on his most fluent days.

“I did not come here to… bludgeon you,” he said, working with the words he could remember.

“That is good,” said Zaratafenia. “Sit, Prince Makoa. Rest at my table. Would you like some wine?”

“No,” he said. He winced, realizing he’d used the informal version of no.

Zaratafenia was staring at him, tight lipped. Her men were more expressive with their contempt.

“Perhaps… it is rather early for wine,” she said carefully. “I sometimes forget that Prince Makoa was not raised in Sabantius. He does not know our ways or our language, clearly.”

“I know enough to hear and speak,” he said.

“In a fashion.” Zaratafenia’s amusement echoed through her men, a few of whom chuckled or muttered insults under their breath. “You are here, Prince Makoa, and you are my guest. Please, sit. Speak your piece.”

Koa took the offered chair, acutely aware of how effectively she’d set the situation up. His mother had invited Zaratafenia to be their guest in Harvestglade. The dessian was the one who, under normal circumstances, would have been entering the underqueen’s audience chamber, performing diplomacy at the underqueen’s convenience.

“Your help in the battle against Estoria has been… highly appreciated, as we have previously expressed,” he said carefully. “In this short interlude since their attack, the underqueen and I have been drafting the chapters of the future tale of the story of our intertwined homelands.”

He’d learned his Sabantian almost entirely from reading and practice with a single tutor and was aware of how flowery and formal his phrasing must come off. He smiled, letting himself lean into it. In some ways, it fits the circumstances.

“You speak of the future, Prince Makoa,” said Zaratafenia. “I have given it much thought. My time as a guest within your quaint capital has not been entirely wasted on wine and incense.”

Here we go, he thought. Perhaps if I just come straight out with it.

“The potential of an alliance between Harvestglade and Northern Sabantius would be boundless and endless.” Koa spread a hand out flat on the table. “We’ve heard little word from the other queendoms within Osteanus, but we believe they may have fared poorly against the Estorian offensive.”

“Knowing what I know, I would think that to be an astute assessment,” said Zaratafenia.

“If you were to formally join with my mother and I, we would not only be able to hold against Estoria, but potentially be in a position to be a true regional power in the aftermath.”

“A regional power, but still a feather in the wing of the Heralder King?” Zaratafenia raised an eyebrow, one finger sliding up the stem of her wine glass.

“Harvestglade is one of the queendoms of Osteanus, yes,” said Koa. “But we may well be first among them in terms of strength depending on the toll this war has taken elsewhere.”

“I fail to see what I gain from such an arrangement, other than commitments to a realm I have no attachment to.”

Koa furrowed his brow and drummed his fingers on the table. “You seemed… open to it earlier. I was under the impression from what my mother told me that you were eager to discuss such… arrangements with me.”

He wished he could speak in Ostean, rather than fumbling around with words to try to make a point that needed nuance and perhaps even flirtation. They were speaking of an alliance, yes, but also of a potential marriage to bind it in blood.

“I was,” said Zaratafenia. “Until the first moment I saw your face.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You… remind me of both your father and uncle, Makoa.” Zaratafenia’s expression took on a new depth in the way she examined him, as though seeing a memory overlaid onto the present. “I still struggle to see you as anything more than a child of the Eskonus line.”

“Your struggle is piss,” said Koa, wincing even as he blundered into the word choice. “Ah. The challenge you describe is… the steam of piss?”

Someone drew a sword. Zaratafenia chuckled and held up a hand, staying the chaos.

“Your Sabantian is terrible, but that does not surprise me, foreign raised as you are,” she said. “I cannot escape the fact that I see you as a son of my line.”

“You… make that choice.” Koa chewed his lip, fighting his own memory of the language as much as her point.

The wind whispered at the window to his left.

“Makoa…” came a ghost’s whisper.

He glanced around. One of the men had a furrowed brow, but no one else seemed to have heard anything.

“What’s that?” asked Zaratafenia.

“You… may see a son of the Eskonus line,” he said carefully. “A nephew, even, when you look at me. But when I look at you, I only see a woman.”

Zaratafenia blinked, and her eyes glimmered like gems. She shifted in her chair, trying not to smile in a manner that reminded him of both his mother and Petra.

“That… is quite the bold statement to make,” said Zaratafenia. “I’m curious about where this boldness leads when it’s allowed to flourish in the privacy of—"

“Makoa,” came the whisper. “Help… Please.”

“Shut up!” he snapped, in Ostean. It was the voice. It was the lack of wine. It was the language, but most of all, it was him.

One of Zaratafenia’s men, the same who’d drawn his sword earlier, stepped forward and cuffed Koa hard across the side of the head. Zaratafenia shouted something. Furious, Koa elbowed the man as he tried to draw Steelbreaker. Another man grabbed his arm and flung him backward, tipping him out of his chair.

His head struck the floor as he fell straight backward, arms windmilling for purchase through nothing but incense, smoke, and air.

“You share your father and uncle’s temper,” said Zaratafenia. “Which is unfortunate, as fun as their passion could often be. Get him out of my sight.”

“Wait!” he snapped. “This isn’t over! You can’t brush my concerns off forever!”

She could, however, brush them off for the moment, apparently. Three of her men roughly forced Koa downstairs. Ashton let out a surprised shout as the Prince of Harvestglade was unceremoniously shoved out of the tavern’s door.

Koa landed face first in the snow, feeling the prickle and bite of crusty ice against his face. Someone tossed his boots after him, and one struck a glancing blow to his temple. Horny was at his side in an instant, groaning with concern and nudging him until he rose to one knee.

“That was… a disaster,” he muttered.


CHAPTER 8

Avina tried to breathe as the room continued to spin around her and Petra. They clung to one another in their bed, eyes open, though it hardly mattered if they closed them, as reality itself battered them like an infinite hurricane.

The day had already begun on a sour note with the incident with the merchant in town. They’d just made it back to the castle when the anomaly had struck, as it always did, with no more than a few seconds of warning.

Avina was crying. She wasn’t invincible. Neither was her esper, and as much the tears put her active trauma on display, the way Petra gripped her in return, like a dying woman might grip a healer, was just as desperate.

I’m never going to recover from this, she thought. I will succumb, and to the rest of the world, I’ll just be the underqueen who lost her mind under pressure.

It was an exaggeration — she tried to will herself into believing it was, at least. The anomaly had reached that point where it weighed on her like a true fever, distorting reality along the horizon of each agonized moment.

A few seconds passed without the cycle of swirling perspective continuing, and then a few minutes. Avina took a breath, still holding Petra, who still held her.

“I… suppose we should be grateful we at least made it to our chamber before collapsing this time,” said Avina. “Two visits to the infirmary in one day would be problematic.”

“We cannot continue like this,” said Petra. “Avina… I cannot continue like this.”

“You think I’m weathering it any better?” Avina’s eyes and cheeks felt scoured raw from the tears. “The seal brand, then? We’ll speak with Haza and see about having the… application done today, if possible.”

Petra’s arms tightened around Avina’s waist briefly. “I… would like to try something other than that first.”

“I’m listening.”

“What if the cure to this malady, or clues leading toward it, lies in Aklesia?” whispered Petra. “The home realm of the espers.”

Aklesia. Haza had mentioned it in passing to Makoa, when they’d all been gathered around his bed before the battle. He’d warned Koa that few returned from the realm, but he’d done it in that sorcerer’s way of his, as though presenting it as a dangerous puzzle to one day come back to.

“It’s an entire realm, Petra,” muttered Avina. “How would you even know where to start looking or what to look for?”

“Is it not worth at least the attempt? We cannot go on like this and our only other option, it seems, would be to sever our bond entirely. You need not worry for me — I will make a brief attempt and return safely.”

“It’s not you I worry about.” Avina sighed and rolled over to face her directly. “You know that Koa will insist on going with you.”

Petra glanced away. “He may. He… likely will try to.”

“Promise me, Petra.” She took the esper’s hands and held them for emphasis. “Promise me that you will protect him and bring him back safely, regardless of anything.”

Avina felt a swirl of emotions through the bond, not just Petra’s love and romantic feelings for her son, but a swell of ego at the thought that she might not be able to keep him safe.

“I will, Avina,” said the esper. “I promise.”

They climbed out of bed slowly, like storm-battered sailors coming out on the deck as the ship passes into the calm of the eye. Avina would have liked to take a few minutes, an hour even, to trust that she and Petra could function before being thrust back into events, but it wasn’t to be.

“Your Highness!” Reese’s knock had an urgent quality to it. “A woman has arrived at the castle gate claiming to be the Estorian envoy and… one of their executors.”

Avina frowned and glanced at Petra. Having an executor show up at the castle gates, as deep into their territory as one could possibly be, was the equivalent of her sending Lauric or Petra to the Estorian capital.

“Bring her to the queue outside the audience chamber as you would with any other petitioner,” said Avina. “But only if it feels safe. Do you understand, Reese?”

“I… I do,” she said with only the slightest quiver to her voice.

She and Petra were still dressed from their prior outing, despite having spent the lion’s share of the morning in bed. They didn’t head straight down to the audience chamber, instead watching through the cracks along one of the now covered windows as the executor made her way into the castle.

The woman wasn’t dressed for winter, and no guards or servants accompanied her. Her face was shockingly youthful for the title she’d been announced under, hair raven dark and cared for to a gloss. A massive orange gemstone hung from the pendant around her neck, too large to have been chosen merely for adornment. 

“A sorceress?” suggested Avina.

The woman’s eyes instantly snapped up to the window.

“Undoubtedly,” whispered Petra.

“Find Haza,” said Avina. “See if he’s feeling well enough to make his way to my audience chamber.”

“Makoa, as well?” asked Petra.

Avina shook her head. “I think he went into town earlier.”

She was grateful for that, though there was no need to voice it aloud. Koa’s ego had grown large enough to make him as much of a liability as an asset when it came to diplomacy. Avina still remembered the moment when he’d first committed Harvestglade to the war after Ruby’s death, though it was an outcome that had been inevitable, in retrospect.

He speaks for Harvestglade as its prince, and that seems to count for much more than it once did as of late.

She found Mav and Lauric on her way, both already abreast of the situation. Taking a seat on her throne, Avina waited for Petra to bring Haza into the chamber. The esper lent the old sorcerer one shoulder to lean on, and Avina suspected he might not be able to stand upright without it.

Koa strode into the chamber behind them. Avina met his gaze and found it hard to read her son’s expression, though there was definitely a hint of annoyance in it.

“You weren’t planning on starting without me, were you, Mother?” he asked. 

“I assumed you were preoccupied elsewhere.” She frowned, noticing that his cloak and the front of his shirt were wet and slightly dirty. “Did you take a fall?”

“One way of putting it,” he muttered. “Zaratafenia sends her regards. At least you won’t have to worry about her butting in.”

Avina smiled, finding it hard to be frustrated as she heard the energy and confidence in her son’s voice. The executor was already walking into the chamber, taking slow steps. Avina now noticed she was barefoot on top of being underdressed for the winter weather.

“Careful with this one,” whispered Haza from her other side. “She is far more than what she seems.”

A tense silence hung in the air as the woman stopped in front of the throne. Avina tried to make eye contact with her, but the executor kept her gaze downcast. She let the moment hang, reminding herself of the situation.

We staved off their surprise attack. They may still be powerful, but we gave them a taste of defeat.

“I would have your name, Estorian,” said Avina.

“I…” The woman slowly brought up her gaze, revealing a set of eerie amber eyes made even stranger by how delicately they matched the color of her pendant. “…am Executor Lorelai. I represent both the Estorian legislature and the invasion force on your doorstep.”

Her Ostean was perfect, without so much as a hint of an accent. Avina would have guessed her to be a native speaker if not from the paleness of her tone and the general sense of Estorian aristocracy echoing from her clothing and physical appearance.

“Executor Lorelai.” Avina watched the woman carefully. “Have you come to discuss terms of peace?”

“I have come to provide such an opportunity, yes,” said Lorelai. “You are distant here in Harvestglade, removed from the rest of your realm. I doubt you even know of how your fellow queendoms have fared.”

“Why don’t you enlighten us, then?” suggested Koa.

Avina was miffed at him speaking out of turn, but the question was a valid one. Besides, they had nothing to lose from hearing the Estorian’s account. There’d been little news from the Clawlands, Cloister Andrenia, the Puzzle Islands, or even Twinfalls itself beyond whispers of lost battles from fleeing and terrified refugees.

“Your realm has all but fallen,” said Lorelai. “Your king is dead and your capital has been sacked. Dark tidings which I take no personal pleasure in, but my presence here is a compliment to your own tenacity.”

Nobody spoke a word for what felt like a full minute. If what the executor claimed was true, then nothing would ever be the same. No aid would arrive from the northern queendoms. Harvestglade would have to make a future for itself, fight every battle and negotiate every treaty.

If it’s all true, then we’ll be even more reliant on Zaratafenia and the Sabantians, she thought.

“Your word is not fact, Estorian,” said Avina. “Do not expect us to treat it as so.”

“Ah, but of course,” said Lorelai. “My purpose in making this outing was not simply to intimidate you with news of the defeat of your greater realm. I wish to invite Prince Makoa to a formal peace talk.”

All eyes turned Koa’s way. He didn’t react with surprise or a flair of ego. He merely stared at the woman, as focused on figuring her out as Avina was.

“A formal peace talk,” Koa repeated. “What, exactly, would be the terms you’d be presenting us with?”

“That is a discussion to be had with the rest of the executors present,” said Lorelai. “Three of the four, which were sent to command the force here in Osteanus, still live. Calvus, from the rumors of the men who fled the battle here in Harvestglade, died your hand, did he not?”

“Essentially, yes.” Koa flashed a cold smile. “I wonder. Do Estorians hold grudges when it comes to the necessities of war?”

“We are more prone to respect a proven opponent than begrudge them.” Lorelai’s gaze turned toward Haza. “Do not think I overlooked you, Serpent of Crystal Hills.”

“Choose your next words carefully, witch,” said Haza, in a low voice.

“I flatter you, and you respond with such an insult,” said Lorelai. “I sense such great power within you. Within the prince, as well, though it’s still raw and yet to be distilled.”

Haza bared his teeth. “You are approaching the edge. Our surroundings will not protect you if you spark my ire!”

Avina glanced at the old sorcerer, so caught off guard by his sudden anger that she hesitated a moment longer than she should have.

“You carry so much guilt, Lord Hazafallius,” said Lorelai. “It wasn’t your hand that brought your kingdom down, no, no. But you could have stopped it. Oh, this is your guilt I feel and speak, not an accusation I make. Will you do it again, I wonder? Through selfishness or denial?”

“Witch!” shouted Haza. “Heartreader! You step too far!”

He tried to pull free of Petra and Savantra, who’d both been alternating in helping him remain upright. He only managed to get his staff up and stagger a step. It was Koa who defused the situation, taking Haza’s hand as the old man began to cough blood into his sleeve. The two exchanged a few quiet words.

“There will be consequences if you continue to disrespect my grandfather, Executor Lorelai,” said Koa in a cold voice.

“I sought not to disrespect, but to understand, but I will not test that boundary.” Lorelai nodded, seeming oddly wary of the young prince. “I veer off topic. What is your answer? Will you treat us on neutral ground?”

Avina frowned, feeling a growing uncertainty toward the situation. Koa truly had grown in stature and importance, as a warrior, but also as what he represented. A thought came to her. A peace deal with Estoria may well be signed through marriage as much as on paper… with the eligible prince of Harvestglade being the one to form the bond.

“It’s up to the underqueen, ultimately,” said Koa. He looked back at Avina and nodded, his expression a mixture of love and trust.

“Is that the full extent of your message?” she asked Lorelai.

“Were you expecting more? All questions will be answered in two days hence. We shall hold peace talks just outside the edge of your queendom, near the Three Daggers.”

The Three Daggers were a triangular formation of jagged spires just within the Inner Forest bordering Harvestglade. Avina nodded slowly.

“So be it,” she said. “Tell your masters that we will hear your offer.”

“I am one of the masters, Lady Underqueen, but I will tell the others,” said Lorelai with a musical laugh. “Three days hence, when the sun reaches its apex, we shall talk terms.”

She let her eyes rove over everyone of importance within the chamber before turning and slowly departing.


CHAPTER 9

Koa joined his mother, Petra, Haza, Lauric, Mav, and Reese in the underqueen’s study. They held off on discussing the situation while Mav brought and set down tea. Koa felt more intrigued than discouraged, but uncertainty was the mood of the day.

He’d never seen Haza get angry like that before. In fact, he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen the old man get angry at anyone other than him, and his particular brand of ire for his grandson seemed born of lessons learned from a life of wasted potential.

Koa had always suspected that Haza had been involved in the Sabantian Civil War, but he’d never sensed it had been a sensitive topic. It made everything he did know seem like the flipside of a question. What was the magical force that had decimated much of the landscape? Had the war been ideological or a simple power struggle? How had Haza earned his nickname, the Serpent of Crystal Hills?

Questions for another day, he decided as he heard his mother clear her throat.

“Well,” said Avina. “We certainly have a fair bit to talk about. Starting with whether or not we can even trust all of what was said.”

“We know from refugee reports that the Estorians still have a force within Osteanus, mostly centered around the eastern mouth of Flint Rock Pass on the far side of the Inner Forest,” said Lauric. “I… have heard some rumors of the war faring badly for us in Cloister Andrenia, but nothing of the Puzzle Islands or the Clawlands.”

“Or Twinfalls, I assume?” Avina waited for Lauric to shrug before continuing. “I cannot believe that the capital has fallen. They would have needed to push so far, and with such speed, without ever losing a single battle along the way.”

“I believe the more pressing claim is that the king… is dead,” said Koa. He breathed out, feeling the enormity of the statement, so much beyond mere words. “If there’s any truth to that, it’s hard for me to imagine Osteanus making it through this war in one piece, let alone turning the tide toward victory.”

“If there’s any truth to that,” echoed Lauric. He leaned forward in his chair for emphasis, grimacing at some injury or another. “We have a duty to our realm on top of our queendom. The path of survival, if not victory, is one that can only lead through us aiding the other queendoms and pulling Osteanus back together!”

“That’s one route.” Koa furrowed his brow, surprised by not just Lauric’s ardor, but how heroic he made the scenario sound. He let a few whispers of ambition through from the back of his mind, imagining how easy it would be to gather support for a succession campaign if he was leading the largest remaining army on a liberation tour.

“We cannot make any assumptions about the rest of Osteanus,” said Petra, voice quiet and serious. “We must think only of Harvestglade, as of yet. If the Estorians are open to treating with us, perhaps…”

“Perhaps, what?” asked Avina. “What are you suggesting, Petra? That we make our own peace and disavow our oaths to the greater realm?”

There was no accusation in her voice, or as little of one as possible. Koa watched his mother and her esper as they shared a moment of their own, with the core of their disagreement undoubtedly happening through their bond.

“There would be a few potential upsides, no?” It was Reese who spoke, leaning forward and listing off points on her finger. “Harvestglade’s debt to the Puzzle Islands, which is quite substantial and hard for me to imagine us paying off, would be absolved. The queendom would also have a more reasonable border to protect, with only a single glass road to hold secure. Not to mention the fact that it would leave you as a true queen unto yourself, Your Highness.”

Koa nodded slowly, seeing much of her logic. He glanced at Haza, expecting his grandfather to make his own case at some point. The old sorcerer was pensive, his gaze aimed at the room’s corner or perhaps toward memories in the background.

“What of my fellow underqueens and their queendoms?” asked Avina. “Am I to just sit back and watch them become Estorian possessions?”

“That may well happen regardless of our choices, Avina,” said Petra. “Harvestglade cannot take on all of Estoria alone.”

Heavy footsteps sounded outside the door. There was a brief shout from the guard Avina had posted outside the door, a native Harvestglader, before it was flung open an instant later. Zaratafenia looked fiercely irritated, as did the two hulking Sabantians standing to either side of her.

“Underqueen Avina,” said Zaratafenia. “I have been told that you met with an Estorian ambassador. I was told this by one of my guards who heard about the exchange secondhand, after the fact.”

“You should speak your Ostean more often, my dear aunt.” Koa rose from his chair, grinning at her obvious frustration. “It’s a bit stiff, but passable. I thought of sending a runner when I heard of the audience myself, but I wasn’t sure you’d be able to understand their thick northern accent.”

“You…” Zaratafenia’s eyes burned with anger. “I should take my men and leave! What have you agreed to?”

“Please, Lady Dessian,” said Avina. “Take a seat. We would welcome your council if you can calmly offer it.”

“The Estorians wish to talk peace,” said Koa. “With Harvestglade specifically.”

Zaratafenia went silent at this. She nodded to her men and took a seat at the table.

“Any decision Harvestglade makes affects Northern Sabantius,” she said.

“Yes, yes, and you’ve already stated your intention to take your men and your hookhorns and go home if your needs aren’t properly tended to,” said Koa mockingly. “You’re welcome to test that threat and see how it works out.”

“Do not think I will hesitate!” She slapped her hand down on the table and glared at Koa. “You will have no negotiating power if the Estorians realize that you no longer have Sabantian support.”

“We haven’t yet decided whether to negotiate on Harvestglade’s sole behalf to begin with,” said Avina.

“It may only be Harvestglade left standing if those dark tidings are true, Avina!” said Petra.

Voices began to overlap as everyone spoke at once. Koa sighed and ran a hand down his face. Haza was sitting next to him, and the old man finally leaned in to offer his piece, though his words were a whisper meant only for his grandson.

“Don’t wait and watch,” muttered Haza. “When you feel lost or unsure, seeing how things play out is a choice unto itself, and rarely the safe one.”

“You speak from experience.” Koa stated this, rather than asking, and Haza’s non-answer seemed like a confirmation much in the way he’d just described the nature of uncertainty.

“Enough!” He stood up to punctuate his point. Everyone went silent, and he took a moment to meet the gaze of his mother, Petra, and Zaratafenia before continuing. “I am the Prince of Harvestglade, and this witch, Lorelai, invited me by name to these peace talks. They are to take place three days from now, and the only factor which stops me from committing myself immediately is… unrelated to the war.”

He let his focus center on his mother and his esper, still concerned for the mysterious illness which had struck them. He wasn’t sure it would be wise to say so in front of Zaratafenia, however.

“It would be peak foolishness to dismiss this opportunity outright,” said Zaratafenia. She narrowed her eyes at him specifically, as though to imply that such foolishness would come as no surprise from her nephew.

“We all need to think about what it would mean for us to negotiate peace here and what it would mean to refuse it,” he said carefully. “For Harvestglade. For Sabantius. For the other queendoms and Osteanus, and for ourselves.”

“Well said,” grunted Lauric.

He looked toward his mother and saw her slowly nod, making the decision final.


CHAPTER 10

Koa watched his mother and Petra head off together once the meeting came to an end, whispering to one another in a tone that did no favors to his curiosity. Zaratafenia left with much the same haste, shaking her head and frowning at him on the way by.

He found Verity outside in the gardens walking Horny and quickly got her caught up to speed on events. She frowned and scratched the hookhorn’s head, taking a second to consider.

“It could be a trap,” she pointed out, surprising him with her voice.

“The witch did make special note of the fact that I defeated one of their executors, though I didn’t detect any suppressed fury in her voice.” He reached out to pet Horny as the animal shifted his attention. “Technically, it was Brin who killed Calvus, though I suppose they might consider him to be my esper, given the rumors.”

He still hadn’t seen Brin since the battle and was starting to think his old friend was avoiding him. Him, or perhaps the entire civilized world. It was one more problem which he’d been putting off, alongside his shifting political fortunes, whispers on the wind, and how desperately he always seemed to need a drink.

“We have three choices, from where I stand, and that’s not counting the option of simply doing nothing.” Koa listed them out on his fingers. “We could attempt to rally Osteanus, whatever’s left of the other queendoms’ armies. We could double down on an alliance with Northern Sabantius and shore up our defense. Or we could approach these peace talks seriously and see where they might lead.”

He waited a few seconds.

“You think I should go to the peace talks and see what happens,” he said.

Verity didn’t answer.

“There’s no point in not going, I suppose,” he said.

Verity stayed silent.

“You’re right. That makes sense, I’ll go.”

Verity gave him a small nod.

“There’s still the matter of my mother and Petra’s strange malady,” he said. “In truth, I don’t feel comfortable taking Petra with me if she’s still unwell. I get the sense that she and my mother know more about what’s going on there than I do.”

He went to seek them out immediately, but they were still sequestered away in conversation. Beatrice turned him away at the door to his mother’s room, but Koa hesitated before walking away as another question came to mind.

“Have you seen our mutual friend at all recently?” he asked.

“Brin.” Beatrice slowly shook his head. “No, not since the battle when he… almost lost himself. I don’t know if I want to see him. I miss him, but I don’t know if it’s him I’d be seeing, if that makes sense.”

“It does, unfortunately.” Koa sighed. “Well, if he shows up, send him my way.”

It wasn’t just concern that made him eager to see Brin again. If he was heading into a trap or even just a situation where intimidation might play a factor, having Brin at his side would be a massive boon. He fantasized sometimes what it might be like to have Brin as an actual esper, bonded to him emotionally, fates sealed on a level that went beyond trust.

He began to think through his own preparations in expectation of setting out the next day or the day after at the latest. He’d be riding Ghost, with Verity serving as his companion and servant. Horny would come along, no doubt eager to stretch his wings on a journey that would provide ample opportunity.

The question of whether he’d be able to bring a larger retinue hinged entirely on Zaratafenia. Harvestglade had few guards to spare, not enough to make a difference to him in terms of manpower. He had the choice of potentially borrowing some of his aunt’s men or simply hoping that traveling with such a small entourage might make a statement of its own in the same way Lorelai presenting herself at Harvest Castle’s gate alone had warned of her power.

There’s a risk inherent either way, he thought. I’ll be placing a great deal of trust in my assumptions, regardless.

He took dinner in his chamber, deciding he’d wait for his mother and Petra to come to him. They would undoubtedly have their own thoughts to share, strategies to divulge. Avina would want him to be on the same page before departure.

Koa had sensed a shift in power during the meeting in her study, one that was owed more to the way their enemies viewed him. Haza’s words of how he’d grown into a powerful prince still echoed in his mind, as much a compliment as a warning. His mother was still the underqueen, wielding more authority now than she had at any time before, but she needed his support arguably more than he needed hers, not that he’d ever simply dismiss her opinion.

He heard a knock at his door and smiled, wondering if he was imagining how having her in his thoughts seemed to summon her. A trick of the mind, maybe. She was often in his thoughts, and this was his mother’s castle.

He almost began speaking as he opened the door and was thankful that he hadn’t. Zaratafenia stood in the hallway, unaccompanied and smiling. The surprise must have shown on his face from the way her smile deepened.

“Prince Makoa,” she said, in Ostean. “I hope this evening has been most kind to you.”

Her dark hair was neatly twisted into dozens of thin little braids which she’d tied back with white ribbon. The white gown she had on was in the Sabantian style — thin, nearly sheer, and seemingly intended to draw the eye more than cover flesh. She’d paired it with a fur-lined cloak from Harvestglade, providing a contrast of winter outerwear and a sensual summer gown.

“Aunt Zaratafenia,” he said. He drummed his fingers on the door frame and looked her up and down. “My evening has been comfortable. I trust yours has been the same?”

“Comfortable enough.”

He tried to keep his eyes off the way the gown hugged her fertile body. She had a build not unlike his mother, despite otherwise being a world apart in both appearance and temperament. The dessian of Northern Sabantius. He knew so little about her, how she lived, who she was.

A matter which should be remedied, he thought.

“Would you like to come in?” he asked. “I assume you didn’t come all the way to my doorstep just to stand in the hall?”

“No, I did not.” She took a half step forward, eyes locked onto his across a span of mere inches. “I wish to address some of the… friction between us, nephew. It does us no favors to allow such heated emotions, anger, frustration, to cloud our judgment.”

He noticed that she held a rolled parchment in one hand and nodded to it, though it was hard to keep his eyes from lingering on the rest of her. “What’s this?”

“A map of your holdings in Sabantius. I thought I’d start by educating you on the lands, the responsibilities, which you inherited but have never known.”

Again, he found himself comparing her to his mother, not in appearance this time, but tone. He sighed and turned sideways, gesturing for her to enter with a sweep of his arm. She did, allowing one side of her body to brush by him.

He closed the door slowly, feeling the silence or perhaps the privacy of the space pushing in from all directions, as though his bedchamber were no more than a tiny wardrobe. Zaratafenia took a seat at his desk and spread the map out.

“Come,” she said. “This is no trick. I want to show you your homeland, Makoa.”

“I consider Harvestglade to be my homeland, even if it isn’t the land of my birth.” He walked over, despite his objection, and stood behind where she sat. Looking down at the map also meant looking down at her cleavage, given how she was sitting. He did his best to focus on the mountains and valleys of ink and vellum.

“Here.” She tapped a finger at the top of the map, where the upper limits of Northern Sabantius brushed up against the Strait of Karst and Harvestglade. “This is Northern Sabantius, my holdings inherited through your uncle. Port Mirage and Matragoria, in the north and east, with Ketragoria, the start of your claims, to the west.”

“Those holdings you inherited,” he said carefully. “I have a claim to them, technically speaking. I’m aware of that much.”

“As you should be.” Zaratafenia glanced up at him, catching the one moment when his eyes were on her instead of the map. She smiled and touched his arm. “That’s what I came to discuss. Makoa, if I come across as adversarial or defensive, it is only because of the posture I’ve been forced to take in these long years since the death of your uncle.”

He took a closer look at the lay of the land. The entirety of Sabantius wasn’t featured, though that wasn’t surprising. Sabantius at its peak was extensive enough to fit Osteanus into twice over, if not three times. The section carefully inked onto the vellum represented the eastern coast that ran north to south along the Stormtrench Ocean, mostly desert and plain bordered by a mountain range to the west.

“Ketragoria itself is ruins, at this point, but I would not let that put you off.” Zaratafenia let the tip of her finger circle where the former city was marked on the map. “Especially given the pact you’ve made with the dustwalker.”

Koa snorted but thought better of admitting that the only pact they shared was one of friendship. “Ketragoria marks the midway point through the Gor Desert. I know that much.”

“Further south lays the Plains of Granai. This is a fertile area, despite it not being heavily populated. The nomadic tribes there have a settlement that is fast growing into a city. They are independent and self-sufficient, but still loyal to me, though your claim to these lands is perhaps stronger than mine.”

“Perhaps?” Koa smirked, but he honestly had no idea how powerful his claim to the region might be, especially when weighted against how familiar the tribes likely already were with his aunt.

“To the southeast, along the coast, lies Crystal Hills, Hazafallius’s own holdings, which you would have the strongest claim to upon his death. I sense he would cede them to you at a word, perhaps even at his own behest, were you to be in a position to revitalize them.”

“What of the Crystal Hills?” asked Koa. “I’ve never discussed them with Haza. I assume the fact that he’s here in Harvestglade and not there serving as a dessian is evidence enough of the state of the holding.”

“You would assume wrong,” said Zaratafenia. “I wonder what it means that he never told you of Eskonia? It is a humble port city and your namesake, or it would be, had you not forsaken your name.”

“Such a cute turn of phrase.” He set a hand down on the map and drew it in his direction. “I have heard of it before, but I… suppose I never made the connection.”

“The city is ruled by a council of traders,” said Zaratafenia. “A few of the men I brought with me hailed from there before entering my service. You can speak to them if you wish.”

“I may do that.” Koa was still thinking, lost in memories of what could have been. “Eskonia… So my father ruled this city once?”

“He was the son of one of the council lords born of the line of the city’s original founder,” said Zaratafenia. “He courted your mother, in the beginning, in search of greater claims to Crystal Hills. At least, I always suspected so. Conveniently for them both, their attraction was mutual and powerful.”

“Your husband was my uncle, and also of the Eskonus line,” Koa pointed out. “Why aren’t you ruling this city in his stead?”

“It is, as I said, a humble city with its own ways. I do think you should visit. They might welcome you with open arms, or fear in the same way they fear Hazafallius.”

He held Zaratafenia’s gaze, finding it hard to sense her motivation. She wanted to pique his attention, if not capture it entirely, but where was she leading him with this? Koa leaned over her in the chair as he pointed down toward the bottom of the map, letting his arm extend past her shoulder.

“Here?” He tapped a river south of Eskonia.

“The Marinoa River.” She slowly rose from her chair, but Koa didn’t move back, leaving them face to face, inches apart. “The northern shore is the southern boundary of your holdings. Everything north of there, bounded by the western mountains, is yours for the taking, if you have the ambition. Save for Matragoria.”

“And if I wanted that, too?” He let his hand touch her waist. She seemed so small, possessable, almost, until he let himself see what was actually staring back in those eyes. She was dangerous.

“You…” She pulled closer, parting her lips. “…would have to marry me. It would be… a marriage of convenience, of course.”

“Of course.”

He leaned in to kiss her, but she pulled back enough to stop him. One of her hands touched his chest and started sliding downward in a slow, but deliberate fashion.

“I am not interested in being a queen in the Ostean fashion, Makoa Gladefoot,” she whispered. “I would settle for nothing less than a complete partnership.”

“Ah.” He let out a soft chuckle and leaned back. “I was wondering what your price would be.”

“A fair one, by all but your backwards Ostean standards.”

“My mother would never—”

“Your mother is not who I came to treat with tonight, Prince Makoa.” Zaratafenia leaned in again, lips parted, and this time he was the one to draw back.

“That doesn’t make her opinion any less relevant to me,” he said. “Hers, or Petra’s. From where I stand, she wields more power as an underqueen than you do as a dessian.”

“Is that why my men are currently committed to keeping order within her city?”

“Careful,” said Koa.

“All I mean to say is that the opinions of your mother and your esper shouldn’t be held in such regard as to muffle your own.” She stroked his chest again, but it was her words that Koa remained primed for. “There are considerations on both sides which complicate such a union. If you only understood just how much you remind me of… bah, it’s not worth getting into again.”

“Zaratafenia.” Koa stared into her eyes, drawing himself up against the intensity of the moment. “I think we could come to an arrangement. One mutually beneficial, enjoyable, even.”

“Oh?” Zaratafenia shifted ever so slightly, her butt pressing back against the desk, one leg sliding sideways at an angle. “Would you care to discuss the details now, Prince Makoa?”

He wasn’t sure whether he was about to engage in diplomacy or receive a lesson in it from Zaratafenia, his aunt by marriage and perhaps his own rival for power. He wasn’t sure he cared about that distinction. One of his hands groped her thigh, sensed as much as heard her soft inhale, and lifted her firmly onto his desk.

And then a knock came at his door.


CHAPTER 11

Avina found it hard to tell if she was uncomfortable with the increasing amount of spying on her son she’d found herself doing in recent weeks, or simply annoyed at how little she could hear through his door. She shifted lower, almost dipping down to try to listen at the crack in the floor.

“I can’t hear anything,” she hissed.

“They are speaking in… quiet tones,” muttered Petra. “I do not think that bodes well.”

“Couldn’t you… slip into the shadows? Get a view from inside?”

Petra frowned and gave a small shake of her head. “I trust Makoa. We both trust Makoa. It would damage that trust to leave him thinking we do not value his privacy as such.”

“Shhh!” hissed Avina. “Damn. I think they stopped talking.”

“That could mean anything. Avina, is this really…”

Avina stood up and knocked loudly at the door, shaking her head at Petra. They wouldn’t be there if it wasn’t necessary. The stakes for Harvestglade and her son had reached a level far outside her comfort zone.

The way he spoke when we met to discuss the Estorian executor, she thought. He’s finally realized what it means to be a prince.

She was happy for him, proud of him, and terrified, all at once. She wondered if her mother had experienced a similar moment with her. Perhaps when she’d settled on Davos as a husband, but no. If anything, it’d been Tessalin who’d expressed those sorts of maternal worries over her personal choices.

The door swung open. Koa had a tired frown on his face, though his eyes were warm for them both. Behind him, Zaratafenia eyed her and Petra with the kind of appraisal one of the glade’s wildcats might have turned toward potential prey.

“Mother,” said Koa, all fondness.

“Underqueen Avina,” said Zaratafenia with enough irritation for them both. “Lady Esper.”

“We came to wish you good night and to… speak to you on a private matter,” said Avina.

It was true enough. She glanced at Petra and saw both the hope and anticipation in her esper’s gaze. Zaratafenia eyes briefly passed through a glare as she looked around and perhaps sensed a tension that didn’t include her.

“My men are expecting me,” she said. “Prince Makoa, I wish to hear from you once more before you depart for the peace talks with the Estorians.”

“You may just get that wish, dessian.”

He walked her out of his room and a few steps down the hall. They shared a long glance, along with a few whispered words that Avina desperately wished she could hear clearly.

Koa was smiling as he came back over to them. “Well, come on in. I assume you didn’t just come here to interrupt my private conversation with my aunt.”

He shut the door to his room as they entered. The quiet that held in the moment afterward left Avina wondering how to bring up what she and Petra had come there to discuss. She glanced at the esper, who seemed just as uncertain.

“You are entertaining Zaratafenia in private now?” Petra’s voice held a hint of a lover’s jealousy.

“She came to my room of her own accord,” he said. “She gave me an overview of my holdings in Sabantius. They’re extensive and attractive when laid out like that. All mine for the taking.”

“How would you go about taking them, Makoa?” asked Avina, with a patient sigh. “You’ve been to Sabantius before. You’re aware of what the Crumbling Kingdom is like, along with how depleted Harvestglade’s forces currently are.”

“That was more of a statement of intention than a call to action, Mother,” he said. “Besides, attempting to take them and defend them by force as the Prince of Harvestglade would certainly pose unexpected challenges. Zaratafenia had a different suggestion.”

“Makoa,” said Avina. “Marrying her would be a mistake.”

He smiled and gave a boyish shrug. “On her terms, undoubtedly. She has her eyes on becoming a queen in the old fashion. But with that said, in a situation where Harvestglade was on its own apart from the rest of Osteanus, I don’t think it would be the worst option.”

“Perhaps not for you,” said Petra, folding her arms.

“I’m speaking of politics, Petra,” he quickly added. “It would be a, uh… marriage of convenience, for the most part.”

“She would do everything in her power to hold complete influence over you,” said Avina.

“Ah, yes.” He turned one hand palm up in their direction. “Whereas you and Petra let me fly as free as bird.”

Avina quirked her mouth sideways, but couldn’t think of a way to refute the assertion. “If it’s truly what you want, Makoa, neither I nor Petra can stop you. But I think you know as well as I or anyone who has spoken with Zaratafenia at length that she has no interest in being an underqueen in the tradition of our people.”

Our people. She wondered, for a moment, if Koa would correct that statement, or if it even needed correction. It was true if he wanted it to be, and false in that same fashion. He could decide for himself now, as an adult, if he was a prince of Harvestglade or Sabantius or both.

“Right now, I think she would outright refuse to be an underqueen, but that may not always be the case.” He chuckled and shook his head. “It feels surreal to be even making such considerations, but I may well need to in coming days. The heralder throne does not seem as far out of reach as it once did.”

“No, it doesn’t,” agreed Avina. “But we should all keep our focus on more immediate concerns. At least for now.”

“For now.” Koa made his way over to the table where the remnants of his dinner and a bottle of wine were laid out. He opened the bottle and started pouring them each a glass.

“Hold off on that for now, my prince.” Petra glanced at Avina once more, who nodded slowly. “I… we… need your help.”

Avina took a breath. She and Petra had carefully considered how to present the situation to Koa, how to secure his aid in opening a rift to Aklesia, the realm of the espers, without revealing too much. She wasn’t prepared to tell him everything, but she also didn’t want to lie to him.

“Petra and I have been attempting to learn more about our bond,” said Avina. “This has been an ongoing investigation of ours. We both have come to the conclusion that we need to seek answers within Aklesia.”

Koa had poured one glass of wine and paused mid sip. He looked at Petra, who nodded, and then back to Avina. “I could open a rift there. I already have a sense of the resonance from when you entered the Hall of Mirrors, Petra. I could confirm it by opening one there first, but I doubt it’s even necessary. It should be a simple matter…”

He frowned as he trailed off, perhaps suspecting there was more to the request than there seemed to be on the surface. Petra smoothly added her piece.

“This, as you know, is a matter dear to my heart, my prince,” she said, coming close and taking Koa’s hand. “It is not just our bond which draws me to the realm of my kind. Much as I would think you share a similar draw toward Sabantius. Osteanus is my home now, but Aklesia may hold answers about who I am… or who I could have been.”

“I understand completely.” Koa ran his thumb up the side of his glass. “I suppose I’m just surprised that you choose now, of all times, to suggest this, Mother. It will need to be more of an exploratory venture given how shortly I’ll need to depart for the peace talks with the Estorians.”

His surprise is warranted, she thought. He has no idea how desperate we’ve become.

“With so much happening between Harvestglade and the rest of the realm, the rest of the world, there may not be another chance for some time,” said Avina. “I agree that this first visit should be a short one. More to see if anything in particular stands out that might be relevant to us in some way.”

“It is all relevant to my eyes, regardless,” said Petra.

“Not to naysay this idea, as I’m also intrigued, but I don’t think we should all go,” said Koa. “I’ll go with Petra, but it’s too dangerous for both the underqueen and prince of Harvestglade to take such a risk. Haza has issued warnings of this realm before.”

Avina nodded slowly, sharing a look with both her esper and her son. Her heart pounded in her chest in a way that made her doubt herself. A realm which even a sorcerer like Hazafallius was wary of — could she really send the two people she cared about and needed most off into it blindly and sit back and hope for the best?

Petra had tears in the corners of her eyes as she took Avina’s hands. She could feel Avina’s conflict just as Avina could feel her emotions, though the storm unsettling the esper’s peace of mind was far harder to label.

“You need this,” whispered Avina.

Petra closed her eyes and nodded once. She needed it for herself, if not as a desperate attempt at settling their bond. From Avina’s perspective, how could it do anything but that? This was a chance for Petra to know a piece of herself that she had been waiting for, yearning for, her entire life.

“I don’t mean to pour water on the spark, but we only have a few hours,” said Koa. “There’s too much going on right now for this to be a longer foray in Aklesia. We have to leave and return tonight.”

“That is more than enough to start,” said Petra.

“No point in dawdling, I suppose.” Koa walked to his boots and began pulling them on. “Are you comfortable in what you’re wearing, Petra?”

The esper quickly hurried back to Avina’s room to put on her own boots, a heavier tunic and leggings, and her dagger. Koa was strapping his sword belt on as she came back and frowned absently at the window.

“Horny likes to sleep outside sometimes now that he’s grown in size,” he muttered. “A shame. He would probably be useful, assuming he didn’t attempt to eat anything poisonous.”

“Next time, perhaps.” Petra’s smile seemed straight from the heart.

She blinked as she looked at Avina, her anticipation and uncertainty making Avina feel almost like she had at her first formal ball as a princess.

“Well, there’s no point in waiting.” Koa pulled out his casting cane and grinned at them both. “Are you ready?”

The swap struck right as Avina and Petra started to answer, swirling the two women’s perspectives around with the lackadaisical efficiency of a pre-storm breeze. The only saving grace was Koa turning to begin his spell work right as they both winced and staggered under the weight of trading places.

“It’s funny,” said Koa. “I think of you, Petra, when I search for the resonance of this realm. It’s so subjective, more of a feeling or a concept instead of a straight path.”

He looked over his shoulder at Petra. Avina bit her lower lip and glanced at her esper, who was frowning in frustration down at the elegant underqueen’s gown she now wore.

“It’s time.” Koa gestured for Avina to come nearer. “One last chance to voice any last-minute objections, Mother?”

Petra hesitated, seeming for a moment like she might try to summon one. And why not? This was her experience, her home realm to find and know and search for meaning within. It was hardly Avina’s choice for them to suffer an anomaly swap there and then, but the accidental nature of it didn’t make the emotional theft any less real.

She felt the shift in the bond, the grim determination in the face of impatience, jealousy, and outright pettiness. Petra wanted to know her realm even if her chance came second. Avina recognized that she did have a choice. She could simply issue a command as the underqueen for them to wait or try to insist that Koa bring her along against better judgment.

The esper stayed in character. “I have no objections, Makoa. Stay safe. Both of you. There is no need to make this initial journey into this realm into anything more than a scouting mission.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Koa thrust his casting cane forward and, with a pull downward, cut open a doorway into Aklesia, the home realm of the espers.


CHAPTER 12

Avina followed behind Koa, taking a cautious step into the realm. For a moment, she was in between worlds. She felt a soft, though not painful popping noise in a space deep within her ears.

“We’ll be back by morning, Mother,” said Koa, talking past her to Petra.

“Yes…” said Petra, with a sigh. “Take care, Makoa.”

Avina took the rest of the step through the rift and slowed to a stop next to her son. The sense of awe that her first glimpse of Aklesia stirred within her was enough to render her speechless.

They stood on a tall hill amid a series of rolling valleys and rivers, but all of the colors were wrong, or at least slightly off. The sky had a purple hue to it, natural and ambient, whereas the grass was tinged teal. The sun was large, but dimmer overall than it should have been, and small tufts of pollen floated on the air despite there being few trees or flowers nearby bountiful enough to supply it.

“Unreal,” muttered Koa.

He laughed and suddenly pulled Avina into a hug. Her surprise and lack of reaction at least seemed to fit with how Petra would have acted in the situation, overwhelmed by the first glimpse of the home realm she’d never known.

“It’s… beautiful,” she muttered. “I hardly even know what to do now but stare.”

“Let’s get a look around,” said Koa. “I can cut a rift back to Osteanus from wherever. I assume this is a static realm, so we’ll pop out right in my room again.”

“That’s reassuring.” Avina took a breath, still blinking and getting used to the massive sun. “Is that a river I see down below us?”

She paused and realized she could hear the water as well as see the strip that cut through at the hill’s base.

“All around us,” said Koa. “We appear to be on an island of sorts.”

They walked down the hill with slow steps, coming to the edge of the water at the bottom. The stream was wide enough and deep enough that they’d need to swim to get by it, but what stood out most was what lay underneath. There was grass visible of the same teal variety coating the hill, which suggested that the canal had been flooded recently.

“Strange,” she said. “You see that, don’t you?”

Koa nodded as he dipped a hand into the water. “It’s warm, too. Not bath warm, but certainly milder than any river I’ve encountered back home.”

Avina leaned forward to test the water for herself. Koa came behind her, and she suddenly became more aware of his presence than the stream she’d just dipped her fingers into. He pulled her against him as she slowly stood up. She sighed with mixed feelings, but mostly love.

“Why don’t we throw our clothes into my pocket realm and swim across?” he suggested. “We’ll change on the other side and stay warmer that way.”

Avina leaned back against him with a sigh. “Is it… safe to swim in this water?”

“We’ll go slow.”

He kissed her shoulder and then her neck. Avina felt a pleasurable shudder run through her. It wasn’t just Koa — Aklesia itself was beautiful to the point of fostering her sense of awe and romance. It made everything seem so simple and easy and right, all the complications, all the twisted lines and broken boundaries.

“What’s the matter?” whispered Koa. “Afraid of getting wet?”

Avina pursed her lips and playfully pushed her elbow backward into his ribs. Koa spun her around, matching her energy as he kissed her hungrily on the lips.

“Not in the slightest, my prince,” she whispered.

And that’s what scares me, she thought. It’s like my heart is under siege, and I’m tempted to open gates.

Koa pulled back from her, and she was as relieved as she was disappointed. He started disrobing and so did she, her fingers hot as they pulled at cloth and ties. Her face went hot as she stripped off the last of her underwear. She tried to tell herself that it was Petra’s body he was seeing, but it felt like a flimsy truth.

Recent events had hardened Koa’s body, strengthening and defining his muscles in that powerful, practical way. He smiled as he noticed her attention. Avina glanced away and immediately felt as though she’d lost, somehow.

She was covering herself and had to force her arm and hand away as she recognized that Petra would have no such reservations. Her entire body felt hot under his gaze. Cooling off in the water seemed like a valid option. What might come along with it made her blush.

Koa had already stored their clothes in his pocket realm, everything save for his casting cane. She heard a small splash against the water’s surface behind her and started to turn around, assuming he’d jumped in. Koa’s strong arms suddenly wrapped around her midriff, and he tipped them both sideways into the water.

Avina gasped, feeling the sudden thrill of the cold, more refreshing than unpleasant. Bubbles escaped her nose and mouth. She came up for air and took a deep breath, slicking back Petra’s hair with a laugh.

“I thought it best for us to jump right in,” he said. “You adjust faster that way.”

He could still stand where he was and took a step on tiptoes, coming close enough to pull her into an embrace. They shared a kiss. Avina gave in to her passion for a beautiful, guilty instant, lips tight against his in the moment. She felt his erection press against her thigh as he started to lift one of her legs up and had to snap herself out of it.

“We are crossing a river, my prince,” she whispered. “Not riding the waves.”

She splashed him and kicked off backward, treading water and taking some space. He slowly swam after her, and Avina’s heart pounded as he came closer and closer. She wanted to reach the other side, to put her clothes back on, and to breathe… but not as badly as she wanted him to catch her.

“The waves aren’t what I’m looking to ride, Petra.” Koa caught her by the foot and slowly began reeling her in.

Avina laughed and gasped and felt so hot all over. The idea that anything this fun and exhilarating and dangerous could be wrong seemed like a surface take. She couldn’t mount her defenses there and then, naked in the river in her esper’s body, under her son’s horny gaze.

She kissed him as he embraced her, feeling the passion like a drug. Koa’s motions in the water bounced her in a natural rhythm. Her eyes bulged as she felt herself briefly come down on his cock, the tip only missing her womanhood by some accident of its angle. She squeezed his shoulders, holding herself up as much as holding herself together.

“You have that look in your eyes again, Petra,” Koa whispered into her ear, voice husky.

“What look?” She bit her lip, shifting as his cock made another close pass. She was hot all over, but the point where his member was grazing her roiled with flames of pleasure.

“Like it’s the first time I ever bedded you all over again.” He kissed her and suddenly gave her a small yank downward.

For an instant, she felt the tip of his cock slip into her. It popped out as Avina reacted, losing her balance in the water and breaking contact between them. She thought she saw Koa reacting to the horror on her face, except… she knew that there was no horror there. Confusion, yes, and surprise, and a shameful amount of lust, more than anything else.

Careful, she thought. Gods, I need to be so careful, but…

They moved together, kisses deepening, bodies locking in, everything except the most intimate point of contact. Koa seemed content to let his cock prod in between her thighs, seeming to tease her with the way it prodded but never quite penetrated her womanhood. The idea that he would bring her to her limit, make it her idea — her fault, was more terrifying than if he’d simply taken her with one single, hard, dominant thrust.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” he whispered.

Avina froze and tried to disguise the surprise and horror in her expression.

“Hard for you, I mean.” He pulled back, stroking her cheek. “The fact that you’re here, in your home realm. I know how much you want to know this place. I’m not a helpless and horny teenager, Petra. I don’t mind waiting until we get back if you want to focus on our surroundings.”

“Ah.” Avina blinked. One of her hands had found its way down to his manhood, and she stopped herself from absently stroking him off. “It is… hard. Thank you, Makoa. I would appreciate that.”

She breathed and forced herself to consider Petra, the odd one out. She’d already stolen a first from her by stepping into Aklesia with their perspectives rearranged. It was enough of an allowance without Avina also giving into ridiculous impulses, crossing lines that she might never come back from.

“When we get back…” He whispered the beginning of a sentence in her ear as he came in close behind her, letting his lips on her neck be its conclusion.

Avina shuddered and leaned back into him, feeling his strong arms holding her up as her legs went weak.

There was a dizzying lurch as her surroundings shifted into a spin. When she finished blinking her eyes, she was back in her own room, sitting on her bed with a subtly impatient posture.


CHAPTER 13

“We should get moving.” Koa pulled their clothing loose from his pocket realm and began sorting out Petra’s stuff from his own. “Uh. Petra?”

She’d had a dazed look on her face ever since they’d made it to the far side of the riverbank. Koa was concerned, but he understood how unpredictable her emotions probably were, given the situation. He’d felt similar at times during his jaunt through Sabantius, with a new question pulling at his focus every few steps forward.

“The air…” said Petra, voice quiet. “That smell. It is so… rich.”

Koa inhaled and nodded. “Almost like ground nuts, or maybe even the dried mushrooms the cooks store in the pantry. It’s pleasant. Far, far more pleasant than some of the realms I’ve visited.”

It wasn’t just the scent that had been mild on Koa’s senses, He hadn’t heard the whisper once since entering Aklesia. His stay within the realm hadn’t necessarily been extensive, but it was a promising sign, one that was refreshing his confidence.

If I don’t hear the whisper while I’m within this realm, I know at least my mind is sound.

“My prince?” Petra came over to him and set a hand on his shoulder. “Do you see that?”

He looked in the direction she was facing. A small grove of thin and pliable trees waved in the wind, each one with arm-thick green stalks and a jumble of loose tendrils in various colors at the head that almost looked like long hair.

“They have an interesting look to them, but I somehow doubt the taste would appeal to the mouth,” he said.

“Not the vegetation.” She drew him along by the hand as she walked to the tallest of the trees.

Koa saw what he’d overlooked — there was a banner tied to it. Petra rose up on her tiptoes to try to reach it but couldn’t quite get high enough.

“Let’s leave it, for now,” said Koa. “It may be some kind of land marker, or perhaps even an object of religious significance. We have no idea.”

He frowned at the pattern drawn on it, like a spiral in black made from overlapping straight lines that got increasingly smaller toward the center, which was a single red circle. It looked most of all like a battle standard, as he reconsidered.

Petra was already hurrying past the stalk trees, awe and curiosity clearly written into her movements and posture. Koa shared that sense of awe toward the realm’s beauty, but to him, it was a double-edged sword.

She’s acting so strange, he thought. Loud and affectionate and then almost silent.

He followed close behind her as they came out to the other side of the stalks, but Petra’s attention was entirely narrowed onto their surroundings. He wondered how much conflict she harbored within her heart. He prayed for her not to ask the question he feared most — whether she or both of them might stay in Aklesia longer, perhaps commit to knowing the realm over their own.

“There.” Petra came to a stop and turned to look at him, smiling. “Look at that mist in the distance.”

Koa had to squint to see what she was talking about, near to the sun’s corner of the sky as it was. Part of the horizon was faintly occluded by swirling and sparkling mist, like the spray off a waterfall gleaming in sunlight, but on a scale so massive as to challenge any comparison.

“What is that?” muttered Koa.

It seemed to jut out from the ground itself, extending upward, piercing the white clouds against the mild violet tones of the sky.

“I…” Petra trailed off as their answer came before her guess.

The mist seemed to sink downward in swirling tufts and sparkling droplets. Koa slowly shook his head, recognizing the general shape of a tree trunk behind it, but a massive trunk wider across than any castle he’d seen and so tall that its first branches were hidden by cloud cover.

A rushing noise came from the river they’d recently crossed. Looking back in that direction, Koa watched the water level briefly surge several feet higher before abruptly leveling off and starting to drop. Over the course of perhaps five minutes, they watched the water level sink lower and lower until it ceased to flow entirely.

“This… is different,” he muttered. “Was the tree where all this water came from?”

“Or perhaps… it is where it all went,” muttered Petra. “Into the tree’s roots.”

She shrugged, but it was as good of a guess as he could supply in the moment. A smile dawned on Petra’s face that simultaneously warmed Koa’s heart and threatened to break it.

“We should keep moving,” he suggested. “We only have so much time here, Petra.”

“I know. I would not aspire to keep us here beyond what time we have available just yet.”

They continued onward, traveling slowly as much out of wariness as to take in the realm’s surreal beauty. The tufts of pollen that floated on the air from high above seemed more explainable, though if they were the seeds of the tree they could see in the distance, it seemed few found success in growth.

The hilly area they traversed was cut through at the bottom by a complex web of canals much like the one they’d swum across before. The deepest ones they encountered now were no more than ankle high with most having completely drained. Koa imagined the area from above and pictured something resembling a river delta, though he saw no larger body on the horizon for all the water to pool into.

He looked toward the tree again, which lay in the direction they’d naturally been walking in. A flock of birds, at least a few hundred, emerged from cloud cover. Koa wished he could see them up close for comparison, but the thought was orphaned by what he saw following in the wake of them.

“What… is that?” muttered Petra.

“No idea.”

The nearest object Koa could compare the massive floating creatures chasing after the birds to would have been an orange, or perhaps a peach, but hundreds of times larger. A small creature seemed to hang underneath each of the floating, tan colored spheres, but Koa could only assume that the entirety of the mass was one creature. He could see the sphere breathing — crumpling inward and expanding outward— in a fashion that seemed to give them upward lift.

The birds weren’t fast enough. The sphere flyers drew nearer and nearer, positioning around the flock as a group until one of them was directly in their path. All at once, one of the sphere flyers inverted, catching the birds like a practiced fisherman might collect a school of fish in a net. The inverted sphere flier swayed from side to side as it sank groundward, swaying like a feather falling through the air, not too fast, not too slow.

“That’s quite the parlor trick,” muttered Koa.

“Indeed.” Petra opened her mouth as though to say more but grabbed his hand instead.

A small group of people — espers, from their skin color — glided past the birds and the sphere flyers. Each one held a massive leaf overhead, with ropes or lines of some sort attaching them and giving them control. Koa counted at least ten, most of whom had skin of a faint red color that reminded him of Zentallion, Underqueen Lassius’s esper.

“They seek to land!” snapped Petra. “If they continue descending, they would touch down just over that hill!”

She stabbed a finger in a northwestern direction and took off before Koa could offer an opinion.

“Hold on!” He broke into a sprint, annoyed by how fast Petra could be when she wanted. “Petra, we don’t know the situation yet!”

He lost sight of her as she went over the next hill and saw that she’d gained even more ground as he started down it. As Koa finally caught up on the rest of the following slope, he mirrored her posture, dropping to a low crouch.

The first sign of a true settlement sat in the valley below them. The dwellings were basic — animal skin tents, mostly, with a larger wooden structure with a roof of the same massive leaves they’d seen the espers using as gliders. It was basic but beautiful, and rather tragically, it was under attack.

The speed with which the attack was taking place left Koa stunned and horrified, though it made sense when set against the power the espers were throwing around. Flames and force and colorful sparks rippled through the air, tossing the tents aside and turning the wooden house into a deathtrap inferno.

Espers ran around in all directions, some fleeing, others killing. All of them were pale red in color, a distinction which left Koa wondering if the coloring of an esper was similar to distinctions of heritage back in Osteanus. It made little difference in the current moment with the smells of fire and death on the air, screams and war cries echoing into a chorus of chaos.

“We… have to…” Petra’s hands were balled together, a slight tremor running through her.

“Stay hidden for now.” Koa set his palm flat atop one of her hands. “We have no idea what’s going on, Petra. This is horrible, objectively so, but… I don’t think anything we could do would make it any better.”

There was an aspect to it that made him suddenly question all the beauty he’d seen within the realm up to that point. The leaf gliders had seemed so majestic and peaceful in the sky, only to land and sow nothing but death and destruction. Beauty was not just in the eye of the beholder, but in the understanding or misunderstanding of the sight.

Koa drew Petra back a few feet to place them entirely out of view from anyone who might take issue with their observation. They lay flat on their stomachs and watched a horrible scene play out, each new aspect worse than the previous.

A pair of women, likely mother and daughter from the way they clung together, were brought into the open and raped by several of the men in the raiding party. A pyre of death was constructed, into which both the dead and the dying were carelessly tossed.

The leaf gliders left in the same way they’d arrived, each one unrolling their leaf and, with an odd running and jumping start, found lift on the wind. Koa waited until the village was still and the gliders were out of sight before tapping Petra on the shoulder and standing up.

“I… I cannot…” Tears stained her face.

Koa put an arm around her, knowing how hard the whiplash of emotions must have struck her. To get a taste of Aklesia’s beauty followed so immediately by its savagery.

“We can leave, Petra,” he said. “Right now. When we come back, we’ll seek out a better place than the one we found this time.”

“There may still be some left alive down there.” She wiped at her eyes, with only a sliver of hope left in her expression.

“Petra…” Koa breathed out. “It’s possible. But I don’t know if it would be for the best.”

She shook her head and started down the hill. Koa followed close behind her, breathing through his mouth as much as possible as the wind shifted and ash of the dead began to drift their way.

There wasn’t much left, but everything Koa could identify underlined a singular, sad fact. People, espers, had lived happily within the settlement. A partially charred wooden figurine poked out of the grass in one place, while a skirt of a thin, wispy and white material jutted loose from a leather bag. A platter of sliced fruit sat atop a rock with several stools around it, a simple meal half taken that none present would have ever assumed to be their last.

A cough came from their left. Petra whirled in that direction before Koa could issue a warning of caution or simply attempt to reel in her expectations. They pushed past a partially-collapsed tent to find a little esper girl with red skin and curly black hair laying amid a patch of blue flowers. Her left arm was badly broken, with the hand dangling at a sickening angle though the skin was unmarred.

“Oh!” Petra was instantly at the girl’s side. “Stay still. If you move, you will cause yourself pain. Try to breathe!”

She, of course, didn’t speak Ostean, but Koa saw something that informed him it wouldn’t be the only hurdle they’d need to get past to help her.

“She has a leaf glider underneath her, Petra,” said Koa. “I… would assume she came with the attackers.”

“She is a child!” hissed Petra. “How… could that be?”

“Perhaps they just have a different idea of what the role of a child is than we do.”

Koa thought of the pilgrimage to Glass Tree Grove that every native blooded Ostean noble took, how the ill-understood process joined them to a fellow young esper. It was understood that the espers came from across realms, but the reality of a child esper being forcibly migrated in such a way was tragic in its own right. The question of why was, at least from the Ostean side, one lost to the ages.

Haza, thought Koa. What do you know?

He stooped down to pull the leaf glider away from the girl and noticed a small pouch on its underside. The girl hissed and spat at him, but seemed to recoil from her pain when she attempted a greater movement.

“These are… berries,” muttered Koa, as he pulled loose the bag’s contents.

Each was about the size of a raspberry, but white and silver in color with a faint glitter that reminded him of veil glass.

“Ah.” Petra reached into the bag and took a handful of them. “We should bring these back with us. Along with the girl.”

“The girl?” Koa frowned and shook his head as the tiny esper girl snapped her teeth and hissed at him like a feral animal. “I don’t think she wants our help, Petra.”

“She was left here with a broken arm!” snapped Petra. “Do you think she will last long in this state?”

“For all we know her leaf flier friends might be on their way back,” said Koa.

“But we have no assurance of that.” Petra leveled her eyes at him seriously. “We can bring her with us just as easily as we can bring her back, and the castle healer can easily splint a broken arm.”

Koa sighed, but shrugged and dropped his protest. “Have fun explaining your reasoning to my mother. I’ll help you, Petra, but I won’t defend this decision.”

“Thank you, my prince.”

She stepped forward and smiled at him. He grabbed the front of her tunic and pulled her closer, kissing her deeply.


CHAPTER 14

Avina awoke in her own bed, in her own body, with someone knocking on her very own door. She groaned and forced her head out from the quilt, recognizing the voice of one of her handmaidens.

Former handmaiden, she silently corrected. “What is it, Reese?”

“Your Highness!” she said. “It’s Cathelia and Savantra! They’re concerned about the esper girl down in the infirmary. She tries to bite them whenever they come close, and they’ve had to tie her down.”

“The… what?” Avina looked at Petra as she tried to make sense of the words.

The esper was feigning sleep — Avina could feel it through the bond — and a shove to the shoulder was enough to get her talking.

“Makoa and I stumbled into a raid on an esper village late last night.” Petra shrugged. “There was a little girl left in the aftermath.”

“You let him convince you to take some random esper child back to Osteanus?” Avina propped her head up on one elbow and glanced at Petra incredulously where she lay naked in bed beside her. “You can’t let him simply make every foolish choice that pops into his head!”

“It was my choice,” said Petra quietly. She slid out from the bed and began pulling clothes on.

Avina didn’t know what to say, sensing the knotted emotions tight within Petra through their bond. She dressed alongside the esper in silence, and the two set out for the infirmary.

The noises that greeted them as they headed for the door were less than promising. Savantra and Cathelia were arguing over the sound of the esper girl hissing and speaking in her own incomprehensible language.

“You have no idea if such sleeping herbs would even work on her, and that’s setting aside the morality of dosing a child!” snapped Cathelia.

“She’s going to torch your beds if you don’t have a more practical solution!” countered Savantra. “Bah! It’s not uncommon for out-of-control warriors to be sedated, when needed. Don’t be so soft.”

“She’s a child, not a warrior!” shouted Cathelia.

“What’s going on here?” asked Avina. “Step back from that bed and—”

Both healers leapt out of the way, and Avina realized why a moment too late. The red skinned esper girl flung a wheel of fire in her direction, conjured from thin air in much the way of espers and their powers. By the time Avina realized what was going on it was already far too late to dodge.

Petra swept a hand wreathed in darkness through the flames right as they were about to make contact, dispelling them in a puff of energy. The girl hissed through her teeth and glared at Petra.

She was trying to get up, but one of the healers had the forethought to tie her down to the bed, which was too much of a hurdle to overcome with her splinted hand and arm. She was reaching for what appeared to be a massive leaf which lay on the floor next to the bed with her good arm.

“What’s this?” asked Avina, stooping to pick it up. The little girl hissed again, but Avina kept her focus off the child and her growing headache as she lifted the strange leaf.

“They used them to glide, but it is what she was collecting which I thought was interesting.” Petra showed Avina a small pouch cut into the leaf, pulling loose what looked like berries made of glass. “It seems as though the espers were seeking these. I thought they might be of interest to us, or perhaps Haza.”

Avina nodded slowly. There might well be a connection. Their current guess as to one of the contributing factors to the discord within the bond was a shard of glass left in Avina’s body from an incident during her childhood. Berries dusted with glass… could they perhaps lend themselves to a treatment?

The little esper girl began to summon more flames, puncturing any hope of a calm interlude.

“You sure you don’t want to try the herbs?” asked Savantra, with a dark cackle.

Petra stepped forward, seizing the esper girl’s good arm and jabbing a finger in her face. “Stop this nonsense! You are being treated, not held captive.”

Surprisingly, the girl stopped. She seemed to view Petra with wariness, if not respect. Petra waited a few seconds before whirling on Avina with similar energy.

“I would never have been able to live with myself had I simply left this child to suffer and likely die, Avina,” said Petra. “I know you can understand this.”

“I can, Petra,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t fault you for your empathy. I just… hope you realize that this is your problem to handle. There is too much else going on right now with Estoria, the other queendoms, these peace talks, gods, even Zaratafenia!”

“I know, and it will be,” said Petra.

Even as Avina heard her agree, she knew it wasn’t and couldn’t be the case. They both knew it. The line between them had grown too thin, and the anomaly would force the problem of the esper girl into both their laps regardless of how much Petra wished to take full responsibility. With a sigh, Avina scooped up a handful of the berries and glanced at Savantra.

“Is Haza awake?” she asked.

“My love has been… sleeping in, as of late,” answered the master surgeon. There was an undercurrent of sadness in her voice that made Avina want to ask more about the sorcerer’s condition, though she knew better at the moment.

“Have him take a look at a few of these once he wakes,” said Avina, placing a few of the berries in Savantra’s hand. “Reese. Could you take the rest of them and put them somewhere safe?”

“Of course, Your Highness,” said Reese. “I was also on my way to inform you about the prince’s departure when this incident occurred. He had some questions about his retinue.”

Avina sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “Of course. I’ll head to see him now. Thank you for informing me.”

Petra’s gaze lingered on the esper girl for another moment before she turned and fell into step alongside Avina. They were silent as they made their way down the hall. The tension had two layers, the quiet surface and the ever-present churn of emotions underneath.

“I do not wish to fight with you on a new front, Avina,” said Petra.

“Nor do I, which is why I wish you’d checked with me before adopting a child.”

“I have not adopted her!” snapped Petra. “I cannot apologize for my inability to turn off my heart.”

“I’m not asking you to!” she said forcefully. “I just wish…”

Avina sighed, finding it hard to articulate her emotions without feeling like a spoiled princess.

I just wish the consequences of Petra’s choices didn’t land so heavily on us both.

The one blessing of their bond was that at times when she couldn’t find the words, Petra still took her meaning through the brute force of her emotions.

“It is time for us to seek a solution,” said Petra. “Whatever it takes. We must break free from this entanglement.”

“I wish the act of doing so were as simple as the words made it sound.” She touched Petra’s arm and nodded toward the castle’s entrance. “Let’s focus on Makoa for now. He’s going to need our help and advice and a heavy helping of luck in the coming days.”

The prince of Harvestglade was outside the castle, standing alongside his fully loaded horse. Verity and Horny were both with him, as was Captain Lauric. None of them looked happy.

“What’s wrong?” Avina drew up next to Koa and touched his arm.

“Lauric can explain better than I can,” said Koa with most of a yawn.

“The prince is going to have to travel with a retinue consisting almost entirely of Zaratafenia’s Sabantian mercenaries,” said Lauric.

“What? No.” Avina frowned and shook her head. “We still have some men who we should yet be able to spare for this journey.”

“We would, ironically enough, if not for the Sabantians,” muttered Lauric. “Underqueen Avina, you must understand. If we send our last few Harvestglade fighting men along with the prince, there would be nothing left here to stop the Sabantians from quite literally walking in and claiming the castle.”

Avina tightened her hand on Koa’s arm as though a part of her wished she could protect him from the danger such a situation posed. Could she?

“Mav,” she said, addressing the handmaiden right as she caught up. “Go find Ani. Inform him that he will be accompanying his prince on a journey.”

“Is that really necessary, Mother?” asked Koa.

“I’d like there to be one extra set of ears that understands Sabantian present,” said Avina.

“I’m sure Zaratafenia will insist on coming along, given how prone she is to trying to influence me,” said Koa. “She may be ambitious and deceitful, but I’d doubt she’d attempt treachery while I still have potential value.”

Once more, Avina found herself wishing she could protect him, though this time from a rather different variety of threat. She made eye contact with Verity, who was milling about next to Koa, and pulled her out of earshot of the others.

“Verity,” she said in a quiet voice. “You have one objective, one command from your underqueen which you must fulfill above all else.”

Verity gave a subtle nod, eyes serious.

“Don’t allow Koa and Zaratafenia to have any significant amount of time alone together.”


CHAPTER 15

“What did my mother just ask you?”

Koa tried to make the question sound casually curious instead of suspiciously demanding and landed somewhere in the middle. Expectedly, Verity made a movement of her hand in lieu of words, a lazy swipe as though to dismiss any concern over such an unimportant matter.

“You aren’t my mother’s handmaiden anymore, Verity,” he said.

She nodded and turned to leave. He grabbed her arm, not roughly, but tight enough to hold her where she was.

“You aren’t my servant, either,” he whispered. “You’re my friend. My companion. My… someone I trust.”

She nodded again, and her eyes held his, confirming the trust, if not revealing anything more. Ani arrived and stood attentively near Koa. He sent the young Sabantian into town to inform Zaratafenia of the situation.

My mother is right in having him as part of this journey, at the very least, he thought. Relying on Zaratafenia will pose new complications.

Koa had finished his own preparations for the journey, and there was little else to do but await Zaratafenia’s response. It came with surprising speed. He wondered if she’d been anticipating making the journey, invited or not, as he eyed her in full traveling garb, bags packed, leading her retinue toward the castle.

He made a point of mounting Ghost and meeting her at the gate with Verity on her mount and Horny on his other side. Talbot, Lauric’s second-in-command, was the only castle guard free to spare and accompany them. Koa still remembered how Talbot had distinguished himself during the Battle of Gladetown, however, and trusted him implicitly.

The wind picked up in the moment before Zaratafenia reached them. For an instant, Koa was sure he could hear the voice again, his waking nightmare. He blinked and suppressed his reaction, much as he had when he’d heard it that morning, just outside his window. He had to save his queendom before he could allow himself to lose his mind.

“Prince Makoa.” Zaratafenia wore leather riding pants and a thick winter tunic atop her hookhorn, fine braided hair twisted up and out of her face. “Your servant asked for help on your behalf, and help has arrived.”

“In record time, it seems,” he said, making a show of eyeing the dozen or so Sabantian warriors she had with her. All of her finest, from what he’d seen of them fighting. “I will, of course, pay each man you can loan me for the journey half upfront.”

Zaratafenia’s laugh was as musical as it was mocking. “That would be unnecessary. I was planning on approaching the Estorians to discuss the future regardless of Harvestglade’s intentions. Northern Sabantius has been on the peripheral of events for too long.”

Koa pulled his horse closer to hers, holding her gaze in an interesting way. “Ah, but you and I still haven’t finished our own discussion, dessian.”

Verity chose that moment to bring her own mare in close at his side, silently inserting herself into the conversation. Zaratafenia eyed her with a mixture of disdain and amusement.

“It seems unlikely to me for all parties involved in these peace talks to reach a mutually agreeable solution,” she said. “You are young, Prince Makoa. Energetic and unbroken. You do not know the harshness of reality as you should yet. You should be mindful of the options you have. Limited, yes, but some of which I believe you find… quite satisfactory.”

“We should speak more of this, dessian.” He felt a dangerous stirring within him as they continued to stare at each other. “There will be ample time for discussion on this journey.”

“Oh, of that, I am quite sure,” said Zaratafenia.

Verity let out a sharp whistle, and Horny suddenly flapped his wings and shot skyward. The wind generated from his lift tousled hair and cloaks, along with kicking up a fair amount of dust that forced everyone to look away. Zaratafenia turned her mount back toward her men.

“Impeccable timing as always, Verity,” muttered Koa.

She shook her head slowly and then leaned in to speak rare words. “She may betray you.”

“I’m well aware of that,” he said. “I may betray her. The knife cuts both ways.”

He climbed off his horse to say one last goodbye to his mother and Petra. He shared several deep kisses with Petra before pulling the underqueen into a tight and lengthy hug. Memories of how close they’d become in recent days, including moments outside the bounds of a normal relationship, made him acutely aware of her soft body against his.

“Stay safe, Makoa.” She pulled back, cupping his cheek and meeting his eyes. “Do your best on Harvestglade’s behalf, but above all else, come home alive and whole.”

“That’s the idea.” He grinned, one hand still resting on her waist. “This war won’t last forever. We may well already be through the worst of it. I’m… looking forward to the calm that will follow. Spending time in the castle, without a crisis around every corner.”

“As am I.”

They stayed close, their embrace perhaps deeper than it should have been, but the folk of Harvestglade already knew their underqueen loved their prince. Koa doubted whether they knew the full extent of that love. He doubted whether he did.

He pulled back through a force of will, wishing they were in private but wondering where such a moment alone might have led. He climbed back on his horse, nodded to Talbot and Verity, and set off into town with Horny circling overhead.

He’d grown to expect a certain amount of fanfare for his departure, given his recent increase in renown and the respect of the common folk. Gladetown, however, had more pressing concerns. The damage done by the Estorians was reflected most in the number of refugees, people crowding the edges of the street and huddled together in rough tents with nowhere to go.

A few people glanced in his direction, murmurs and the occasional shout of acknowledgment, but Koa was otherwise unremarked upon as he continued down the street and out of the town proper. The journey would first take them east to the glass road, which they’d follow to the north for perhaps a day and a half before cutting back into the wilderness.

He was in the lead with Verity and Talbot following and Zaratafenia and her Sabantians trailing further behind as his horse began to crunch through snow.

Horny split his time between trailing behind Koa and seeming fascinated by some of the natural hookhorns, likely the female ones, in the care of Zaratafenia’s men. The path into the trees was beautiful during the winter, but also cold and unforgiving.

“…Help.”

He closed his eyes as he heard the whisper, wishing he could simply will it away.

“Ma… koa.”

A sudden bout of nausea struck him with spinning intensity. He held up a hand and hurriedly dismounted, almost falling in his haste to get down. He made it into the trees and mostly out of sight before doubling over and retching into the snow.

“Enough,” he whispered. “I… can’t help you. I never could. Can you just let me go? Let me move forward?”

Verity came up behind him and began rubbing his shoulders. He shrugged her away, but she persisted, her hand soothing his back as he dry heaved hard a few more times.

“I can’t…” he muttered.

“You can,” whispered Verity.

She took a handkerchief out, wiped his cheek with it, and pressed it into his fingers.


CHAPTER 16

Avina watched Koa’s departure, first from the castle’s courtyard, and then from her second-floor study’s window as his party continued through town. She was concerned in so many different ways that trying to assuage any single fear was like tugging at an impossible knot.

And she was tugging at it, silently, with Petra doing the same. She felt the instant their various anxieties for Koa became something more, but there was nothing they could do to stop the swap from hitting them as hard as it always did.

“Milady?” asked Mav. “Are you all right?”

Avina leaned forward against her desk, and then against the bookshelf, and then back to her desk, perspective bouncing like a fruit tossed down a hill. She couldn’t answer, not with any sense of dependability of whose voice would utter the words.

“Your Highness!” said Mav. “Lady Petra? Should I run for the healer?”

“Haza…” she muttered in Petra’s voice.

“Quickly. He’ll know what we need.” She finished back in her own body, managing to at least feign coherence.

Mav hurried off, aware of the seriousness of the situation if not the specifics.

Avina and Petra found each other and slowly sank to the floor where at least the world spinning around them didn’t hold the threat of a hard fall. They sat back-to-back, sharing the unsettling experience as much as enduring it.

It seemed to take an age for Haza to arrive. Savantra was helping Haza along, supporting the old sorcerer by the shoulder, which at least offered an explanation. Avina and Petra had managed to find their footing, back in their own bodies and in between episodes.

“You’re… both patient and kind for aiding Haza in his current condition, Savantra,” said Avina. “I will have to ask you to set him down in a chair and give us the room, as our business is private.”

“She can be trusted.” Haza’s voice was an echo of his haggard state, thin and raspy and pained. “She will have to be if you are about to ask me what I expect you will.”

His eyes shifted, panning between Avina and Petra. He glanced at the table, where Petra had left the bag of the crystalline berries they’d taken from the esper child. Avina hissed out a breath as another problem in need of addressing edged into focus.

“How is the girl?” she asked Savantra.

“Asleep, thank the gods,” muttered the old woman. “She is a hellion, but I imagine most spirited children would be in her shoes. She’s in a place she doesn’t know. A realm full of people that must look strange to her, speaking words she can’t understand. Let’s hope she sleeps for a few more hours to come.”

“Glass seeds and esper sprouts.” Haza pulled free of Savantra and fumbled a few cane-tapping steps over to the table to examine one of the berries. “I once suspected you Osteans had meddled in Aklesia much as my people meddled in so many other realms. Now I can’t help but wonder… what if the reverse is truly the case?”

“I didn’t call you up here to speculate on inter-realm dynamics, Hazafallius,” said Avina.

“I’m an old man, my fair queen,” said Haza. “I’ll speculate if I damn well—”

He broke off into a sudden coughing fit, tottering sideways and dropping the berry, which caught the gleam of a sunbeam as it rolled across the floor. Savantra rushed to his side, catching him before he hit the ground.

They shared an ungraceful dance as they found their balance, Savantra whispering concerned questions which Haza dismissed with brusque words of his own. The surgeon had tears in the corners of her eyes as she helped him get his cane back underneath him.

“I’m old,” said Haza with a horribly weary sigh. “You should ask for what you need, Underqueen Avina. I… am unsure of how much time I yet have to fulfill requests.”

Avina looked at Petra, and the esper slowly nodded, all of the strain and the struggle reflected in her expression.

“We can’t live like this anymore, Haza,” muttered Avina. “If the seal brand is the only way forward, so be it.”

“It may be the only way forward.” Haza picked up another glass berry and gave it a squeeze as if checking its ripeness. “With that said, I have an idea. One which may well suit your condition perfectly. The glass within your body which seems to be the catalyst for your… enhanced connection with your esper. It may be possible to use a lesser brand, without the connotations due to them, if we use these berries in the ink.”

Avina nodded slowly. The connotations Haza spoke of were, of course, related to the seal brand's ability to serve as a magical chain of sorts. The Estorians used them to control their slaves. The idea of binding Petra to her through such means, even if it did contain their bond in the process, had never sat well with either of them.

“Would that work?” asked Avina.

“Lady Underqueen, you have no solution presently that will simply work,” said Haza. “This is what I would try, were I you. The form of a seal brand I speak of is, in some ways, temporary. I will place it on your body — both your bodies, this will need to be a joint seal — and seal the ink with resin. It should hold well enough for you to bathe and not chafe off on clothing, but it will last no longer than a week or two, perhaps a month if you’re extremely careful.”

“I need a solution more durable than that,” muttered Avina.

“Yes,” said Petra. “It is a start. But with your condition, Hazafallius, what are we to do if…?”

She didn’t finish the question, but she didn’t have to.

“This would only be a test, of sorts,” said Haza. “If it works, you can apply a similar seal using a traditional tattooing method and make it permanent. I say you, but in truth, I mean… Savantra. She will need to be the one doing the work. My hands are not as strong or steady as they were even just a few scant days ago.”

Avina’s anxiety flared at all of the obvious potential ways such an attempt might go wrong. She refused to back down. It was no choice at all. The swaps with Petra had become so pervasive as to border on being emotionally traumatic. She would be doing this for all of them — herself, Petra, Koa, even Harvestglade.

She couldn’t tell whether it was her own hesitation and anxiety she felt through the bond, or Petra’s, or a deeper combination of them both. It was strange to look deeply into that question. It felt almost like they’d been oversharing emotionally for so long that a part of them existed solely in that in-between place, outside their hearts but just as pressing and present.

Will it still exist if we do this? Will we quiet this bond, or amputate it?

“If this is a treatment you wish to attempt, Lady Underqueen, I must emphasize that the sooner you push on with it, the better,” muttered Haza. “The knowledge of how to do this is limited in an… unfortunate way.”

He wiped a hand across his mouth, smearing another spot of blood onto the bony knuckle of his thumb. He spoke for himself, perhaps, but they were all in that same situation, really. Koa, heading into perhaps the most critical peace talk of Harvestglade’s history alone due to Avina and Petra’s inability to guarantee the consistency of their perspectives. Harvestglade itself, ruled by an underqueen suffering from a hidden mental malady.

Most of all, she’d developed a fear of her own heart, as the emotions that lay within could no longer be trusted. It was different from not trusting Petra — an experience which, of course, she’d also recently had to battle with. She and Petra were much alike, which made the differences in who they were, who they loved, how they loved, that much more dangerous and confusing.

Avina looked at Petra and could at least trust the resolve she saw in her esper’s expression, a match for her own determination.

“We’ll do this, Hazafallius,” she said. “It’s the only way.”


CHAPTER 17

A deceptive serenity coated Harvestglade in winter. Koa traveled at the front of his retinue, putting down fresh tracks on the powder of the trail under tree branches bowed with patches of white. The snow had a quieting effect that made the world seem so small and simple.

It was an illusion, one he reluctantly but actively dispelled. Trade had slowed to a crawl in wartime, which should have left the trail overburdened with several storms’ worth of snow. It was clear, aside from the most recent snowfall, likely from the deluge of refugees fleeing to Gladetown.

The sky was a murky, uncertain gray overhead. Verity had taken the initiative of scouting from above with Horny, ensuring they weren’t bumbling into an ambush. It was a genuine risk, given the circumstances under which Lorelai had issued her invitation.

Koa didn’t say anything as he watched Verity take to the air for the third time. She did it so casually, without even dismounting her horse. Freeing her feet from her stirrups, she whispered a word or two into Horny’s ear — she spoke to him more than anyone else — and then waited as he flapped his wings. Her mare would shudder, but not break stride as Verity gripped the hookhorns legs as the animal passed overhead, trading one mount for another without a pause in between.

He was happy to see her like this, active and engaged and recovering, if not recovered. He was happy… and, in a dark and petty place, outright jealous. The voice hadn’t stopped since he’d first left Harvestglade, a rolling whisper on the wind, a faint call from just behind every other clump of trees.

It was subtle, not nearly as blatant or insistent as it was when he’d heard it through his window back in Harvestglade. He hated that about it. In a shameful moment as he’d been packing, Koa had slipped a bottle of brandy into his pack.

Every time the whisper teased his ears, he was tempted to pull it out and have a sip. He argued with himself over whether it was necessary, whether it would help, whether it would taste as good as he expected, even.

It would be a bad solution, even assuming it worked, he thought. Especially if it worked.

“You seem distracted, Prince Makoa.” Zaratafenia’s voice was like a teasing test. “Do you not remember the way?”

He blinked, realizing they’d arrived at a junction in the road. With Verity off overhead with Horny and Talbot bringing up the party’s rear, he was the only native Harvestglader at the front. He was the only one who knew the lay of the land and, therefore, which path they needed to take.

“It’s this way,” he said, trying and failing to reel in his annoyance.

“Is it?” Zaratafenia somehow turned her smile into a test from where she sat atop her hookhorn.

“You’ll have to take my word for it,” he said. “It’s a matter of trust. Consider this a taste of what the next few days will feel like, especially as we begin our dialogue with the Estorians.”

“I only question your judgment in the same way I test a rope before climbing it,” said Zaratafenia. “It is your choice whether to take offense at my scrutiny.”

“It is your tone that offends me, not your scrutiny,” he said.

“Is that so?” Zaratafenia laughed and let out a sigh of exaggerated patience. “You wish for me to coddle you like your mother and her esper? You wish for me to treat you like the second coming of Argonius simply because you’ve managed to surprise a few opponents with your spells?”

“Weren’t we talking about the path? What do my past battles have to do with our current direction, dessian?”

She would rile him if he let her. Koa knew himself well enough to admit that, especially in his current confuddled state. The larger question was whether he could hold her verbal sparring off without him riling her in a similar manner. He needed her, and especially her men, to have any hope of being taken seriously by the Estorians.

A frustrating reality, but an undeniable one. The true negotiation might well take place before the enemy ever comes into view.

“You are yet to fight a worthy foe, Prince Makoa,” said Zaratafenia in a hissed whisper. “You are overconfident and primed for both surprise and disappointment.”

“Makoa…” came a whisper. “Help…”

“I want to help you,” he said. He shook his head, feeling the strange, heady pull of the voice overriding the rest of the moment. Zaratafenia looked caught off guard.

“I… would welcome your help.” She furrowed her brow. “You sounded… like your uncle, just then. Perhaps I fall to old ways, old patterns of goading more suited to him than for you.”

“Makoa…”

“Quiet!”

He held up a hand, shushing Zaratafenia. A crack came from somewhere in the distance, beyond the snow and trees he could see. It was too in line with where the voice had seemed to emanate from. He spurred his horse toward it, breaking from the trail and forcing his mount to reluctantly stomp through deeper snow.

“Prince Makoa?” called Zaratafenia.

“Hold on!” He wasn’t sure whether he was talking to Zaratafenia, or whomever awaited him on the other side of his madness.

Ghost whinnied his displeasure as Koa pressed his horse forward. The quieting veil of winter’s snow left him feeling like he’d entered another realm after just a minute of lumpy riding.

Ghost reared up right as Koa was making to climb off, tossing him sideways before taking off into the distance in an uncharacteristic show of temper. He hardly cared — he could still hear the whisper, just his name over and over again now. Makoa, Makoa, Makoa. He sprinted after it into the distance.

“Why?” he hissed. “Am I losing my mind, or are you driving me mad? Ruby… I can’t do this anymore! I have to let you…”

He trailed off as he rounded a fallen log, his boots filled with snow from the undisturbed blanket he now stomped through. A feminine figure stood waiting for him. Ruby… no, not Ruby. He stared in a state of blank awe as he realized he still knew her.

“Ves…” Koa fell to his knees and choked out a laugh. “Gods damn it. That… explains far too much.”

Ves, the majestic vestalix who he’d known only for their brief encounter during the great hunt, stood amidst a circle of trees. She looked… well, cold, was the first adjective Koa would have reached for.

Frost clung to the outer layer of bark covering her curvaceous and fertile feminine figure. Flakes of snow powdered the vine strands of her hair, and her emerald eyes had a dulled quality to them, like the surface of a frozen pond. She looked like what she was — a summer plant enduring winter.

“Finally…” The whisper came from all directions, amplified by the rustle of leaves and branches, the forest itself.

Koa wasn’t surprised he hadn’t recognized it as her voice immediately. She sounded as different in the winter as the ambient noise of nature itself.

“Yes!” He pulled Ves into a tight hug as his joy and relief intermingled. “I’m not insane! I’m not cursed! I’m—”

Ves seized him by the neck and lifted him into the air, bark creaking through the power of the movement. Koa responded on reflex as much as his sword, Steelbreaker did. He drew it and opened a rift to the Realm of Broken Armaments in a single sweeping motion.

He was still struggling to breathe as weapon shards began pouring out, but he had the wherewithal to simply posture with them rather than attacking. Ves seemed to rein in her lapse of control, loosening her grip and stepping back. Koa didn’t have much experience reading her expression, but there he thought he saw a subtle undercurrent of respect in the shift of her face.

“No… fight,” hissed Ves. “Help.”

“That’s why I came to you, apparently,” he said. “I wish I’d realized it was you sooner. Why didn’t you come seek me out directly?”

He knew the answer even as he asked the question. Ves had been notoriously shy during the Great Hunt. It had only been Koa’s accidental jaunt into the Plains of Maltrus with her that’d allowed them to reach an understanding with one another. It was hard to imagine her attempting to sneak into the castle or even approach him during his patrols on the outskirts of Harvestglade given her aversion to being out in the open and around most people.

“Defilers…” whispered Ves. “My forest… cries.”

He thought for an instant that she was speaking of his traveling party, but that didn’t fit. He lifted a hand up, and she reflected the movement perfectly, pressing hers into his.

“The Estorians,” he guessed. “An invading army, forced to shelter out in the open. They’re the ones defiling your forest, aren’t they? Taking what they need with no consideration for the land.”

“Es…stor…ians.” Her fingers fluttered against his as she tried the word out.

“They are my enemy, as they are yours.” He stepped closer, holding eye contact with her surreal cat-like irises. “Ves. We can help each other, as we have before. You were wise to seek me out.”

He ran his hand down the side of her body as a warm wind picked up, fluttering his cloak and clothing and stirring Ves’s hair. She gave a subtle nod, the tiniest motion of her chin.

“Help…” she whispered.

Her hand shifted, touching him, gently pressing against his bicep. He was surprised by how warm it was, or perhaps just made aware of the cold surrounding them. His fingers traced the subtle contours of her hip and was somewhat unsurprised as the bark began to crack away.

“Ves.” He smiled and leaned closer.

She responded without pause as he kissed her, the wind picking up as though to match the spike of intimate tension. He touched her all over, bark shedding more freely than any human woman he’d ever undressed. Her skin underneath was pale green and flawless, more esper than monster.

The thought brought back old, unanswered questions. Questions about the vestalix, about espers in general, and the realm of Aklesia. He’d been told that the vestalix was a monster — the mighty, terrifying hunt beast. If he’d had to guess now, he would have assumed her to be a feral esper, one who’d somehow made the jump between realms but never been bonded.

He kissed her and felt her lips moving against his with surprising intensity and need. She had come to him for help. He wondered if perhaps this was the first time she’d had any person within the human realm to seek out in such a way, and the thought made him want to hold her, as though she were far less than the powerful creature she was.

A shout came from above. Koa grabbed his sword from where he’d set it down and whirled around in time to see Verity and Horny navigating their way down through the high tree branches. He breathed out and glanced back at Ves, hoping to reassure her.

She was already gone.

“Great timing as always, Verity,” he said with a sigh.

She quirked her mouth sideways slightly as she landed. Annoyance, perhaps? It was hard for him to read her emotions as of late. She walked up to him, looking over his shoulder as though just as confused about where Ves had gone.

“The vestalix,” he said. “She sought me out.”

“Careful,” she whispered. She reached forward and tugged at one of the buttons on his cloak that’d come undone, and then kissed him on the lips.


CHAPTER 18

“She was deep asleep!” said Cathelia. “I only left her alone for a few minutes, no more than five or ten. What was I to do, post a guard at the door?”

Avina massaged her temples, taking in the sight of the empty infirmary and the disturbed quilt of the bed the esper girl had previously been occupying.

“Are you daft, woman?” snapped Savantra. “Have you never had an irritable patient before? If you need someone to stay in bed for their health or the health of others, you absolutely post a guard at the door!”

“It’s a meaningless point,” muttered Avina. “We have no guards to spare even assuming you’d gone seeking one.”

She looked at Petra, already knowing her esper was just as bewildered as she was.

“I… doubt she has made it beyond the castle gate,” said Petra. “We should begin a search. With her injury, she is unlikely to be moving especially fast.”

“I don’t see any other real option,” sighed Avina. “We can’t exactly leave her to her own devices.”

Avina and Petra left Cathelia and Savantra to begin the search of the lower level while they took the stairs upward. Haza would be waiting for them in the infirmary. They’d been on their way to receive their seal brands under his instruction when the issue of the missing esper child had reared its head.

“I know,” said Petra, her annoyance simmering. “It was a foolhardy idea to bring a young esper across realms.”

“I’m not blaming you, Petra.”

“I know that too!” she snapped back.

They checked with the few guards they passed, but none had seen her. Peering out from the second-floor windows, they got a sense of the courtyard and whether she might be outside in the open. Nothing.

“What would a child find interesting within the castle?” asked Avina.

“She is not from this realm, Avina,” said Petra. “It is impossible for us to know.”

“Is it? I’m not so sure about that.”

Avina smiled as a potential answer came to her. She looped back around to her throne room on the castle’s first floor with Petra trailing a step behind her, skepticism rift through the bond. They’d stopped putting guards outside the room when it wasn’t necessary, and the door was already open a crack.

The little esper girl stood in front of Avina’s throne, holding Avina’s crown over her head with her good arm as though poised to put it on herself. Avina rarely wore it while doing day-to-day business and oftentimes simply left it atop her throne when she didn’t need it.

A habit of a secure, peacetime ruler, she thought.

The esper girl gasped and spun around at the sound of their entry, dropping the crown and clutching her splinted arm, which looked well on its way to recovery. The crown hit the stone floor with a metallic clang, bouncing a few times before rolling on its side on a slow, curving path across the floor.

“It’s all right.” Avina stopped to pick up the crown. “No harm done.”

The girl looked caught in between fleeing and perhaps fighting. Her teeth were bared, but she was blinking too rapidly to even pretend at ferocity. Avina glanced at Petra, feeling her esper’s immensely conflicted emotions, so much feeling with no direction. She passed Petra the crown and gave a small nod.

Slowly, Petra approached the girl, holding the crown like a toy for her inspection. The girl took a step back to match as Petra came near enough to hand it over. The two espers stood there for a moment. Avina’s heart pounded over her held breath.

“Crown,” said Petra, tapping the side of it. “For a… queen.”

She pointed at Avina. The little girl, after a moment, also pointed at Avina, brow furrowed, and then she pointed at Petra, who let out a small laugh.

“Ah. Not me. At least not at the…” Petra gave a small shrug. “Not me. Avina. Underqueen.”

The little girl pointed at Petra. “A…vin…a?”

It would have felt like progress if not for the stab of disappointment and frustration through the bond, as though some deeper meaning existed under the girl’s confusion.

“Petra,” said Petra, touching her chest with emphasis.

The little esper girl glanced back and forth between them, suddenly frantic, and flung the crown at Petra. She took off toward the back of the room. Petra waved an arm and easily tripped her with a lash of shadow.

“At least she’s not throwing fireballs at us, um… anymore.” Avina winced as she saw the girl roll over onto her back and start to form a fireball in her good hand.

They brought her back to the infirmary. Cathelia, Savantra, and Haza were already waiting within. One of them had taken the initiative of brewing a kettle of sleeping tea. As much as Avina hated the idea of drugging a child, and as much as she could sense Petra hated it, there was no other option. The girl was too powerful to leave to her own devices, especially with Avina and Petra about to undergo their branding.

She drank it willingly enough, despite glaring at them from over the top of the mug. Petra sat with her, sometimes speaking in a low voice about the honey they’d added to the brew, or the quilt, how cold winters in Harvestglade could become. The girl occasionally nodded, though it was clear she understood none of what was being said.

Her blinks became longer, and eventually she stretched out on the bed rather than sitting upright. She opened her mouth, yawned, and then pointed at her fellow esper.

“Petra,” she said, quietly.

Petra laughed and nodded and touched her chest. “Yes. Petra.”

“Ketsese,” said the girl, hand on her own chest. “Ketsese.”

She closed her eyes and lay her head back. Petra stayed statue still where she was sitting on the bed next to the girl and for a while, nobody said anything.

“Well then,” said Haza. “Shall we get on with the seal brands? I haven’t got all day.”

“Let’s give her a few minutes,” said Petra. “Make sure she’s in a restful sleep.”

She glanced at Avina, who nodded slowly.

“A few minutes won’t hurt,” she said smiling.


CHAPTER 19

Koa spent the better part of an hour tracking down Ghost with Verity and Horny before returning to the rest of the traveling party. Talbot looked uncomfortable, the only remaining Harvestglader amidst the Sabantians, and the relief in his expression as he saluted his prince was palpable.

“The Sabantians have begun setting up their camp just up the road from here,” he said. “I was just waiting on you, Your Highness!”

“Well, here I am,” he said. “Let’s find our spots.”

Zaratafenia kept her distance from him. He wondered what sort of conclusion she’d arrived at after his sudden, somewhat crazed gallop off into the frozen forest, but it was a minor concern. She could think him crazy if she wanted. All that mattered was he’d confirmed to himself that he wasn’t.

The spot the party had chosen was just off the road, under the cover of a grouping of tall trees that made for an easy job of clearing the snow. Zaratafenia’s tent was large and conspicuous, whereas most of the rest of her men camped in simple lean-tos. Koa walked Ghost into the camp, noticing the not-so-subtle way the Sabantians seemed to ignore his presence.

“Talbot,” said Koa.

“My tent is the one to the left, milord.” He gestured to where it sat apart from the others.

“Help Verity set up mine and hers next to it,” he said.

Verity touched his arm and gave a small shake of her head. “I’ll share yours.”

Koa narrowed his eyes, but thought better than to question it. Verity was like a cat — keen on his attention when it was her idea and allergic to the imposition otherwise. Talbot was quick to start setting up the sole tent, insisting he could handle it alone. Koa felt an odd, but not unwelcome tension blossoming between himself and Verity as they tended their horses together.

“Do our tents smell so bad for you to place yours at such distance, mighty prince?” One of Zaratafenia’s men called out a taunt in Sabantian.

“It is not the smell which offends me, but the noise,” he called back in the same language.

“You are lucky to have any noise.” The Sabantian, a tall and muscular man, stood up and spat into the snow. “Were it my choice, we would have long since gone home and left you to your northern games.”

Verity tried to set a hand on Koa’s chest as he stepped forward, but he gently pulled her arm down. “The choices you make are as poor as your face appears in the mirror.”

A few grunts of surprise and laughter came from the other men. Koa strode forward as the man came to face him. He was tall, easily half a head taller than Koa, but that was ideal.

I need the respect of these men. The Estorians may sense the underlying discord. I need them to respect me… or fear me.

Koa made a show of leaning on his casting cane and grinning as though he was on the verge of capitulating to calm the situation down. The tall Sabantian let out a smug chuckle and glanced toward Zaratafenia’s tent.

“I must sound and smell much better up close, Harvestglader,” he called out. “Is that not the case?”

“You make my hookhorn smell like a virgin wearing a crown of wildflowers.”

He slammed his cane upward into the man’s chin and then whipped it past him, opening a rift into his pocket realm. Setting one leg behind the Sabantians legs, he tried to smoothly trip him backward through the magical opening.

It didn’t go as neatly as he’d intended — the Sabantian clawed out with one hand as he fell through, scratching Koa’s cheek with one hand and gripping the sleeve of his tunic with the other. Koa roared and swiped down with his casting cane on the man’s wrist, pushing him back into his pocket realm as he closed the rift as though corralling a wild animal.

All of the nearby Sabantians were on their feet, weapons drawn. Verity had her daggers out, and Talbot was running over from the half-assembled tent. Koa drew Steelbreaker, opened the Realm of Armaments, and surrounded himself with jagged shards of metal.

“Allow me to reintroduce myself,” he said loudly but calmly. “I am Prince Makoa Gladefoot Eskonus. Magus to the Heralder King. I would love to earn the trust of each and every one of you, but if I don’t have time to, or if you’re unwilling to afford me that chance, I will simply demand it. I am no stranger to killing, be it with swords or sorcery.”

He let all of his shards creep toward the men as he spoke, each one swaying slightly like snakes poised to strike. The men looked caught between reactions, pride abutting up against more basic survival senses. The sound of a tent flap swishing open came behind them, and Zaratafenia’s feet crunched across the hard-packed snow.

“In threatening my men, Prince Makoa, you threaten me.”

“Yes. That’s right.”

Zaratafenia didn’t look away from him, walking forward until she was within range of his sword, closer still. She didn’t say anything more. The wind whipped through the camp. Violence felt possible.

“Release my man…” She took one more step, drawing close enough to let her white puff of breath kiss his cheek. “…from his imprisonment.” Her eyes flicked to his as she took another breath, some tension in the way she inhaled. “Please.”

Koa stuck his sword into the snow in a movement that made Zaratafenia flinch in subtle ways. He cut open his pocket realm, reached a hand through, and pulled forth the Sabantian. The man hit the snow stomach first, sputtering and apologizing, each sorry alternating between the Sabantian and Ostean language.

“But only because you said please,” he said.

And because people occasionally die if I leave them there for more than an hour…

“It serves neither of us to be at each other’s throats ahead of dealing with the Estorians,” said Zaratafenia. “After we have both eaten and perhaps had a glass of wine, I would like you to come to my tent. To speak with good intention.”

“Intentions are a tricky thing, but I quite like that idea, dessian.”

“Mmm. Good.”

She turned and walked back to her tent. Koa heard several people breathe sighs of relief. He could feel his own heart pounding, but it wasn’t fear pulsing through his veins. He smiled and glanced at the Sabantians.

“Let’s get that fire going, shall we?” He let a ball of flame curl just over his fingers.

***

Dinner for Koa, Verity, and Talbot was a simple meal of flat bread and smoked sausage. Koa took Zaratafenia’s advice and had a generous mug of wine, free from the fear of the toll a little drinking might be taking on his sanity.

Verity intercepted him after they’d finished, right as he was dropping his weapons off at their tent ahead of visiting Zaratafenia. She surprised him with a kiss on the lips, and then even more by pressing herself bodily into his side.

“I’ll be back.” He kissed her again. “Set my bedroll up against yours. We’ll… share some heat.”

She nodded, one hand running down his chest and stomach and then cupping him in just such a way. “I’ll sleep naked.”

“Don’t let the Sabantians hear you say that.”

“They’re terrified of you.”

He snorted once and forced himself to pull away from her. He forced himself once more to pull his gaze away from the tent flap as he saw her begin to undress through the sliver between the canvas. A suspicion made him look toward where most of the Sabantians were still milling around the fire, but true enough, they seemed intent on looking everywhere but in the direction of him and his tent.

There was no guard posted directly outside Zaratafenia’s own tent, but he did draw attention as he made to enter. He paused for a moment, daring anyone to stop him. Nobody did as he ducked low and stepped into the spacious, lantern-lit interior.

“Makoa.” Zaratafenia sat at a travel desk. She wore a white and gray robe lined with fur that he’d seen her use as outerwear before, but this time the gap from where the hems crossed showed the rich bare skin of her upper chest. She had her legs crossed, calves and feet also bare, and she smiled as she watched him remove his boots in respect of the carpeted but cold floor.

“Zaratafenia.” There was no second seat within her tent, but she rose to her feet as he came to stand in front of her. “Good evening.”

“Did you play nice with my men on the way in?”

“They made it easy enough.” He smiled at her, and the tent suddenly felt much smaller than it was.

Zaratafenia had a wine glass on her desk. She picked it up and brought it around to hold in front of her, breathing as she held his gaze.

“Are you going to play nice with me, too?” she whispered.

“I don’t think that’s what you want.” He leaned in closer to her. “At all.”

The wine glass went up. It was hard to tell if she was actually taking a sip or just buying time, biding tension. Koa felt the thickness of the tent’s heat as though some hidden wood stove was tucked away in a corner.

“What I want…” she said slowly, “…is for us to present a tight front to the Estorians, regardless of what may simmer underneath.”

“Oh, I think we’re on the same page.”

“Good.” Zaratafenia let her arm brush against him as she slowly turned around. She sat leaned against her travel desk, legs carefully crossed, robe pulling open at the top against the generous swell of her breasts. “I propose a… compromise. One that gives us both a chance at what we want.”

“Just the chance?” He made a face of mock disappointment.

Zaratafenia smiled and leaned forward slightly, looking down and certainly inviting him to look down as well at her rapidly loosening robe. “I wish to be a queen. Your queen, perhaps. You wish the heralder throne, along with the traditions which come alongside it. But we both wish to tame the Estorian threat and to do so with immediacy.”

“We do.”

She watched him as she took a long breath, daring him again to devour her with his eyes. “I suggest a betrothal, with our… nuptials arranged for spring’s end. If you manage to secure your coveted throne by then, Prince Makoa, I will accept my place as your underqueen.”

“And if I don’t…” He didn’t say it, both because he didn’t need to and because Zaratafenia was slowly rising to her feet.

“I think… you will be satisfied, regardless.”

He felt himself getting hard and found it a challenge to think. It seemed like a fair arrangement on the surface, but there was immense room for treachery. Zaratafenia’s finger stroked the hem of her robe, and for an instant, the edge of a brown areola hinted into view.

He took a breath, forcing himself to think even if it meant losing his presence in the moment. She could sabotage him in subtle ways if she wanted, and she might well do so right as he drew near to the throne if he relied on her aid. But with that said, there was a certain logic to it that seemed just as primed by the tension between them.

“I would need something… firmer than that,” he said.

“How firm?”

He smiled and realized that for once, his intuition and his prick were on the same page. “A betrothal is just words. If, on the other hand, you were with child.”

“Ah.”

“How about that, dessian?” He took her firmly by the waist and set her so she was sitting more squarely on the desk. “A betrothal and an heir. That seems like a better formula to bind us together.”

“Prince Makoa.” Zaratafenia pulled him closer, smiling deviously. “Would your mother approve of such an arrangement? Perhaps that is why you suggest it now, alone in my tent. You imagine I’d spread my legs for you, here in my tent? You think to mount me? Use me?

He gave her the only answer — a kiss. Her body responded with the same fire as her words, legs wrapping around him. The table almost tipped backward as he lifted her again, shifting toward the bedrolls.

The tent flap suddenly opened. Zaratafenia pulled away from him and fixed her robe with remarkable speed. Koa couldn’t hide the intense disappointment on his face as he saw Verity’s head poking into the tent, suspicion gleaming in her eyes.

“Prince Makoa,” said Verity. “I came to help you to your tent if you were finished speaking with the dessian.”

“He is,” said Zaratafenia, clearing her throat. “For tonight.”

“I… suppose I am.” He took a breath, tried to make his lower half look presentable, and left the tent without looking back. Trying to restore the moment would only make him seem desperate for sex, which to an extent, he was.

He said nothing to Verity as they moved through the camp, not wanting to even hint at the immense anger he currently felt toward her. He took a breath as they entered his tent, the tiny lantern hanging from one of the lines on the last of its light.

“I was about to finalize an arrangement with Zaratafenia, and you may have just…”

He trailed off as he watched Verity shrug out of her clothing, which he now realized was one of his spare tunics. She stared at him as she slowly lowered herself down to their bedrolls, which she’d set up side-by-side as he’d requested.

He stripped his clothes off with the same intensity he’d felt in Zaratafenia’s tent. Verity threw the quilt over them both as he made to join her, but not before offering a glimpse of her fit and pale nude body, each nipple bright against flawless skin.

“I never had you pegged as a jealous woman.” He kissed her lips and then her neck as he spread her thighs open.

“Dutiful,” she whispered. “Not jealous.”

Her tone made it sound like she was confessing her love for him despite the actual meaning of her words. Her hungry eyes carried that intensity doubly so.

“You just couldn’t help yourself, then?” He wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or himself as he let his cock graze her inner thigh, sliding nearer and nearer to the answer for his craving.

“Your mother,” she whispered.

That set him off. It made far too much sense, but also left him feeling like a boy again, the little prince whose behavior his underqueen mother could so easily predict. He let his teeth rake along Verity’s neck as he pressed his cock into her, feeling a slight pinch ahead of the warmth and wetness.

“In that case…” He thrust once and heard her gasp with pleasure. “I need to teach you what happens when you collude with her against me.”

“Mmm…” She let out a moan and wrapped her legs around him. “But I’m… such a slow… oh… learner.”

The sensation of her soft, nude body underneath him was incredible. The crush of her womanhood, the heat of their motions under the quilt, Verity’s soft lilting moans all combined to sate the lust that Zaratafenia had primed. Koa forced himself to breathe, aware of how close he already was.

“That’s it, Verity,” he whispered. “We’ll both get what we want tonight.”

“Makoa!”

She cried out in passion, and Koa kissed her neck, pumping with the intensity of a young lover. He might well end up with an heir after all before the end of the journey, regardless of his mother’s scheme to keep them separate.

He pulled out as he found his release, despite the idea. The pleasure was exactly what the night had needed, but there was even more to be said for the moment of clarity it gave him in the time afterward. He’d thrown out the idea of making an heir with Zaratafenia in a heated moment, discussion wise, arousal wise.

Let’s be smart, he thought. A betrothal can be called off more easily than a baby.


CHAPTER 20

Avina and Petra stationed one of the few guards they had left in the hallway outside the infirmary as they prepared themselves for what Haza had termed their branding. Avina was nervous, and Petra was nervous — the circular nature of their emotions once again did them no favors.

In the room with them was only Hazafallius and Savantra. Avina had ordered Cathelia to watch over Ketsese in one of the guest rooms, more out of a need for secrecy than a lack of trust.

No one can ever know, she thought. But assuming all goes well, no one will ever need to.

“You will need to disrobe,” muttered Haza. His physical condition had been worn down by his illness and the days’ events. He was laying in one of the beds himself, with a blood-speckled cloth near his face he used each time the coughing fits struck.

“Not in front of your eyes, they won’t!” said Savantra, tone clipped. “And as far as I see it, there’s no need for these seal things to be on the front of the bodies, anyway. They’re going to want them somewhere they don’t show off much to keep a limit to the questioning.”

“You think I planned on slapping them onto their faces?” muttered Haza.

“Lower back,” said Avina. She glanced at Petra, who nodded in agreement.

They stripped as far as needed, Avina in just her underwear and Petra naked from her leggings up. Stretching out on infirmary beds side by side, Avina listened to Savantra preparing the materials under Haza’s instruction.

“Mix all of it to a fine consistency,” he said. “It should be a solid paint by the end. I will, of course, do the spell essence infusion myself.”

“Of course,” said Savantra.

“There’s still the question of these berries,” muttered Haza. “I can already sense that the fine glass within them will enhance the potency of a surface brand, but… there is a chance for unintended consequences.”

“Unintended consequences?” asked Avina.

“I do not like the sound of that,” said Petra.

“The term implies a negative result, but I doubt that will be the case,” said Haza. “It’s more your esper I’m thinking of than you, Lady Underqueen, no offense. Her elemental magic may, in fact, become stronger while she wears the brand. It may feel different in another way. I have no way of knowing, but a reaction with her innate magic is probably the most likely side effect.”

Avina glanced at Petra, who gave a shrug without rolling off her stomach.

“It is a fair price to pay for the control we hope to gain back,” she said. “I will risk it.”

Savantra finished blending all of the ingredients together. Avina caught a glimpse of what they’d formed into. The medium was a dullish blue color, but with flecks of glass from the berries that reminded her of gemstones in the sunlight. Savantra took out a true painter’s brush and wet the tip, frowning as she walked over to the two half-naked women and committed to the task.

“Explain to me once more the shape I’m to place on these two women?” she muttered.

“That’s up to them,” said Haza. “It hardly matters. Most seal brands the Estorians use are in plain language — initials or sigils to mark slaves as, well… property. It’s all about the spell essence infusion, not the design.”

“How about… a half-moon?” suggested Avina. “Simple, but elegant, and should look fairly nice with the glitter from the berries.”

“One half for each of us,” said Petra. “Two halves of a whole. I like it.”

“A half-moon it is!” Savantra let out a cackling laugh. “That should be quite the treat for any man who manages to get a glimpse at both. Ah, not that the esteemed underqueen and her esper would be, um, engaging in such… just a bit of banter from a bored old biddy!”

“It’s quite all right, Savantra,” said Avina. “You can get started when you’re ready.”

Savantra nodded, taking the mixture and the brush and moving to stand next to Petra first. Avina’s substantial doubts about the efficacy of the procedure immediately began to fade as the brush made its first mark on the esper’s back.

She felt Petra shudder, along with something more than that. It was as though the paint was blotting out the bond itself. Not completely, not enough to muffle it entirely. The effect, in fact, seemed more like twisting the bond, tying it into a new shape that pulled at Avina’s awareness in a strange new way.

“Petra,” she whispered. Or… she thought she did. The syllables came from Petra’s mouth, but she was still in her own body. She was in both bodies at once, and then just in Petra’s, and then back to her own.

It was less the jarring, all or nothing perspective exchanges of the anomaly, but more of a blending of experience. Sounds and sights, thoughts and feelings — the line between them faded until there was almost no distinction.

She understood aspects of Petra that’d always been there, but she’d only viewed from one side, like flipping a rock over and discovering a world of life and terrain underneath. She became aware of why Petra loved Koa in a way that went beyond words, in a way that scared her. A combination of feelings and factors, protectiveness and duty and the temptation of the forbidden.

“Avina!” hissed Petra, from next to her, from within them both. “You… must understand.”

“I do,” she said. “Petra, I do understand. Oh… gods!”

“Why are they both talking in unison?” asked Savantra uncertainly.

“I have no idea,” said Haza. “I suggest ignoring it and continuing before it gets too weird.”

“In… unison?” Avina realized it was true — every word she’d spoken since Savantra had begun applying the paint had been issued by both their mouths, a single voice made by the vocals of two bonded partners.

“There,” said Savantra. “I finished the one for the esper.”

“Then move onto the next one!” snapped Haza. “I, uh… didn’t expect them to have a reaction like this. Best we finish as quickly as we can!”

Avina was in a bath of emotions, memories, and experiences. Petra was there alongside her, within her, all around. They shared a kiss, or something akin to one, affection and intimacy between two unbound souls.

Something wet and cold touched the small of her back. She blinked, smelling the pillow on the infirmary bed she was currently, physically stretched out across. The brush ran upward, and then back down, drawing a curve before gingerly filling the shape in.

“Well then.” Savantra’s voice seemed to come from so far off. “I’ve done my part.”

“Give them a few moments to breathe,” said Haza. “I can only guess at the intensity of what they’re going through.”

“Petra?” whispered Avina.

This time, it was just her own voice issuing from her own throat and mouth. She’d gone from being so closely intertwined with Petra that the concept of being separate entities had become meaningless to feeling like she’d just had a limb amputated.

“I am here,” said Petra. “Still… right here.”

She was, but she wasn’t. The bond was all but gone, muffled to the point of being only a degree more than the kind of tension and presence she might feel around any other person. It wasn’t an entirely new experience — their bond thinned in a similar manner when they were far apart from one another, but that had always been expected and endurable.

“Hmm,” said Savantra thoughtfully.

“What?” snapped Haza. “What is it?”

“The paint already looks dry,” said Savantra. “I suppose that might well be a good sign for it staying in place in days to come.”

“Hmm,” said Haza, thoughtfully.

Avina shakily rose to a sitting position, quickly pulling her dress back on. She looked at Petra, feeling so separate from her esper. She’d grown so reliant on their bond to always inform her of her esper’s emotions that she’d never learned to read her as she might have other people she was close to.

“We should… rest,” said Petra. “In our chamber. Events are still in motion.”

“Yes,” said Avina. “You’re right.”

She forced a smile for Haza and Savantra as she slowly stood up. She and Petra took each other’s hands for a moment, and it almost felt like a goodbye.

If it saves us from the anomaly, it will be worth it, she thought. It has to be.


CHAPTER 21

The morning was cool, despite the clear skies overhead. Koa had just finished helping Verity break down camp. He mounted Ghost and, with Horny trailing in his wake, headed over to Zaratafenia, who was waiting with her men.

“Morning, dessian,” he said. “Are you and your party ready to travel?”

“We are, Prince Makoa.” Zaratafenia’s thin braids were loose about her shoulders, and she played with one between two fingers as she watched him. “Does the arrangement we discussed last night still appeal in the light of day?”

Which part, he wondered. The betrothal or getting her pregnant?

“It does,” he said. “At this point, it may well be the only surprise we have to play against the Estorians. The glass road will take us into the territory they hold by late this afternoon. There’s no time left for our bickering.”

“I’m of much the same opinion.”

Verity performed a brief flyover with Horny before landing and climbing onto her horse. He walked Ghost alongside her, apart from the others.

“See anything?” he whispered.

She frowned and gave a small shake of her head. “It’s bad.”

“Can you elaborate a little more?”

“They… have not been kind to the land.”

He received a much fuller extent of her meaning later in the day as they split off from the glass road and approached their destination. The path they followed through the Inner Forest widened as the trees and underbrush became sparse. They passed over a hill and received their first sight of the Estorian host in the valley beyond.

The Estorian army had chopped, burned, and trampled their way through Osteanus. Koa had passed through this same section of forest on his way to the Great Hunt, but never would have recognized it had he not been searching out the comparison. The landscape — already muted by winter — had been stripped of its remaining resources so violently and efficiently that he could only suspect a magical component.

Ves’s desperate plea for help made more sense to him than it had previously. Koa had already seen and experienced the damage the Estorians could do during the defense of Gladetown, but seeing it here, in the wild, seemed to reframe the conflict once more. He was fighting not just for his people, for the idea of the realm, but its literal vitality.

All of this was what he took into consideration on his first glance. His second and third glances were devoted to gauging the size of the enemy army. It didn’t make for a favorable match against his own traveling party or the remaining force back in Harvestglade. The Estorians had at least a thousand men, likely closer to several thousand, unless they’d arranged their encampment to provide a show of force.

I doubt they’d think it necessary at this point, given how poorly Osteanus has fared elsewhere in this war.

Zaratafenia was riding at his side, and Koa shared a glance with her. She looked uncertain, worried even. Strange how he found that to be both help and hindrance. The situation boded so poorly for both Harvestglade and Northern Sabantius that any previous ideas of last-minute betrayal or subtle undercutting seemed outright foolish now.

“Keep pace,” called Koa. “We’ll head for the largest of the tents and let them figure out how they want to receive us. Keep both banners flying high and clearly in view.”

Zaratafenia repeated almost his exact order in Sabantian, which would have normally contributed to his ego. In the face of the seemingly casual intimidation of the Estorian army, it almost seemed to humble him. He was the Prince of Harvestglade. He was the one the Estorians invited to whatever was about to happen, and those along for the journey might well share his fate.

If nothing else, this level of fear and uncertainty does a great job of binding allies together.

He didn’t have to wonder how the Estorians would react to his presence for long. Thousands of men began moving, and as they did, Koa realized there were monsters among them, too. It was too much — like the crowd in Twinfalls just before sunset. The only determination he could make was that they were extremely well trained as he watched them fall into formation.

At least, at first. He noted the way that there seemed to be four armies, with subtle differences in the adornments of their uniforms, the number and variety of monsters, even weapons and cavalry. The four armies made to receive them with a path through the center. Koa waited for a while, holding his party back in hopes that one or all of the Estorian executors might come forth to meet them.

He was, to put it mildly, really fucking stressed out when none of them did. He ran a hand through his hair, debating options and seeing only one.

“I’ll go forth with Horny,” he said. “Alone. If they do attempt treachery, not that they especially need to with these numbers, I can safely slip into a realm with my hookhorn. We’ll wait a while and then leap out and fly away.”

Verity was nodding, which surprised him, but he wouldn’t have suggested it if it hadn’t made sense.

Zaratafenia posed the unexpected objection. “No. I need to be witness to these talks, if not an active part of them. We will go together, Prince Makoa.”

He sighed, but there was no arguing it. “Fine. But Verity comes too, in that case.”

“Why?”

“So I have someone to both my left and right shoulder,” he said. “Symmetry is important.”

Zaratafenia shared a few whispered words with her men. Koa simply nodded to Talbot, who seemed nervous but not confused about the situation. Horny took flight overhead, which made Koa worry slightly about overeager archers getting a potential target.

As he split off from the rest of the traveling party with Verity and Zaratafenia, the situation took on a sense of weight. The long lane running down either half of the Estorian army seemed like the kind of path a person went one way down with no real hope of return. The idea that they’d simply be allowed to leave of their own accord afterward seemed excessively optimistic, though Koa supposed that was the intention of arranging an army in such impractical lines.

“Did you practice this just for us or is it standard Estorian field greeting procedure?” he asked one of the many, many men in near identical uniforms they passed by.

No response.

He prepared himself mentally for the confidence he was going to fake, if not feel. A small part of him thrived within such hopeless situations, where success and failure would be determined more through creativity rather than simple regurgitating protocol and playing by the book.

He prepared himself, but nothing could have prepared him.

The four executors of the Estorian Army lounged at the terminus of the lined-up armies. Koa recognized Lorelai, the beautiful but inscrutable raven-haired witch with the swirling orange pendant around her neck. Her face was so young, but her eyes… so old.

Standing to her immediate left was Guthren Yvvara. Koa had hoped for this as a possibility. Why had he hoped for this? Guthren smiled at him, bald head shining in the remnants of late afternoon sun, looking as smug and bored as he had back in Twinfalls. There was less than no acknowledgment of the fact that he’d killed Ruby atop his dragon.

“Prince Makoa, I take it?” The one who spoke stood to Lorelai’s right, not Guthren. A handsome man with unkempt red curls held a charred piece of meat in both hands and spoke around a mouthful. He could have as easily passed for sixteen as he could have for thirty, though Koa instantly suspected he was far older than either guess.

“Yes,” said Koa. His eyes were still locked on Guthren. He felt hot and out of control already, so primed by anger that he might go off at nothing at all.

“I am Kanys Meltora, one of the four Executors of the Eastern Army,” said the man. “I believe you’ve met both Lorelai and Guthren already, no?”

Koa managed a nod. He heard Verity take a strange breath where she stood next to him. A similar reaction, perhaps? Guthren had killed her sister. No time to think about that — he had to focus.

“The odd executor out would be Iban Ofmali.” Kanys hooked a thumb at the one executor who hadn’t previously been named. “He’s not the talkative sort, but I hope you understand that we don’t necessarily look for that in those we elevate to this honor.”

Iban Ofmali was, as far as Koa could tell, half man and half stone, on top of being easily seven feet tall. The split ran across the diagonal, leaving just his right arm and a portion of his face untransformed, as though the stone had slowly grown across his body over the years. One of his eyes was dull obsidian — actual rock as opposed to the color.

“You seem distracted, Prince Makoa,” said Kanys, who seemed to be the leader or at least the most vocal of the group.

He took another bite out of the strange piece of meat he was eating, and Koa realized that a petite human hand was attached to the end of the arm.

The smoke. The flames. Ruby’s screams which he’d never even heard in reality — he’d been too late, yet they still haunted his dreams. Koa ground his teeth together, and only Verity’s hand on his wrist alerted him to the fact that he’d been about to draw his sword.

“I must commend the obvious effort you put into arranging this display for us.” It was Zaratafenia who spoke up, her voice confident and dangerously sweet. “Is this how you greet all those you negotiate with? Or are you hoping a show of strength might lend some intimidation to an opponent who, as we all know, has already slain one executor previously?”

“I don’t believe I know who you are,” said Kanys. “But I suspect I can guess, if you would allow me the—”

“Zaratafenia Eskonus, the dessian of Northern Sabantius,” she said, voice pitched to carry. “Prince Makoa’s betrothed.”

Her timing was impeccable. Koa could see how badly the revelation of the betrothal, and more importantly, the alliance underlining it, had caught the executors off guard. It gave him a moment to think, to loosen the fingers clutching his sword hilt. To look at Verity and see the tears already edging into her eyes. They both wanted Guthren dead, perhaps more than either of them had ever wanted anything in their lives.

Not now, thought Koa. Not here. Even if it burns us to let it be.

“Sabantius…” said Kanys, distantly.

He shared a few silent glances with his fellow executors. Lorelai gave a tiny shake of her head. Guthren furrowed his brow and made an uncertain motion with his thumb. Iban remained statue still.

“I journeyed here to negotiate on behalf of Harvestglade and Sabantius,” Koa said, finding calm once more in his voice. “I don’t think you wish to belabor this war any more than you already have. Don’t forget that I was one of the voices within Twinfalls urging an outcome that may have avoided all of this. I’m here now arguing for my people and asserting our intentions to defend ourselves, if need be.”

“Your king is dead, Prince Makoa,” said Kanys. “Twinfalls is now under Estorian rule. Most of your fellow queendoms have no remaining armies to defend themselves with. You are wise to only attempt to argue on behalf of the land you know and have direct claim over, because you will soon find little left attaching you to Osteanus as a whole.”

“I’m aware of all of this,” lied Koa. “I wouldn’t have walked into this situation, were it not the case. I also know that, despite your victories, the war has been costly for you. I don’t think you have any wish to increase that cost when, as far as I can tell, you’ve already secured what you originally sought.”

The Estorians had wanted access to the Stormtrench Ocean, a trade route for their slaves. Such a route had no true need to pass through Harvestglade, and the most direct route would, in fact, be just north of Harvestglade’s border.

“Your assessment is an intelligent one, Prince Makoa,” said Kanys. “The legislature has authorized me to offer you peace. We will respect the border of Harvestglade and move no armies across it, if in return, you agree to keep your armies within your queendom. Offer no aid to what remains of Osteanus. We shall even give you the border towns — we have no real need for them, remote as they are. Asterius and Hillstrand are both within a stone’s throw of Harvestglade’s border. They’re yours if you accept this fairly simply arrangement.”

Koa kept his face expressionless. The deal, on the surface, was in some ways too good to be true. Far better than they could have asked for, with the massive conditional of them having to abandon the rest of the realm. If Osteanus was capable of regaining its footing, a large if, and rejecting the Estorian invasion, Harvestglade would likely be given the traitor’s treatment.

“I would… take this offer to Underqueen Avina for her consideration,” said Koa.

“You are the one we’ve chosen to deal with, Prince Makoa,” said Kanys. “You arrived with your new betrothed and alliance in hand. That suggests to me — I can’t speak for my fellow executors — that it’s your opinion which now guides Harvestglade.”

“Assume what you will,” he said carefully. “You will have an answer after I’ve returned to Harvestglade. Your offer as it stands… does not seem unreasonable.”

It made him want to throw up to admit it, but this was the true trial he needed to endure. With every fiber of his being, he wanted Guthren dead and Estoria begging for mercy underfoot. He wanted to make them understand Ruby’s suffering in the most direct way it could be taught.

But it wasn’t about him.

“We can’t force you to make a decision on the spot,” said Kanys. “Know that until you’ve given us a true answer and we’ve received such an answer, we will still technically be at war.”

“I accept that, but I would also expect Estoria to behave under the time-honored rules of engagement,” said Koa. “You can’t intimidate me into accepting here on the spot, Kanys Meltora, regardless of the size of your army.”

The curly-haired cannibal took another bite from the forearm flesh he still held and slowly nodded. “I wouldn’t dream of it. You and your party shall have right of passage back to Harvestglade assuming you don’t attempt anything untoward. Take a stop in Hillstrand on your way. One of your fellow nobles — Prince… Hetrix, was it? Well, he currently shelters there, along with the remaining scraps of the Cloister Andrenia’s army. I wish I could see his reaction to the offer you’ve been given!”

“I may just do that,” said Koa. “Good day.”

Estorian scum, he silently added.

It took a force of will to turn away from Guthren, and a force of courage to allow his back to the Estorian army as they slowly began riding toward the others.


CHAPTER 22

Avina massaged her temples, attempting to ward off a headache with the persistence of the tide. The pressure behind her eyes was more of a side effect than the source. She felt as though she’d undergone an amputation, though her bond with Petra had been more significant than any limb.

She was sitting on her bed, trying to breathe and re-center herself. Petra was half curled into a ball atop the quilt behind her, struggling with the same symptoms. They’d gone straight to their chamber after Savantra had finished applying the seal brands, and the question of how long it would take them to recover and resume their duties was one they were answering together.

Avina kept giving in to the urge to look at Petra or brush up against her — in some ways, to simply confirm she was still there. They hadn’t left each other’s side since Savantra had finished painting the brands. That wasn’t unusual, in itself, but Avina knew it was a reaction to the stunting of their bond, as though simply being physically close might counteract it.

“It is reversible, if we so choose,” whispered Petra.

“It is, but it isn’t,” said Avina. “Not until things calm down. We can’t have the anomaly crippling us at a critical moment.”

Petra didn’t say anything. Avina hated this aspect of their new distance the most. She’d, in some ways, never had to “get to know” Petra in the same way she had other people. She hadn’t needed to construct an image of her, one composed of personality and common reactions and expected behavior. She’d had a blind spot toward Petra much as most people have one around themselves, their own actions and justifications and faults.

Now every time she goes silent, I have to guess what she’s thinking, thought Avina.

It wasn’t a complete blunting of their bond. There were still small flickers of what it once was, but these were faint smells to the actual taste of food. The realization made her think of the meal Beatrice had brought earlier, how even her sense of taste seemed weaker without Petra’s emotions resonating with and echoing each bite.

The question of how the new arrangement would affect their relationship with Koa was one that managed to cut like a double-edged sword. It wasn’t as simple as it appeared on the surface. Avina suspected her own thoughts and feelings had adapted to the complexities created by the anomaly, like the imprint of a hand in clay.

That desire was Petra’s, she told herself. Any lingering feelings will run their course, but fade as with all strong but passing emotions.

She wanted it to be true. Gods, did she want it to be true? There was a part of Koa, her son, that she’d come so close to knowing. That ephemeral part that only comes out in true, trusting, intimate relationships, personality and presence and expression. The face of true romantic love. It wasn’t hers to see — it should have never been hers to see. And she hadn’t seen it, not completely.

But she’d glimpsed it.

She hadn’t wanted him to love her like that, even just through Petra. It was the truth, even if it didn’t feel quite true. Some truths were meant to be stated and enforced rather than felt.

It was a line of thinking that led, inevitably, to her wondering where Koa was right now and what he was doing. He should have arrived at the parley, assuming he’d made good time on the road.

She could picture him atop his new horse, Ghost. She’d always thought it was a good match, with the pale contrast of the horse’s color making his own tan skin and dark hair seem that much more vibrant and striking. Koa, on his horse, smiling in that boyish way of his, confident but demanding. She watched as he ran his thumb over the pummel of his sword and felt her face suddenly get hot.

Avina realized after the fact that she’d stretched out on her bed and fallen asleep. She hated taking naps during the day. The gap in time always felt random and stolen. She tried to feel for how badly she’d mussed up her hair and realized Petra was no longer in the room with her.

It was startling, and also far more worrying than it should have been. She and Petra weren’t always together, but there was normally a certainty of distance and activity. When Petra was nearby, Avina could sense what she was feeling well enough to know what she was doing. When she was further out and beyond the normal range of their bond, it was usually on a stated objective, given by her or at least discussed with her beforehand.

Avina recognized an aspect of her anxiety for the foolishness it was. She was in some ways scared of discontinuity, as though the time Petra and her spent apart while not together was time in which they couldn’t help but grow apart. What struck her was that there existed an undeniable truth in that, even if she was allowing it to be overblown.

“Petra?” She couldn’t help herself as she started down the hall, heart beating faster than it truly needed to. “Petra.”

She wasn’t in the study, or down in the gardens, from what Avina could see out the window. The answer came to her right as she was starting to panic a little. She did know Petra — her sister, in every way that mattered. She knew exactly where to find her.

Cathelia and Savantra weren’t within the infirmary. Avina approached the door slowly, not announcing herself with her footsteps. Petra was sitting next to Ketsese on the bed, and neither of them could quite see Avina from the angle she was to them.

“Cherry.” Petra had a plate on her lap covered in the pantry’s pick of dried fruits and cut up chunks of sweetcake. “Very sweet. Cherry.”

She smirked as she passed it to Ketsese. Avina watched the esper girl accept it hesitantly, still distrustful, though it was clear she’d at least taken the thorns out of her guard. Ketsese sniffed it for an adorable amount of time, prodded her tongue on it, and finally popped it into her mouth, eyes going wide at the taste.

Petra let out a laugh. “I thought you would enjoy that one. I have always been partial to fresh cherries, but here in Harvestglade during the winter they are hard to come by. Especially with the war. Here. One more?”

She offered another cherry, but Ketsese snuck her hand past and grabbed a piece of sweet bread instead. Petra had this smile on her face, content and curious and somehow… homesick. Just from her expression, Avina could see all of it, feel some of it, and it was like getting the scent of their former bond on the air.

“Try this one,” said Petra. “Dried date. Chewy.”

Ketsese stuffed the offered fruit into her mouth and made a face as she began to chew. Petra laughed and ate one herself, motioning with her hand to emphasize the jaw work required for what must have been an older season’s dried fruit. Ketsese grabbed more cake off the plate, and Petra began to teasingly admonish her.

“Lady Underqueen!”

Avina gasped and spun around in surprise. “Mav! Gods! Don’t… sneak up on me like that.”

She heard Petra coming to the door and winced, hoping her spying would be forgiven. The urge to take it out on Mav rose and fell as Avina saw the serious expression on her handmaiden’s face.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Tessalin, the former esper of your late mother has arrived at the castle,” said Mav. “She… seeks to present someone for an audience.”

“Tessalin? What?” Avina shook her head, more than a little caught off guard. “Who did she bring with her?”

“The king’s esper. Thunderclaw.”


CHAPTER 23

In Koa’s opinion, calling Hillstrand a captured or defeated village would have been a gross understatement in every sense of both words. The relief of his traveling party upon moving out of the area occupied by the Estorian host was short lived as Hillstrand came into view later in the evening.

It managed to seem both busy and abandoned, destitute and crowded. Koa understood exactly why the Estorians had offered it up to sweeten the deal — foreign rule over a town so poised over the breaking point would, rather expectedly, break what remained. Harvestglade, with a gentle touch and some careful economic massaging, could at least have a try at revitalizing it before giving up and allowing it to die.

Zaratafenia, who’d been speaking with her men in Sabantian almost nonstop in the time since they’d left the peace talks, was now silent. Verity, at his shoulder, also kept her thoughts predictably close. Horny was circling overhead, and Talbot and Ani were both far enough back to be out of earshot.

“Well, here we are,” he said. “We’ll camp outside, perhaps on the flat of that hill, next to the trees. I doubt they’ll be beds available, and I doubt even more that we’d enjoy the experience if there were.”

The need to fill the silence was more about denying the harshness of the situation than it was about stating anything that wasn’t already obvious. The majority of Osteanus was likely in a similar state to what they were currently witnessing. Harvestglade would be next on the headsman’s block assuming they rejected the Estorian peace offer.

“I would see this town with you,” said Zaratafenia. “Now that we’re betrothed, taxes of new holdings should be split evenly between us.”

“An even split of nothing is what you’ll be offered here, my esteemed future queen.” He managed a deliberate smile. Zaratafenia chose not to return it.

Most of their party split up to begin setting up camp, late as it was. Koa, Verity, Zaratafenia, and a few of her men slowly made their way along the road into town. Koa breathed through his mouth as they passed a literal procession of life in reverse.

From the dead, first unburied, and then to rows of rough, rushed graves. The dying and destitute were next, men and women with grievous injuries, no one to care for them, no place to be except huddled in the thin snow. By the time they reached the beggars and war orphans who were otherwise healthy, it was as though they were passing through a crowd of aristocrats in comparison.

The town itself was broken and ugly. A third of the buildings were charred skeletons, another third scorched but standing, and the last seemed imbued with an echo of trauma. The main road was crowded, but not as much as it should have been. Everyone capable of wielding any sort of weapon was armed, as though the war had shifted from being about realms to simply a matter of survival from person to person.

“It’s the prince!” called someone on a stoop. “The Sabantian! Prince Makoa!”

The Sabantian. He’d once let that moniker prod him in his sorest places. He’d been such a fop. It sounded like more than a mere title now, a truth, and a vaguely optimistic one at that.

With Osteanus in shambles, you can always turn your ambition south, he thought darkly. Gods. As though anything matters beyond keeping Harvestglade and those within it safe.

“The prince will save us!” shouted a woman from the other side of the road. “Prince Makoa Gladefoot!”

“The prince might save you,” said Koa with emphasis. “We live in uncertain times. I’m an ally, but I will not give you false hope.”

“Good answer,” said Zaratafenia in Sabantian.

Verity also gave him one of her small, enigmatic nods of approval. They dismounted at a tying post midway into town, leaving a few of the men with the animals out of an abundance of caution. Koa wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but it found him rather than him finding it.

“Prince Koa.” A new voice, familiar, came from the patio outside the tavern.

Koa furrowed his brow as he tried to place the tone with the rather destitute-looking man sitting with hopeless posture, fur-lined hood pulled up over his head.

“Prince Hetrix,” he said. It felt more like an admission than recognition.

Hetrix pulled his hood down and stood to his feet. He looked thin, under-slept and underfed, which gave him a ghostly edge when combined with his half-esper heritage. His skin was no longer the healthy pale green of peacetime, but closer to a pale gray.

Hetrix swept forward, catching Koa off guard with a hug. Koa patted him on the back and cleared his throat a touch awkwardly.

“It’s good to see that you’re well, Hetrix,” he said.

“Better now that I’ve had my suspicions confirmed.” Hetrix clutched Koa’s shoulders as he pulled back. “Harvestglade still stands, then? We never received reports of its fall as with the other queendoms.”

“Harvestglade stands, with the aid of our allies from Northern Sabantius.” Koa glanced at Zaratafenia and opened his mouth to make the introduction, but Hetrix pressed on.

“Even better! Gods, I was… at my wits end. At hopes end. Come, let’s go sit down and discuss like the princes we are. There is still ale here in Hillstrand, if you’re willing to pay.”

Koa nodded and followed after him, leaving Zaratafenia and Verity to wait outside. The tavern was empty, which underscored obvious aspects of scarcity and price gouging in wartime. Hetrix must have already had an arrangement worked out as the bartender brought them mugs of ale at the table they sat down at in the corner.

“In some ways, we’ve been on the edge of this conflict much as Harvestglade has always been at the edge of Osteanus,” Koa admitted. “I haven’t heard much news of how Cloister Andrenia and the other queendoms have fared beyond… poorly in general.”

“They set traps for us, and we walked into them,” Hetrix admitted with a ragged sigh. “They drew our army out and sent assassins into our castle while we were open. My mother survived, but only just barely. Her esper… my birth mother… is still recovering from her wounds.”

“Are they with you?”

“Across the Stormtrench Ocean by now, winds prevailing, to rule in exile until, well… indefinitely, I suppose.” Hetrix lifted his mug, took a sip, and seemed to remember himself. “Or that would have been the case, until your arrival! How many men do you have with you? Are they camped outside town?”

“Hetrix, I came with a traveling party, not a true army. And my objective wasn’t to—”

“It hardly matters. They let you get close to them, yes? How close? Were you speaking with the executors directly?”

Koa nodded, not liking where Hetrix’s tone suggested he would go next. “I did speak with them, but only briefly, to receive their intended message.”

“It’s enough!” hissed Hetrix. “It could be enough! One of the men I still have — Ritiger, a crossbowman — he can find targets from impossible distances! His bolts always find their marks, and he poisons them, you see!”

“Hetrix, slow down.”

“A venom of his own devising, from some rare insect, I can’t remember the name. Or slug, maybe. He’d be quick! We could find a couple more crossbows for him so he’d need not even reload, simply shoot in unison, one after the other.”

“Hetrix!” Koa rubbed his hand over his stubble, took a sip of his ale, and shook his head. “No.”

“This might be our best chance!” hissed Hetrix. “Our only chance! Osteanus is crumbling around us, and we have this opportunity, and you say no?”

“I’m making peace with them,” he said, each word hard but deliberate. “For Harvestglade.”

Hetrix stared at him, lips slowly pinching inward as though the muscles of his entire jaw were fixated on keeping him from outright spitting. He swiped his arm sideways, sending the mugs clattering to the floor. The bartender said nothing. Neither did Koa. What else was there to say?

“You fucking coward,” said Hetrix.

Koa jabbed a finger at the other prince. “I’d rather be a coward than delude myself with this, this… fantasy of an assassination! Your crossbowman is going to hit four bolts on four executors perfectly? One of whom is half-stone, another who is some kind of witch? Hetrix, listen to yourself.”

“Then fight them conventionally!” Hetrix beat his fist against the table. “I’ll go with you! I still have a few men left! We can find terrain that works in our advantage…”

“To spill our blood on? That’s all it would amount to. You’re no fool, Hetrix.”

“I’m an Ostean!” The demiprince let out a dark laugh. “And so are you. Or perhaps that’s what this is really about. Were you just waiting for your moment, Sabantian, to have an excuse to watch the realm that’s been so cruel to you burn?”

Koa gritted his teeth. “Watch yourself.”

“Or… or…” Hetrix tapped his head knowingly as he glared. “Did your mother simply pull on your strings this time around, as usual? Mine begged me to leave with her, but I chose to stay and fight! Perhaps we aren’t so alike after all, Makoa.”

“Oh, no.” Koa slowly shook his head. “We’re too much alike, even now, Hetrix. You didn’t stay to fight for Cloister Andrenia or Osteanus. You stayed because you would rather die than sacrifice your ambitions.”

“Hold your tongue!”

“I can prove it.” Koa smirked and tapped his fingers on the table. “This plan of yours, Hetrix. I’ll give it a shot… if you agree to support my succession campaign. I want your seal on a document pledging Cloister Andrenia’s voting power toward electing me to the heralder throne.”

Hetrix slapped the table again, and then in a burst of surprising speed and fury, punched Koa in the face. The bludgeoning sting somehow tasted sweet.

“You won’t!” laughed Koa. He rubbed the bruise on his cheek and stumbled to his feet. “You’re so quick to shout about supporting Osteanus, but it’s all for your own ends! You’d rather watch it all burn than let someone else, especially a rival, become the heralder king! Far too much alike, you and I, Hetrix.”

“Go run back to Harvestglade!” screamed Hetrix. “Turn tail and leave the rest of us to die! See who gets spoken of as the heroes and who gets written with contempt!”

Koa held Hetrix’s gaze and slowly breathed it all out, his breath, his anger, the harshness of reality. “Come with me.”

The demiprince said nothing, but he did glance away.

“I’m serious, Hetrix,” said Koa. “Come back to Harvestglade. You’ll be safe there, at least. Nearer to a port in case you do need to go to your mother or she needs to come to you. Winning the war isn’t always about winning every battle. You could still position yourself to be a weapon against Estoria in a way that befits your status and value.”

“My status and value as your new pawn.” Hetrix clenched his hands into fists again, but it was clear that the fight had left him. “No.”

Koa stood where he was for a while longer, not knowing what else to say, not knowing how to leave. But eventually, he had to do one or the other.


CHAPTER 24

Avina met with Tessalin first. She hadn’t spoken to her mother’s esper directly since before her mother’s death, but the glimpses she’d gotten of her through Petra’s eyes and the interactions Koa had spoken of with her had painted a picture of activity.

Avina and Petra both hugged her tightly as she entered the underqueen’s study. Tessalin had, in many ways, been a mother to them both. More of a mother than Tamara had been to them at times, isolated by work and responsibility.

Tessalin had always been tall and thin, with skin nearly snow pale, and intense silver hair. She had fared poorly during the war — Avina could see for herself how ragged her clothing was from the road, the underlayers unsuited for traveling and clearly just what she’d been wearing for an unexpected departure. The entire left half of her body seemed disturbingly weak, as though she’d suffered some kind of paralysis injury which her esper physique still struggled with.

“To see you and hug this one last time…” whispered Tessalin. “It does my heart such good.”

“As it does mine.” Avina exhaled as she pulled back, realizing tears had come to her eyes. “I never got to speak with you about anything before this all began. My mother’s death, your… disappearance. And now… Thunderclaw?”

“We will get to that.” Tessalin was crying, too, eyes darting back and forth between Avina and Petra. “I just wish for this one moment to be mine and mine alone. You have both been well? How is Makoa?”

“Makoa is… a grown man now,” said Petra, with a touch of embarrassment. “He is quite well, as are we. All things considered.”

“I did you both such a disservice by not being more… vocal in recent months,” said Tessalin. She let her head hang for a moment, but had an odd smile on her face as she lifted it back up. “The reason I gave was in respect to the circumstances of your mother’s death, the notion that she may have been assassinated.”

“That’s what Koa told us.” Avina furrowed her brow. “Was that not…?”

“There is no lie in that, but there is more, and it’s why I come ahead, alone, in such a state.” Tessalin took one of Avina’s hands and one of Petra’s. “Thunderclaw. My… beloved.”

“Yes…” Avina wasn’t sure what else to say and tried to bring the conversation back to what felt most pressing. “We’ve heard word here that King Kendall… is no more. That Twinfalls has been one of the Estorian conquests.”

“They attacked the city,” said Tessalin. “I know not if they hold it. Their methods were treacherous even for foreigners. Kendall was brought down by assassins. Thunderclaw… fought until he collapsed. I found a moment to carry him away, but his wounds…”

“It speaks credit to your current strength, either way,” said Petra.

It was the truth, twice over. Tessalin had been unbound from Tamara since her death. Espers almost always fared poorly after the deaths of their partners, losing much of their power, their agelessness, and sometimes even their minds.

“Where is Thunderclaw?” asked Avina.

“He wishes to present himself of his own power.” Tessalin sighed and rubbed at the bridge of her nose with her eyes closed. “He is an esper, but also a man, one who is both made and broken by his pride.”

“It is not such an unreasonable request, especially for the king’s esper,” ventured Petra.

Tessalin’s frown deepened, but she didn’t elaborate further.

“I’ll have one of my handmaidens prepare you both rooms, and I’ll attend Thunderclaw in my audience chamber,” said Avina.

“One room for us both, if it can be arranged,” said Tessalin.

“One room. So be it.”

Avina found Mav and had her handle the arrangements. Tessalin went to bathe and change into more suitable clothing. Setting up the audience chamber to receive Thunderclaw should have simply been a matter of posting some guards and sitting down on her throne, but the news of the king’s esper having arrived in Harvestglade seemed to spread like wildfire.

“Haza,” said Avina. “Are you truly well enough to be moving about?”

The old sorcerer had one arm around Savantra and the other tucked around his staff for all the support he could manage. It cracked the edges of Avina’s heart to see his declining health, twice over as she wondered how long he had left to be a part of Koa’s life.

“Probably not,” muttered Haza. “But I would not miss this chance to see the infamous Thunderclaw myself. I heard rumors of his might before I’d ever even come north from Sabantius. I hope he hasn’t fallen so low as to stain my image of him.”

“We shall see,” said Avina.

The world almost felt normal again as she went through the routine of taking her place on her throne, putting her crown onto her head. A fair number of well-to-do merchants and Gladetown’s resident upper class had requested audience permissions, which Avina had granted.

This may well be a turning point for Harvestglade as a queendom, she thought. It needs to be witnessed.

“Thunderclaw, esper to the… late King Kendall, requests an audience,” said Reese, her voice strained over the sheer immensity of events carried within the short statement.

“I will see him,” said Avina.

The guards pulled the audience chamber’s double doors open. Tessalin had cleaned herself up, but her hair was still wet from the bath. She helped Thunderclaw along as best she could, but it was clear that even being half carried was a state the king’s esper could barely manage.

Thunderclaw was, objectively, one of the most attractive espers Avina had ever seen. It didn’t feel like a statement that lent the esper the power such fine looks would grant most men — he’d been unapproachably attractive, blond and muscular and powerful in a way that overstuffed the bird.

The esper who limped forward now, aided by his struggling lover, looked like he should have died on the battlefield. He was missing his left arm and his right eye. His left leg was horribly mangled and dragged along limply, and he used a crutch on the side that wasn’t clinging to Tessalin.

His fine black and gold tunic and gray pants were all stained with mud and blood. He smelled like death, even from a distance, but as he drew near enough to hold Avina’s gaze, she could still see him attempting to will pride and control into his expression.

“Lord Thunderclaw.” She remembered bending over backward to avoid calling him a lord back when he’d been at the height of his power. Was it mercy to receive him with that title now or mockery?

“Underqueen Avina,” said Thunderclaw, voice rasping out on cracked lips. “I… thank you for welcoming me within your castle.”

There was a pause. Nobody said anything, and Avina wondered what could even be said. The silence was broken not with words, but unbelievably with laughter.

“I suspected that Thunderclaw, the king of the espers, would be worn from the road, but to see him in this state makes me feel healthy and hale,” said Haza.

Thunderclaw worked his jaw and slowly turned his gaze toward the old sorcerer.

“Who are you, to speak up during the underqueen’s audience?” snapped Tessalin.

“Lord Hazafallius of Crystal Hills.” Haza’s answer was directed to Thunderclaw, rather than Tessalin. The two men, crippled but powerful, still eyed each other with something akin to wariness.

“She’s right, Haza,” said Avina. “Mind your tongue. Lord Thunderclaw, receiving you here in Harvest Castle is both the least I can do and near the most, given recent events. We have heard news of Twinfalls’ defeat.”

“All of Osteanus,” muttered Thunderclaw. “They assessed our strength with far more alacrity than I expected them to. Were we able to gather our strongest espers and warriors into a single defense, we would have held. They knew better than to afford us the opportunity.”

“As you should have known better than to pick a fight with an enemy whose strength you so grossly underestimated!” called Haza, almost heckling in his intensity. “You tempted the fates and tasted their fury.”

“You speak from your own experiences, it seems,” said Thunderclaw, in a dangerous voice. “Do not think I am unfamiliar with your past, Serpent.”

“Enough,” said Avina. “We did not gather here to bear witness to this bickering.”

“I find it hard to understand why you arranged this farce at all,” said Haza. “This is the same Thunderclaw who you had justified fears might usurp the heralder throne. He should be your hostage, not your guest. He may still have worth to the Estorians as an offering of good faith if you—”

Avina was about to have Lauric command a guard to escort Haza back to his chamber, but the old sorcerer had shifted his staff in an awkward way and fell sideways to the floor. Savantra immediately knelt to help him up, brow knitted with worry.

“I would caution you against listening to the nonsense of a dying serpent,” said Thunderclaw.

“At least I know where to stick my fangs, esper,” snarled Haza.

“Do you?” Malice glittered in Thunderclaw’s eyes.

Avina was suddenly glad that both men were as crippled as they were, given how powerful they’d been in their primes.

“Thunderclaw,” said Avina. “I welcome you to Harvest Castle under a single condition.”

“I would hear it, Underqueen Avina.”

“You support me unconditionally now,” said Avina. “Harvestglade has only barely managed to hold off the Estorian push. We have formed an alliance with Northern Sabantius out of necessity and are uncertain of what that will mean for both Harvestglade and the greater realm.”

“You… will have my silence, if not my support,” said Thunderclaw. “My bond partner is dead. If the future of Osteanus is uncertain, my own remains completely obscured.”

Avina nodded slowly, finding it hard to not empathize with him at least a little. She exchanged a glance with Petra, and their recent discontent over the seal brands and their bond seemed like such a small thing in comparison to still having each other.

“I’ll accept this,” said Avina. “Mav, show Thunderclaw and Tessalin to their room. Uh… Beatrice, why don’t you do the same for Hazafallius and Savantra?”

“I’m fine!” snapped the old sorcerer. Haza proceeded to prove his point by waging a war against the floor on unsteady legs, aided by his staff and Savantra.

“Of course you are,” said Avina.


CHAPTER 25

Koa and the rest of his party camped within sight of Hillstrand. One of the guards took down a deer while scavenging for firewood, and they ate well that night. Verity joined Koa in his tent, and they spent the early parts of the night in each other’s arms.

He awoke the next morning to a face poking through the entryway of his tent. It was early, in those hours of visibility ahead of true sunrise. He still could see enough to recognize Zaratafenia’s silhouette as she crept toward his bedroll.

“Prince Makoa,” she said in a purring voice. “Are you up? I came to see if you wished to discuss the circumstances of our… betrothal.”

She only noticed Verity after she’d already entered the tent. She was still in her night garb, aside from the boots she’d needed to step through the snow. Koa had a suspicion of how their conversation might have gone, had he been alone in his tent.

“I would like to,” he said, truthfully. “There are several details still in need of some… working out.”

“What is your name?” Zaratafenia spoke not to Koa, but to Verity, who still had her eyes closed, nuzzled against his shoulder. “I know you’re awake, silent servant.”

She opened her eyes. “Verity.”

“Verity.” Zaratafenia crouched down, expression dark and serious. “Come spring’s end, when Makoa and I are officially married, I hope you understand what will happen if you ever, say, become with child. Regardless of whose you claim it might be.”

“All right!” Koa stood up, flinging his blanket onto Zaratafenia and grabbing Verity’s shoulder as she made to lunge at the dessian. “Let’s all take a breath and remember that we’re on the same side.”

“Yes,” said Zaratafenia softly. “Of course we are.”

Verity had her teeth halfway bared as Zaratafenia left the tent. She punched Koa’s shoulder and glared at him as though it were all his fault.

“You would have that woman as your queen?” she whispered in a rare full sentence.

Koa sighed and stroked her chin with his thumb. “She would not be my first pick, if the circumstances weren’t as they are.”

Verity climbed out from under the quilt and, still naked, began rolling up her bedroll.

“Marry me instead?” he said jokingly. Half joking. Somewhere in between. The idea made his heart beat a little faster, as though there was some truth to it, a physical door with an entire future waiting on the other side.

Verity flipped him a rude gesture with one finger, but he could see her trying to hide a smile behind it. He grabbed her ankle and playfully but firmly pulled her back to him.

“Verity,” he whispered. “You… can’t disappear on me. You’re not allowed to die.”

It was the kind of early morning babbling that struck too close to home for both of them. Koa suddenly couldn’t look at her. She grabbed his face and turned it until they were eye to eye. He felt so cruel then, like such a bastard. Asking her to stay. Letting Ruby die. Pathetic.

She was the one with tears in her eyes. Koa kissed her as much as clung to her. They rolled back under the quilt, now with half the space, minus her bedroll. It was enough. She pressed him down on his back and began to grind herself along him.

She kept going, slowly coaxing him into a state of hardness, not that it took much effort. Koa caressed her body, his hands cupping her breasts. Verity rose up and finally took him in to her, leaning forward so her hair fell like a curtain around both their faces. She kissed him, and he embraced her as she began to rock and grind.

They started off slow and sensual, but as is so often the case with magical mornings, they grew to a pitched pace. Verity’s moans were loud enough to drown out the sound of the Sabantians joking with one another and Talbot whistling as he struck down his tent.

Koa rolled on top at some point. He pinned her, as though reinforcing his earlier demand for her to stay close and stay safe. Verity wrapped herself around him, and he hugged her as they sprinted toward a blissful, mutual release.

He did pull out, but not for Zaratafenia’s sake. Verity gave him a small nod as he did, eyes fluttering from her own climax. She had learned the same unfortunate lesson he had. He would not bring a child into the world — a child to hold, a child to love, a child to watch die.

I was bluffing when I told Zaratafenia we’d make an heir, he realized.

It wasn’t a hard fact to accept, but it was a sad one. He hugged Verity again. He missed Ruby.

***

Koa and Verity received a quiet, knowing sort of attention as they finally emerged into the light of day and began striking the section of the camp. He didn’t feel accomplished or smug in the way he might have in his younger days, boasting with Brin about a brazen sexual conquest.

Horny greeted him and Verity with an amount of affection normally reserved for the most loyal of dogs. Koa scratched his neck and made a game of tugging on one of his horns until he rolled free in the snow.

“Milord.” Talbot saluted smartly as he readied their horses. “How are you this morning?”

“Well enough, Talbot. Yourself?”

The seasoned soldier hesitated and scratched his neck. “Last night, there was something a bit off. The boy Ani didn’t retire to bed, as far as I noticed.”

Koa furrowed his brow and glanced at Ani, who was sitting on a log and eating his breakfast next to one of Zaratafenia’s men.

“Huh.” Koa shrugged. “Best not delve too deeply into it. He’s old enough to make his own decisions concerning when and where to sleep.”

Zaratafenia was watching him carefully, her expression inscrutable. It wasn’t until they’d finished eating and packing up and were setting off on their mounts that she finally rode her hookhorn up alongside his.

“Were you trying to make a point?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m not that petty. But I am that impulsive.”

They shifted direction and picked up their pace as they reached the road and started off down it. Zaratafenia picked up her questions again the next time they slowed down.

“Makoa,” she said. “What’s your plan? Do you intend to trust the Estorians at their word?”

“I’m not sure yet.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I need to speak with my mother and Petra.”

“Ah. I see.” She smiled and gave a tiny shake of her head. “Still not yet ready to step into the role of making a king’s decision.”

“It’s not yet my decision to make.” Even as he said the words, he wondered if they were the complete truth. With his tenuous alliance with Northern Sabantius based entirely on a betrothal to Zaratafenia, he was in a powerful position. “I would also be a fool to disregard their guidance.”

“You would be just as much a fool to ignore how deftly they influence you,” she countered.

He frowned at her, unsure of what his response should be. His gut reaction was to defend his mother and Petra, but perhaps it might suit his purposes to play along with Zaratafenia, leaving her thinking he was paying rapt attention to her whispers in his ear.

“Hold!” One of the men at the front of their party suddenly reared his horse up, bow ready to be drawn in one hand. “Something moves!”

Something moving within the forest was far from a cause for great concern, even during midwinter. Koa sensed from the man’s tone his true meaning — something moved in a way he didn’t understand.

He, Zaratafenia, and Verity hurried to the front of the traveling party. The man with the bow had been joined by a few other warriors who were dismounting and unsheathing their weapons. Koa climbed off Ghost and held his hand up, calling for patience.

“You saw something in the trees?” he asked in Sabantian.

The bowman nodded. “It looked strange. Not man, not beast.”

The wind picked up, and Koa heard a faint whisper, though this time, he couldn’t make out the words.

“Ves,” he called, stepping through the snow. “It’s all right.”

“Keep your weapons up!” snapped Zaratafenia.

The trees around them crackled with intention, shedding snow and ice as their limbs began stretching inward in an ominous way. It was an intimidating display, but Koa knew it was the merest hint of what a vestalix could accomplish during the spring or summer.

“Ves,” he said again. He ducked his head under two crossed tree limbs as though slinking through a doorway. “They’re intimidated by you, but they’re not your enemy. I will take responsibility for any who try to make violence.”

Ves emerged from behind a large tree trunk, slinking forward with steps somehow silent despite needing to crunch through a crust of snow. She held Koa’s gaze after scanning around and behind him. He held his hand out to her.

“Come with us,” he said. “Follow from a distance, if you’d prefer. Join me in Harvestglade or as near to Gladetown as you feel comfortable approaching. I need your help, and I know you need mine.”

It felt like more of a test than his verbal sparring with Zaratafenia, almost on par with his chat with the executors. Ves remained completely still, the frozen forest around her seeming to breathe and fidget in compensation.

She gave a small nod and took Koa’s hand. It was surprisingly warm, but she only maintained contact for a second or two before she pulled back and disappeared into the forest with long, loping steps.

“What was that entity?” asked Zaratafenia as he came back to his horse.

“My esper,” he said with a touch of humor.

“Truly?”

“No, not exactly.” He gave a shrug. “I do think she may be an esper of some sort, given how similar she is in form. A feral esper, or perhaps even an inconvenient esper child abandoned at birth.”

“Wise to seek to bring her into the fold, though it would take an entire army of espers to make a true difference if we do make more war against the Estorians.”

He nodded slowly, but it took a few seconds for the idea to hit him. “An army… of espers. Gods. That may just be in the cards.”


CHAPTER 26

Avina’s sitting room always felt warm and cozy during the winter, lantern lit and right above the kitchens and their ambient heat. It was midday, and she’d originally planned to seek Haza out in his chambers for lunch and discussion. The old sorcerer’s pride had demanded that he come to her… with Savantra’s aid, who’d left after letting him know she’d be back to pick him up afterward.

“She loves you,” said Avina once the master surgeon was out of earshot.

“She does, as I love her.” Haza exhaled and flashed a smile of old teeth that still made him look decades younger. “I love her more than… Well, love is not meant for such comparisons. I just wish I had more time.”

“Oh, Haza,” said Avina. “You may yet have more years left.”

“I… may just yet.” He let out a small snort. “But you didn’t ask to have lunch with me simply to discuss the cruel realities of my love life or how much I wish Savantra and I had met twenty years earlier. The seal brand. That’s what you sought me out over, no?”

“It is,” said Avina. One of her hands slid around to fiddle against her lower back through her clothing. “So far it seems to have been effective.”

“Your words say one thing while your tone says another,” said Haza. “Tell me.”

Avina exhaled slowly and came right out with it. “Last night, I risked bathing. I feared that any exposure to water might affect the brand — smear it or even wash it away completely. I now harbor the opposite fear. It seems to be quite firmly attached to the skin.”

“You were not tattooed or permanently branded by the process,” said Haza. “It may be that the glass berries contributed to making the mixture more… tenacious in its adherence to your skin.”

“Hazafallius,” said Avina, through gritted teeth. “You told me this would be a reversible procedure.”

“Contain your growing panic, my queen,” said Haza. “I didn’t only use the berries to lend power to the brand, but because they aren’t from this realm. They should, in time, lose their properties. It’s the nature of cohesion.”

“Ah.” Avina remembered hearing about the concept in passing from Koa. It was a form of accelerated degradation which non-magical objects from one realm would, over time, suffer within another.

“Though… now that I consider it, they were berries that glittered with glass.” Haza shrugged. “It’s hard to know whether they’ll suffer in this realm as they otherwise would. I still lean toward assuming that they would, given that they only seem to glitter with small amounts of the material, but… oh, come now, my queen! Even if the brand doesn’t degrade on its own, it’s not as though you’ve tried every means of removing it yet. Er… you haven’t, have you?”

Avina gave him a sharp look, but it was true enough. She hadn’t even scrubbed at the seal brand. She wanted it both ways — the knowledge of how easily she might remove it if she tried along with the certainty of it serving its intended purpose for as long as she needed it to.

“Your Highness!” Mav knocked and called out from the other side of the door.

“Come in, Mav,” said Avina.

The handmaiden quickly bowed as she entered before delivering her news. “Prince Makoa’s party has been sighted on the edge of the glade.”

“Thank the gods.” She let out a sigh, feeling the weight of at least some of her worries sloughing off her shoulders. “We need him back now as much as ever.”

Haza’s expression took on a sly edge. “I would be cautious about relying too much on Makoa to inform you about how to approach Lord Thunderclaw.”

Avina furrowed her brow, surprised by how easily he’d guessed her thoughts. “Why is that? He’s dealt with the king’s esper more in recent months than I have across the whole of my life. If nothing else, he can offer an opinion on Thunderclaw’s motivations.”

“It’s hard to guess at them, true enough,” said Haza. “He’s suffered a great loss in losing his bond partner. Even a Sabantian like myself can see that. I wonder… are there any texts or histories with references to orphaned espers within your library? I would like to do some research, if you’ll allow it.”

“Are you sure you feel up to that?”

“I can still read books!” he snapped. “Ah… Your Highness.”

“Mav,” said Avina. “Tend to any requests Haza might have in regard to access to relevant books in my library.”

“Of course.”

Avina excused herself from the luncheon. Petra wasn’t with her. They’d grown more comfortable with their newfound distance over the past day and a half, in large part due to Avina always knowing where she could find her esper during leisure hours.

They’d moved Ketsese to one of the upper guest rooms, as far away from Thunderclaw and Tessalin as possible. It was a precaution, but a shrewd one, in Avina’s opinion. She could imagine the immensity of Thunderclaw’s curiosity were he to discover that they both had access to Aklesia, the realm of the espers, and were harboring a ward from across realms.

It was a short walk from her sitting room to where she knew she’d find them. She heard them before she saw them and lingered outside the partially open door.

“This one?” asked Petra.

“Cake,” said Ketsese.

Avina couldn’t resist peering in, though she still held back. She saw the little esper girl swipe a piece of cake off a long serving platter and pop it into her mouth.

“And this one?” asked Petra, smiling.

“Cherry!”

“Right again. What about this one?”

Petra pointed to a small carrot on the tray. Ketsese didn’t answer.

“You’ve guessed this one before!” said Petra, wagging a finger. “I think you just don’t like carrots.”

“Cherry,” said Ketsese. “Cake.”

Petra laughed and gave her another piece of both. Avina’s conflict over the seal brand seemed to burn anew, with nothing resembling a right or easy answer. Part of her wished she could feel Petra’s joy directly, but at the same time, she was glad she didn’t have to feel it.

Her experience with children was complicated, after Arlan, after Makoa. She knew the bond went both ways, and Petra having to feel her reticence would have been just as detrimental to the situation. She was happy to watch from a distance.

“A…vina,” said Ketsese.

“Ah!” Petra turned and saw her smiling as she hurried to welcome her at the door. “Yes. Sorry, I did not realize.”

“I didn’t exactly announce myself,” said Avina. “I see you’ve been teaching her Ostean?”

“I have. I’ve also been trying to learn her language in return, but she can be… selectively quiet.”

“Cake?” called Ketsese.

“After, Ketsese,” said Petra.

“Makoa’s party was sighted heading into the glade,” said Avina. “I thought you might wish to greet him with me.”

Petra’s eyes widened. “Yes, of course! Just… give me a few minutes.”

Avina nodded, watching as Petra glanced at the esper girl. She left the room, not envying the situation Petra was wading into. They would need to bring Ketsese back to her own realm eventually. It might not happen immediately, but it wasn’t as though she wouldn’t eventually learn the word for home and have an opportunity to ask the question.

Avina waited at the gate and watched as Prince Makoa made his return to the castle on horseback. Zaratafenia wasn’t with him, but given her lodgings were above the tavern, it seemed more likely that she’d just split off early. Verity was at his side, but she gave him space as they dismounted.

Petra arrived right as Koa was walking over with a grin on his face. Koa swept her into a hug first, a tight embrace followed by a long kiss, followed by more hugging, followed by another kiss.

In some ways, Avina felt like she’d been freed from a curse to not feel the echo of all of it through the bond. The emotions of Petra’s passion had always been too intense for her to know what to do with, even before the bond had begun swapping their perspectives. She was free now. She could be a normal mother to Koa again, guided by her own uncolored judgment.

“Mother.” Koa held her gaze as he walked toward her, and even before she was in his arms, she felt her heart begin to pound and twist. Oh no — it wasn’t that simple. She inhaled his scent, musky and manly from the road. If anything, it was even more complicated.

Where is my excuse now, she wondered. I can’t blame Petra for this stirring within me anymore.

“Makoa.” She felt him hug her tighter, drawing her body into his in a manner that wasn’t quite appropriate, dancing on the line. She set a hand to his chest, intending to make some space, but ended up tracing his pectoral muscle instead.

“It’s good to be back,” he said. “I’ve got lots to share with you.”

“I can’t wait to hear it,” she heard herself say.

Where is my excuse now?


CHAPTER 27

“On the surface, it seems as though we found success in diplomacy,” said Koa. “But I’m not sure how deep that success runs.”

He walked with his mother and Petra as soon as he’d finished tending to his horse and Horny. They exchanged glances but surprised him by not immediately delving for more details.

“Much has happened here at the castle in your absence,” said Avina.

“Oh?” He furrowed his brow. “Good news or bad news?”

“It is… hard to say,” said Petra.

His mother cleared her throat as they made their way toward the stairs leading down to the lower level. “Tessalin and Thunderclaw presented themselves in Harvestglade. They’re here in the castle.”

He blinked, incredulity melting into acceptance. “Gods. For them to come all the way to Harvestglade for sanctuary... Everything between here and Twinfalls must already be within Estorian hands or flattened under the Estorian heel.”

“It is not as bad as it could be, according to Tessalin,” said Petra. “Aside from crushing all of the armies within Osteanus, save for Harvestglade’s and a small part of the Puzzle Islanders, most cities and settlements have been spared. Save for Twinfalls.”

“Has Thunderclaw made any demands of us?” he asked.

Avina gave him a sad smile. “He’s in no state to be making demands, as you’ll soon see.”

He only realized that they were heading for the infirmary a few strides out from the door. He paused, almost knocking before remembering he was a prince within his own castle. He opened it and stepped inside.

He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. Thunderclaw was stretched out on one of the beds, face twisted into a grimace of pain made doubly intense by his missing eye. Tessalin and Cathelia were dabbing at Thunderclaw’s arm — what was left of the mangled limb — to help the wound heal as best as it was able.

“Makoa!” Tessalin stood and swept him into a hug, still as fond of him as she’d been back when his grandmother had been alive.

“It’s good to see you well, Tessalin,” he said. He touched her shoulder as he pulled back. She did look well, if perhaps slightly more aged and world weary than he remembered.

“I’ve heard so many new tales of the Prince of Harvestglade,” said Tessalin, smiling. “How you defeated one of the executors in a duel.”

“Ah, that was…”

“How you ride a flying mount into battle.”

“I do fly with him occasionally, though not on his back.”

“The spell you cast that channeled the sun’s heat down into a beam to smite your enemies.”

“All right, well that one is patently false,” he said. “Feel free to spread it onward, though. Best to intermingle lies with truth in times of war.”

“I will think of even more impressive legends to invent, in that case,” said Tessalin.

She stepped aside, and the moment took on a far more serious edge. Koa watched Thunderclaw, the king’s esper, attempt to rally his pride and composure. To his credit, he managed to seem most of what he once was, but the remaining gap was a defeat etched into his very body.

“Thunderclaw,” said Koa. “Well. Here we are.”

“Prince Makoa,” said Thunderclaw. “It’s good to see that you are faring well. I hear that you are freshly returned from a diplomacy mission to the Estorian invaders.”

“This is true.”

Koa found a chair and moved it to Thunderclaw’s bedside before sitting down. He waited, saying nothing. The option of waiting was an underrated perk of power, allowing your opponent to stumble forward first, playing their response.

“Did you manage to secure peace for Harvestglade?” asked Thunderclaw.

Again, he waited, this time furiously thinking through whether there was any advantage to be gained by lying. He wished he could have spoken more with his mother before this meeting, but perhaps the fact that she’d thrust him into it with such immediacy underlined the truth. It didn’t matter what he disclosed to Thunderclaw, as he was now.

“They offered me peace in exchange for simply staying within my borders,” said Koa. “I told them that I needed time to consider it.”

He’d shared this much with his mother and Petra already, both seeming as wary of the offer as he felt.

“I’m glad that you did,” said Thunderclaw. “I would issue… a counteroffer, in the name of our realm.”

“Thunderclaw…” Koa sighed. “King Kendall is…”

“Kendall is dead, yes,” said Thunderclaw. “The realm and its history still stand. Kings have been casualties in times of war in the past.”

“Once before, across Osteanus’s entire history, if I remember my lessons. King Vernus. He was succeeded by his brother, Okran, who most likely poisoned him.”

“But the realm and our traditions survived the blow, regardless of how and why it was inflicted,” said Thunderclaw.

Koa sighed and slowly shook his head. “I don’t think you care about Osteanus, Thunderclaw. That’s more of an appeal than an accusation. What is it that you really want? Will you be honest with me about that?”

Thunderclaw chuckled and then breathed out, growing somber and serious. “I want… to understand why I’m here.”

“I see.”

“I have sent two messengers outward, one to the Puzzle Islands and another to Prince Hetrix,” said Thunderclaw. “If you were to pledge your support to Hetrix, Makoa, and if we were fortunate in rallying what remains of the proud, fighting men of Osteanus, men and espers, perhaps…”

“We could all die together, proudly and stupidly,” finished Koa. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Prince Hetrix.”

He felt his mother’s hand on his shoulder, not pulling him back, but not urging him on, either. Just a simple gesture of support.

“Support me as your new king, and I’ll fight this war.” Koa held Thunderclaw’s gaze, trying to sense the esper’s disposition through his single cat’s eye.

“The crown is your price, then?” Thunderclaw laughed and shook his head. “You’re no fool, Prince Koa. You know you’ll likely have to fight this war one way or another.”

“As you say, I’m no fool. I would welcome your support, Thunderclaw, but the situation is not what it once was.”

“An esper with no partner appealing to a Sabantian who has never known the bond,” muttered Thunderclaw. “It would not surprise me for the realm to die here. I… will think on your offer, Prince Makoa. I would like to think that my decision here matters a great deal.”

“So would I.”

He left the infirmary with his mother and Petra. Part of him had hoped that he might find some level of satisfaction in seeing Thunderclaw’s ruined state. The mightiest of the mighty, broken by the same Estorian aggression that Koa had effectively defended Harvestglade from.

But all he took from it, in truth, was the knowledge that the old way was truly dead and gone. The stakes were higher than they’d ever been, the rules more opaque, the idea of trust naïve and foolish. The Estorians had seemed so eager to offer him a fair sounding deal. Why?

Have I already fallen into their trap?


CHAPTER 28

Avina gave Koa time to settle in, despite having so many more questions. It gave her a chance to speak with Verity ahead of talking to her son in private, however. The quiet servant bowed as she entered Avina’s sitting room and required surprisingly little prompting to report.

“I kept him away from Zaratafenia each night,” said Verity.

“Good,” said Avina, though she felt anything but good about it as she imagined the method Verity likely employed.

“They… still committed to a betrothal,” said Verity. “For spring’s end.”

She cursed under her breath. “Of course they did. Has she made active attempts to seduce him?”

“I don’t think she needs to,” said Verity. “Do you wish for me to keep going with this?”

There was a surprising amount of willingness in Verity’s voice. Which, honestly, shouldn’t have shocked Avina. She knew more about her son’s capability when it came to lovemaking than she had any right to.

“No,” she said. “I’ll handle it for now. Thank you, Verity.”

The servant bowed and left the chamber. Avina waited a few more minutes before heading to her son’s room. She heard soft laughter from within through some shameless eavesdropping and opted to knock and open the door in the same motion.

“Oh!” Koa was seated on his lounge chair with Petra in his lap. “Mother.”

The two of them were still clothed, thankfully, but the positioning of Koa’s hands implied how fervently he’d been groping her a moment earlier. The air held that flustered, interrupted quality that always told a tale in lieu of words.

“Avina.” Petra smiled guiltily, rubbed Koa’s thigh, and carefully extricated herself from his lap. “I came to visit the prince. Our initial welcome was so brief that I… well, I came to see him.”

“As did I.” Avina stepped into the room and shut the door. It was so strange to see Petra and Koa together, clearly hot for one another, and only sense it as she might as an observer. Strange, and somehow unfair. Had her experience of Petra’s excitement been blotting out her jealousy?

“How about we have some wine?” Koa grinned and drummed his hands on his side table. “I didn’t make a statement of it, but I’ve been abstaining for the past few weeks. Recent events have allowed me to rediscover my love of a glass or two.”

“That sounds perfect,” said Avina. “We have much to discuss.”

He produced a bottle of wine and three glasses from atop his desk and began pouring. “Starting, undoubtedly, with my betrothal to Zaratafenia. I was speaking with Petra about it when you arrived.”

“We can start there, if you’d like.” Avina was wearing a comfortable dress of gray and white fabric, evening wear, rather than nightwear, but still felt Koa’s gaze as she took a seat and crossed her legs. “I’m not against it.”

“Good, because I’ve already agreed to it,” he said, with a guilty smile. “There is a condition. If I take the Heralder Throne by spring’s end, she’ll accept a place as an underqueen in the Ostean fashion.”

She massaged her temples. The idea of him finding that to be an acceptable compromise was so prototypically Koa.

“Makoa,” she said. “I wouldn’t get too attached to the idea of marrying her.”

“Mother, I agreed to—”

“Makoa,” said Petra, more sharply. “Consider the position your mother and I would be placed in were you to marry this woman in the old way. What would she still need to happen before claiming her place as queen of Harvestglade?”

“You think she’d try to have my mother killed?” Koa drummed his fingers on his side table again and winced. “Right. She’d definitely seek to have my mother killed.”

“With my bond to Petra, it’s unlikely that Zaratafenia will naturally outlive me,” said Avina. “It would be a test of her ambition for her to marry a prince and accept that she may never be a queen.”

“We still need her,” said Koa. “She’ll come to that same conclusion if we try to cut her out at this point.”

“I think it would be… wise for the prince to stay on good terms with Zaratafenia,” said Petra.

“Within reason. Gods, Koa. The last thing you need to do is anything that will result in her having an heir with a claim to Harvestglade.”

Koa furrowed his brow and took a somewhat defensive sip of his wine. “I’ll do my best to avoid that.”

Avina shared a frustrated glance with Petra that reminded her of the understanding they so often arrived at through their bond. She sighed and opted to change the subject.

“Have you spoken to Hazafallius since returning?” asked Avina.

“I haven’t.” Koa sighed. “Is he… doing any better?”

It broke Avina’s heart, but she had to shake her head. “Worse. It’s why, I think… you should spend time with him.”

He nodded and sipped more wine, but said nothing. Avina knew how complicated Koa’s relationship with his grandfather was and decided to spare him from any further coaxing.

“Walk me through your meeting with the executors,” she said.

He did, describing the scene in detail, from the several thousand strong and monster-reinforced Estorian army to the understanding he’d reached with Kanys Meltora.

“For them to cease their campaign at Harvestglade’s border… it seems on the surface like the most we could have ever hoped for,” said Koa. “But I can’t find trust for them.”

“What choice do we have?” asked Petra. “At least this way, we have some time to recover and rebuild our army.”

“I don’t know whether it’s the offer itself or… where it comes from.” Koa set his wine glass down and stared at his window, with its winter covering firm in place. “Guthren Yvvara is an executor now. He took Calvus’s place — funny feeling, to slay an enemy and have them replaced with a worse one.”

“Oh, Koa.” Avina went to him, as did Petra, setting their chairs close enough to rub his shoulders and hold his hand.

“I looked into his eyes, and there was nothing there.” He closed his own eyes. “No recognition of the fact that he’d killed Ruby. That his choice had snuffed out her life and stolen so much from the world. It didn’t make me want to kill him any less — maybe more. To have to stand there in the face of such a banal monster and do my duty to Harvestglade… Gods. I know what it means to be a prince now.”

“Most who lose loved ones in war never get even just that chance,” said Petra.

“Good. They’d be smart to refuse it if offered.” He grabbed the wine bottle and took a deep sip from the stem. “I’m all right. There’s still more, if you can believe it. I invited Ves to Harvestglade. The vestalix.”

“The… vestalix?” Avina blinked. “The one you slew during the Great Hunt?”

“The very same.”

“The one who you were awarded a small fortune for claiming to have slain during the Great Hunt?” asked Petra.

“All right, look. It may have been a lie I benefited from, but I don’t think I’ll be facing the king’s justice for this deception in the middle of a war in which our king has already been deposed. Ves also hates the Estorians. I brought her to Harvestglade to join in the discussion of what to do, as much as she’s able to.”

“The vestalix was rumored to be a powerful monster,” said Avina. “Still… I don’t think it would change much in terms of our overall defense against renewed Estorian aggression.”

“That’s just it — I think Ves is an esper, of some sort, perhaps an orphaned or even a feral one,” he said. “Which was what brought me to an idea with more teeth. One esper wouldn’t be enough, but an army of them might. Which is where the esper ward we brought back to the castle comes into play.”

Avina and Petra once more shared a moment.

“Absolutely not!” said Petra. “She is just a child! You cannot possibly think she could be used to help us raise an army! I would not stand for that, personally.”

“Hold on, Petra,” said Avina. “That doesn’t have to be our approach. You’re teaching her Ostean, right? What if you learned her language in turn?”

“Some of the espers that respond to the call of Osteans undergoing the pilgrimage in Glass Tree Grove seem to already have languages they speak,” said Koa. “It’s been documented. It’s why esper accents are oftentimes so varied. It’s possible you might already know some of her language, Petra, and just need a refresher.”

Petra shook her head, but paused after a moment. “It… is possible. There are some words that have jumped out at me from what she has said in her tongue. Makoa, I wish to return to Aklesia as soon as we find a good opportunity.”

It was Avina and Koa’s turn to share a glance.

“I’m not opposed to that,” said Avina. “I think we need to approach our expeditions into Aklesia with set goals. I also think that we shouldn’t return until, well…” She gave a small shrug. “Until Ketsese is healed and ready to seek out her people. Until she’s ready to go home.”

“Ah,” said Petra. “Yes, of course.”

“Ketsese?” asked Koa.

“She told us her name,” said Avina.

“Well, that’s progress.”

Koa poured himself some more wine, and the three of them shared a comfortable silence, having covered the critical aspects of discussion.

“I should go and see her,” said Petra.

“Now?” asked Koa.

“She has a strange sleep schedule. I think it may be due to the difference in time between here and Aklesia. I have been staying with her and working on her Ostean at night.”

“That’s probably a good use of time,” said Koa.

Avina could hear the disappointment in his tone and knew he’d been hoping to spend some time catching up with Petra after the past few days apart. Petra stood up to leave and gave Avina an odd smile.

“I should go,” said Petra. “Worry not. We will have our time, my prince.”

“I know. I love you, Petra.”

“And I love you, Makoa.”

Avina stayed seated as Petra made her way to the door. She felt a shift in both Koa’s attention and the atmosphere within the chamber as it closed behind.

“Mother,” he said with a smile.

“Makoa.”


CHAPTER 29

It was the first time in a long time, perhaps in her entire life, that Avina truly felt like she was alone with Koa. Even when they’d been alone together across the past few months, her bond with Petra had always been in the background, ready to tattle on her for crossing emotional boundaries.

“Can I pour you some more wine?” asked Koa.

“It would be my third glass tonight,” said Avina.

“That sounded more like a yes than a no.”

She smirked and made a small gesture with her glass. Koa came over and slowly poured it for her. He’d really started to come into himself, as a man and as a prince. She imagined him pouring Zaratafenia wine, courting her as a prince courts a marriage prospect, and felt a twinge in her heart.

“I haven’t given up,” he said.

“On what?” She felt her heart speed up as she held his gaze and awaited his answer.

“On becoming the Heralder King. I wasn’t making an empty point by asking for Thunderclaw’s support. I think in a way, recent events have positioned me perfectly to go for it.”

“You needn’t serenade me your ambitions, Makoa.” Avina stood up and walked over to his desk where a map of Osteanus had been pinned up on the wall. “I see what you see.”

“Do you?” He walked over to her, standing just behind her and to her left. “I’ve outplayed my opponents at every table, despite having few of their advantages. What’s to stop me from doing the same here? From taking what I want?”

“You… have to be sure you really want it, first.” Avina felt her breath running hot. She heard Koa take another step closer to her and practically felt the warmth bleeding off him.

“I am.”

“You have to be realistic about what you can have and what you can’t.”

“You never know until you make the attempt.”

His hands brushed against her hips, but he didn’t pull her close, as though expecting her to pull away. She was as surprised as he was when she didn’t. It was all her now. She wasn’t being corrupted by Petra’s emotions, but she also had no expectation of Petra guessing what was going on through the echo of the bond.

“Makoa.” She meant to chastise him with his name, but it came out with affection and… something else, instead. Something she wouldn’t admit to.

“Mother.” His voice was so quiet, but close enough to her ear to send the hot thrill of his breath shivering down her neck.

“I’m sure you’re…” She gasped as she felt him press forward, an erection far harder than the situation should have stirred pressing against her lower back, almost right where the brand was,“…eager to be back after such a long journey.”

“More than you know.” He kissed her neck, and Avina had to brace herself against the desk. “I missed you.”

“I… missed you, too.” She forced herself to turn around as his hands began to slide up her body. He was playing with her like a doll, and she was letting him. There was a thrill in being alone with him, in the chamber, cut off from the rest of the world and even her bond. But she needed to be careful. “But you really shouldn’t be so…”

“So… what?” He kissed her on the cheek as she faced him, and then on the lips, mouth lingering against hers.

“Affectionate.” She cleared her throat. “With your touches. With your kisses.”

“I know that.” He flashed a guilty smile. “But so do you. I seem to remember… a massage you gave me.”

Avina felt her cheeks burn with a mixture of embarrassment and desire that seemed to form a perfect loop, each feeding into the other. “Ah. Well, that was…”

“Affection.”

“Maybe.” She felt Koa playing with her butt and found it hard to think, harder to make solid points. “That was the absolute edge boundary, Makoa. We can’t even go near there again.”

“Why not?”

She glanced away, and a sudden laugh stole free from her, the ridiculous kind that only seemed to raise the tension rather than break it. She touched his chest again — his muscular chest — and let her fingers dig in a little.

“I think I know why not.” He brought his mouth close to her neck again, and Avina couldn’t stop her eyelids from fluttering, almost shutting. “Because we didn’t burst into flames, despite the heat.”

“Makoa.” She tried to lend her voice the chastising edge she was usually so good at, but it came out whispered and aroused.

“If I were king…”

He kissed her neck, and Avina shivered. She was as annoyed at him for bucking up against the limit as she was at herself for letting the idea flutter through her mind. If he were king, the power and pretense would give them almost unlimited freedom. Not to mention her own expanding pride at watching him take a position that her own life revolved around.

“You’re feeding your ambition with ideas you shouldn’t have,” she whispered. “Bad ideas.”

“That hasn’t stopped it from working in the past.” He was leading her toward the bed now.

Avina sat down on it automatically, leaned back on it expectedly, and watched him with conflicting hopes.

“Only because you shirk the details,” said Avina. “You can’t just ignore the aftermath of a mess and pretend it wasn’t your own making.”

She stretched out on her back, legs crossed and rubbing together with subtle motions. It was easy to convince herself that the words mattered, the argument, rather than the actions and powerplay underneath.

If she could just make logical points and keep him from dominating the conversation, he could still learn a lesson in the end. Regardless of any mistakes, or boundary slips, or allowances, or whatever she’d decide to call it this time.

“I don’t disagree with anything you’re saying.” He took her foot in his hands and slowly began crawling his fingers up her leg. “You’re right, Mother.”

“I’m… glad you can see that.”

His hands slid further, raiding under the hem of her dress. Still, Avina found the idea of stopping him to be… an imposition. He should want to stop, come to his senses and know better and be convinced by her argument.

He had to bunch the voluminous fabric up to reach her thigh and start stroking there. Avina pressed her arm down on it to keep it out of his way and closed her eyes. She’d set a hard boundary right after… another minute. He was skirting the line, so to speak, but he hadn’t leapt over it in a way she could pounce on or pin down or ravage.

But she had to.

“Enough,” she whispered.

Koa slid forward to be face to face with her, and they shared three passionate kisses in a row.

She cleared her throat and repeated herself once more. “Enough.”

Koa took a few heavy breaths, shame and arousal warring in his expression. The two drives, even in stalemate, left him in a place she wouldn’t have expected him to reach even just months earlier — a place of control.

“As you say, Mother,” he said, one of his fingers still rubbing the edge of her thigh. “That’s enough for today. I got a bit caught up there. Too much wine.”

He said the last sentence in a tone that offered it up as an excuse. Avina took a few breaths, still stretched out on his bed.

“You can’t just let your urges run wild, Makoa. You have to control yourself.”

Was she chastising him or herself? It felt like it took a force of will to begin leaning upward, moving to the side of his bed and readying herself to stand on shaky legs.

A knock sounded at the door. Avina relaxed, remembering Petra would have eventually circled back, but immediately tensed as a voice that wasn’t Petra’s sounded from the hallway.

“Prince Makoa?” Zaratafenia’s voice, pitched to be almost musically seductive. “Are you still up?”

She tried the door and, of course, it began to swing open. Why would Avina have locked it? She would have stopped Koa if he’d tried to, knowing where his mind was at. Hair disheveled and dress still partially bunched midway up her legs, Avina hurled herself under the quilt.

“Yes, come right in,” said Koa, unperturbed. “You know, I’m actually surprised you made it this far into my castle without being stopped by a guard.”

“The only guards who sought to question me were men I loaned you. A sign from the fates if I’ve ever encountered one.”

“Your Sabantian superstitions hold no sway here in Harvestglade,” he said with dripping irony.

“I see wine, and I see a suspicious lump under your quilt.” Zaratafenia’s footsteps sounded on the floor as she closed the door behind her. “I was hoping to catch you alone.”

“Oh? Were you, now?”

“I thought we might continue discussing our betrothal, among other things.”

Avina pouted under the quilt. Koa’s lower half had also been covered, and she touched his knee as though preparing to pull back into place. She noticed he’d undone the drawstring of his trousers and felt her body flash hot as she remembered the sensation of him hiking up her dress.

“I would love to continue that discussion, but…” He sighed and the disappointment in it was real. “How about tomorrow? Tomorrow evening, even?”

“Prince Makoa,” said Zaratafenia, closer now. “I am not a woman who likes to be kept waiting or sent away.”

“Lady Dessian. You already noted the suspicious shape under my quilt. I would ask you to be… understanding. I wasn’t expecting you.”

That’s it, Makoa, thought Avina. Stay firm.

She rubbed his knee with small motions, suddenly finding her position more thrilling than bothersome. She was proud of him for refusing Zaratafenia, but also for how well he’d controlled himself before that. How well he’d  listened. She let one of her fingers absently toy with the undone cord of his pants.

“I would not ask you to demean your companion by dismissing her,” said Zaratafenia. “Let us… go for a walk. Surely your chamber is not the only warm place within this fortress fit for a spirited discussion.”

“It isn’t.” Koa’s leg tensed slightly as he made the admission. Gods, was he considering it? “You put me in a bit of a bind with that suggestion.”

“Allow me to be the one who helps you out of it. So much can be resolved tonight, Prince Makoa. I’ll even overlook what my men have told me about your hidden guest.”

Thunderclaw? Ketsese? Avina didn’t know which Zaratafenia was referring to. In truth, it didn’t matter. Koa was considering her suggestion, and that was dangerous. If he fell deeper into the idea of the betrothal, in love with her, or even just deep enough in lust to make a child…

Avina slowly began tugging his trousers down. She never would have guessed how ready — excited, even — she felt to be doing it in such a moment. It would have been harder for her to have Koa’s full attention, his eyes on her, playing the game of words and control that made their sexual lapses so complicated.

“Tempting,” he said. “That is… quite tempting.”

“I do not play games of mere temptation, Prince Makoa.” Zaratafenia spoke over the sound of shifting wood, as though she’d just settled into a chair.

With small movements, she pulled Koa’s underwear down. She couldn’t see his erection, but swore she could feel the heat emanating from it. She took hold of it with one hand, gently stroking, but gripping it firmly. She’d hold him in place with it if needed.

“You aren’t playing fair,” said Koa.

“Then teach me the rules of your games here in Harvestglade.”

Avina gently let her hand begin to stroke him, trying to keep the annoyance out of her movements. She would not, under any circumstances, let him run off and make a terrible decision.

I can’t give Koa everything he wants from me, but I can keep him safe… and satisfied, she thought.

“How fast of a learner are you?” asked Koa.

Avina exhaled, intentionally letting the humidity of her breath tickle the tip of his cock.

“Come,” said Zaratafenia. “Find out for yourself. Makoa…”

She could sense Koa’s resolve buckling. She had no choice, really. She licked her lips, a smile pulling at the edges of her mouth. She’d done this before, as Petra, technically, but somehow… she knew her lips and tongue still remembered.

She planted a kiss on the tip of his cock, wishing she could see his face in that moment. She heard him groan, sensed muscles tensing as his hips automatically flexed to amplify the contact.

“Zaratafenia,” he said, breathing out.

“A prince should not shy away from such discussions,” said Zaratafenia, in that musically seductive tone once more. “Did your mother forget to teach you etiquette?”

Avina let her lips curl around the top inch of Koa’s erection. Inwardly, she tried to suppress a horrible premonition about how Koa might respond to Zaratafenia bringing her up. Her face was hot, as though they’d already been caught.

“She did.” He managed a remarkably controlled tone. “Her lessons were extensive. I still have… much to learn.”

Even now, you tease me with your sweetness, she thought. Perhaps this time I’ll allow you a reward.

She started bobbing her head. It was all too familiar, from his size, to his taste. She realized she’d missed this, even though she’d only ever performed such acts on him as Petra. Gods, what did that say about her? She needed to clear her head… after. Koa came first, always needed to come first.

Zaratafenia let out a scoff. “She’s a shrewd woman, I will admit that, at least. To assign a whore as a servant.”

“It’s… one of her numerous talents.” Koa set his hand atop her head, gently and unabashedly urging her further down now that the obvious had been stated. “One of numerous reasons why… I love her as I do.”

“Love is a powerful aphrodisiac,” said Zaratafenia. “I can assure you, however, that I know more in the arts of passion than she does. My lips could be doing more tonight than simply speaking your backwards northern language.”

She added another sentence in Sabantian. Koa’s fingers tightened on Avina’s head over the blanket as he issued his equally obscured reply. Avina sucked him off with more intensity, annoyed that it was all she could do. The air under the quilt was thick and humid, but she worked her lips, her tongue, gently sucking as her thumb stroked the inside of one of his thighs.

“Is that so?” Zaratafenia laughed as she switched back to Ostean. “Well, then. We shall see if I let you.”

“Oh, I think you will, but…” Koa’s breathing grew heavier to the point where he struggled to finish his sentence. “…that’s a conversation for another night.”

“Were I a cruel woman, I would draw this moment out until you need to come up for breath, Verity,” said Zaratafenia.

Avina froze, fingers digging into Koa’s thigh, mouth still sucking.

“Remember that I chose to be kind, on this night,” said Zaratafenia. “See you tomorrow, Prince Makoa.”

Koa urged Avina on again as he said his reply, almost gasping. “Yes, ah… tomorrow. Sleep well. Zaratafenia!”

He pulled Avina’s head and said another woman’s name as he unloaded his seed into her mouth. And yet, she still felt like she’d won. She remembered the taste of his seed, but it’d somehow been familiar to her even the first time she’d had it on her tongue. She kept sucking, smiling inwardly as she heard the door shut.

She waited another few seconds before coming up for breath. Koa immediately pulled her into a tight hug, kissing her on the lips and both cheeks.

“Mother,” he whispered. “I love you. Thank you.”

She scowled, knowing she needed to reinforce the boundary she’d been in the middle of instructing him on before the interruption. It would have sounded hollow at that moment, however.

She knew she couldn’t stay in his bed. Slowly, she extricated herself from his embrace and made her way to the door, making sure nobody was waiting outside before cautiously opening it.

“Goodnight, Makoa,” she said.

“Goodnight.”


CHAPTER 30

Koa’s mind was elsewhere as he arrived at Haza’s chamber the next morning. He hadn’t gotten much sleep, and what little he’d achieved had been centered on variations of the same dream. His mother, under the quilt, doing whatever it took to maintain her hold on his reins.

Part of him felt as though he should be outraged, furious in the face of such obvious manipulation, but he wasn’t, not in the slightest. He was aware that she’d done what she’d done simply to keep Zaratafenia from doing the same and more… and he didn’t care.

He didn’t care, and he wanted more. The gap between the anger he should have felt and his lingering, confusing feelings of love and lust was probably what had set the focus of his dreams. There was a dissonance there, one that’d existed ever since that conversation with Brin so long ago in the tavern about how the Heralder King would have the right to plow his mother.

She loves you, he thought. It’s a complicated love, but still… a mother’s love.

Haza’s snoring from the other side of the door reminded him of what he was doing. He opened the door and peeked into the chamber, confirming it was just his grandfather and not Savantra, as well.

As quietly as he could, he took a seat next to the bed. Haza looked pale, despite the earthy tone of his skin. His bones showed through underneath everywhere they could, and his graying dreadlocks looked as bristly as a worn-out brush.

A worrying appearance, to be sure, but Haza always looks withered.

He shifted his attention to Haza’s desk. A thick tome with the title Ostean Origins sat in one corner, with pages of notes scribbled into parchment spread out across the rest. Koa scanned over them, frowning as he struggled to make out Haza’s loose Sabantian script.

“Do you always invade people’s privacy early in the morning, princeling?” The old sorcerer cleared his throat in a clear attempt to banish the rasp from his voice.

“Only the privacy of family and friends,” said Koa. “Sleep well?”

“I never sleep well anymore.”

Koa winced, to which Haza sighed heavily.

“Yes, Makoa, I slept fucking fantastically,” he muttered. “Why ask a question like that if you don’t want an honest answer?”

“Just because the answer is hard to hear doesn’t mean I don’t want it.”

He looked at Haza, and then they both looked away, stewing in the silence as though some irritable third person shared the room with them.

“Interesting reading material,” said Koa. “I believe my mother has a copy of this one in her library.”

“One and the same,” said Haza. “The arrival of the king’s orphaned esper has sparked my curiosity. I have questions, but so far have found few answers.”

“Interesting.” Koa leafed through Haza’s notes again, his mind turning back toward Ves. “Let me know if you find anything. This is a topic I also seek to delve into.”

Haza grunted, though it was hard to know if it was in agreement or acknowledgment.

“I met with the Estorian executors,” said Koa. “We had a… fruitful discussion.”

“In which I’m sure they told you exactly what you wanted to hear, promised you everything you’d been hoping for.”

Koa let out a single dark chuckle. “Quite so. Though given Harvestglade’s current state, it’s not like we can do otherwise but act as though we trust their word.”

“There is some advantage in biding your time while you reinforce and gather allies,” said Haza. “Just be mindful of their methods. From what I’ve heard of how they attacked your queendoms, their armies were marched in as a formality. Treachery and assassination seem to be their preferred weapons.”

“Mmm. I thought they might attempt to leverage the parley to that end.”

“Who says they didn’t?”

Koa raised an eyebrow, but Haza didn’t elaborate. The old sorcerer wasn’t being coy — he took several breaths that sounded wet and sickened and was quite suddenly struggling for breath amidst a fit of horrible coughs.

“Haza,” said Koa, wincing. He found a clean towel near the bed and held it to his grandfather’s mouth, not wanting to see the blood he knew would be within it when he pulled it back.

“Nobody tells you about this part of dying,” Haza muttered. “It’s like… being in a dark cave. Every time you call out for help, the echo gets a little weaker. The people searching search a little less fervently… because they know. And I know. It’s long and drawn out, each thread of hope fraying, bit by bit.”

“That’s poetic.”

“Poetry is meant to be beautiful, not brutal.”

Haza blinked, and there were tears in his eyes. Koa shook his head, not denying the moment, not denying the truth. He couldn’t watch Haza cry. It felt like having something stolen from him to see his grandfather break down and become vulnerable. Stolen… no, stripped away in a violent mugging that would leave him always looking over his shoulder.

Death comes for all, he thought. For me. For my loved ones. And I’ll have to learn this lesson again, every time.

“Can I get you anything?” he muttered.

“No.” Haza grunted and hastily wiped at his face. “Just go, princeling.”

“Haza, I—”

“Get out!” he shouted. “You don’t want to see this and… I don’t want you to see this.”

Koa blinked. He reached over and took his grandfather’s hand. “I know. Haza. I know.”

It felt like holding onto a hot iron, laying down in front of the rising tide. He knew what it was that he was losing, now. That sense of security — the idea of a happy-ever-after.

Hazafallius would not be afforded such an ending, and neither would he. He’d already been starved for hope after losing Ruby. Losing Haza was a blow he needed to brace himself for, and gods, he simply wasn’t ready.

“Go to Crystal Hills someday, princeling,” muttered Haza. “You’ll be well received there. It’s truly beautiful.”

“Well, obviously. Why else would it be called Crystal Hills?”

“Wise ass.”

***

Koa stayed with Haza until he fell asleep, listening to his breathing until it sounded as steady as it was liable to ever be again. He mused on the notes one last time, mostly Haza’s questions on a few examples of espers who’d been imprisoned after their bond partners had been defeated and killed during one of the early Ostean civil wars.

With orphaned espers still on his mind, Koa took Ghost and Horny out on patrol with him. He wanted to see if Verity might be induced into coming along, but she was taking a late breakfast in the dining hall with Beatrice and Mav. He didn’t want to interrupt — she’d been so quiet and solitary since her sister’s death. For her to make friends with people other than him seemed like an outcome to encourage.

He approached the edge of the glade’s tree line before dismounting and finding a place to tie off. Horny looked at him expectedly, and Koa gave him some attention and pets.

“I’m headed into the forest for a bit,” he whispered. “Horny, keep an eye on Ghost for me.”

He thought about it for a second and then added “Ghost… keep an eye on Horny.”

The snow ahead of him was nearly untouched, only streaked with the tiny, neat footprints of small animals and one perfect set of deer tracks. The tree branches billowed under the weight of the snow they carried, but carried it nonetheless.

The silence made every crunching step he took feel like an invasion of a sacred realm. Koa breathed out in puffs of white, continuing until he was deep enough in that he knew he’d have to follow his own trail out. He stopped and made an effort to listen.

“Ves,” he called. “Did you take my advice?”

The wind’s cold whisper was entirely natural this time around and the only reply he received. He waited a few minutes and tried again, in a louder voice.

“Ves.” His voice gave off a mild echo. Or did it?

“Yesss…”

Ves strode forward from deeper within the forest, looking much like the trees surrounding her. Snow clung to her hair and shoulders, and a single small icicle jutted cutely from her chin. Koa smiled and waved, wanting to pull her into a hug, but aware that the motion might be interpreted aggressively.

“I’m glad you did.” He held his arms out, gesturing to the area. “This is Harvestglade. These are my lands.”

“Old trees,” whispered Ves. “Unchanging. Safe.”

“Exactly,” said Koa. “Safe for the trees, and safe for you. I’ll begin spreading my word — the prince’s word — that the vestalix is not to be harmed on penalty of death.”

“I… would kill any who did harm toward me.”

“Yes, ah, well, the best laws are the self-fulfilling kind,” he said.

“The menace… will come here.”

“The Estorians.” Koa nodded slowly. “I know. That’s why I think we can help each other.”

“How?”

“For now… we wait. When we know they’re coming, what they’re doing, we’ll make plans to stop them. Whatever it takes.”

Ves slowly nodded, but the motion was cut off as a noise sounded behind them. A single owl took flight from a nearby tree. Koa heard footsteps, heavy and dangerous, and began quietly unsheathing Steelbreaker.

“What’s this, now?” Brin all but bounded the last step forward, landing with a splash of snow. “I’m gone for a few days, and you go and start courting another powerful monster?”

“Brin.” Koa smiled and put his sword away. “You know, it’s a bit self-aggrandizing to hear you refer to yourself as a powerful monster.”

“Now you know how I feel when you talk about being a prince.”

Brin looked surprisingly healthy, much like he had as a human, broad shouldered and dark, cropped hair. The obvious tell was his lack of warm clothing, but even the way he kicked his legs to free snow encroaching around his ankles was disarmingly normal.

“You never met Ves during the Great Hunt, did you?” asked Koa.

“In passing.” Brin swept into a bow with too much flourish to be properly courtly. “Lady Ves. Lord Brin of Dust, at your service.”

Ves stared at Brin, impassive, but not alarmed. She made no reply.

“Is she single?” asked Brin.

“Don’t start with that,” said Koa. “It’ll be like the summer you tried to flirt with Ruby after seeing her bathe in the nude.”

“She always brushed me off,” said Brin. “She was too infatuated with you to even notice that other men existed.”

They both went silent for a bit after that. Shockingly, Ves was the one to break it.

“Friend?” she whispered.

“He’s a friend, yes,” said Koa. “Just don’t let him try to take your bark off.”

“I was just curious if she was spoken for,” said Brin defensively. “Gods. It’s not like I don’t have enough to work through with Beatrice as it is.”

“She’s speaking with you again?”

Brin shrugged behind a mischievous smile. “We’ve traded some notes.”

“That’s progress,” said Koa. “Anyway, before you arrived I was discussing Harvestglade’s defense with Ves. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“You’ll have it,” said Brin. “Especially if it means I’ll have a spot fighting alongside this delectable creature.”

Several tree branches made popping noises as they shirked off ice to aim menacingly in Brin’s direction.

“Brin,” said Koa. “Seriously. Don’t start.”

“No sense of humor, whatsoever,” muttered the dustwalker. “At least she has the excuse of being non-human.”


CHAPTER 31

Avina slept in late, past sunrise, into the guilty hours of the morning. Reese had informed her that there were no major audiences awaiting her after she ignored her handmaiden’s knocks twice over. She needed time to think more than time to sleep, especially given the nature of the previous night’s dreams.

Her night had consisted of her mind replaying her escapades with Koa over and over again, each with her allowing him to go a little further, if they stopped at all. She cared less about the sleep through tossing and turning and feeling frustrated, and more about what it said about her deepest, darkest desires.

The bond between her and Petra was still thoroughly blunted. Petra had, in fact, come to bed midway through the night and slept through most of Avina’s turmoil before rising ahead of her without ever suspecting her strife.

Avina had once been able to convince herself that it was Petra’s emotions and attraction to her son corrupting her through the bond that led to her own confusion. She still thought that, to a certain extent, that’d been a part of what’d opened her eyes to him.

But it wasn’t an active force, lending momentum to the strange and intense feelings welling within her. She couldn’t offload her blame onto Petra anymore. It was annoying and unfair, like looking into a mirror that showed only what she didn’t want to see.

It might not be an active force, but it still precipitated your attraction, she thought. Had it not been for Petra, none of this would have happened.

That was true, she supposed. It wasn’t offloading blame to acknowledge that it was still Petra’s, if only in the past tense. That was just examining the situation through a critical eye and identifying the main contributing factor, as far as she was concerned.

It was also possible that it took more time for the emotions of the bond to fully dissipate than she’d realized. Even though she wasn’t experiencing a moment-to-moment echo of Petra’s mood, she might still have some of her urges bouncing around within her… somehow. It was possible, even probable, given her actions last night and what she’d done with Koa under that blanket.

The hardest part about all of it was that she wanted to be close to him perhaps more now than before the events of the night. She needed to keep at least some distance — appropriate distance, motherly distance. But she wanted nothing more than another quiet evening of wine and conversation, just the two of them together.

“How are you still in bed?” Petra spoke as she threw the door open, light spilling into the curtained chamber like hot acid against Avina’s eyes. “You have duties to attend to, Lady Underqueen, do you not?”

“I’m not needed for any audiences,” she muttered.

“Still, you should at least dress yourself.” Petra sat down heavily on the bed next to her legs. “What is it? What happened?”

It was so strange not to feel Petra, and to know that Petra couldn’t feel her, couldn’t simply delve into her heart and divine the problem. Even so, Petra was her partner, her esper, and moreover, Koa’s actual lover. She needed to know, even if Avina had no idea how to tell her.

“Last night, Koa and I…”

Petra’s eyes went wide. “You didn’t?”

“Of course not!” Avina hit her with a pillow. “Not… completely. Zaratafenia came to his chamber. I was under the blanket and she was… trying to tempt him down a path that would be bad for him and bad for Harvestglade.”

“Ah.” Petra furrowed her brow. “Oh. I see. Did he… react badly?”

“No! You know how Koa is. He was delighted by it.”

“Then the issue lies only within your heart, Avina,” said Petra. “We have had this conversation many times before. Talk with Koa and be honest with him and watch the problem dissolve before your eyes.”

“Not everything is that simple, Petra,” said Avina.

“Only when you make a habit of overcomplicating everything.”

Avina hit her with a pillow again. She shifted upright and let her legs slide out from the quilt, seeking the floor. “I’ll get up, at least. Plans for the day?”

It felt so strange to have to ask Petra and not simply immediately have a guess.

“I was going to visit Ketsese, to start,” said Petra.

“Again? You were with her last night.”

“Do you think it’s easy being a child alone in Harvest Castle?” asked Petra. “She has little to do on her own. You should come along. I think it will help you put your strife with Makoa into perspective.”

It might do the opposite, thought Avina. To see Petra, slowly forming a normal and healthy relationship with her young ward.

“I’ll go,” muttered Avina. “Give me a moment to dress.”

She opened the window curtains before beginning to sort through their wardrobe, feeling better, but not great. Petra came up behind her and gave her a soft hug while she was staring blankly at her clothing. It was a small gesture, but so reminiscent of the way they’d always supported each other emotionally.

Ketsese’s chamber was only a few doors down from hers. Petra said the girl’s name in an almost musical tone as she knocked. When no response came, she entered, and then frowned and glanced back at Avina.

“She is… not here,” said Petra.

The worry was more in the esper’s expression than her voice.

“She couldn’t have gone far,” said Avina, touching her hand. “We know at least that the guard at the castle gate and the guard at the castle door wouldn’t have simply let her stroll by. She’ll be somewhere within the castle.”

She followed after Petra, whose fast and urgent steps had her half running to keep up. They searched the castle’s upper level, flinging doors open for cursory glances over the rooms behind them. The main level had several guards whom Avina lassoed into the search, but not a young, injured esper.

Descending to the lower level, they heard a familiar, girlish laugh. Petra all but sprinted down the hallway, sliding to a stop in front of Thunderclaw’s chamber.

The horror reflected in Petra’s face made sense once Avina caught up enough to witness the scene for herself. Ketsese was sitting next to Thunderclaw on his bed, gazing up at him with awe-filled eyes. Thunderclaw was speaking to her quietly in a language Avina could only assume was Ketsese’s native tongue.

“What are you doing?” hissed Petra. She rushed over to Ketsese and pulled the girl away by her good wrist.

“Speaking with one of my subjects.” Thunderclaw’s smile was innocuous as he turned one palm up. “I’ve learned espish in spurts over the years. For a while, I met with every new esper bonded to each Ostean noble while they were still young and full of impressions of Aklesia.”

“You are not to speak with her!” Petra jabbed a finger at Thunderclaw. “Speak with her… or touch her.”

“She sought me out, likely for much the same reason you chose to harbor her,” said Thunderclaw. “She wishes to know how her kind exists within this realm, foreign to her as it is.”

“He has overstepped!” Petra spun around to Avina. “We should relegate him to the dungeon!”

“As much as it pains me to speak in defense of my arrogant fellow guest, the king of the espers didn’t lure the girl into his room.” Haza, sitting in a chair in his room across the hall, spoke up as he leaned into view through the doorway.

“He is the king’s esper, not the king of espers, Haza,” said Avina. “But your point is valid. Petra, the girl seems unharmed. We can keep better watch of her moving forward.”

If anything, Ketsese’s ire seemed solely directed at Petra. She pulled her arm away and said something in espish. Thunderclaw replied, rather than Petra, who likely couldn’t have understood most of the words, regardless. Ketsese let out a small sigh and nodded.

“Cake,” she said.

“I… suppose we could find you some cake,” said Petra, voice somehow sorrowful. “After breakfast.”

“She had some of mine,” said Thunderclaw.

“I would watch yourself, king of espers,” called Haza. “You’re stretching your welcome awfully thin.”

“Why, I merely follow your example, Serpent of Crystal Hills.”


CHAPTER 32

Koa headed back to the castle after taking some more time to speak with Ves and Brin. They didn’t talk much about strategy — the facts on the ground in a matchup between Harvestglade, alone, and Estoria. He and Brin found their old rapport, and Ves seemed either content or confused enough to simply exist nearby, bask in their foolishness.

It reminded him far too much of Ruby, but gods, what didn’t? He was smiling under sad eyes as he walked Ghost and Horny back to the castle. Ves would watch the forest. Brin would watch further beyond. He would, at least, have advance notice of Estorian activity through them.

Captain Lauric was outside and looking comparatively healthy to his recent usual state. He held up a finger as Koa finished returning Ghost to the stables.

“Lauric,” said Koa. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve got a missing man.” Lauric sighed and scratched his bald head as though he’d just admitted a personal failing. “With how few we currently have, it’s a bigger deal than it sounds.”

“One of yours or the dessian’s?”

“He’s a Sabantian, but one that’s taken on increasing amounts of responsibility,” said Lauric. “One I’d… started to trust. I thought I’d come to you first, my prince, before telling your mother or, gods forbid, informing Zaratafenia.”

“I would think that if one of her warriors has gone missing here, he’s more than likely down in town,” said Koa.

“He’s the punctual type,” said Lauric. “He’s been missing for a day. That’s long enough for me to be concerned, given recent events. There’s also the chance that…”

“That what?”

“As I said, I’d started to trust him. It feels like that’s a relevant fact here. Might just be paranoia on my part, but it could well be a sign of something ominous.”

Koa nodded slowly. He was impressed that Lauric had come to him first, rather than going straight to the underqueen. With that said, he didn’t relish the idea of having to deal with Zaratafenia over the matter, even if she was his bride to be.

Bodes well for our future union.

“I’ll handle it,” he said. “What’s this man’s name?”

“Cyndal.”

Koa nodded and slapped Lauric on the shoulder. “Let me see what I can do.”

He took Horny with him, mostly out of a desire to burn off some of the hookhorn’s boundless energy. Gladetown was awake and alive with activity. There were still refugees and displaced men and women camped out in places along the street, but the general sense of the town was one of respite, if not recovery.

He nodded to Ashton as he entered Gladewater Tavern, which had a couple of patrons and smelled of honeyed porridge.

“Is Zaratafenia upstairs?” he asked.

Ashton grunted out a reply, and Koa made his way up. Two of Zaratafenia’s men approached him as he started toward her door, though not quite as threateningly as they once would have.

“She is occupied,” said the one on the left, in a deep voice.

“Let the prince in.” Zaratafenia overruled him from the other side of the door, either overhearing his arrival or watching from the window.

The two men shared a glance of frustration and a slightly darker emotion Koa didn’t want to try to place. Ultimately, they obeyed. The kiss of humidity that greeted him offered an explanation for their hesitance. He shut the door behind him, eyeing the wooden tub, tendrils of steam billowing upward from the hot water, and the naked dessian lounging within.

“Prince Makoa,” said Zaratafenia, voice a silky purr.

He couldn’t see her as completely as he would have liked to, the water opaque with just enough soap to hide the details. Her delicately braided hair was wrapped up in a towel, and both arms rested on the sides of the tub. The posture raised both her shoulders and the upper flesh of her breasts, two mounds half exposed with beads of sweat or tub water glistening on flawless brown flesh.

“Dessian.” He smiled and strode forward. “I see we’ve finally begun to approach something resembling trust.”

“Perhaps I seek to undo the damage you caused last night by turning me away at your doorstep?”

“You came unannounced,” he pointed out.

“As did you.”

“With far better timing, it seems.”

He wondered even as he made the statement whether it was really true. It was quite possible Zaratafenia had engineered the disappearance of her warrior simply to lure him into seeking her out. Convoluted, but possible. He opted to put off bringing the matter up until the moment had played out.

“I was surprised,” said Zaratafenia. “Surprised and disappointed.”

Koa found a bottle of wine on her table, opened it, and began pouring. “You call Haza the Serpent, but it seems your words are the ones always dripping with venom.”

“You are so near to your potential.” Zaratafenia leaned back in the tub, letting the toes of one foot rub along the lip. “But you will never quite reach it. Not as you are now.”

“Mmm. Fascinating.” Koa sipped his wine and smirked across the room. “I wonder what you’ll do when the water starts to get cold? Send me away?”

“Perhaps,” said Zaratafenia. “You offer no defense?”

“Potential is just a word,” he said. “A concept. I live. I give commands. I wield power. Potential is for dreamers.”

“That sounds like something your mother would say, Prince Makoa.”

“She’s full of wisdom.”

“She pulls your strings.”

Zaratafenia picked up another towel from next to the tub and slowly stood to her feet. She was facing away from him, but that only barely blunted the eroticism of the moment. Her butt was plump and perfect, and he could see the curve of the side of one of her breasts, the slightest hint of the point of her nipple. She wrapped the towel around herself, and Koa forced himself to breathe and think through a veil of lust.

“It bothers you that I value her opinion,” he said. “You see her as a threat.”

“She is irrelevant. You are Harvestglade’s true ruler, perhaps not in name, but in reality.”

She started taking slow steps toward him, leaving damp footprints across the dry wood floor. Koa felt such a strong pull between them, like his body was about to snap into hers. Like it was inevitable.

“I didn’t come to play your games,” he forced out. “One of your men has gone missing. Cyndal.”

Zaratafenia let out a mocking laugh. She stopped by the table he was sitting at, posture still facing him as she poured herself wine.

“What?” he snapped.

“Cyndal is hardly one to worry over when he ranges,” said Zaratafenia. “Ask some of the locals. He may well be in the bed of one of your lonely widows. Or widowers, for that matter.”

Koa raised an eyebrow, more at her tone than the statement. “You aren’t concerned?”

Zaratafenia shrugged a single shoulder. “Not overly. Go find your Sabantian house boy. The one who came with us on our way north.”

“Ani? You think your warrior ran off with a boy?”

“I assumed that was why you were here?” Zaratafenia smirked and twisted the wine glass between her fingers. “I know it was not Verity in your bed last night. I thought to myself… Why would she act so shy? She is quiet, but open with her choices. If not Verity under the quilt, then who else? Someone who… would not reflect well on a prince. Someone who must remain a secret.”

Careful. She might have the wrong idea, but she’s far too close to the truth.

“There’s one flaw in your logic,” he said.

“Oh?” Zaratafenia jutted her chin out, looking up at him with an overly pleased smile. “And what would that be, Prince Makoa?”

He reached out and stripped the towel off her body with a rough motion, like he might slap the sword out of the hand of one of Lauric’s new recruits. Zaratafenia flinched, but she only bit her lip as he gazed at her naked body, not turning away, not covering herself.

“If my bed had been empty, you’d still be in it right now,” he whispered.

Her breasts were full, with a slight hang to them freed from clothing that was not at all unattractive. Her crotch was perfectly smooth shaven, as though she’d anticipated the current moment. Koa couldn’t decide whether it irritated him or turned him on. Both.

“So bold. So much like your uncle, at times.” She stepped closer, turning her head on a slight diagonal. “Such a risk to take. My men are right outside that door, Prince Makoa. What do you think would happen if—”

He cut her off with a kiss. She could toy with him with her words. This was how he would play. From the way her mouth moved against his, he could already see her openings. His hands slid across her body, still slick and hot from the water. Zaratafenia let out a tiny moan against his ear.

He lifted her up and carried her over to the bed. She let out a gasp as he dropped her down on it. One of her men shouted a question from the other side of the door.

“I… was just surprised by a… suggestion of Prince Makoa,” she said with forced calm in her native tongue. “The two of you can take your morning meal.”

“I’ll keep your dessian safe in the meantime,” added Koa. “We have several matters which are still in need of active discussion.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, and he couldn’t help but smile in return. She wasn’t used to being in anything other than complete control. He got the suspicion he’d be seeing that expression a lot from her, seeing what it looked like when it melted into pleasure and bliss.

He took his shirt off and dropped his trousers. Zaratafenia touched his chest as he climbed on top of her, looking past him to the door. He kissed her on the side of the mouth and then her neck.

“You’re scared of them overhearing,” he said.

“They serve me unconditionally. It hardly matters.”

“To you, or to them?” He planted a kiss on her stomach, and Zaratafenia’s hands ran through his hair.

She blinked, looking surprised, looking like she’d finally realized that it was happening.

“They…” she gasped as Koa planted a kiss on the lips of her womanhood, “…know how diplomacy works. It’s why we’re here, why we’ve come… to… come to… oh!”

He was only trying to warm her up, but her reaction inspired him to keep going. Her fingers curled through his hair, and one of her legs twitched like she was kicking with small motions. He licked and kissed and gave her the same attention he would have given a woman he truly loved. He also knew how diplomacy worked.

“You are beautiful,” he whispered. “I’ll be proud to have you as my queen.”

One of my underqueens.

She gasped as he finally let his body lock into hers, sinking his cock deep. There was an instant thrill to it that he hadn’t expected — Zaratafenia had been his uncle’s wife. In a different world, living a different life, he could almost imagine her chiding him, or tossing him sweets as a child.

But he wasn’t in that world. He watched as she flexed her hips, her legs opening and closing in subtle motions that matched her breathing. He worked his cock deeper into her, leaning forward for a kiss. She surprised him with the tenderness of the way she kissed back. He’d been expecting her to be on the wilder side, given her personality.

“Ah!” Koa let out a surprised grunt as fingernails dug into his back and reassessed his assessment.

“Roll onto your back,” she hissed. “I will show you how a dessian rides her mount.”

Koa chuckled and kissed her neck. “Say please.”

He pulled back enough to see a level of fury totally outside the moment flash across her expression. He pumped into her and smirked at the way the movement made her scowl soften at the edges even as she tried to hold its edge. He let out a low laugh and kissed her passionately, feeling her nails again on his back.

“Roll over!” she demanded, pleasured and petulant.

“Ask me nicely. We need to establish some basic respect for one another, no?”

He cupped her breasts in his hands, impressed by the size. He’d gotten used to Petra and Verity and their sexy but reasonable chests. He sucked on one of her nipples, losing himself in the pleasure as he listened to her getting just as lost.

“You are so…” She ran her hands through his hair. “Oh! Makoa!”

“Zaratafenia,” he said.

He thrust into her faster, finding a pace that had the bed inching out of place on the floor with small movements. It was hard to tell whether they were making enough noise to be overheard or not. It was also hard to care — her men might even react better to him with jealousy lacing their respect.

“On… your… back,” hissed Zaratafenia. “Mmm.”

“You still don’t know me very well yet.”

“As stubborn as your uncle!” She yanked at his hair to angle his face toward hers, kissed him, biting his lower lip a bit in the wake. “Fine… please.”

He could have drawn it out further, but what he’d said before was true enough. They were betrothed, they would be married, they needed to find a balance of trust and power. He flipped over. Zaratafenia shifted instantly, taking his cock into her mouth and running her lips up and down the length of it three times fast.

“Gods,” he said. “All right. You’ve… got my attention.”

She turned around, facing away from him, and straddled his member. Watching her drop back down on it, long black braids now hanging loose between her shoulders, was a sight Koa would never forget.

She started slow, but within half a minute, she’d built to a racing pace. Koa put his hands on her waist, but she pulled them off as though he’d been chomping at the bit. He let her ride, watched her build speed, faster and faster.

He felt himself building to his release at shocking speed. The better part of his caution and sense arrived right as the pleasure reached a point past what he could bear. He wrapped his arms around Zaratafenia and gently pulled back, freeing his erection just as he began to spurt.

“I suspected as much,” she whispered. “Will you also pull out of this alliance of ours at the penultimate moment?”

He scowled and wondered if he should have just risked coming inside her, except… she wasn’t angry. She looked intrigued, and still much aroused, drawing against his chest with one finger.

“You seemed similarly reluctant to bring a child into the world,” he pointed out.

“I would think it unnecessary between us. We are both of the Eskonus line. But if we are to be married, I am here, if you so wish.” She kissed his neck. “You just have to put one in me.”

***

As much as he was tempted to spend the better part of the day visiting Zaratafenia, Lauric’s request nagged at the back of his mind. Koa left the dessian satisfied and sleepy in her bed, made his way past a couple of silently sulking Sabantians to where most of the men bunked in the group room on the tavern’s far side.

Cyndal’s bunk was basic and unassuming. He checked around it, already doubting he’d find clues to the man’s disappearance. His possessions were those of a smart mercenary, carefully chosen and well cared for.

“Has Ani been around here at all?” Koa asked a table of men taking breakfast. “The Sabantian servant boy?”

He wasn’t sure he’d get a forthcoming response. One of the men chuckled. Koa wondered if he smelled of whatever bath soaps Zaratafenia had been using upon his arrival.

“He hasn’t,” said one of the men. “Which is strange. Could be he and Cyndal ran off together. When I say together, what I mean is… well, you know.”

“I do know. Thanks.”

Koa went to Ani’s house next, which he’d only had pointed out to him once before by his mother. He was expecting another dead end, a confused family with plenty of guesses and no clues.

Black flies circled around the windows of the small, free-standing house. Koa tried the door and found it open. A massacre awaited him on the other side. He counted two bodies within view, both missing large chunks of flesh with pools of gore surrounding them.

“Gods…” He looked away, feeling a rising lump in his throat. “Is anybody alive in here?”

He already knew the answer. He took two steps away from the door and dry heaved. The implication dawned on him slowly, but he moved fast. Ani had been with them during their visit to the Estorian camp. Kanys Meltora, the handsome and cannibalistic executor.

They sent us home with a parting gift. We brought a monster straight through the castle’s gate.


CHAPTER 33

Once more, Avina opted to give Petra and Ketsese space after they’d found her in Thunderclaw’s chamber. She felt somewhat vindicated as she recognized she wasn’t the only one fostering complicated emotional entanglements. In the same way she ignored much of Petra’s advice on Koa, she didn’t even bother to give her esper her own thoughts on her young ward from her native realm.

She took a minor audience, a request for more guards that they didn’t have on a trade route that might no longer exist. Reese promised she’d work out some arrangement, though admitted it might take some time.

Avina retired to her study afterward, with little else to do for the day other than read and wait for Koa and Petra to come seeking her. A knock at the door suggested she wasn’t in for a long wait.

“Come in.” She saw Ani as she glanced up from her book and smiled. “Ah. Let me guess. Reese worked something out with the trade route?”

Ani slid the door bar into place and slowly turned his head up to face her. Avina flinched, dropping the book. Ani’s face was paler than usual, but it was the red coating on his teeth that set her on immediate edge.

“What… has happened to you?” She knocked her hair over as she stood up and took a step backward.

“I am sorry, my queen.” The young Sabantian wiped his mouth, hand coming away with a new streak of blood. “It’s… too much. This hunger. I am so sorry.”

“Ani.” She spoke in the voice of the underqueen, sharp and commanding. “Stay where you are. Unlock the door and move to the other side of the room.”

“I can’t,” he muttered. “I couldn’t. My family, I… couldn’t explain it to them. I didn’t want to hurt them. They were trying to help me, but I just couldn’t… stop myself. The taste was… it was… Arrggghh!”

He winced, showing all of his blood smeared teeth, and then suddenly sank them down into an open bite wound in his own arm. He growled with his teeth in his own flesh, like a wolf caught in a trap gnawing at its own leg. His eyes, however, never veered off her, never gave up that hungry intensity.

Avina took a hurried step toward the window before remembering the window cover, which she herself had struggled to push into place. It would never come loose quickly enough, not with just her bare hands. She grabbed the book she’d been reading off the table and flung it into Ani’s face.

He dodged, but the movement left a small gap between him and the door. Avina shifted to seize the opportunity, but he moved again, inhumanly fast, to block off the route of escape.

“Help!” she shouted. “Guards!”

There were no guards, not near enough to save her. She swore under her breath and turned her attention inward. Petra. She needed to reach Petra through their bond. Even just a small prod, the merest whisper of contact would be enough to alert her to what was going on.

Ani lunged at her, fingers splayed like claws. Avina shouted and tried to flee backward, bumping into a bookshelf. She flung more books at him and then pushed the shelf itself down in an attempt to pin him to the floor. Ani went down, but only his leg was pinned and he was rushing toward her before she’d made it anywhere close to the door.

“No!” She lashed out with the one book she was still holding, wielding it like a club.

It struck Ani’s temple, surprising if not stunning him. With her free hand, she desperately rubbed and scratched at the seal brand. It was still as fresh as the day it had been first applied, more deeply adhered to her skin, if anything.

Petra, she thought with all her will. Please!

Ani dove forward, tackling her, and she banged her head hard against the floor as they landed in a grapple. He was groaning and wincing, seeming as distraught over the circumstances as she was. Avina used one arm against his neck, right under his chin, to force him back to the best of her limited strength. Her other hand continued to wipe and scratch and dig into the seal brand, but even as she felt bits coming loose under her fingernail her bond remained dormant.

“Help!” she shouted. “Ani… please.”

“Don’t… struggle,” he hissed through a froth of blood from his teeth. “I will be quick. You won’t suffer.”

The door handle suddenly bucked with movement. It shook with a heavy bang as though someone had tried to kick it down. Ani’s teeth were edging closer and closer to her neck, to the point where his reaching tongue dripped hot saliva down on Avina’s skin.

There was a tremendous series of thunking noises. From her view on her back on the floor, Avina saw a volley of broken weapons, shards of swords and axes and daggers, fly into the room, along with splinters of wood.

Koa roared as he rushed into the room, sword drawn, and stabbed Ani through the neck without a moment’s hesitation. The transformed youth’s body danced in all directions as though searching for escape in his last moments. Blood poured from the wound onto Avina’s chest and stomach, but her shudder was of relief rather than horror. Well, mostly relief.

“By the bone,” muttered Koa. “Are you all right? Stay still! I’ll call for the healer. Guards!”

“Call for Petra,” muttered Avina. “I’m unharmed. More or less.”

She winced as she felt the back of her head, unable to tell whether she was bleeding where it had struck the floor or if that blood came from elsewhere.

“Petra!” Koa bellowed so loud that it actually hurt her ears and certainly made her question her earlier assumption that nobody would hear a scream. “Verity! Verity, good. There’s been an attack.”

Verity, newly arrived at the shattered doorway, nodded as though she hadn’t needed him to state the self-evident. “Injuries?”

“Nothing major,” said Koa. “Find Petra. Be on guard as you move through the castle. Just in case.”

The next few minutes passed at lightning speed, as though the lingering effects of her adrenaline were contorting her sense of time. Petra and Verity arrived back at her study. Petra, distraught and blaming herself, refused to be separated from Avina even as they moved down the hall to her bedchamber and had a bath drawn.

“It wasn’t your fault,” said Avina.

“I am aware,” said Petra. “It was our fault. For committing to these ridiculous seal brands.”

“Shhh!” Avina held a finger to her lips.

Koa had gone to ask Haza for more information on what had been done to Ani, but Verity was still watching her on Koa’s order.

“This is too far to the other extreme,” said Petra. “There must be some amount of connection between us, Avina. Otherwise…”

She didn’t have to finish that sentence for Avina to know how many different bad outcomes it represented. Avina held Petra’s gaze and slowly nodded. She shifted her shoulders as Petra helped her out of her blood-soaked dress.

They both climbed into the bath together, and Petra began to wash her, slowly and lovingly. She spent a while on Avina’s hair before slowly moving down her body with a washcloth, stopping when she reached the seal brand.

“I… don’t know if you’ve tested how well it’s adhered at all,” said Avina. “I rubbed at it in a previous bath and found that it seems fairly close to—”

She cut off with a yelp as Petra yanked on one of the corners of it with shocking strength. It was as though she’d ripped a scab off. Avina ran her hand back over the spot and couldn’t tell if anything beyond raw skin was left.

“It is the glass from the berries, I think,” said Petra. “There is still an outline of the brand, but it is much fainter. Still… somewhat sparkly.”

“I still don’t feel anything through our bond.”

“Why would you?” Petra shifted, turning her own nude body around to lean forward over the lip of the tongue. “Do mine.”

It took Avina a couple of tries. Petra was stoic in holding still as Avina dug her nails in and tugged from different angles. Just as it had felt from the receiving end, the mark came off in one piece, like a half-healed scab.

Underneath, a tracing of where it had been still existed, like a tattoo done in gem dust. Avina was about to lament how Haza must have had no true idea of what he was doing by including the glass berries, but an overwhelming sense of Petra hit her first.

Love. Concern. Power. Passion, though most of that was aimed to Koa. It was like getting a part of herself back, like the first glimpse in the mirror after a long sleep. Shakily, Petra shifted within the tub, turning to face Avina, similarly stunned.

They hugged, bodies slick and naked but unified. Petra cupped Avina’s cheek as they pulled back far enough to make eye contact and kissed her. Avina kissed back, one of her hands running up the side of Petra’s slick body with an intention a step or two further than mere intimacy.

“Mmm.” Petra let out a low laugh as they broke the kiss. “Avina.”

“Petra,” Avina countered, smirking and feeling simultaneously hot and powerful. She kissed Petra, leaning forward to force the esper to shift back in the water, suds splashing over the lip.

They kissed, but didn’t push too far beyond that, keeping their caressing of one another to relatively safe parts of the body. Still, Avina felt it was a moment of recognition, and she sensed Petra felt it, too. Recognition that they were lovers, of the minds, of the spirit, and could easily also be so of the body. The only hesitation came from how much they shared. Who they shared.

A knock came at the chamber door followed by Koa’s voice. “Are the two of you decent?”

“No, but you can still come in,” said Petra.

“Petra!” Avina had to stifle the excitement, hers and Petra’s, from her voice.

“What?” Petra smiled and took one of Avina’s feet to begin washing under the suds. “It is just Makoa.”

“I… suppose.” Avina sank slightly lower in the water, obscuring her breasts under what was left of the bubbles. She couldn’t deny that the idea of having him join them in that moment made her feel hot all over — that was the problem.

Koa entered, whispering something sideways, probably to Verity in the hallway. He closed the door slowly, making no attempt to look away from them both in the tub.

Avina remembered a time so long ago when Petra’s idea of a joke had been to send him in while she’d been changing after a bath, how scandalized he’d been. Their relationship had become something else entirely since then.

“I spoke with Haza.” He took a seat at Avina’s desk, leaning back with comfortable posture. “He seems to think that Ani had been turned into something called a feastling, not a monster so much as a mortal with a curse to eat human flesh.”

“It… must have happened on your journey,” said Avina. “Do you think it’s possible that others who were within your party have been afflicted?”

“That’s where my mind went. I asked him if there was a way to test for the curse or identify it before it reached the point Ani was at. He… didn’t really give me an answer.”

“Was today not a day of strong health for him?” asked Petra.

“Not exactly. He was bickering with Thunderclaw. They’ve become quite the roommates to one another down in the lower level. I think he was just irritated with me wanting to have a whispered conversation with our maimed esper guest in the background.”

“That might be for the best,” said Avina. “I’ve no idea what’s to happen with the king’s former esper. We shouldn’t include him in more discussions than we need to.”

“It says much about the Estorians that they’d elevate this Kanys Meltora to such a high position as a feastling.” Koa breathed out and shook his head. “I have to imagine he needs a constant supply of… food.”

“Yes…” Avina sighed and cupped two handfuls of water over her face. “Gods, I feel so terrible for what happened to Ani. I don’t even know where I’ll begin with telling his family.”

Koa winced. “You needn’t worry too much about that. I visited his home. What I found there is what sent me running to your side.”

“…Ah.”

She closed her eyes, feeling a sudden shock of guilt. Petra touched her knee under the water, back to sensing the tides of her emotions.

“It was not your fault, Avina,” she whispered. “You changed the lives of Ani and his family. The Estorians… took their lives. Not Ani. Not you. The ones who set this curse upon him.”

“That’s twice now they’ve gotten an assassin near enough to you to put your life in peril,” said Koa. “Three times, counting the attempt on my life, which I am increasingly prone to thinking they may be responsible for.”

“It is, in part, simply due to our situation,” said Avina.

“But it doesn’t have to be.” Koa let his fingers rap on the desk to punctuate his point. “Our next move needs to be bolstering Harvestglade’s forces.”

“I don’t want to start hiring bands of mercenaries that we don’t know,” said Avina.

“Not bands of them, but at least a few who we vet and can trust to serve us well. I’m not going to stand around and wait for the next assassin to draw his blade. This needs to be done.” Koa seemed to remember who he was speaking with an instant after issuing his conclusion. “With your permission of course, Mother.”

“You have it, along with the funds that will be required.”


CHAPTER 34

Koa only left Avina and Petra alone when they’d finished their bath, and he’d been unable to come up with a good and non-lustful excuse to remain present as they dressed. He left Verity outside their door, checked on Talbot and the servants cleaning up the scene in Avina’s study, and then headed down to the kitchens.

He had to wait the better part of an hour for the cooks to finish dinner, but he took a platter of food back up to his mother’s chamber as soon as it was ready. He knocked softly on the door and entered. Avina wore a nightgown with a warm sweater over it, while Petra was in her underwear with a quilt wrapped around her shoulders.

“You both look suitably comfy,” said Koa. “It almost seems like this assassination attempt revitalized the pair of you.”

Avina and Petra exchanged a knowing glance.

“More than I think you know, my prince,” said Petra.

He set the platter down at the table and took a seat as they came over. “I’ve given our situation some thought. In part due to my discussions with Zaratafenia. In part due to the situation facing Harvestglade and Osteanus as a whole.”

He paused and saw his mother and Petra growing serious.

“I plan on pushing forward with a succession campaign,” he said. “Osteanus needs a new Heralder King.”

“Makoa.” Avina’s voice was thoughtful, but concerned. “Are you speaking of doing this while also waging a war to retake the other queendoms, or serving as Heralder King in exile, here in Harvestglade?”

“The latter… for now.” He smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I’ve no idea how many votes I would garner or even need from the other queendoms to take a majority, but it still seems like the move. Continue with the traditions of Osteanus. Bide our time until we see an opening or make one for ourselves.”

“It is… possible that the Estorians wish for you to do exactly this,” said Petra. “They present us a truce on terms that are as favorable as we could have hoped for, but send a cursed assassin after our queen, your mother? They may think that in you, they would have an Ostean ruler who they could influence, if not control.”

“There are a lot of assumptions contained within that conclusion,” he said. “But if you’re right, I see no harm in playing into their underestimation of me. Let them think they have someone they can control. I could easily bide my time until they needed to flex that control in a way that presented us an opening.”

It was impossible to speak of Estoria without Ruby coming to mind. Guthren, and his dragon. He imagined them sending Guthren as an ambassador once more, imagined how he’d receive him with the power of a king and the passion of a grieving lover.

A fast knock came at the door. Verity poked her head in an instant later.

“It’s Lord Hazafallius,” she said, voice urgent but deeply sad. “I’m so sorry, Koa.”

“What’s happened to him?” Koa was up in an instant. “Is he still…?”

He couldn’t ask the question, the answer too sharp against his vulnerable nerves. Verity shook her head, more likely unsure than sparing him the truth. He hurried to the door with his mother and Petra quickly dressing to follow in his wake.

Sprinting down the hall, down the stairs, he arrived outside Haza’s room in time to hear the shouting echoing off the walls.

“Help! Help!” Savantra was at his side, trying to hold the old sorcerer still in bed as his body seized with surprising and uncontrollable strength.

His forehead was raw with an odd scratch across it, likely earned through the thrashing of his current fit.

“What happened?” snapped Koa. He found a spot at Haza’s legs, moving them to clear them from kicking the wall more than holding them in place.

“Oh, Haza, what have you done?” muttered Savantra. “He was so confident it would work!”

“As he should have been.” Thunderclaw’s voice cut into the room through the door. “I believe it did.”

Koa glanced back at him, blinking in surprise as he noticed a matching wound on the esper’s forehead. Haza sucked in a few strange, choking breaths, and breathed out hard, eyes going wide. The seizing seemed to slow from the core of his body outward until only his fingers were dancing, and even those began to still.

“Haza…” Koa looked at Thunderclaw once more, and then took a closer look at his grandfather’s forehead. “What… did you do?”

It wasn’t a cut at all — it only seemed so from the mild swelling and redness. It was a tattoo. Koa had never seen one immediately after it’d been applied, nor one that he could remember covering the forehead, but he noticed the shape created by the glittering white-blue ink under the skin.

It was a serpent poised in the iconic, zigzag shape of a thunderbolt. Thunderclaw’s was a perfect match.

“It worked.” Haza cleared his throat as he began muttering feverish words. “I can feel it already. I told you it would.”

“I said I had a reasonable doubt that it would amount to anything, not that it wasn’t worth trying,” said Thunderclaw.

Koa formed his mouth into a thin line, though curiosity was his predominant emotion. “Explain.”

“Ah…” Haza blinked slowly and then waved a hand at his face. “It’s a seal brand. Similar to the ones the Estorians use, but with an added ingredient. I found a way to include glass within the tattooing agent. There were a few mentions of this within some of the texts in your mother’s library. I suppose you could say I expanded on their conclusions and tested their theories.”

“You… bonded yourself to… Thunderclaw?” said Koa, slowly. “And he’s bonded to you? Is this an equivalent for a natural Ostean esper bond?”

“I wouldn’t know, having never experienced a natural bond, but… I do feel something there,” said Haza.

“It is close.” Thunderclaw had been leaning on Tessalin’s shoulder, but pulled free of her, testing his own strength and finding it sufficient. “Close enough. Strength flows both ways between us. You did well, surgeon.”

Koa glanced at Savantra, who wouldn’t meet his gaze. Savantra was much the same. He looked back at Haza, mind already racing ahead. Gods, would there even be a way to get a permanent tattoo to adhere to Brin’s skin? If not, he could try it with Ves, assuming Brin wasn’t actually as jealous as he implied he was.

“This is incredible!” Koa laughed, noticing now Haza’s physical condition seemed to be improving. “It even seems to have given you the Ostean longevity! Haza… this changes everything!”

It was his grandfather’s turn to not meet his gaze. “Yes… it does, Makoa. I wish it didn’t have to.”

“The gold Haza,” said Thunderclaw. “And the girl.”

Koa had to hear the words twice, once in his ears, and once… echoing with significance within his own head. Haza had his eyes closed, thumb resting on the bridge of his nose over a frown. Thunderclaw was smiling, also looking healthier by the second.

“It would be best if you could convince the prince and his mother,” said Thunderclaw.

Avina and Petra had finally arrived in time to pick up the last part of the exchange.

“Convince us… of what?” asked Avina. “What gold do you speak of?”

“Traitor!” hissed Petra. “You bastard!”

She rushed at Thunderclaw. Koa saw the flicker of a skirmish, not a full one, but enough to dissuade Petra from throwing a punch her fist was still balled for. She rushed at Haza instead. Koa stood in time to catch her and hold her back.

“Petra!” he snapped. “Let him speak! This is… Hazafallius. My grandfather. Just give him a moment to explain.”

“Ah. Makoa.” Haza slowly stood to his feet, testing his legs and, for once, not leaning on his cane. His mouth was resigned into a thin and somber smile. “I need the gold, which you… have in your vaults. Along with the esper child. Hold on! Don’t react like fools. Stop and think. Think and breathe.”

Koa took his grandfather’s advice, as he had so many times in the past, trusting and thinking. He searched Haza’s words for the hidden meaning, tried to check the old sorcerer’s eyes for a telling gleam or even just an appeal for trust. “What… am I missing?”

Haza wouldn’t meet his eyes. That was what he’d been missing.

“Take a moment to consider what’s being asked here,” said Haza carefully. “Both the gold and this girl fell into your lap by happenstance. You know that. What you might gain through accepting this situation far outstrips anything you’d lose.”

“I don’t understand,” muttered Koa.

His mother touched his shoulder softly at his side, but her words were as hard and sharp as any weapon. “You overstep, Hazafallius. In the worst way I could have ever imagined.”

“Ketsese!” Petra seemed to realize the situation and her opening.

She rushed out of the room at full sprint. Thunderclaw let out an annoyed sigh and made to follow after her. Koa unsheathed Steelbreaker, not just pointing the weapon at Thunderclaw, but unleashing several dozen weapon shards which he used to block the door.

Haza finally met his gaze then. His eyes weren’t empty of emotion, but the predominant one was a tired resolve. The old sorcerer brushed one of his locks of hair out of the way and made a gesture with his hand, like he was readying to catch something.

Steelbreaker bucked loose from Koa’s grip, arcing once around as it flew through the air and landed in Haza’s hand. “I have lived long enough to know better than to ever gift a weapon that could be used against me, Makoa.”

Haza flicked the sword once, and the shards parted for Thunderclaw, who hurried out of the chamber and after Petra. Koa swore under his breath and gave chase a few steps into the hallway. He heard metal whining in the air and felt the brush of several near misses as the shards he’d summoned and more flew ahead of him, forming a barrier much like the one he’d managed to block the hallway in one direction.

“You… monster!” shouted Avina.

“I wasn’t aiming for him!” said Haza. “I just think it would behoove us to spend another few minutes on talking this out.”

Anger, confusion, hurt — Koa forced it all down and spoke in a tone that almost sounded even. “Then… let’s talk this out. You and I. The others need have no part in this.”

Verity had already begun slinking around the edge of the hallway, trying to get behind Haza.

Koa took her by the shoulder first, shaking his head. “Go find Brin and Ves, the vestalix. I’m going to need their help sooner as opposed to later. Can you do that, Verity? You might need to be loud.”

“Be careful,” she whispered.

He gave her a small nod and turned next to Avina. “Mother. You shouldn’t… be here for this.”

“I’m not leaving you, Makoa!” Her voice was almost as intense as her eyes. “Absolutely not.”

“He won’t kill me.” Koa tried to smile as he said it, but neither the expression nor the words felt entirely true anymore. “Besides…” He leaned in whisper closer, remembering the last time his lips had been so near her neck. “I need you to get our guards, and Zaratafenia’s men, and station them with as many crossbows as can be acquired along the ramparts. We can’t just let them walk out of here if they do win.”

“Koa…”

“Petra will handle Thunderclaw, and I’ll deal with my grandfather. You need to secure the castle. We all have to play our roles, Mother.”

He kissed her chastely on the cheek and held her gaze until she gave him a reluctant nod. It was the only option that made sense. There was little Avina could do beyond appeal to Haza’s compromised integrity if she stayed, and entire castle of possibilities if she left.


CHAPTER 35

Avina was sprinting the second she reached the stairs. Her bond with Petra was near back to its old strength, and she felt a sobering combination of fury and fear pouring through it. She would have rushed straight up to the esper girl’s room, but Koa’s suggestion had been too shrewd to ignore.

“Mav!” she shouted. “Get Lauric and Talbot! We need guards on the ramparts. Send one of Zaratafenia’s men with one of ours to ask her for additional help.”

“My queen?” Mav shook her head in confusion. “Are the Estorians moving against us again or—”

“There’s no time to explain!” snapped Avina. “Just go!”

Her handmaiden was already running as she gave her bow, hearing the direness of the situation in Avina’s tone if not the details. Avina took a breath, composed herself, and hurried to the next staircase.

She was midway up when the shock of Petra’s emotions hit her. Another skirmish with Thunderclaw, just as unwinnable as the previous, undoubtedly. Avina forced herself to push on, terrified she might arrive too late by a matter of seconds.

Petra and Thunderclaw stood in the hallway outside Ketsese’s chamber, the standoff mirroring Koa and Haza’s down below. The silence would have felt eerie to Avina if not for the storm of activity she felt through the echo of the bond. Petra’s face was one of grim determination, and then with no warning, she took a staggering step back.

“You are still a child compared to me, Lady Petra,” said Thunderclaw. “But not the child I have come seeking.”

Petra took a series of heavy breaths. “You are worse than a monster! What could you want with her? She is just a child! One from our native realm, but no less of one due to that fact!”

“It’s not enough to simply have a path to Aklesia, though Haza promised me that, as well.” Thunderclaw turned his hand over and stared at it as though picturing a map on his palm. “The girl is the missing piece. An entire puzzle unto herself. She will tell me everything I need to know. I will teach her, first and foremost, how special she is.”

“No!” Petra tried to charge forward, but Thunderclaw’s eyes flashed white, and she suddenly yielded and sagged from some invisible blow. “You… bastard.”

Ketsese had risen from the noise and now stood in the doorway, looking as confused and worried as any child would amidst the closest adults in their life yelling in a foreign language. Thunderclaw calmed his expression and smiled at her, speaking in a gentle voice as he said something indecipherable in Espish.

“Ketsese!” hissed Petra. She reached a hand out. The young esper glanced back and forth between them.

“I have told her stories of who I am, in this realm.” Thunderclaw held his hand out, too, speaking another quick sentence in Espish to Ketsese. “She is spirited and ambitious. Is that why you feel such a draw to her, Lady Petra? I always admired both you and your underqueen for that.”

“Enough, Thunderclaw!” shouted Avina. “If you do this, you will be making war against Harvestglade!”

“Such an optimistic threat,” said Thunderclaw. “Optimistic… and short sighted. You should have heeded Haza’s attempt at compromise. Though you may not see it now, it is in Harvestglade’s best interest to oblige here.”

Ketsese seemed to sense something in Thunderclaw’s tone or posture. She took a few steps back, and then quickly hurried to Petra’s side, looking worried in that childish way, with an unpracticed veneer of bravery over it.

“Run,” said Petra. She yanked on Ketsese’s arm and gestured down the hall. “Go! As fast as you can!”

Avina moved to shield her weakened esper and the child, though she knew she was no more than a body in the way. Thunderclaw spoke again, a dark tone undercutting the clipped, foreign words.

“What are you saying to her?” shouted Petra.

“No more than the truth,” said Thunderclaw. “If she runs, I will have to chase her. To chase her, first, I will have to kill you.”

“Hazafallius would not…” Avina trailed off as she doubted what she’d been about to say.

Would Hazafallius, the Serpent of Crystal Hills, care at all at this point?

“Haza and I are bonded now,” said Thunderclaw. “We would work through any discord that arose from such friction.”

Ketsese let out a sudden roar and hurled herself at Thunderclaw. She’d only made it half the distance when she let out a small cry and shrank into herself, clutching her own shoulders. Thunderclaw was skirmishing her now, demanding obedience through an invisible means that would never leave unfortunate marks.

Petra rose with some struggle, and seemed to try to stand alongside the girl, aiding her in the struggle. She gasped and fell back again, the merest touch of the power being thrown about within the skirmish too much for her to endure.

Avina watched Ketsese more closely, and then looked at Thunderclaw. Astonishingly, he seemed to be struggling, one vein bulging brutishly on his forehead, jaw clenched from the effort. Ketsese’s teeth were bared. She took a step forward, and the king’s former esper took one back.

Avina’s hopes bloomed… and wilted, as Ketsese finally gasped and fell forward into a sprawl. Thunderclaw strode over to her and picked her up in his arms. He let one finger stroke her chin, eyes hungry in a horrible way, the raw ugliness of the craving for power.

“No…” muttered Petra.

“Stop this!” Avina rushed at Thunderclaw. She didn’t feel the slap as it came, but realized in the seconds that followed that all the signs were there. Spinning vision, her knees against the hard stones, the taste of blood from a split lip.

“Petra…” Ketsese reached a hand back toward Avina’s esper. “Sorry.”

“No!” cried Petra again, with such pain that even without the corresponding emotional stab through the bond, Avina still would have been gutted.

“I will care for her adequately, as long as she serves me well,” said Thunderclaw. “Be reasonable, Petra, and perhaps you will see her again.”

Petra let out a roar and tried to rush him one last time, only for an invisible skirmishing strike to knock her down. Avina crawled over to her and held her by the shoulders as angry tears streaked down her cheeks.

Thunderclaw’s footsteps echoed and then faded as he reached the stairs with the girl.


CHAPTER 36

Koa stared at Haza in the empty hallway, watching bits of dust slowly floating through an evening orange sunbeam made by the cracks along the edge of the window cover. Rarely had he been at such a loss for words, loss for actions.

If nothing else, I need to buy time, he thought. Give the guards I sent my mother off to gather time to get into position.

“Were you planning this from the beginning, Hazafallius?” he asked. “Was that what brought you to Osteanus? The idea that you might find some way to use your grandson to your own advantage?”

“You see monsters in the shadows, Makoa, when in truth there are only people making hard choices.” Haza had long since lowered both Steelbreaker and the shards cordoning off the hall, but the threat was still hinted in his posture. “Perhaps… it was always inevitable for us to eventually have a conflict like this. You are my grandson. I was the same at your age, lacking maturity and perspective.”

“That’s the difference between us, Haza.” Koa curled his fingers around his casting cane as he slowly brought it up to bear. “I… accepted you. I was content to simply trust you. To love you. Unconditionally, I had thought.”

Haza still held his staff and let it tap against the floor as he came one step closer. “The difference is in the naivety of youth. We are the same, Makoa. The same blood, the same legacy of Sabantius flows through us.”

“Oh no.” Koa let out a dark laugh and wagged a finger, aiming for casual cruelty, seething underneath. “I… am Makoa Gladefoot. You are just as naïve as you accuse me to be if you think otherwise.”

“Your pride betrays you once more,” said Haza. “I thought that was such an unfortunate flaw, all this time, that you thought of yourself as a prince first and my apprentice second. Perhaps I needed to take a heavier hand in disciplining my grandson. But it is a flaw that may well save your life. If you were any stronger, it would make this quite difficult.”

“I think you’re the prideful one, in both your estimation of yourself and your decisions. You were dying yesterday, Haza. You let Thunderclaw manipulate you in your weakness. That’s the furthest thing from strength.”

“I’m too old to be goaded, Makoa.” Haza let out a sigh that didn’t match the tension of the moment. “That’s what all of this comes down to, really. I’m simply too old.”

“I won’t let you rob me, Haza,” said Koa. “Regardless of what you’ve promised Thunderclaw in exchange for your vitality.”

“Words have power. You could very well come out of this situation much better off if you simply approach it as a forced compromise instead of robbery.”

Koa shook his head. He felt the fury within him, building again as he saw the thunder-shaped serpent on Haza’s head briefly pulse with light. He lifted his right hand and let his fingers clench and unclench once before hurling it forward and sending a fireball careening toward Haza’s face.

The old sorcerer made a slight movement with the higher of the two hands he currently had clutched to his staff, warding off the fireball without so much as straightening his posture. Koa hurled several more, growling as the movement primed his aggression. The only result was a small heat blister in the usual spot below his ring of power.

“One more weapon which I gave you and I can perfectly counter,” said Haza. “Stop this, Makoa. Don’t be childish.”

“You don’t get to give me advice like that anymore,” muttered Koa.

Haza let out a snorting laugh, and Koa’s anger surged. He roared as he slashed his casting cane through the air, opening a rift to Faskenpal that would have unleashed enough heat to melt a tower shield.

Haza reacted quickly and calmly, opening a rift of his own to spill forth a gorge of water. Steam and humidity billowed through the hallway, so much that Koa felt his clothes and hair dampen.

“I can do this all evening if needed,” said Haza. “It feels wonderful to have such stamina again.”

Koa glared at him through the steam. He was well aware that he couldn’t win the battle of elements against Haza. Even if he’d had access to realms of wind or water, he suspected he would have been countered just as succinctly.

Haza had set Steelbreaker down against the wall of the hallway. Koa reached for the sword, trying to pull it to him as Haza had. It reacted, if reluctantly, falling sideways and skidding across the floor. He dove to scoop it up, but Haza used a spell this time, opening a rift that made a pull of wind that reversed the weapon’s momentum.

“This is tiresome.” The old sorcerer stooped to pick the weapon up and angled several shards of weapons to press against Koa’s neck.

“You can turn in if your aforementioned stamina has been spent.” Koa felt the sharp tip of a jagged metal edge, but forced himself to step forward into it. The shard gave way, as though aware that if it didn’t, it would risk his life. “Steelbreaker knows me, as well. It doesn’t want me dead.”

“It doesn’t, or I don’t?” asked Haza. “You misunderstand once more. I’m not trying to kill you, Makoa. I’m teaching you a lesson.”

“You’re pathetic.” Koa took a step back, and then quickly ducked under the hovering weapon shards and lunged at Haza. He managed to tackle the old man and almost winced on his behalf as they hit the floor together.

He knew immediately that he was still stronger than his grandfather in that way of heavy contact between brawlers. But Haza was far faster than he had been, lithe and quick to wriggle away. Koa hadn’t been trying to hurt him, but to pin him, make him submit. Haza disengaged, kicking off Koa’s shoulder as he rolled in a strange way to buy himself space.

Koa pulled his casting cane to hand and swung downward at Haza’s head. Haza simply touched Steelbreaker’s hilt, and a barrage of weapon shards bit through the wood of Koa’s cane. He watched it fall to useless pieces in front of him, the topmost still with the embedded glass leaf his mother had given him. He still held the bottom chunk in his hand, but dropped it as he mourned the loss of the weapon like an old friend.

“Would you stop already?” shouted Haza. “You can’t win, Makoa. You’ve developed the unfortunate habit of taking on stupid fights because of your pride. I would like to cure you of the notion that you stand any chance against me without having to maim you, if possible.”

One of the hallway’s window covers suddenly bucked as though struck with a hard blow from the other side. It came loose entirely on the next hit. With casual ease, Brin climbed into the castle through it, frowning as he looked back and forth between Koa and Haza.

“It’s true, then?” said Brin. “Your own grandfather turned against you. Gods. I’m sorry, Koa.”

“I haven’t turned against him,” said Haza, surprisingly defensive.

“It is… my fault for ever trusting him to begin with,” said Koa, ignoring his grandfather. “I learned some things from him. I can’t say it was entirely a waste.”

“That’s a good perspective.” Brin hooked a thumb toward him. “So you have no objection to me not holding back?”

“He’s not the type of opponent we can hold back against,” said Koa. “But…”

I can’t kill him, he silently finished. I can’t kill him, and that probably means I can’t win.

“I know.” Brin nodded, compassion and rage meeting and mixing into something both dark and heartbreaking in his expression. “I have your back, brother.”

Brin took a step to the side, his body losing its outer shell of humanity as the dust came to the surface. A swirl of cold grit swept in from the open window. Haza shielded his eyes, as did Koa.

“Toying with Zewton’s dust creation,” called Haza. “Even in your rebellion you provide more evidence to how alike we are.”

The dust cleared. Haza held a small rift, no bigger than a fist, in one hand that pulled the grit from the contained space. Brin took several loping steps toward the sorcerer and grabbed for his neck.

Weapon shards sheared Brin’s hands at the wrist. Koa winced, but the dustwalker seemed unperturbed, simply reforming them from more dust. Koa rushed forward, taking up a position at Brin’s side, though he felt a strange hesitance to seize the opening.

“You’re still an old man even if you have tricks,” muttered Brin. He wriggled his fingers, and his hand suddenly grew in size until it was almost abutting against the walls of the hall. He stabbed it forward, seizing Haza in a giant’s grip.

Haza winced and bared his teeth, but managed to work one arm free. Koa shouted a wordless warning, but it happened too fast for either of them to react. Haza opened a rift, and another surge of water spilled forth, flowing over both Brin and Koa as though a river had been unleashed within the castle.

Koa pushed his head above the water as it spread out. He came to his hands and knees in the mud that had once been Brin. His friend was gone, likely for the moment rather than forever, but the way it stoked his fury was just as intense.

“I was hoping for Ves, too,” he muttered, more to himself than Haza. “She’s always been shy.”

“Can we be done with this already?” said Haza in a tired voice. “Makoa. I am sorry it has to be this way.”

“So am I. More than I think you know.”

He’d palmed one of the weapon shards as he’d come up from the mud and lunged at Haza with it, slashing at his body even though his neck had been open. The shard rebelled against his control, as he’d known it would. He’d simply hoped to stab it into Haza first.

“Enough!” bellowed the old sorcerer.

Pain stabbed through Koa’s calf as a shard of metal stabbed into it. He went down, screaming and unable to think against the sea of red. He touched at where the jagged metal was still jutting from his leg and felt suddenly nauseous and lightheaded.

“That should keep you from walking,” said Haza. “It shouldn’t bleed that much if you leave the metal where it is. Your… usual healer will have to tend to it. Savantra is leaving with me, as Tessalin is leaving with Thunderclaw, of course.”

“Of course,” said Koa, bitterly.

It looked like the old sorcerer had more to say… but he never said it. He simply shook his head and departed down the hall.


CHAPTER 37

Koa’s goal had been to stall for time, and he’d accomplished it. It was a fact that made little difference to his pain and overall sense of defeat. He’d spent a minute calling for help once he was sure Haza was out of earshot, but it was a few before help finally came.

Verity rushed to his side, scowling as she saw his leg and the blood soaking the fabric of his trousers around the wound. “How bad is it?”

“I’ll live,” he said through gritted teeth. “You found Brin. That was good.”

“The vestalix was—”

“I know. She’s never been one for dealing with strangers.” He reached his arms out and cleared his throat. “Help me up.”

“You’re in no state to go anywhere.” Verity made a face as she touched around where the metal shard was still jutting from his calf muscle.

“I’m in too much pain to argue right now!” he hissed. “I need to move. Get me up and get me outside.”

“You need a healer.”

“Verity!” He shouted her name, but it came out more a plea than a command. “I… can’t let him do this. I can’t let this happen.”

She gave him an appraising look for a moment and then slowly nodded. It hurt as much to be helped to standing, even favoring his good leg, as it had to suffer the wound in the first place. Koa was groaning and wishing he could get the metal out, though he knew once it came out, he would likely be down for the rest of the day.

“My prince!” Talbot came hurtling up the stairs right as he was about to go down them. “Your mother sent me to… Ah! Here!”

He took Koa’s other shoulder. The relief was enough to make him groan. He was definitely lightheaded, as the groan shifted into an absent chuckle as his two companions carried him along.

“I’m always amazed by how strong you are, Verity,” he said. “I’m going to give you a shoulder massage after all this is said and done.”

Talbot coughed a bit uncomfortably but continued to ferry Koa forward. He looked down as they began the last stretch to the castle’s vestibule and noted that he was leaking a line of drops of blood behind him.

A full carriage had already been attached to horses, and Koa could imagine how Thunderclaw threatened servants to make it happen. He was annoyed that Ghost was one of the tethered horses, but it seemed like a small thing against the larger whole of the betrayal.

He knew the gold would have already been loaded into the back — Tessalin and Savantra’s faces were also visible through the window into the rear partition. Haza and Thunderclaw stood outside, looking so comfortable around one another that it was already hard to imagine the esper with another partner.

But the archers were also there, with the addition of five spearmen standing in front of the closed castle gate. Even knowing what his grandfather and the esper could do, Koa struggled to conceive how they might force their way past.

Haza could escape through a rift, but he’d have to come back at some point, thought Koa. Thunderclaw could teleport with a lightning strike, but I doubt that would suit a group.

The esper girl, Ketsese, was unconscious over Thunderclaw’s shoulder, as though he was carrying a fresh kill. Koa frowned and looked around. He found his mother standing with Petra, supporting her with one arm as though she’d been injured or exhausted. Lauric, Mav, and Reese were all there with her.

Koa waited, but nobody spoke, and he slowly realized that most present were now looking his way. He glanced at his mother, and she gave him a small nod.

Trust, he thought. This is what it should be. Not what I gave Haza.

“Hazafallius,” called Koa. “Step away from the cart and raise your hands above your head. Thunderclaw, set the girl down. You aren’t leaving here, but you most certainly aren’t taking the girl or the gold. It’s over.”

Haza exchanged a significant glance with Thunderclaw.

Koa saw his opening. “Don’t be foolish. Your magic can’t save you from arrows in every direction. Surrender, and we may yet be able to find ways to help one another.”

Haza gave a small shrug, Thunderclaw a resigned nod.

“Fine,” said Haza. “So be it. Zaratafenia.”

Koa hadn’t noticed her before, but she was on the ramparts as well. All of the archers lining the walls, save for one, were her men, as well as all of the spearmen in front of the gate.

“I will give you a full half of the gold, just over a hundred coins or so, simply to allow us by.” Haza spoke first to the dessian but turned to stare at Koa with a shocking amount of contempt. “This is how you make a compromise, Prince Makoa. Not by shouting out threats of violence that you have not the authority to carry out. Zaratafenia?”

The dessian glared at Haza, but gave him the smallest of nods. Koa clenched his teeth and tightened his hands on Verity and Talbot’s shoulders.

“Bring me closer to him,” he said, calmly.

They did, and the second Koa was near enough to close the gap through his own power, he pulled one of Verity’s daggers free from where she always tucked it behind her back and dove at his grandfather. He came within a few inches of sinking the weapon into the old man’s neck. Haza caught his wrist.

“Koa!” cried Avina.

“You foolish child!” Haza whipped him down to the ground hard, though even a soft landing would have been agony.

The weapon shard in his leg stabbed deeper as he fell on it wrong.

“Hazafallius,” said Thunderclaw. “Leave him.”

“Why? So he can come after me and get himself killed? No…” Hazafallius drew Steelbreaker and slowly shook his head. “One day, if you grow much wiser and calm down, you may be able to understand the actions I took today.”

“I’ll never forgive you!” screamed Koa.

“I’ll content myself with being alive for you to hate.”

Haza brought the point of Steelbreaker down though the meat of Koa’s thigh, ruining the leg in combination with the gash to his calf. The pain was blinding, but not deafening. He could hear himself screaming, feel himself twisting to try to escape an agony with no out.

It was seconds or minutes later when he regained awareness. His mother was holding his hand. Talbot, Lauric, Mav… everyone was carrying him. He could see the carriage leaving through the caste gate. Such a normal scene — it wasn’t even hurrying along, with Haza and Thunderclaw upfront, unchallenged and undaunted.

The blood loss made him woozy, and the world spun until he felt himself being put down. He was in the infirmary, in the same bed he’d watched Haza almost die in once. He heard someone shushing him, felt both his hands being gripped tightly by his mother and Petra.

“I’ll do it as quickly as I can,” muttered Cathelia. “But he’s still going to feel it, and it’s not going to feel pleasant.”

“Do it,” said Avina.

Koa felt a sudden shock of pain so severe that he wanted to run away, but even moving his body with small shifts and twitches was enough to make him nauseous. Someone was screaming — it was him. Gods, it was always him.

“The one to the thigh is fairly neat,” said Cathelia. “He was careful about how he did it. This gash in his calf, however, is a dirty wound, especially after how long this horrid piece of metal was in there for. Milady underqueen, it really doesn’t look good.”

“Do the best you can,” said Avina.

“That’s what I mean. The best would be to… perhaps we should speak outside?”

Koa closed his eyes. He felt the world passing by him and had no urge to slow it down.

***

He wasn’t alone in the infirmary when he came around again, but he was close to it. Horny lay at the foot of his bed, awake and somehow deeply sad and aware of his pain. He couldn’t make sense of the rest of the situation as he turned his head sideways to see Zaratafenia sitting next to his bedside. Then, it all came back to him.

“You!” he hissed. “You, you…”

“Let me speak.” She held up a hand, calm, but forceful. “I returned the gold Haza paid me off with to your mother, in exchange for Harvestglade continuing to pay the loan fees for my men.”

“You… what?”

“It was the only way,” said Zaratafenia. “I have seen that man kill before. This new power he has tapped into through his deal with the esper is not one I wished to be the first to test. Though it seems you received that honor, if it can be called such.”

“It… wasn’t the only way.” Koa felt his weakness twice over as he made the claim, in his body and his argument. “He’s not invincible.”

“Nor are my men, nor are you.” Zaratafenia let out a sigh and took his hand. Her eyes held a surprising wealth of affection and sympathy and… were those tears? “He betrayed me, too, Makoa. He betrayed us both. I was such a fool.”

“He’s a bastard. He’s the lowest of the low.”

“He is the Serpent of Crystal Hills.” Zaratafenia smiled darkly. “When he betrayed me this most recent time — not the first, mind you. But when he did it in my palace in Matragoria, it was to… free your mother from my captivity.

“I told myself then that it was because he saw something in her, in you, that made the decision worth it. I made myself believe that there was some level of goodness or greater end goal that might include others. But after watching what I just watched…”

She blinked, and he confirmed she was crying.

“How’s my leg?” he asked. He had to look away both from her and his wound. Too much. “Cathelia gave me herbs, didn’t she? I feel… less pain than I did before.”

“For the best, I think.” She smiled and let her hand stroke the side of his face. “We should have known each other sooner than we did. In a perfect world, we would have known each other… differently. But we must walk the path we find ourselves on.”

“The path I walk…” He gritted his teeth, looking everywhere but at his leg. His fucking leg. “…leads to me being king. King of Osteanus and Sabantius.”

“I know.” Zaratafenia nodded several times. “Why else do you think I agreed to marry you?”


CHAPTER 38

Avina stood on the parapets long after the traitor’s carriage had left, long after the situation had seemingly calmed down. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Harvestglade was vulnerable now in a way it hadn’t been before. The fact that it was objective truth supporting her unfortunate conclusion made it all the harder for her to settle her nerves.

“One of the servants said word of Hazafallius’s betrayal has already spread into town, along with how he was allowed to leave uncontested,” said Lauric.

“We had no choice. Taking that fight would have been peak foolishness.”

“I don’t disagree at all, my queen,” said Lauric. “The men we would have lost are worth more to us than the gold. But we should be aware that the mood among the common folk will be dark and somber for some time.”

“It’s a catching mood,” sighed Avina. “Thank you, Lauric.”

She made her way down to the castle courtyard. Zaratafenia was on her way out of the castle. She’d asked for permission to see Koa in private earlier, and Avina had given it, smothering her own reluctance.

She proved herself by getting some of our gold back through her guile, she thought. She’s earned at least some trust.

“How is he?” asked Avina.

“Hard to tell with the herbs he’s been given.” Zaratafenia shrugged but managed a small smile. “He is strong and determined.”

The affection in her voice caught Avina off guard. She’d been hoping without ever realizing or vocalizing it that Koa and Zaratafenia would be like oil and water. It wasn’t the idea of Koa being married, or even Zaratafenia’s ambitions, but a more nebulous anxiety related to losing control.

“We have to be proactive,” said Avina. “All of us. Together. We have to take steps to prepare for whatever the Estorians decide to do while also planning for the reemergence of Hazafallius and Thunderclaw.”

“We should hope the Serpent of Crystal Hills never does decide to poke his head out again. It is, however, a hope I doubt we will see realized.” Zaratafenia looked at Avina, eyes narrowing in a way that resembled her usual scrutiny. “What is the significance of the esper girl?”

“She’s the key. She and Haza.” Avina took a breath and gave voice to her real fear. “Haza will open a rift to Aklesia. Thunderclaw will take the girl and use her to translate for him. He’s going to try to raise an army of espers and use it to take the throne.”

“What could he offer them that would convince them to raise war across realms?” asked Zaratafenia.

Avina shook her head. It was a good question, but not an unanswerable one. Zaratafenia set a hand on her shoulder and stayed with her a moment longer before heading further across the courtyard and through the gate.

Snow had begun to fall. She took her crown off and brushed a few perfect snowflakes from her blonde locks. Heading through the castle, she took the stairs up first. Petra had been in their chamber since the confrontation in the courtyard. She almost knocked, sensing how messy the esper’s emotions were, but of course, Petra could sense her there, outside the door, just the same.

“Petra.”

She walked slowly toward the bed, where Petra was laying on her side. The esper rolled over as she approached, and a single instant of eye contact was enough to break her heart, emotions echoing and rebounding in that familiar way.

“I… let a monster take her,” she whispered.

“No, you didn’t.” Avina rubbed Petra’s back. Her hair was messy and wild around her horns, eyes red rimmed from tears past.

“I brought her to this realm thinking I was helping her.”

“You were helping her.”

“I thought… when Thunderclaw first arrived here in his defeated state, that maybe he would recover into a different man. So many of his ideas resonated with me, Avina, even if I despised the man behind them. Espers having true agency, perhaps even helping rule and guide the realm. I was so naïve, and someone else paid the price.”

Avina wanted to do more to comfort her, but the situation mirrored her own pain and failure. Specifically with Ani. She’d done the same thing, tried to help only for it to go so horribly wrong. She could tell Petra what she’d begun telling herself, but she already knew it would be just as pointless.

“We’ll make him pay,” said Avina. “We’ll stop him and send Ketsese home.”

“Every day it takes us to find her and save her is another day in which she will be in his power.” Petra’s expression broke, and she shook her head. “What do you think he will do with her in that time? A man like Thunderclaw, with a budding esper girl in the palm of his hand?”

“We’ll stop him.” Avina looked away, hating the bond in that moment for betraying the gap between her words and her heart. She hoped they would stop him, but it was one hope among many, all competing for assurance.

“I will kill him,” said Petra. She took Avina’s hand and squeezed it tight. They stayed like that for a few minutes, emotions reaching an equilibrium.

“Let’s go see Makoa,” said Avina. “He needs us right now, Petra. More than we need each other, even.”

“Absolutely.”

Petra’s affection and attraction to Koa felt like reading a letter from an old lover as it washed over her. She felt her cheeks flush, her heart beating faster, intrigue and scandal mixing in that intoxicating way.

Together, they made their way through the quiet castle. Some guard or servant had tracked in some snow on their boots. Avina and Petra’s shoes made squeaking noises as they moved across the polished stones of the first floor.

They took the stairs down to the infirmary. Cathelia was waiting just outside — waiting for them, judging from the shift in her expression as she hurried over.

“How is he?” asked Avina.

“His pain level seems low, though the tea I have him sipping certainly accounts for most of that.” Cathelia hesitated, knobby fingers wringing together. “There is… a significant amount of swelling in the bottom of his leg.”

“You cleaned it and tended it, no?” asked Petra. “Some swelling should be expected with such an injury.”

“Some, yes…” Cathelia shook her head. “Not this much.”

She stepped aside. Avina looked at Petra, though it was only her own worry she saw reflected in her esper’s face.

Koa wasn’t alone. Verity was sitting next to him, alert as though on guard duty. Horny was curled up on the floor, the hookhorn far too large to seem anything but out of place within the space. Horny’s bobtail wagged with small, concerned motions.

“Mother.” Koa managed a smile. “Petra. Verity, could you give us the room?”

His voice was sleepy, but serious. Verity touched his hand as she stood to go. She took Horny with her, though the hookhorn’s reluctance to leave was clear. Avina and Petra both pulled chairs up to either side of the bed.

“How are you feeling?” asked Avina.

“Oh, I’ve had worse,” he muttered. “The blow to my spirit was worse than what my body suffered.”

“That could be interpreted in multiple ways,” said Petra.

“Could it?” He sighed and closed his eyes briefly. “Well, interpret as you wish. I am as you see me.”

Avina let her eyes wander down to his leg. It looked visibly swollen, almost engorged, from the knee down in comparison to his uninjured leg.

“I asked Haza once why he gave me up.” Koa continued speaking, eyes still closed. “He didn’t even seem to understand his own answer. Gods, I can’t even remember what he said, exactly, but it didn’t satisfy me. It seemed like a way of saying anything except for the truth. You only get rid of things… people… that you don’t want.”

“Haza is a broken old sorcerer who betrayed you out of his own greed and cowardice,” said Avina. “You aren’t responsible for the ways in which he’s failed you.”

“I’m not upset about it. Giving me to you, a loving mother and her equally loving esper, was the best thing that ever happened to me.” He opened his eyes, both wet and full of complicated emotions. “If you hadn’t stepped up to care for me, he still would have tossed me aside. Everything I have now, my home, the people in my life, the prestige, I owe it to you, Mother. And you, Petra.”

“Makoa, you are your own man,” said Petra. “We lift you up, but you spread your wings to take flight.”

“That’s a beautiful way of looking at it.” He smiled and took a breath, but showed his teeth as he breathed out. “I need you both.”

“We’re here,” whispered Avina. “Right here.”

“I need you both… to promise me… that you won’t let them take my leg.”

Avina started to nod before hearing what he’d said. The pain stabbed through her as surely as if she was the one with the ruined limb. She would have traded places with him in an instant, made the sacrifice in his stead, were it an option.

“It’ll heal.” He clutched Avina’s arm and then glanced desperately at Petra. “I know it’ll heal! It just needs time… just a little more time.”

“Makoa.” Petra pressed her hand down on his chest, trying to soothe him. “You are worth so much more than any one part of you. I know you, Makoa! You will stand tall on one leg as surely as two.”

“No!” Koa shook his head, voice now raised and imbued with such anger and pain. “I gave him my trust! I gave him a place here in the castle! I forgave him for lying to me about who he really was… and he takes my leg? How is that a fair trade?”

“I’m here, Koa.” Avina smoothed sweat-soaked hair back from his forehead. “I’m right here. It’ll be all right.”

“Tell me!” he shouted, almost screaming, taking heavy breaths. “Explain it to me, please! Because… I don’t understand. How is that a fair trade?”

Petra rubbed his chest and shoulders. Avina shifted even closer, fingers laced with his, her free hand stroking his hair.

The Prince of Harvestglade leaned his head back and closed his eyes tight.

THE END
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