
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Castle Town 7 
 
    Anya Merchant 
 
    Copyright © 2023 Anya Merchant 
 
    All rights reserved 
 
    Kindle Edition 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental. This work is intended for adults only. It contains substantial sexually explicit language and scenes that may be considered offensive by some readers. None of the characters engaging in sexual conduct in this work of fiction are under the age of 18, legally unable to give consent, or related by blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
    Castle Town 7 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
    CHAPTER 37 
 
    CHAPTER 38 
 
    CHAPTER 39 
 
    CHAPTER 40 
 
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    CHAPTER 42 
 
    CHAPTER 43 
 
    CHAPTER 44 
 
    
 
    

  

 
   
    PREVIOUSLY 
 
      
 
    Prince Makoa, in the midst of coping with his own demons, travels to treat with the Estorian executors and seek peace on Harvestglade’s behalf. Zaratafenia joins him, providing not just her men for safety, but herself in the form of a betrothal. Koa finds apparent success in his peace dealings and in addition, reunites with Ves, the mysterious vestalix who he spared during the Great Hunt. 
 
    Meanwhile, Avina and Petra find themselves stricken by their tumultuous bond. A foray into the realm of Aklesia in search of anything that might help leads them to a young esper child, Ketsese, and a pouch of magical berries. Using the berries, Hazafallius finally applies seal brands to Avina and Petra, blunting their bond and allowing them to live sensibly once more. 
 
    Both Koa and Avina’s objectives come to a head when Thunderclaw, former esper to the now deceased King Kendall, arrives at Harvest Castle. Working in secret, Thunderclaw and Haza transition from enemies to allies and use seal brands of their own to bond themselves together as master and esper. 
 
    The price Thunderclaw asked of Haza amounts to betrayal. Stunned, Koa is forced into an unwanted conflict with his own grandfather. Hazafallius emerges victorious, taking not just the gold and the esper girl on behalf of Thunderclaw, but potentially Koa’s left leg through inflicted injuries.    
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The wind carried the heady scent of wildflowers in bloom, pollen sweet enough to compete with a bakery. Koa watched the waves as they slowly crashed against the surf and pulled back out. He walked slowly across warm sand, bare feet sinking in slightly with each and every step. 
 
    Dinner would already be over the fire in the cottage. He’d caught a fish earlier that afternoon. The net in his hand seemed like something he should have put down earlier, if that was true. Ruby would be waiting for him, or she’d be on her way, from further down the beach or back into the hills behind him.  
 
    They’d talked for so long about running away to a cottage on the beach shore. Hadn’t they? Or had it been his idea to spirit her off to the coast, as was so often the case? Ruby, his faithful servant, always following in his wake. So much more than just a servant. 
 
    A set of soft arms wrapped around him from behind. He was shirtless, and could feel from the sudden contact of skin that she was, too. He let out a low laugh and slowly turned around. 
 
    “I thought you’d be watching our dinner,” he said. “It took me a while to catch that fish… didn’t it? I wouldn’t want to see it burn.” 
 
    “Dinner will be perfect.” Ruby smiled as she spoke, faint freckles on her face seeming to catch the light like bits of sand he might simply wipe away with his thumb. 
 
    She was completely naked, red hair loose around her shoulders made as significant as a shawl against so much pale, exposed flesh. Her smile widened as she noticed the way his eyes pulled toward her full breasts, the small, playful patch of pubic hair she kept carefully trimmed. 
 
    He knew her. He… missed her, but she was right there. 
 
    “It’s all right, Makoa,” she whispered. “It will be all right.” 
 
    “It already is.” 
 
    He kissed her, or tried to. She hopped back a step, hands clasped behind her back as she leaned forward with a teasing grin on her face.  
 
    “Ruby, you’re my servant,” he said, striding toward her. “I command you to kiss me. Or at least, to allow me to kiss you.” 
 
    “Your mother would be furious over such an abuse of power,” she laughed. 
 
    He lunged and managed to catch her wrist, and she laughed and playfully swung her hand from side to side. 
 
    “I think I’ve earned some leeway after pushing back the Estorians and… saving Harvestglade.” He blinked, trying to think through recent events, but finding it all a hazy mess. 
 
    “I don’t disagree, Koa.” She pulled in closer, heat coming off her body like the last rays from the setting sun. “But… I think you’re right. The fish will burn if we leave it.” 
 
    She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and ran past him. Her feet kicked up bits of sand with each step, and her body jiggled in various mesmerizing ways. 
 
    By the time he reached the door of the cottage, he was hungry for something else. He watched Ruby save their dinner from the lingering coals of the fire. He pulled her into an embrace from behind as she was setting the pan to the side. 
 
    “I missed you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Did I go somewhere?” she whispered back. 
 
    The words cut him, but he couldn’t think of why, didn’t want to remember why. Ruby turned around and cupped his cheek. He kissed her, feeling the softness of her lips against his, the way her entire body seemed like such a perfect fit with his. 
 
    There was a bed against the cottage’s wall, quilt and pillows laid down with careful precision. Koa tossed Ruby onto it with a level of enthusiasm that practically unmade the setup.  
 
    He took his shirt off and kicked aside his trousers, slowing down only as he made to climb into position over her. Her hair was spread out in loose red tangles. Each breath she took was visible as a rise and fall of her chest. He let one of his hands slide up her body, feeling himself getting hard and resisting the urge to rush. 
 
    Ruby pressed her hands against his chest and bit her lower lip. She shifted backward, rolling her hips upward and bringing one of her feet around to tease their toes together. Koa slowly lowered himself down onto her, finding her mouth to kiss up top as their bodies touched in more interesting ways down below. 
 
    His cock found no resistance as it slowly sank into her womanhood, tight and wet and warm, everything it needed to be and more. She made a face that he knew too well, eyes fluttering with pleasure, the tiniest curl of a smile at either edge of her mouth.  
 
    He kissed her, taking that first, leading thrust, and then several more in quick succession. She was all he ever needed in life. The thought felt so beautiful and tragic as it came to him, though the naked spread of her beneath him was enough to keep him from delving into why that was. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Her voice was a heady, hot whisper against his ear. “Koa. That’s…” 
 
    “Perfect,” he finished for her. He kissed her neck and pumped into her harder. Ruby found his hand with hers. He threaded their fingers together, pressing down gently to hold it to the bed as he started moving. She let out tiny little whimpers in time with each of his thrusts. 
 
    He lost himself to the moment. Ruby’s breasts shifted as he picked up speed, seeming to lag half a second behind the rest of her body, large as they were. Another kiss, another thrust, Ruby’s fingers running through his hair. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “Makoa! It’s… too much!” 
 
    She said it as she wrapped her legs around him, as if too much was still not enough. He felt her give him a greedy, sucking kiss, bringing his attention to her mouth in all its intrigue. He pumped faster, feeling them both getting humid with sweat. Ruby bucked underneath him. Too much. Still not enough. 
 
    “Ruby,” he whispered, huskily in her ear. “I should… pull out.” 
 
    “You don’t have to this time.” 
 
    The words echoed in his head just as he found his release, both true and sad. He could hear seagulls crying outside the window, smell the faint sea scents, salt and seaweed and cooked fish. It was exactly where he wanted to be, and he couldn’t ask for anything more. 
 
    “I know I’m dreaming,” he whispered. “But even still… I don’t want to wake up.” 
 
    “You’ll have to, eventually.” Ruby kissed his shoulder and let her fingers trace nonsense symbols across his bare chest. 
 
    “Does it make me a coward for wishing I could stay here forever, with you? Even if it’s all just a fantasy?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Ruby swallowed, looking so vulnerable. “But if this… is a dream, Koa, then I’m not the one telling you that.” 
 
    “I know that, too. It’s the other half of why I don’t want to wake up.” He pulled her into his arms, cradling her as though he could save her from the inevitable. “I gave you a piece of my heart. Sometimes… I think I want it back. But then I see you here, in this cottage, and know that it’ll always be safe with you.” 
 
    “The thing about hearts is you can give away a piece and still find later on that you have a larger one than you started with.” Ruby blinked a few times as her eyes grew misty. “I’ll keep this piece safe if you do the same for the piece I gave you, all right?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And Koa?” 
 
    He looked at her and waited until she continued. 
 
    “It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” she said. “Not even his.” 
 
    He nodded and realized his eyes were closed at the same moment the pain began to creep its way up his leg. It was just a tickle at first, then a stab, and then he was leaning against Ruby, breathing hard and heavy as she whispered words he couldn’t hear into his ear. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He was in a different bed when he opened his eyes, the sheets soaked with sweat for different reasons. His throat was dry and painful, and his breath crackled with phlegm as he sucked in air. 
 
    Gods, I miss her, he thought. The cruelest of all dreams is the same one I hope for every night. 
 
    He forced himself to stay in the moment as recent events came back to him in a residual drip. Haza’s betrayal. Losing in a duel of sorcery. The mangled leg his grandfather had gifted him in exchange for not accepting a hefty helping of betrayal.  
 
    His leg. 
 
    He could still feel it. He wiggled his toes and had a moment of relief… until he took a closer look at how the quilt was bunched, the illusion the gods damned blanket had created. His left leg simply wasn’t there from just above the knee down, despite the fact that he swore he could still feel it. 
 
    The room seemed to spin around him. He remembered how he’d begged his mother and Petra to promise not to let the healer take it and felt the rise of his fury, even though he couldn’t remember whether they’d ever actually agreed. 
 
    His leg. 
 
    The phlegm in his throat became a hard lump as the inescapable truth of his loss struck him like a physical blow. He would never walk again, never run or jump. He suddenly pictured Haza in that last moment as he’d sauntered off, standing as healthy and hale as Koa had ever seen him. 
 
    It was as though the old sorcerer had stolen his youth and vitality, swapped their places through a dark curse. Koa would be the one stumbling around with all his weight on a cane. Gods… he knew even that was an optimistic vision of his future mobility. 
 
    He knew then that he was no coward. He’d already paid bravery’s price. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Avina circled Mav, training rapier leveled at her handmaiden’s chest. She feinted, watching how Mav drew back with the speed of a natural, but the predictability of a novice. Avina swept her weapon low to high, earning another touch. The two of them took a moment to breathe, each exhale coming out in a cold puff within the ambient chill of the training hall. 
 
    “Another round, Your Highness?” asked Mav. 
 
    Avina shook her head. “No. That’s all right, Mav.” 
 
    “Did it help you clear your head, at least?” 
 
    “It did, but… perhaps not in the way I needed.”  
 
    She hung her rapier up on the rack and wiped a few beads of sweat from her forehead. She could feel Petra through the bond, near enough to Gladetown once more for their bond to be significant. Petra had been ranging farther in her search for Ketsese and Thunderclaw, though it was more a matter of asking questions and getting hints as to their direction than having any hope of finding them outright. 
 
    It’d been a week since Hazafallius’s betrayal. A week since Koa’s amputation. A week of being unable to do anything more than watch him sleep feverishly and taking Cathelia’s word that he would likely pull through. 
 
    Avina felt restless. All she could do was wait, and it seemed like nowhere near enough. She was annoyed with Petra, despite knowing that the esper’s reasons for leaving the castle and committing herself to her search were no different from Avina’s for fencing her handmaiden to the point of exhaustion. 
 
    There’s nothing I can do, she thought. For Harvestglade. For Makoa. I need more patience than I will ever be able to summon. 
 
    “Magister Reese still has some concerns that she wanted you to address,” said Mav. “If you’re seeking something else to keep you, um… occupied, Your Highness. Just a respectful suggestion.” 
 
    Avina nodded, knowing Mav meant well. “About this cold snap Harvestglade has been enduring?” 
 
    It’d been unusually cold for winter across the past week. The severe weather was untimely, given the number of refugees still seeking aid in Gladetown. Avina had done her best to ensure everyone had a bed, even paying a few local landlords for usage of empty properties out of Harvestglade’s funds. Funds which, after Hazafallius’s betrayal, were half what they’d once been. 
 
    Her emotions were still knotted as she thought about that day, the cruelty inflicted on her, on Harvestglade, but on Koa, most of all. She knew it did him no good to have her loitering at his bedside. She’d spent the first few days after his amputation there, watching him hover on the edge of life and death. He’d stabilized, and in a sense, so had she.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t wish to go another round?” asked Mav. 
 
    “I am. Thank you, Mav.” 
 
    She could sense how much the handmaiden cared. Mav had been around for the chaos from start to finish. She was in tune with Avina’s inner conflict in a way that made her uniquely suited to her duties. 
 
    The cold of the castle was only amplified by Avina’s sweat-damp clothing as she made her way upstairs. She wanted nothing more than a hot bath, but it seemed like a tone-deaf move in the face of what her constituents were currently battling with. 
 
    She went straight to her audience chamber. Lauric and Reese were speaking to one another in quiet, friendly tones, both looking frigid. The petitioners for the day had already come and gone, though Avina suspected the problems they’d brought with them were still yet to be solved. 
 
    “Magister Reese. Captain Lauric. What’s on our plate for today?” 
 
    Her magister and the captain of her guard exchanged a glance, not secretive, more as though in confirmation of whom would speak first. 
 
    “Most of the pressing matters are related to the cold,” said Lauric. “I would begin with the one favorable aspect. It’s highly unlikely that we need worry about the Estorians marching our way, were they to forego our tenuous peace, until spring. Cold and snow of this degree eats armies alive.” 
 
    “I’d come to a similar conclusion,” said Avina. “What else? Have we found enough beds for the unhoused population within Gladetown?” 
 
    “Mostly.” Reese frowned and turned one hand palm up. “It’s less of an issue of us having the beds at this point, and more getting the people into them. Some folk simply refuse to take that sort of handout or have their own reasons for trying to bear it alone.” 
 
    “You’d think it a small issue to just let them be, milady, but they’ll die, just the same,” said Lauric. “When a frozen body turns up, as one did yesterday, it still seems like evidence of royal callousness, regardless of our actions.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Avina. “I don’t see a good option here, so I will be opting for the least bad one. Institute a sundown curfew. Anyone attempting to camp outside after dark should be apprehended and brought into the castle.” 
 
    “To the dungeon?” Lauric’s naturally wrinkled brow gained a swathe of folds. 
 
    “No!” snapped Avina. “Of course not. Simply to warm up.”  
 
    “It will… seem to anyone observing that they’re being brought into custody,” said Lauric. 
 
    “It’s all appearances, isn’t it? We should be so lucky for this to remain at the fore of our problems. If it’s a choice between frozen bodies in the streets and a reputation for arresting loiterers, I’ll opt for the latter.” 
 
    “I think it’s sensible, Your Highness,” said Reese. 
 
    Avina nodded but turned her attention inward. She folded her arms, and it almost felt as though she was hugging herself as she delved into what she could feel of Petra through the bond. It was strange — though her connection to her esper still felt somewhat blunted up close, it was stronger than it had originally been at a distance. Not strong enough, however, to tell her what she wanted to know. 
 
    “Any word of… Petra?” asked Avina. “It’s been two days now. Well, a day and a half.” 
 
    “Petra…” Lauric’s eyes showed and uncharacteristic edge of fear. “No, Your Highness! Do you think she might have…?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” said Avina. “I just want to know where she is. What’s taking her so long.” 
 
    She frowned and tried to bury her annoyance in the same place she’d been stuffing it for the past week. She understood how coiled Petra’s emotions were. Her search was to find Ketsese, but also in pursuit of vengeance for Koa, a chance at forcing Hazafallius to pay for his crimes. 
 
    I can’t fault her for wanting to take action, thought Avina. I suppose I envy her for having that power. 
 
    But envy wasn’t quite the right word. There was a gap between them in both what they could do and what they thought the right course was. Avina had asked Petra to stay near to the castle, and she’d refused.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time she’d had a disagreement with her esper, but it was no small difference of opinion. Petra’s refusal to listen to Avina’s arguments had stung twice over — both in robbing her of her most powerful asset and her best friend, the only one she might talk to about her feelings and the future. 
 
    “I’ll have my men and the Sabantians keep an eye out for her,” said Lauric. “If you… sense that she’s faring well, milady, I wouldn’t worry overmuch.” 
 
    “I’m not,” lied Avina. “Thank you, Lauric.” 
 
    There was little else to attend to. Avina decided she deserved a bath, after all. She had a pair of servants draw it for her, thoughts still bouncing between Koa and Petra. She did, in fact, envy Petra. At least in the sense that the esper could commit to a course in line with how she felt, whereas Harvestglade would always need Avina to be its calm and responsible ruler. 
 
    She began to undress, peeling off her still sweat-damp clothing and feeling the kiss of cold against bare flesh. She examined herself in the mirror, noticing the effects of stress. She was thinner, not by much, but enough for her to notice. A gray hair jumped out at her amidst the otherwise uniform strands of golden blonde. 
 
    I had more than just the one after the seal brand was first applied, when my bond with Petra was near completely blunted, she thought. I’m getting older, even if it’s slow to show. 
 
    She touched her breasts and thought of Koa. The fact that she made such a connection made her cheeks feel suddenly hot. She stepped into the tub, sucking in a breath at the contrast of hot and cold. Slowly, Avina sank down into the water. She let out a sigh and tried to find a centered place to do her thinking from. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Koa stared at where the rest of his leg had once been, still unable to fully accept reality. It was surreal — he could still feel something akin to his toes, his heel, could still try to move it, to no avail. With some effort, he rose to a sitting position and gently made to feel the bottom of his stump in hopes of clearing the bodily confusion. 
 
    Instantly, he knew it to be a mistake. The wound was stitched off and scabbed over, but still so painful to the touch that the shock of it left him momentarily stunned. He took several breaths, nausea rising in his chest. He ran a hand through his hair and forced himself to breathe through still parched and aching lips. 
 
    The loss was, in some ways, absurd. It didn’t make sense to him. There was no version of his life that he’d ever envisioned that included him being a cripple. Touching on that word made him suddenly angry. He wasn’t a cripple. He was the Prince of Harvestglade. He was still whole and capable and complete, with or without a portion of his left leg. 
 
    What was it that Petra had said? he wondered. That I’d still stand tall, on one leg or two? 
 
    Some forward-minded visitor had thought to bring a set of crutches to leave in his room. It was on the far side of reachable from where he sat in bed. He almost fell as he shifted onto his left side in an attempt to grab them, not wanting to move his stump in ways that hurt it while trying to grab something that would let him do just that. 
 
    The birds and the sun outside told him it was midmorning. His mother was likely tending to her audiences. Petra might be with her, as well. Koa wanted to go see them, but really to present himself to them. To show them that he was awake and still capable. 
 
    More than just that. I’ll show them what true strength is. I am still Harvestglade’s Prince. 
 
    He fumbled to get the first crutch into place, feeling the brush of cold against his bare ass in the same moment he realized someone had undressed him. The act of finding his trousers was one he performed while still sitting and leaning on his bed. 
 
    Putting his pants on was, to put it mildly, a horrendous fucking experience. His stump was ugly, but healing well, so much so that it made him wonder how long he’d been unconscious for. The sensation of dragging the rough cloth of his trouser leg over it was like having the skin flayed. He had to stop midway through the process to breathe, the pain so visceral that it was dizzying. 
 
    He finally succeeded in tying the cord around his waist to secure his pants into place, but the question of his missing leg still remained. There was too much leftover length on his left leg by half. He thought to roll it up neatly until attempting it — it put far too much pressure on the wound. He opted to simply knot it midway, around where his missing shin would have gone, and tried to ignore the subtly grotesque fashion it hung loose, like ruined flesh. 
 
    You can do this, he thought. You’ll have to do this from now on, morning, day, and night. It’s your life now. 
 
    The cold made his stump ache even with it covered, like the bone was being stabbed through by frostbite. He ignored it, along with the rest of the pain and the nagging voice suggesting that he simply lay down, get more rest. He worked the other crutch under his right armpit and hoisted himself to what would have to pass for standing. 
 
    The room spun around him, but he stilled it with a few deliberate breaths. He’d never used crutches before, but they seemed easy enough to manage now that he was up. He shifted his weight onto his good leg and set them forward, and then used their help to take a step, and then another. The door was right there in front of him. He reached for the handle. 
 
    It swung wide just as he was about to pull it open. Cathelia, the castle’s dutiful healer, stared at him with amazement… or perhaps horror. 
 
    “Prince Koa!” She hurriedly set the plate of food she’d been carrying aside. “By the bone! What are you doing out of bed? You need to rest. This is far too much strain for you. It’s only been a week!” 
 
    “…A week?” He shook his head. “You’re telling me I was left to sleep for an entire week. Seven days, then, that Haza and Thunderclaw have had to run about unchecked? Please say that my mother has at least sent out someone to track them.” 
 
    “I’m not certain, but perhaps it would be better to send someone to find out for you, rather than…” 
 
    He made to continue forward. For a moment, it seemed as though Cathelia might hold her ground and block the doorway. She stepped back at the last instant, still wincing as though they’d collided, regardless. 
 
    “Prince Koa, you aren’t well enough yet!” Cathelia made to take his shoulder, but hesitated as he worked the crutches, thinking better of it. “Please. Just get some rest. I’ll inform your mother.” 
 
    “I can inform her myself,” he said. “Is she taking her audiences?” 
 
    He took a few steps on his crutches, realizing he’d need to navigate the stairs to make it down. It wasn’t ideal, but it was a challenge he’d have to overcome eventually. Viewing it from that angle brought his own setback into focus, along with a potential way forward. If he was determined enough, and pushed hard enough… 
 
    One of the crutches slipped against an unusually well-polished section of stone. Koa made to reset it, but was already off balance, already falling by the time getting it back into place would have done anything. 
 
    He didn’t shout as he hit the floor as much as he had a shout drawn out of him, the pain and heaviness of his landing overwhelming. Cathelia tutted and hurried to his side. He felt a strange anger rise within him that fed off his pain. 
 
    “Would you just get back?” he snapped. “Give me some space, gods dammit!” 
 
    The hallway began to spin around him as his shifting dragged his stump along a painful angle. More people were hurrying to help, as though they’d all just been waiting to see him at his weakest moment. The door to his mother’s room swung open — no audiences today, apparently. She hurried toward him wearing only a towel, hair and body still damp from the bath. 
 
    “Koa!” said Avina. “Oh no!” 
 
    “I’m fine!” he shouted.  
 
    More servants and guards were hurrying toward him, along with Lauric, who’d hardly been any better off after his own grievous history. Koa hissed through his teeth and tried to claw his way at least into an honorable position. His hand snagged the bottom edge of his mother’s towel, and it came loose with hardly any give, exposing her to the hallway.  
 
    She was beautiful naked, full breasts and ample hips, pale flawless skin, pink flawless nipples. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her naked this completely and close up, without her being in the bath or partially clothed. He was damn sure nobody present had, either, and that was what infuriated him. 
 
    “It’s all right!” Avina covered her breasts and hurriedly stooped to grab the towel. 
 
    “It’s not even close to all right!” Koa was rambling now, dizzy with pain and lingering exhaustion. “That is not for them to see!” 
 
    A spark of ire danced through Avina’s expression, probably more at his tone than his words.  
 
    “What?” he snapped. “I didn’t say anything compromising, Mother. Stop giving me that look.” 
 
    He realized, dimly, that he probably sounded more like a jealous lover than a concerned son. Unfortunately, recognizing that wasn’t enough to cure him of it. 
 
    “He’s still fevered,” said Avina, with significantly less patience. “Lauric, have two of your men bring him back to his room.” 
 
    “I’m the prince!” He shouted something else that even he couldn’t understand as one Harvestglader and one Sabantian scooped him up by the arms. “Lauric’s men? More like… one of each. Stop ogling my mother! If you want breasts, there are plenty at the brothel for your consumption. Those belong to—” 
 
    “Makoa Gladefoot!”  
 
    He shut up. It wasn’t hard. The dizziness and exhaustion conspired to steal his view of the world. He felt the bed underneath him, but wasn’t sure when he’d been placed there. Enough time had passed for the ambient light to change from the fresh glow of morning to the amber hue of sunset. 
 
    And yet, his mother was still there, chair pulled up next to his bed, sleeping with soft noises rather than holding vigil. 
 
    “Mother,” he whispered. 
 
    She blinked her eyes open. “Oh. Koa. You’re up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry… for earlier.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say sorry.” 
 
    “I do, and I am.” He breathed out a sigh and shook his head. “I’m… not in a great place right now.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be.” Avina found his good leg and rubbed his shin. She seemed to realize how touching him there placed an emphasis on the contact and made to slide her hand higher, before realizing what that might imply. 
 
    “I’m alive and recovering.” He reached down and she set her other hand into his. “I should be grateful, and I am, though it’s hard to express.” 
 
    “I know. Nobody should have to go through what you’ve been through.” 
 
    He shook his head, but not to deny her point, really. “I can’t put a word to how this feels. I still can’t believe it, despite feeling so angry and volatile. Vulnerable. Haza… betrayed me.” 
 
    “I don’t even wish to say his name anymore,” said Avina, voice dark and suppressed. “For what he did to you, he will always be the Serpent of Crystal Hills, henceforth.” 
 
    “I wish I could make that same distinction.” Koa rubbed one of his thumbs along his hairline, feeling the ache of emotion in his temples. “He’s my grandfather by blood. It’s the knowledge that really eats at me. Knowing that Haza could do something this cruel to me, while… I’m not sure I could return the favor. I can’t hate him like that. That’s why I hate him, most of all.” 
 
    He laughed at his own nonsense. His mother looked closer to crying. 
 
    “Does that me weaker than him, or stronger than him? Or is it just an unfortunate reality I have to play around? He’s gone for now, but not forever. I’m going to have to face him someday, hobbling forward on crutches or a false leg. I’m going to have to look him in the eyes and acknowledge once more what he did.” 
 
    “Not alone.” Avina squeezed his hand and rubbed his knee. “You won’t be alone when that day comes, Makoa.” 
 
    He nodded slowly as another thought came to him. “Where’s Petra?” 
 
    She hesitated but didn’t shy away from the answer beyond that. “I’m not entirely certain. She’s out looking for both of the traitors.” 
 
    “Alone?” He breathed hard, surprised at how much that annoyed him. “So, what? She’s fine to face them alone? That’s what you concluded when you let her run off? That she’d be fine?” 
 
    “Koa! I didn’t let her run off. For the record, I didn’t think it was a good idea either, but I’m her partner, not her minder.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” He pulled his hand back, his anger surging out of proportion. “Of course not. You’re my minder, here to run out of your bath whenever I take a fall now. Gods, is this really my life? If Haza’s goal was to render me the most pathetic version of myself, it seems he succeeded beyond all measure!” 
 
    “You… still need sleep.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right. I think it would be best if I sought that sleep alone! Go.” 
 
    That’s right, he thought. Push her away. Push everyone away, just like Haza. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Avina was angry as she left Koa’s room, though whether it was for him or at him was beyond knowing. The most infuriating part of it was that he had a valid point. Petra, running around in the middle of frigid winter, seeking an enemy she’d already proven herself too weak to face. Avina should have found a way to stop her through force of argument if not through force itself. 
 
    It was near dinnertime. She made her way down to the dining hall, intent on finding Verity to bring Koa up some food. He wouldn’t want to see her again right away, and she still had her own share of emotion to master. 
 
    Petra was already seated and eating. Avina realized, with a start, that her esper was just as frustrated as she was, though for different reasons. The match of their emotions had kept her from realizing Petra had returned to the castle, and maybe also contributed to how furious she’d been when she’d stormed out of Koa’s room. 
 
    “I take it your search was unsuccessful.” Her tone was casual on the surface, observational to anyone who might overhear. The barb was underneath, a lash of seething emotion. 
 
    “None as of yet, but it still feels more productive than simply taking baths within the castle.” 
 
    It was unseemly how much friction could exist under the surface, beneath the notice of the guards and servants and Reese further down at the same table. There was a limit, however. 
 
    “We need to speak,” said Avina, voice thin and tense. “In private.” 
 
    Petra still had on her padded winter boots and thick, wool cloak and made a point of tossing the latter back across one shoulder as she stood to her feet. She brought a piece of bread with her, continuing to eat even as they made their way into the hall.  
 
    Avina had intended to bring her upstairs to their room and then to Koa’s, once they’d sorted their own issues out. They didn’t make it that far. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Petra. “You are upset with me for pursuing the one course of action that might lead us to finding our enemy?” 
 
    “It’s the middle of winter, Petra!” hissed Avina. “Not to mention that you’re neglecting to imagine what will happen if you do find them! You’ve lost to Thunderclaw through skirmishes before, let alone open fighting. And he’ll have the Serpent with him.” 
 
    “You do not know that for certain. I could catch them unaware.” 
 
    “You claim my actions are unproductive! Gods, you’re as bad as Koa. You both seem more intent on pushing people away when you’re hurting than accepting help!” 
 
    Petra jabbed a finger at Avina, but paused, realizing the implication of her words. “He’s… awake?” 
 
    “He was when I last left his room.” Avina’s complicated emotions toward Koa, frustration and concern, suffused their bond.  
 
    “Ah.” Petra nodded, and Avina knew that at least in this, they were on the same page. 
 
    “Yes. We can’t bring our own discord into his chamber. As much as we struggle with recent events, he’s at their mercy.” 
 
    “I would still like to see him,” said Petra. “As soon as possible.” 
 
    Avina nodded. They were still next to the dining hall, and she was about to suggest that they make their way upstairs when Mav hurried toward them from the castle’s entrance. 
 
    “Your Highness!” She rushed a quick bow even as she began delivering her news. “There’s a messenger with urgent news! I told the guard to bring him straight to your audience chamber.” 
 
    “News concerning what?” asked Avina. 
 
    Beatrice merely shook her head. Avina exchanged a glance with Petra, but she already knew they were both in agreement. It was convenient in its own way, a distraction to help them both cool off, but also give Koa some more time to rest and calm himself before Petra went to see him. 
 
    The messenger looked as near to frozen death as a living person could come. Bits of ice still clung to the thick cap he wore, and he rubbed fingers together that were a worrying combination of blood bruised and frost pale.  
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” he said, a shiver running through his tone. His bow was practiced and hinted at courtly manners. “I come from the Outer Islands on behalf of Underqueen Esanor.” 
 
    The Outer Islands. Avina had been standing when he’d entered, but she took a seat on her throne as she digested that bit of information. The Outer Islands were captured territory once held by Cloister Andrenia, most of which were no more than tiny sandbars or protruding rock spires. A few held small and reclusive dock towns, but she could only remember the name of the largest, Briskalon Island. 
 
    “I see,” said Avina. “I take it Esanor retreated to the Outer Islands after the fall of Cloister Andrenia?” 
 
    “Quite so.” The messenger smiled and gave a nod, still rubbing his hands together. “I am Lord Katalon of Edgewick Plains, or I was, before the war. I chose to flee with Esanor rather than die a pointless death, and I choose now to continue to serve her in hopes of a brighter future for my queendom.” 
 
    “Of course. Please, deliver your message, Lord Katalon.” 
 
    He nodded slowly and took a breath. When he spoke, it was with a message that sounded carefully and rehearsed. 
 
    “In the wake of the Estorian invasion, the foundation of Osteanus we know, is now under threat. Underqueen Esanor and Underqueen Genevieve have both found sanctuary in the Outer Islands and, forced by the hand of events, currently rule in exile. They would ask you, Underqueen Avina, their sister and contemporary, to seek them out to discuss matters of grave import.” 
 
    “Was there anything more to her message?” asked Avina. 
 
    Lord Katalon shook his head. 
 
    “Thank you. Mav, find him a room, food, and a bath. I need some time to consider this.” 
 
    She breathed out, waiting until it was just her and Petra within the audience chamber before expressing her thoughts on the situation. 
 
    “I don’t know what this means,” she muttered. 
 
    “They would have received word of our decision to accept the peace deal offered by the Estorians,” said Petra. “Makoa spoke of encountering Prince Hetrix on that journey. The Prince of Cloister Andrenia would no doubt have sent word to his mother.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Avina shook her head and turned her palms up. “Do I even qualify as an underqueen anymore, in truth? I’ve made my own peace with the Estorians and, through Koa’s betrothal, committed to my own alliance with Sabantius.” 
 
    “I think they may be desperate enough to overlook both of those considerations,” said Petra. “We must at least respond to their entreaty, if not travel to meet them ourselves, no?” 
 
    Avina let her fingers run over the polished wood of the edge of her throne. Gods, it felt good to have Petra back. Both her opinions and support were invaluable. She felt a thawing happening across their bond and shared a wry smile with the esper. 
 
    “Given the recent weather, we might well be able to risk it,” she pointed out. “There’s no chance the Estorians would march on Harvestglade before spring, though winter’s bite would make our own journey similarly challenging. Of course, that would be… assuming you’d forgo your own search for Thunderclaw and Ketsese.” 
 
    “It is a search I only placed modest hopes in to begin with,” said Petra. “I still intend to find and save Ketsese, but I wonder if the shortest path there is to place myself where the decisions are being made.” 
 
    “Thunderclaw is still, ostensibly, the king’s former esper and an ally to Osteanus,” said Avina with a slow nod. “It may well be the case that he’s received a similar invitation from the other underqueens.” 
 
    Petra was in agreement. Avina didn’t need to hear the words to know it. At least in their bond, for the time being, they had found the right balance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Koa groaned as he came awake, sensing someone at his bedside. He opened his eyes and confirmed it, a familiar and welcome face watching him with steady patience.  
 
    “I was wondering when you’d show up,” he muttered. 
 
    “I… wanted to give you room to heal,” whispered Verity. 
 
    “You cut your hair,” whispered Koa. 
 
    It was shorter, but not short, cut and cared for rather than simply lopped off. Her raven dark locks hung to just above her shoulders now. She wore a maroon tunic with a black scarf and gloves, the combination seeming to come up just below the threshold of warming her. It wasn’t a guess — the room was rather nippy, so to speak. 
 
    Horny was also present. Koa knew that from the gentle but surprisingly loud whine that sounded as soon as he’d begun talking. The hookhorn’s coat of fur was now a shaggy mixture of gray and silver with streaks of gold and brown. The animal had grown far larger than Koa had ever suspected it could and basically occupied all of the fanciful carpet in the middle of his floor as though it had been designated his own sleeping mat. 
 
    “Sorry,” muttered Verity. 
 
    Koa found her hand with his, her eyes with his. “For what? I would never forbid you from getting a haircut, Verity. I think it looks striking like this.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she whispered. 
 
    “I won’t if you won’t.” 
 
    She shook her head. Koa slowly exhaled and left her room to say what she needed to say. 
 
    “I let you take my knife when you tried to attack the sorcerer. I knew what you were doing, and even though I knew it was a terrible idea, I thought…” Verity shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know what I thought.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven,” said Koa. 
 
    “On top of that, I…” She closed her eyes and touched the bridge of her nose, as if just getting so many words out took effort. “I didn’t push afterward. I heard you. What you said about wanting your mother and Petra to promise they’d make sure you kept your leg.” 
 
    Somehow, it was harder to accept this apology, even though he knew how ridiculous his feelings on the matter were.  
 
    “The leg had to go.” His voice cracked a bit as he forced down loss and acid. “I always… preferred my right one. That’s why it’s called the right one. Right?” 
 
    “I’ll be your leg,” said Verity. “Whenever you need one. Wherever.” 
 
    “Just be Verity.” He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. “I’ll figure the rest out.” 
 
    She smiled. He pulled her in by the arm, and she leaned over him, her newly cut hair falling like a short curtain around their faces as they kissed. His lips were still dry and cracked from so much sleep, but Verity didn’t seem to care. 
 
    He was well on his way to establishing that a part of him could still stand straight up regardless of how many legs he had when a knock came at the door. Koa scowled and sighed and cleared his throat. 
 
    “What?” he called. 
 
    The door opened, and Zaratafenia entered. She was dressed in her fur-lined boots and cloak, with thick clothing underneath. Her thin braids had been braided into a thicker braid, which had a small bend in it above where it tucked into her hood. 
 
    “Ah.” Zaratafenia’s eyes flicked to Verity and back. “Prince Makoa. Should I return later?” 
 
    He furrowed his brow and looked at Verity hopefully, but she gave a small shake of the head. 
 
    “Now is fine. Apparently.” He shifted and patted the other side of his bed, offering her a seat. “Are you here to discuss strategy, Zaratafenia?” 
 
    The dessian shook her head, smiling fondly. “No. I am here to see you, Makoa. It is… reassuring to know that you’ve awoken.” 
 
    “I had you worried?” He smiled and glanced at Verity only to see a similar relief showing on her face. “Was my health that deep in question?” 
 
    “You had a rough night and day after the… operation,” said Verity. 
 
    “Ah. Of course. Glad I was out for that.” 
 
    Zaratafenia shifted closer to him. Her eyes flicked down to his missing leg. 
 
    “Is it painful?” she asked. 
 
    Koa let out a low chuckle. It was painful, but in a dull way, easily managed but impossible to completely dismiss. Verity found the question less amusing. 
 
    “Is it painful?” she snapped. “Are you here to speak with him or mock him, dessian?” 
 
    “Verity,” said Koa. 
 
    “It was… a poorly chosen question,” admitted Zaratafenia. “She isn’t wrong. But I do wish she could choose her moment to be right for better reasons. You still don’t trust me, do you, servant?” 
 
    “I trust that you’ll act in your own interests,” said Verity. 
 
    “I will not eat the fruit you offer with the barbs still in,” said Zaratafenia in Sabantian. She continued in Ostean, ignoring Verity’s annoyance. “It’s an old saying of our people. Don’t waste my time with your verbal sparring, Verity.” 
 
    “Don’t waste his,” said Verity. 
 
    “So many words today. I think this is the longest conversation we’ve ever had, no?” Zaratafenia let out a mocking laugh. “When I marry Makoa, and you see how well I serve him as a wife, I look forward to tasting your seething jealousy.” 
 
    “Enough.” Koa let go of Verity’s hand and shifted his leg back from Zaratafenia. He yawned and leaned his head back. “I care for both of you too much to listen to you bicker. I think… I need some rest.” 
 
    He trailed off to a mutter, suddenly overwhelmed by how tired he was. He was surprised when a laugh echoed in response — a deep, masculine laugh, with just a hint of grit. 
 
    “You’ve had plenty,” said Brin. “I’ve been sitting here letting you rest for the better part of an hour.” 
 
    Koa blinked his eyes open. His chamber was dark, lit only by a half-burned candle he didn’t remember lighting. This disorientation was real, but somehow, seeing Brin at his bedside was grounding. 
 
    “Gods, Brin. It’s good to see you.” And it was, for the first second. Koa didn’t miss the flick of Brin’s eyes to his stump. He certainly didn’t miss the pity in his friend’s eyes as they came back to his, turning what should have been a joyful moment of comradery sour. 
 
    “It’s just a leg,” said Koa. “The average person has less than two, you know, if you take the math out far enough.” 
 
    “The average number of legs per person, I think you mean.” 
 
    “Bah. The old Brin would have laughed. Or looked confused and not gotten the point at all. I suppose some changes are for the better.” 
 
    “Some changes,” said Brin. 
 
    “If you came here just to feel fucking sorry for me Brin, then you’d best show yourself to the door.” Koa’s emotions flipped on their edge, anger suddenly hot and fierce in his chest. 
 
    Brin shook his head, sandy eyes still clouded with an unfair amount of empathy. “It’s not meant for you, Koa. It’s Hazafallius I feel sorry for. Because what I plan on doing to him when I get my hands on him…” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I won’t stop, not until—” 
 
    “Enough!” snapped Koa. “Brin. This is hard for me. I think the hardest part of all is the fact that it was Haza who did this to me. How do I even explain it?” 
 
    He shook his head, hating how vulnerable trying to find the right words made him feel. Brin lowered his gaze, but was still there for him in every way that mattered. 
 
    “I don’t know if I could hurt him in the same way he hurt me,” Koa finally said. “If I could, if I can. Maybe I am a coward for that, for not wanting to accept the way things are now. That he’s my enemy. That he has to be my enemy, after what he’s done.” 
 
    “You’re no coward, Koa,” said Brin, quiet but sure. “A coward would run away from having to confront those sorts of thoughts. You’re the bravest prince I know.” 
 
    “I’m the only prince you know.” 
 
    “Also true.” 
 
    Koa chuckled. “Gods. I’m glad you came to visit. You should be careful though, as I bet someone will be—” 
 
    “Prince Koa?” The door swung open in that same instant, and Beatrice swept into the room with a bundle of sheets in her hands. She froze when she saw Brin, nobody saying anything. 
 
    “It’s all right, Beatrice,” said Koa. 
 
    “Get back from the prince!” shouted Beatrice. 
 
    “Gods, woman? You think I’m going to hurt him? Look!” Brin suddenly leaned over and kissed Koa full on the mouth. “There? Satisfied.” 
 
    “Gods, Brin!” Koa spat sideways, clearing grit he simply imagined, rather than tasted from his lips. “There were plenty of other ways you could have approached proving that point.” 
 
    Beatrice was trying and failing at not laughing.  
 
    Brin winked at Koa and gave an exaggerated shrug. “It wasn’t for you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Brin…” Beatrice took a breath and gave her former lover a hard look over. “Is it really still you?” 
 
    “Most often.” Brin turned sideways and scratched at his neck. “I’ve had a good stretch of days of it being me. Last time…” 
 
    “I know,” whispered Beatrice. “I saw last time.” 
 
    “You did,” he said. “I’m still that underneath. Gods… how strange it is to want to see you so badly, and then when you show up it’s like there’s nothing scarier.” He clapped Koa on the shoulder. “Tonight, I am the coward.” 
 
    With unreal speed, Brin moved to stand near Beatrice. She flinched half a step back, and then reclaimed that same step, holding close to him. Brin started to lean in to kiss her and then seemed to think better of it, instead simply stroking her cheek. 
 
    He was out the door with that same unreal speed the next instant. 
 
    “You bastard, Brin,” she muttered. “I wanted that kiss.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know the next time I see him,” said Koa. 
 
    “No! I mean… if you could just keep that between us, Your Highness.” 
 
    Koa laughed and motioned sealing his lips. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Avina and Petra reached Koa’s room just as Beatrice was exiting and closing the door behind them. She gave a quick bow and stepped aside for them. 
 
    “Your Highness!” she said. “The prince is awake, if you’re looking to see him. He seems to be in… good spirits.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Avina frowned, noticing the distant expression on her handmaiden’s face. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing of note,” said Beatrice. “Should I check in once more later tonight as I have been?” 
 
    “Ah. No, I don’t think so.” Avina glanced at Petra, who gave a subtle nod. “Not unless we let you know otherwise.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They waited until Beatrice had disappeared into the stairwell before turning their attention to Koa’s door. Avina carried a plate of dinner for him. Petra had a small bucket of hot, soapy water and three soft towels. 
 
    “We need to talk with him about the message from the underqueens first,” said Avina. 
 
    “I agree. He may have… an opinion.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it out before we get ahead of ourselves,” said Avina. 
 
    “I also agree.” Petra furrowed her brow with annoyance. “Were you expecting me to argue, Avina?” 
 
    “I mean… maybe. It seems like we argue over more than we should, as of late.” 
 
    “Not over Makoa,” said the esper. 
 
    Avina nodded, and they shared one last look before opening the door. She’d already seen Koa earlier that day, but she felt much of the same rise of relief and affection through Petra as she hurried to her lover’s bedside. 
 
    “Makoa!” she cried. 
 
    “Petra!” He sat up and pulled her into a tight hug. They shared a kiss immediately afterward, followed by a deeper kiss, and another after that. 
 
    Avina felt it all, an avalanche of love and lust that resonated far too deeply with emotions she was actively trying to bury. Their bond had found a balance of sorts with the seal brand, but in regard to Koa, it still shook her to the core. She had to lean against the back of a chair as the heat suffused her body and made her suddenly crave his touch. 
 
    “My prince,” whispered Petra. “I understand if you… harbor anger over the hard decision we had to make.” 
 
    “I went through this already with Verity,” said Koa. “I don’t hold any of what happened against you. And there’s no changing what’s been done.” 
 
    He kissed her again, and again, and Avina felt hot and bothered and voyeuristic. She cleared her throat and came closer to the bed, each step strengthening the odd tension in the air. 
 
    “Makoa,” she said. “We came to bring you dinner, but also to discuss a new development.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” He had one of his hands shifting between holding Petra’s waist and playfully palming her butt. He reached the other hand out to hold one of Avina’s as though the two activities paired together like apples and cheese. 
 
    “Underqueen Esanor sent a messenger to us,” said Avina. “She wants us to meet with her and Underqueen Genevieve in person in the Outer Islands.” 
 
    “Ah.” He thought for a moment, though he continued groping Petra. “I see. Yes, well, that’s not unexpected. Hetrix would have sent word to her after my encounter with him. I’m guessing she’ll make an offer more compelling than his, though still not one we could accept.” 
 
    “We should at least hear her out,” said Petra. 
 
    “Should we?” asked Koa. “Anything short of her and Genevieve offering their support to my succession campaign would be a nonstarter.” 
 
    Avina did her best to sidestep Koa’s phrasing, the way he’d begun to act like he was already king, in some ways. “I agree that there’s likely little that even two defeated underqueens offering support together can do for us, ruling in exile as they are. But we won’t know for sure without hearing them out.” 
 
    “We may not be the only ones invited,” said Petra in a telling voice. 
 
    “I see. You think Thunderclaw and… Haza might also make the journey to the Outer Islands?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Avina. “We have a window to make the trip ourselves if we so choose. Winter’s cold will defend our queendom against the Estorians as effectively as any army.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable enough,” said Koa. “I’m sold. When do we leave?” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra, whose frown mirrored her own. “Koa. Your leg might make it… difficult for you to accompany us.” 
 
    “Too bad,” he said. “I’m not staying behind. I’ll manage.” 
 
    “Makoa…” Petra touched his chest and looked at him imploringly. “Perhaps you should think this over tonight.” 
 
    “I will, undoubtedly, and arrive at the same conclusion. You won’t be able to agree to anything of substance without my approval, anyway.” He looked at them both seriously. “Whether you like it or not, my betrothal to Zaratafenia affords me about as much power in guiding Harvestglade’s future as you wield yourself. Mother. Petra. You don’t get to say no to me on such matters anymore.” 
 
    Avina narrowed her eyes and Petra cleared her throat, but their ire quickly faded to humor as they saw Koa’s uncertain expression. He was testing them, and it almost felt cruel to not let him pass, given recent events. 
 
    “We know that, Makoa,” said Avina. “If you insist on joining us, we won’t stop you, assuming we can find a way for you to comfortably make the journey. Which I think we can. But that’s not all we came to see you about. We have your dinner, and Petra has everything you need for a bath.” 
 
    “I’ll nibble at the food later,” said Koa. “Send a servant for wine, too. And I can bathe myself.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” said Avina. “Either Petra and I can help you bathe, or we can go get Cathelia. She’s been doing it for you for most of the past week, you know.” 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled. “Gods. This is so demeaning.” 
 
    “Is it?” Petra let her fingers trace across his chest as she helped him out of his shirt. The gesture, combined with her tone, was apparently enough to make Koa blink and reassess. “Pants, too.” 
 
    He slowly took them off, and Avina suspected it wasn’t just due to his injury. She averted her gaze, face feeling hot with both her own reaction and Petra’s.  
 
    “You had Cathelia doing this for me?” he asked. 
 
    “She didn’t mind,” said Avina. “She’s shouldering her own share of guilt over what happened. It was her decision to… do the operation that saved your life.” 
 
    “Guilt,” said Koa, as though trying the word out. “I’m tired of letting those kinds of emotions rule me.” 
 
    “My prince certainly still harbors his fire.” Petra ran her hands across his, and Koa leaned his face sideways to kiss one of her arms.  
 
    He looked toward Avina, and he seemed to take some of the moment’s power back across that first instant of eye contact. She wasn’t embarrassed or uncomfortable — closer to excited, though perhaps a little unsettled. Her eyes darted downward to his crotch. He or Petra had put a towel over it. Avina blushed, acknowledging that she’d been the one to look. 
 
    “Will you start on his upper body while I handle lower down?” asked Petra. 
 
    “He’s my son.” She wasn’t even sure what she meant by that, the statement tugging her emotions in radically different directions. She dropped down to pick up a towel and wet it in the soapy water. Koa let out a relaxed sigh as Petra began doing… whatever she was doing. 
 
    “Cathelia did a decent job,” he muttered. “It’s a clean cut down there. She stitched the skin back over so it didn’t even scab as much as you’d expect.” 
 
    He looked at both Avina and Petra, and more importantly, let them look. Again, Avina was struck by her son’s new strain of confidence. He’d accepted his injury. She knew he’d still chafe against reality as he became more active, but that was a problem for later. 
 
    “It is still the better portion of a leg, Makoa,” said Petra. She touched it, and Koa let out a low moan as her fingers traced the inside of his injured thigh. “You could perhaps fit something to it once it heals more.” 
 
    “A shaft of wood,” he said, playfully. “I’ll have to learn to dance all over again.” 
 
    “My prince is a fast learner.” Petra’s hand drew nearer to the towel covering his crotch. “Is… the water warm enough? Your mother could fetch a new pail if you thought it necessary.” 
 
    “I would send a servant, if he thought it necessary,” said Avina, stiffly. 
 
    “I don’t and… I want you to stay,” he said. “To help me with this. If you want to.” 
 
    “I do want to.” 
 
    What am I agreeing to, exactly? 
 
    She wasn’t quite sure. She met Koa’s eyes again and understood part of it. He wanted her to see him as he was now — injured but not broken. She felt a sudden rush of pride as she saw a smile tug at the corner of his mouth. She ran her wet towel over his chest, leaning forward to kiss him on the forehead.  
 
    He was staring at her cleavage as she pulled back. 
 
    “Are you… feeling any pain?” asked Avina. She glanced down again, but her eyes caught his rising erection under the towel rather than his leg. 
 
    “Some, yes, but I think I’m strongly on the mend.” 
 
    “Mmm,” hummed Petra. “I can tell.” 
 
    She seemed to be cleaning everywhere around the towel covering Koa’s crotch, her fingers teasing the edge in a game of anticipation. The emotions coming through the bond were so strong, lustful and excited, but also tender and loving. 
 
    “I should pay some attention here, as well.” Petra let her fingers close over the tented towel, eliciting a groan from Koa. 
 
    “Mmm. You absolutely should.” He blinked and glanced at Avina, asking a question with his eyes. Would she stay? Would she politely excuse herself? Had there ever been a right move for this in the first place, watching her son and her esper embark on an illicit romance? 
 
    “We just want to take care of you, Koa,” said Avina, smiling, despite her conflict. “Both of us. Together.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. Petra pulled the towel back completely, revealing his manhood. It was shaved, and Avina decided not to ponder whether that’d been Cathelia’s doing or his own.  
 
    “Here, too?” Petra wrapped her wet towel around his cock. 
 
    “Most definitely.” Koa blinked and looked at Avina again, bewildered and clearly turned on. “Ah… Mother?” 
 
    “It’s all right, Koa?” Avina ran her hand across his chest, veering low over his stomach, near to his crotch. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s better than all right. It’s perfect. I just… am surprised.” 
 
    “We both love you, Makoa,” said Petra. “We have kept no secrets from one another in this or in anything.” 
 
    She leaned closer to him, still stroking his cock. The two shared a passionate kiss. Avina felt a ripple of heat all over and sensed how turned on Petra was. Koa turned as the kiss ended to his other side and gave her one, a chaste peck on the cheek that felt decidedly unfair. He seemed to sense it too, and gave one more, this time on the lips, though still restrained. 
 
    She planted more kisses on his chest, slowly letting them trail downward. Her hand joined Petra’s, rubbing his upper thighs and around the base of his manhood. Koa let out soft moans, leg muscles and hips flexing in suggestive and horny ways. 
 
    “Avina,” whispered Petra. She brought her head forward and planted a single, soft kiss on the side of his shaft. “You need not stay if…” 
 
    “I’m his mother.” She licked her lips. “I should help with this. Bathing him, I mean.” 
 
    She felt her face flush as she hid behind the pretense. But there was no guidebook for where she found herself now. She had no idea how to deal with the emotions roiling through her or whether they even needed dealing with. She wrapped her hand around Koa’s shaft as Petra planted another kiss on the tip. 
 
    Koa reached a hand down, taking gentle control of one of Petra’s horns. He gave it a tiny tug, like the way he used to tug at both Avina and Petra’s skirts when he’d been little and wanted something.  
 
    Now as then, they couldn’t help but spoil him. Petra opened her mouth and began to suck. Avina reached her fingers out and brushed some of the espers hair out of the way, feeling like she was in a dream. 
 
    Petra bobbed her head faster, heeding Koa’s greedy, urging hand. Avina continued fondling him, but couldn’t look up at his face. It was all too hot and too strange, too strange and too compelling. When Petra finally pulled back for air, she glanced at Avina. Avina made the mistake of looking up at Koa. 
 
    He had this boyish expression, brow slightly furrowed, but also smiling like he knew a secret. Avina bit her lip, hand wrapping around his member. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t done it for him before, but something about joining in with Petra made it seem so much more brazen and hedonistic.  
 
    She didn’t look away from Koa’s pouting gaze, but she also didn’t lean her mouth forward. Petra eventually stepped back in, sucking with enough enthusiasm to make up for it. Suddenly, it seemed more conspicuous for her to have pulled back, as though not pleasuring him suddenly made her the focus of his attention. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” he groaned, staring at Avina. “Petra.” 
 
    He did look back at the esper as she went even faster. His eyes fluttered. Petra pulled back. Avina leaned in, mouth open on reflex, right as he came. His seed shot out in hot strings, most landing on Petra’s face, in her hair, but a small strand glazed Avina’s cheek.  
 
    Koa slowly caught his breath and flashed a chagrined smile. “More… towels and hot water might be needed after all.” 
 
    He passed one of the still cleanish ones to Petra. Avina used a finger to wipe away the small bit of her son’s release that had streaked her. She pulled one of the other towels back over his crotch, as though covering him now somehow undid all of their illicit play. 
 
    “Don’t forget about the food, Koa,” she whispered. 
 
    “I said I’d nibble at it, and I still plan to,” he said. “Worry not.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Koa slept alone in his bed more out of genuine exhaustion than in search of solitude. He was in the best mood he’d possessed since first suffering his injury. A pessimistic part of him had feared that the loss of his leg might somehow also cripple his romantic relationships. The relief he felt upon realizing it wasn’t the case wasn’t something he took for granted. 
 
    His stump throbbed when he woke up, but that was to be expected. Someone had snuck into his room to lay his clothes out right next to his bed. He struggled into the trousers, which had now in fact been tailored to account for half a leg on one side.  
 
    I can’t stay in bed any longer, he thought. Time to get moving. 
 
    He got his crutches underneath him and made another attempt at being in motion. Getting to the door was easy enough. Getting through it was slightly more of a challenge. Verity was outside his door, surprise evident in her expression as he bustled out into the hallway. 
 
    “It’s good to see you moving,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, well, I figure I’ll need to be at least partially mobile if I’m to accompany my mother and Petra on this expedition to the Outer Islands. We’ll be leaving soon, perhaps even today, depending on the speed of events. I need to go into town to buy a new casting cane.” 
 
    “Ah.” She frowned, perhaps reflecting on how he’d lost his old one in his tragic encounter with Haza. “I’ll help you. You’ll need a warm cloak and boots. Er… a boot.” 
 
    “Thanks for pointing that out,” he said. “Think I’ll be able to get away with just buying one at a time from the cobbler?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works.” 
 
    He stepped toward her on crutches, leaned in, and kissed her. “Then I’ll have lots of spares.” 
 
    Dealing with the stairs took far more effort than Koa had been expecting. It was a combination of strength, balance, and coordination to manage each step on crutches. Verity quietly suggested that they might get a pair of guards to simply carry him down. Koa had refused, insisting on doing it himself in response to how the idea made him feel. 
 
    And he managed it. He pulled the hood of his cloak up as they stepped out of the castle and started across the courtyard. The snow had been mostly cleared, but was still a factor, sliding in unpredictable ways under each of the crutches tips.  
 
    The guards he passed by all hailed him with friendly greetings and small bows, Harvestgladers and Sabantians alike. They were proud of him, he realized. Not just that. It was as though the loss he’d suffered had landed on them as well, binding the varied men and women together like any loss in wartime. 
 
    Verity whistled, and there was a sudden whoosh of air as Horny landed next to him. The hookhorn was the size of a small horse now — there was no ignoring his recent growth spurt. Horny let out a whining bark and, somewhat expectedly, threw himself into Koa like an anxious dog. 
 
    They went down hard in the snow. Koa laughed as he heard Verity gasp in surprise. He wrestled Horny, getting one of his hands on the hookhorn’s titular horn and rolling him onto his back with playful motions. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Moreover… I needed this.” 
 
    It was the truth. Though, gods, the snow made his stump ache in a way that had him grimacing as he finally found his crutches and footing. He rubbed at it before they continued onward, through the outer gate and slowly down the path into town. 
 
    There were a fair number of folk out and about, kids playing, men and women on their way to wherever the day’s work was. Koa smiled and presented himself as their prince, but he saw where their eyes went and didn’t have to hear their whispers. 
 
    One of his crutches caught in the snow, and he almost tripped on his next step. Verity was quick to his side, helping steady him as he reset himself. He smiled and tried to act like it didn’t bother him, like the weakness wasn’t acid against his soul. 
 
    “You’ll get there,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ll have to,” he said. “Thanks.” 
 
    Gladetown had a couple of clothing stores. Koa opted first for the most expensive of the bunch and was rewarded with an entire rack of expensive and varied walking canes. He eyed them each in turn, finding them all far more regal and decorated than the practical hunk of wood that’d been his old casting cane. 
 
    “These would work for your spells?” asked Verity. 
 
    “I sense why you’re skeptical. They look nothing like my old cane, and especially not like Haza’s gnarled lump of a staff.” He picked up one made from cherry wood and ran his hand over the rest at the top. “That appeals to me. Sometimes… you decide what you want based on what you hate, rather than what you love.” 
 
    The shop’s proprietor let out an awkward cough from where he stood behind the counter in the confined space. 
 
    “I hope your love wins out elsewhere.” Verity touched his shoulder and flashed a hopeful smile. 
 
    “Now and always.” He shifted on his crutches to kiss her. “Gods, I must be deep into the dark if you’re the one pulling me out of it. No offense, Verity.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    She carried his casting cane for him after he’d paid for it and they’d rejoined Horny outside. Koa was surprised at how exhausted he was after what amounted to a short shopping trip. The long, icy slope back up to the castle would be the real ordeal. He was about to begin tackling it when the wind picked up, along with a familiar whisper. 
 
    “Ma… koa…” 
 
    “We’ll need to make a little detour,” he said, glancing at Verity. 
 
    She nodded solemnly, seeming to sense better than to question it. Koa ended up having to rely on his new cane over the crutches as they veered outside of town and into deeper stone, one arm around Verity’s shoulder and the other carefully setting the cane down.  
 
    They entered the forest, eerily silent and oddly bright in the dead of winter. The whisper grew stronger. Every step forward strained Koa near to his limit, but he pushed on. 
 
    It was hard to differentiate Ves from some of the surrounding trees, at first. She was frosted over with ice and stood stock still. Koa came around to her front and slowly reached a hand out to brush tiny accumulations of snow from her closed eyelids. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Good to see you.” 
 
    A series of faint cracks sounded as she opened her eyes and rolled out her shoulders, ice cracking loose in bits and pieces. “Makoa…” 
 
    She turned her gaze down to his missing leg and blinked a sliver of frost loose from her face as she reacted. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said. “I survived.” 
 
    “Because… of me?” asked Ves. 
 
    “No, Ves,” he said. “This wasn’t because of you. This was because of… someone else.” 
 
    Would it always feel like he was prodding his heart with a forge iron whenever he thought of Haza, or his leg, the unfairness of it all? He closed his eyes and breathed out. When he’d first discovered that Haza had bonded with Thunderclaw, in those first few moments before he’d realized it amounted to betrayal, he’d imagined bonding with Ves in the same way. 
 
    I can’t, he thought. I won’t. Following in the footsteps of Hazafallius would be a fool’s journey. 
 
    “I’m going to be traveling soon, Ves,” he said, carefully. “You’re welcome to come along, but we’ll be going by ship for most of the journey.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Stay. Wait. Watch.” 
 
    “You will?” He waited for her to nod and then nodded, too. “Probably makes the most sense. I will be back to see you again, and to make good on my promise. The Estorians will be dealt with. It’s all about picking our moment.” 
 
    “Yes…”  
 
    Ves’s eyes fluttered half shut, and she leaned her face forward. It took Koa an embarrassingly lengthy moment to realize she was seeking a kiss. Luckily, she seemed adapted to a slower pace of life. He pressed his lips against hers, surprised as always to find them warm and soft. They parted after a second or two. 
 
    Ves reached behind her with a small movement and brought something around to place into his hand. “One of mine, for you. Not… yet ready.” 
 
    “Ah.” Koa looked at what appeared to be a tiny, though relatively healthy green twig, the early stage of what might grow into a branch on a normal tree. “What should I do with this, Ves?” 
 
    “Not yet ready.” 
 
    “Right.” He smiled and tucked it into his pocket. “I’ll keep it safe for now. You do the same for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    They held hands for a moment, and those were as cold as they looked.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Avina’s study was one of the warmest chambers within the castle during winter, in no small part due to its location above the kitchens. She sipped her wine across from Zaratafenia, who had joined her to discuss the news. 
 
    “These… fellow underqueens you speak of,” said Zaratafenia. “Do you know them well?” 
 
    “I know Esanor on a friendly basis, but I’m unsure if I’d say I know her well,” said Avina. “Genevieve already went back on her word to me once, when I was attempting to rally the underqueens to stand against the war to begin with.” 
 
    “I would not risk trusting her again, were I you,” said Zaratafenia. She took a sip of her wine and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “This is why I sought you out,” said Avina. “Presenting you as an allied female leader of power, if not an underqueen, might help foster some unity.” 
 
    “I see your thinking.” Zaratafenia sighed and gave a small shake of her head. “Unfortunately, I think it would not be the best use of my time. I mean this for both Northern Sabantius and Harvestglade. My presence may lead to greater gains for us in the south, and as you outlined, this harsh winter weather will hold the Estorians back in the meantime.” 
 
    Avina scowled and leaned closer. “We won’t be able to commit to anything in a way that honors our alliance if you aren’t present, dessian.” 
 
    “Of course you can. Makoa will represent my interests.” 
 
    Avina blinked and did her best to contain her surprise. “That… would be acceptable to you?” 
 
    “What? You doubt the trust I place in my betrothed? Your own son, no less.” 
 
    “You just seem so certain of him, even though I suspect you haven’t spoken to him of how he would represent your interests in this.” 
 
    “I have his ear to a greater degree than I think you know.” Zaratafenia smiled, but waved a hand as though playing the comment off. “But really, it’s the simple fact that Osteanus seems to be dying if not already dead. Makoa sees that. He sees the advantages in that, as do I. He will not stoop for an alliance that disadvantages his ambitions, and by extension, Harvestglade and Sabantius.” 
 
    Avina didn’t say anything. Not because she disagreed, but because it unnerved her to hear Zaratafenia’s read of her son. It was likely the truth, and a truth that might complicate matters. If Koa placed more value on being king of Harvestglade and Northern Sabantius than he did on preserving the realm of Osteanus, how would they ever find compromise with the other queendoms? 
 
    “I would be exceptionally cautious of how you choose to make this journey,” continued Zaratafenia. “You’ve already admitted that your trust for your fellow underqueens has been frayed in the past. Have you considered the possibility that they have also made their own deals with the Estorians?” 
 
    “It’s possible, yes.” Avina nodded slowly as she thought of their own deal, one that’d seemed too good to be true and had immediately been followed by a monstrous assassination attempt. 
 
    “What if the price the Estorians asked in exchange for, say, sparing the lives of one or all of these underqueens was to lure you out into the open? It is a tale told many times across the history of Sabantius.” 
 
    “It’s a danger that I can’t rule out,” admitted Avina. “We’ll be careful.” 
 
    They both finished their wine and said their goodbyes. Avina was still mulling over the possibility of betrayal and sent Mav to seek out Lauric and Petra to get their opinions. She poured them both wine as they joined her in her study. 
 
    “It would have been inadvisable for us to travel openly, regardless,” said Petra. “The winter shields us from the march of an army, but no doubt the Estorians have other tricks they could employ were they to know of our journey.” 
 
    “That’s just it — if this is a trap they’ve orchestrated, they will already know,” said Lauric. “Underqueen Avina. I advise you in the strongest of terms to reconsider.” 
 
    She knew Lauric was right. But more than that, she sensed Petra’s mind and mood through the bond.  
 
    “He has a point.” Avina touched Petra’s hand as she looked at her. “Your thoughts?” 
 
    “We travel in secret,” said Petra. “Take as few people as possible and pose as merchants. If the Estorians take us by surprise, I will use my strength in our defense.” 
 
    Avina already knew her esper wouldn’t back down easily. She wanted to find Ketsese, and it did seem likely that seeking out where the decisions over Osteanus’s future were being made would also lead to Thunderclaw.  
 
    “And if you’re overwhelmed?” asked Lauric. “You are powerful, Petra, but we’ve no idea the form their attack might take.” 
 
    “If they’ve set this up as a trap for us,” said Avina. “Moreover, if we simply wait here in Harvestglade and hope for the best, spring will arrive before we know it. With no reinforcements and no certainty that the Estorians will respect our border, the outlook for our queendom will be poor.” 
 
    Lauric sighed and shook his head. “That is true enough.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to join us, Lauric,” said Avina. “We won’t be able to take any of Zaratafenia’s men if we’re to pose as merchants. We don’t have any Harvestgladers to spare. Beyond Petra, Mav, and Verity, it’s either you or Talbot.” 
 
    “I will go myself, Your Highness,” said Lauric. “My sword arm is nearly recovered, and it would be… nice to take a journey with Lady Mav.” 
 
    “So be it. Begin the preparations for our departure. We’ll leave before sunrise — early tomorrow if not late tonight. Less eyes watching us sneak out the back gate.” 
 
    Lauric bowed and departed from the study. Avina shared an uncertain glance with Petra. 
 
    “This will be dangerous.” Petra ran her thumb across the inside of her wrist. “Perhaps you might consider staying behind, Avina? I could represent your interests, with Koa alongside me?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Avina. “I will be there. I don’t like the idea of leaving the castle without myself or Koa here, but there’s no good choice. We have to take the risk now to make a brighter future later.” 
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    They finished their wine and went to see Koa. He was in his room, but didn’t answer when Avina knocked softly. She opened the door a crack and peered in. He was stretched out on his bed, asleep, but still clad in thick winter clothing as though he’d already been out and about. 
 
    “We went into town.” Verity’s voice surprised both Avina and Petra. 
 
    “I see,” said Avina. 
 
    “To buy him a new cane.” Verity shrugged and gave a tiny smile. “I like the one he chose.” 
 
    “Verity, would you help him prepare for the journey to the Outer Islands?” asked Petra. “It is good that he is sleeping now, as we will be leaving deep into the night, before sunrise.” 
 
    “I’ll gather his things,” said Verity. “This… will be difficult for him.” 
 
    “I know,” said Avina. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Koa groaned and groggily made his way toward his door. He’d napped, skipping from day to night, leaving him out of sorts as he greeted his visitor in the hallway on his crutches. 
 
    “Zaratafenia.” He smiled and took in the sight of his betrothed and aunt by marriage. “Good afternoon.” 
 
    Her braided hair was loose down her back, and she still hadn’t adapted to the Harvestglade style of casual wear, still opting for a thin Sabantian dress that managed to be formfitting everywhere that mattered. He suddenly felt much, much more awake. 
 
    “Makoa. I would have thought you would be busy preparing for departure.” 
 
    Departure, he thought, mind only slowly catching up. The journey to the underqueens. 
 
    “We’re leaving tonight, then?” he said. 
 
    “You are. I must head south. Back to Sabantius.” 
 
    “Ah.” He was surprised by how that made him feel, the loss of someone he’d only just started to take for granted. “Was the winter too much for you to handle?” 
 
    She smiled, stepped forward, and kissed him full on the mouth. Koa could only do so much to react, on his crutches as he was. She seemed to relish that, hands roving over his body more freely than they might have otherwise. He tasted wine on her lips. 
 
    “I would love to make you eat those words, Prince Makoa,” she whispered. “But you aren’t entirely wrong. I am not enjoying this winter. My true reasons for journeying south, however, lay in our future. We need the aid of our Sabantian brethren, and with your realm in such turmoil, I may just have the incentive to rally them.” 
 
    “Rally them… under our banner,” he said, slowly nodding. 
 
    “The Eskonus family name,” she said softly. “There are many who will follow once they understand how close you are to the Ostean throne. Many who have been waiting for a king.” 
 
    “I won’t leave them waiting for too long.” He managed to get one of his hands comfortably free from his crutch and let it trace up her hip. “You will be missed.” 
 
    “Mmm. As will you.” She kissed him again. Eagerness flashed across her eyes as she pulled back, but she cleared her throat and stepped away. “It is good to see your health in a state of such… rebound.” 
 
    “I’m taking it one step at a time.” 
 
    “Such humor.” She kissed him one last time, and then several more times. “I will be back with time to spare for our wedding, Makoa. Make good decisions. Don’t get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I won’t if you won’t.” He let his hand slide up to give her butt a soft, affectionate squeeze. “Take care, Zaratafenia.” 
 
    He watched her walk down the hall and took a second or two to compose himself. A quiet cough came from directly to his right, surprising him so much that he had to rebalance himself on his crutches. 
 
    “How much of that were you there for, Verity?” he asked. 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “Once a spy, always a spy.” He smiled at her and waggled his eyebrows. “I take it you’re here to help me ready myself for departure?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, concern etched into her expression. “How do you feel?” 
 
    He knew what she was really asking and gave her the honest truth. “Tired, Verity. A trip into town was enough to exhaust me to the point of collapse. We’ll be going a fair bit further than that to reach the Outer Islands. But there’s no other way. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    “I do.” She stepped in closer and kissed him, almost mirroring Zaratafenia’s earlier posture. “I’ll help.” 
 
    She did most of his packing for him, which was practical, but demeaning. Koa pulled on his own heavy outerwear, saving his cloak for when they’d actually set out in a few hours’ time. He experimented with his new casting cane, finding that unfortunately, he couldn’t use it alone to walk in place of the crutches. 
 
    “Sword?” asked Verity.  
 
    “There would be hardly any point,” he said with a sigh. “I doubt I’ll be able to effectively wield one until my leg heals more and I can wear a fake. Even then, it’s not something I’ll be able to rely on.” 
 
    He missed Steelbreaker desperately. The weapon wasn’t just familiar to his hand. The enchantment and access to the Realm of Broken Armaments would have been just as useful to him now than it had been when he’d been healthy.  
 
    Wait, he thought. I still have access to the realm. 
 
    “What?” asked Verity. 
 
    “I just had a thought.” He took his casting cane and let his mind focus on the resonance of the realm. “Haza took Steelbreaker from me, but the sword already taught me the path to its home realm. I wonder if I can still drop in and say hi…?” 
 
    He cut a rift to the realm open. A sword shard hissed through the air as though it’d already been in motion before he’d even gotten the idea. It thudded into his door, missing Verity’s neck by the width of a hair. 
 
    Koa closed the realm. “Uh… I don’t know if that means the shards are happy to see me, or… hostile.” 
 
    “You don’t?” asked Verity. 
 
    “They’re inscrutable.” 
 
    He also decided to take the tiny green branch cut Ves had given him. Despite having been detached hours ago, and despite the hostility of the winter air, it still seemed green and vibrant. More importantly, he knew she’d given it to him for a reason.  
 
    I just wish she’d explained that reason. 
 
    After a few empty hours of waiting, Koa and Verity met up with the rest of the traveling party in the castle’s foyer. It was late in the night or early in the morning — the distinction seemed more related to whether one was staying awake or waking up. 
 
    His mother was clothed in winter garb that didn’t reflect her rank, practical wear that looked shockingly good on her. Anyone who got a close look at her hair and face, her beauty, would know she was someone of relevance, though perhaps they would be unlikely to guess she was the underqueen herself. 
 
    Petra wore a thick, fur-lined, hooded cloak and gloves, an outfit that let her conceal her distinctive horns and skin color. She came forward to give Koa a slow kiss as he approached. 
 
    “You look well rested,” she said, with a yawn. 
 
    “Well enough. I’ll manage.” 
 
    Mav and Lauric rounded out their number. Koa couldn’t help but feel as though they were cutting close with so few, but of course, that was part of why they were departing under the cover of darkness. 
 
    “The horses are already saddled to the carriage outside,” said Avina. “We’ll be somewhat dependent on the road conditions, but it’s been a week since it’s really snowed.” 
 
    “A carriage?” said Koa. “Why don’t we all just… ride?” 
 
    He knew the answer as he asked the question and felt foolish for even voicing it to begin with. He was the reason they all wouldn’t just ride. He doubted he’d be able to manage it for that long, and even if he could, his old horse, Ghost, was among the possessions his grandfather had stolen. 
 
    “You can, if you want to,” said Avina. “It’s mainly just to add to the ruse. Traders would have something to carry their wares in, no? And if you get tired of riding, it’s there for you, Makoa. There’s no shame in still needing time to recover.” 
 
    He shrugged, not agreeing or denying. “Still, I’m not sure I’m ready for a new horse yet. First Lazy, now Ghost.” 
 
    Horny was waiting by the castle’s door and hurried over as though Koa had called him. He eyed the hookhorn’s size, not for the first time, and came to a decision. 
 
    “I’ll ride Horny,” he said. 
 
    He heard laughter, scoffs, and a few worried mutters of Koa or Makoa. He only cared for one opinion in regard to the idea, however — Horny’s. He held eye contact with the hookhorn and stroked his neck. It wasn’t as ridiculous of a suggestion as it would have once been. In fact, especially after losing a leg and some fever weight, it didn’t seem ridiculous at all. 
 
    “What do you say?” he whispered. “Would you put up with a rider on your back?” 
 
    “You don’t even have a saddle for him,” pointed out Lauric. 
 
    It was a fair point. Getting up onto the animal’s back with a missing leg and no stirrup to step into was a challenge he wasn’t even sure how to surmount. Verity stepped in to solve it for him, running to the stable to grab a spare harness and making some adjustments to get it to fit. 
 
    He still needed help getting onto Horny’s back. Verity and Petra gave him their careful assistance until he’d managed to flop onto the saddle and get balanced. He let out a whoop as Horny walked in an uncertain circle, followed by an uncertain whistle as Horny shifted to walking backwards and trying to buck him off. 
 
    “He’ll get used to it,” said Koa. 
 
    “Makoa,” said his mother in a good-natured voice. “Maybe it would be best to save this… experimentation for another—” 
 
    Horny suddenly turned and charged, heading straight out the castle through the partially open front door. The hookhorn flapped its wings as Koa yelled for it to hold, and just like that, they were off the ground.  
 
    It wasn’t the same as the previous flying he’d done with Horny, hanging on by the legs and hoping for the best. The hookhorn seemed emboldened. Koa wrapped his arms around Horny’s neck as the animal began to bank in a circle, listing at a precarious angle. 
 
    “Be reasonable, Horny!” he called. “If me riding you was an issue, perhaps we could work it out back on the ground, where the risk of death isn’t quite so high?” 
 
    Killing him by dropping him from a hundred feet into thin air didn’t seem to be the animal’s intention. He had a view of Harvest Castle and Gladetown from above, the white snow marred by the tracks people had made through it. He was struck by how much of it was untouched, how few routes into and out of his modest hometown were traversed amidst the winter. 
 
    Horny circled once and then, blessedly, began to descend. Koa rubbed his hands together and breathed on them, only noticing how much colder it had been higher up after the effects had already begun to set in. 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Fantastic.” He blew on his hands again. “I’ll need to grab a pair of gloves.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Koa’s excitement over his first true mounted hookhorn flight was short lived. He rode Horny alongside the carriage as the traveling party left Gladetown. The reality of just how cold it was, along with its effects on his wounded and exhausted body, settled upon him like a heavy weight. 
 
    His faithful hookhorn seemed similarly pressed upon by the winter’s bite. Horny could manage the snow well enough, striding across it with the same ease a regular hookhorn would have managed sand. The hookhorn would hiss at the cold in regular intervals, however, almost in time with Koa’s own shivering. 
 
    “Take a break, Makoa.” Petra brought her mount up beside his. “The carriage has room.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, wincing as a gust of wind whipped some drift snow into his face. 
 
    “You aren’t fine.” Avina found a place on his other side from which to frown and worry. “You’re allowed to rest, Koa. In fact, it’s your duty to rest. We need you strong.” 
 
    “I don’t really like it when the two of you team up on me,” he said. 
 
    Avina and Petra exchanged a curious glance. 
 
    “In this context,” he quickly added. “I’m managing fine. I feel balanced on Horny’s back and he’s got a smoother gait than most horses. 
 
    Horny was also smarter than more horses and more emotionally intuitive. He seemed just as aware of Koa’s state as his mother and Petra. Horny would even hold one of his wings half folded in a way that shielded Koa’s stump each time a particularly savage wind chill picked up.   
 
    “I’ll manage fine,” he said. “We’re headed to Stenar’s Reach. It’s not that far.” 
 
    “Two days’ ride,” said Avina. “We’ve ridden for forty-five minutes so far.” 
 
    “A decent chunk already.” 
 
    He resisted their entreaties, but his own body betrayed him. After another hour, the pain in his leg made it hard for him to keep it in the special stirrup Verity had helped prepare for him. He couldn’t stay balanced on Horny’s back without using it and reluctantly opted to take a break in the back of the carriage to “rest his leg.” 
 
    Almost as soon as he was inside the carriage, he fell asleep, as though the cold had literally sapped the energy right out of him. When he woke up, he wasn’t moving, and a blanket had been placed over him. It took him a few seconds to gather the willpower to find his crutches and brave the cold. 
 
    When he did, he found it was already dark, and the party had set up camp. They’d left that morning when it’d still been dark, and he’d been reduced to riding in the carriage early that morning. He’d slept for the entire day’s journey, basically. 
 
    “Koa.” His mother was seated on one end of a log, in front of a well-fed fire. “Hey. We have food for you.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” he said. “I haven’t set my tent up yet. I should do that first.” 
 
    “The carriage has room for you, and it’ll be warmer than one of the tents,” said Avina. 
 
    Koa was already shaking his head. “That’s nonsense. I have a tent. I… think I have a tent. Verity, did you pack a tent for me?” 
 
    He doubted she had even as he asked the question, and the manner in which she glanced away from him confirmed it. He knew there was more to it than just the warmth of the enclosed carriage. He wondered if he’d even be able to set a tent up on his own on crutches, and it would be unfair to hoist the task on someone else over simply accepting the mercy of the warmer and easier carriage interior. 
 
    “I will keep you company in the carriage if it helps you warm to the space, Makoa,” said Petra. “So to speak.” 
 
    She rubbed her hands together, seeming to remember the company they were in. Mav and Lauric were already seated around the fire. Koa guessed that they probably had their suspicions, but Petra and his mother wouldn’t be looking to confirm them by offering to share his bedroll outright. 
 
    Verity passed him a piece of flatbread curled around sliced pork and beans. He got hungrier as he started to eat, also noting the way the food seemed to highlight his exhaustion.  
 
    “Remember, we present ourselves as merchants on the road and as we approach Stenar’s Reach,” said Lauric. “We haven’t encountered many other travelers so far, but that’ll undoubtedly change as we near the coast.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard for us, captain,” said Avina. 
 
    “Lady Petra, you may need to get in the habit of always having that hood up,” said Lauric. 
 
    “In this weather, I already am,” said Petra. “I expect that it shall be less of an issue once we have chartered a ship and—” 
 
    A heavy snap came from the surrounding forest. Koa’s eyes had adjusted enough to see where they were — just off the main road, with the dense forest on one side and sparser collections of trees on the other. 
 
    “Just to be safe.” Lauric slowly unsheathed his sword. “I’ll take a look.” 
 
    “Not alone, you won’t!” snapped Mav. “I still see how you favor your arm, Lauric.” 
 
    “I will be on guard as well,” said Petra. 
 
    Verity and Mav also drew their knives. Koa silently fumed over the way all of them seemed to position themselves with him and his mother at their center, prince and underqueen. 
 
    I’m far from helpless, he thought. He started to lever himself up onto his crutches, stumbling a bit as one caught on a hidden patch of ice. 
 
    A low, familiar growl came from within the trees. Wargs, a common threat within Harvestglade ever since the Estorian invasion. Koa had thought at first that the ones common to the forest were simply runaways from the enemy army. He’d come to accept that it might have been the case at first, but there had to be enough for a valid breeding population to now exist. 
 
    One of them barreled out of the forest toward Lauric, just a fast moving and ominous shape until it came within the fire’s halo. It hopped out of range of Lauric’s first slash, but he continued with the momentum, spinning into a second that cracked through its skull. 
 
    A larger warg, mottled gray with grotesquely enlarged muscle, launched itself at him. Petra threw her hand in its direction. Tendrils of darkness seeped from the surrounding shadows, seizing the monster and slamming down into the ground to stun it. Verity finished it off in a flash of movement. 
 
    There was a shout from Mav as she and Lauric engaged with another warg. More were coming now, from the direction they’d left open to engage with the first few. Koa hissed in annoyance as Avina made to step in front of him, wielding her rapier. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    A warg came at full sprint, its claws kicking up snow behind it with each galloping step. Koa tossed his right crutch away and palmed a fireball, roaring as he threw it at the monster. His aim was slightly off, but it still connected, sending a splash of flames across the warg’s flank. 
 
    It went down, but only momentarily. The cold snow sizzled with steam as the warg rubbed the active flame out. Avina was quick to rush forward and skewer it with her weapon… too quick. 
 
    A pair of wargs strode forward, encircling her with the coordination of practiced pack predators. The others were still engaged with their own monsters. Avina spun around in a half circle, then a complete one, seeming to hesitate over the knowledge that attacking either warg would leave her open to the other. 
 
    “Get down!” bellowed Koa.  
 
    He whipped his new casting cane out and down, opening a rift to Faskenpal. He’d wondered for a while during his recovery whether opening rifts and relying on the sorcerous magic Haza had instructed him in would be too painful for him to keep doing, knowledge that he would have to pull from a place too sore and tender. 
 
    That was not the case. Flames and heat burst forth from the inhospitable realm like a proud belch of chaos. One of the wargs was incinerated to the bone. The other took enough heat to the face to fall to the snow thrashing. Horny lumbered forward and delivered a crunching headbutt, horns first. 
 
    “Good timing,” said Avina, brushing the snow off her as she started to rise. 
 
    “Here.” He made to help her up, but it was one more gesture that his missing leg now got in the way of. She helped him as much as he helped her, but that was all right. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    The party had to move their tents to a new spot to camp on the night of the warg attack. Avina was exhausted the next morning, but the weather was fair and they still made good time.  
 
    “The fact that it was just the monsters bodes well, in a way,” said Lauric, when they stopped for lunch. 
 
    “How so?” asked Avina. “I see no advantage in Harvestglade inheriting a monster infestation from Estoria.” 
 
    “Ah, well that part is a bit of an issue. What I mean is they seemed to just be a roving band. If there’d been assassins with them or a beast master of some sort, it might mean that our departure was marked. We still might have the element of surprise on our side.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Avina. “Let’s hope it holds for a while longer.” 
 
    Their progress slowed as a few large snow drifts forced them to clear as they went, mostly in single file behind the carriage. Koa had started off the day with energy in both body and mind, but Avina could see how the slow pace did him no more favors than a faster one. By midafternoon, he was at his limit and slowly dismounted from his hookhorn. 
 
    “I’ll develop more stamina for riding eventually, I think,” he said. 
 
    “You will, Koa,” said Avina softly. “You’re still recovering. It’ll just take time.” 
 
    “Time. Of course.” He gave a dark smile as he set himself onto his crutches. “Something that we always seem to have in abundance, right up until we don’t.” 
 
    Stenar’s Reach never really came into view, but Lauric assured Avina that they were getting close as the sun began to droop lower on the horizon. They had the option of either making camp once more or pushing on and arriving an hour or so after sunset. Avina opted for the latter. 
 
    Koa came back out to ride Horny. He looked as bad as Avina had seen him since right after his duel with Haza, pale and shivering, but he kept his head up, always holding to his princely demeanor. 
 
    They veered straight toward the coast, and it was only then that their destination came into sight. Stenar’s Reach was tucked away against the cliffs overlooking the ocean, a thin sprawl of buildings and docks somewhat sheltered from the elements on one side from its placement. 
 
    A guard hailed them from a watchtower as they made to enter town. Avina couldn’t hear him at first, but he climbed down and approached the party, no weapon drawn. 
 
    “This is Stenar’s Reach, traveler,” he said. “All arriving after sunset have to announce themselves and their intentions.” 
 
    “We’re merchants,” said Avina, perhaps a little too quickly. 
 
    “From where and selling what?” asked the guard. 
 
    Now, she felt like she was a little too slow. “Clothing, books, and… a rare animal.” 
 
    “A… what is that?” The man’s eyes fell upon the winged hookhorn. “By the bone! A hookhorn with wings. But if you’re selling him, why does it have a rider? Will it fly away otherwise?” 
 
    The guard laughed and elbowed Avina in the side. It caught her off guard to be treated so frankly. She found that she quite liked it, so simple and basic compared to the stifling layers of respect afforded the underqueen. 
 
    “Not many other travelers here, given recent events,” said the guard. “The stablemaster will be glad to have some horses in the barn, not to mention whatever that thing is. Should be warned, though, that the inn has a bit of a rough crowd as of late. Men out of work along with a few deserters from some of the fallen armies. Rough crowd, indeed.” 
 
    “I think we’ll manage,” said Koa. 
 
    The town felt noticeably warmer than the road, and their mounts waded through slush as they sought out the stable. Avina passed Koa his crutches as he climbed down off Horny. It took him a moment to find his balance, but once he did, he kept pace alongside her. Petra walked to his other side, with Verity, Lauric, and Mav just behind them. 
 
    They found the inn without much trouble. The common room was reasonably active, but it grew quiet as they entered. A serving girl smiled at them and held up a finger, hurrying to deliver a drink before guiding them to a table. 
 
    “We have potato and venison stew to eat and ale to drink,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll take a bowl and an ale each,” said Avina. “Thank you.” 
 
    Koa came around to his spot next to her slowly. Some of the men at the table next to theirs had begun muttering, and one of them stood up before Koa had sat down. 
 
    “A one-legged Sabantian carrying a cane in the place of a sword?” said the man, with an odd smile. “We’ve heard the rumors, you know. There’s no way anyone would miss the prince of Harvestglade, himself.” 
 
    Koa smiled thinly. He glanced at Avina and Petra. Avina could sense his meaning even without words. They’d guessed his identity, but not the others. A half-blown cover was still better than nothing. 
 
    “I see my reputation precedes me,” said Koa. “It shouldn’t be such a shock to you, no? Stenar’s Reach is within Harvestglade.” 
 
    “Well, most of us here aren’t from Harvestglade,” said the man, a bit jovially. “Most of us here have no allegiance to Osteanus anymore, not after how quick our leaders were to turn tail and hide after our defeat. I am surprised to see you here, Prince Koa. I figured you’d be hiding under your mother’s skirts after the travesty of this war.” 
 
    “Heard he made a deal with the Estorians,” muttered another man. “Didn’t even fight the Estorians past a single battle.” 
 
    “And he still lost a leg!” The first man let out a mocking laugh. “I suppose instead of calling him Makoa Gladefoot, now it’ll be Makoa—” 
 
    “No-Foot,” finished Koa. “Yes, that’s very clever. You’re simply overflowing with wit.” 
 
    “It would be nice to be overflowing with ale in its place.” A third man, tall and muscular, stood up and stepped intimidatingly close to Koa. “How’s about you help us out with that, Prince No-Foot?” 
 
    Avina sensed Petra’s fury. She grabbed her esper’s shoulder as she started forward, knowing they had far more to lose by having her reveal herself by pulling her hood down or using their abilities than they would if Koa simply bought a round of drinks. 
 
    “Now there is an idea.” Koa’s voice was somehow both friendly and flat. “How about we shake on it? I’m a dealmaker, first and foremost.” 
 
    He extended his hand and flashed a wry smile. The tall man chuckled and seized it, muscles in his arm flexing as he delivered what was undoubtedly a punishing grip. 
 
    Koa’s smile only grew wider. Avina heard something sizzling and blinked in surprise. The man’s eyes had gone wide, and he started to pull his hand back. Koa committed his free hand into the handshake, crutches still under his armpits. The man began to scream. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll call you once you’re down a limb?” whispered Koa, tone darkly amused. “No-Hand? Stumpfist? I bet that will be the least of your worries once you experience what it's like to have to relearn how to do everything over again. Learn to give up some things completely. Learn to be different.” 
 
    “Please!” cried the man. “Agh!” 
 
    “Makoa!” snapped Avina. She winced, realizing her tone and the presumption of authority might give her away.  
 
    Everyone’s attention was still on Koa’s victim, however. 
 
    “I find it so interesting that you would pick a fight with the one man who has managed to stand against the Estorians, having experienced what they can do… firsthand.” He laughed and finally pulled back from his grip. The man fell to his knees, staring at his palm in horror. 
 
    “Oh, it’ll heal,” said Koa. “If you care for it carefully, that is. If you don’t, well, I suspect you’ll find yourself wishing I’d simply burned it off after a few weeks of watching it rot.” 
 
    Avina grabbed Koa’s arm and pulled him toward the door leading to the inn’s rented rooms. His need for his crutches made him following more of a choice than it might have otherwise been. A rather flustered-looking older woman quickly showed them to their rooms and took their coin. 
 
    “You could have so easily calmed that situation down!” she hissed, as soon as they were alone. “Why in the world would you stoop to let yourself be so affected by the words of a drunken deserter?” 
 
    “It wasn’t his words, Mother.” Koa shook his head, gaze shifting to the wall instead of her. “It was how… he looked at me. Like I was nothing more than a cripple. And I am a cripple now. Nothing I do or say will change that.” 
 
    “Koa…” She took one of his hands but stayed firm. “Still. That wasn’t the way to handle the situation.” 
 
    “That look has probably always existed for cripples,” he said, continuing as though not hearing her. “You just never see it until it lands on you. That look… like you’ve been ruined, and you should meekly accept and be grateful for the pity you receive. Like you should just give up on pretending to be anything more. I would rather be hated or feared than pitied. I’d rather have them call me Koa the Bastard, or Koa the Sabantian. Koa the Wicked.” 
 
    “Koa the Serpent?” 
 
    He flinched as though she’d slapped him. Avina knew she’d made her point a little too well, illustrated it in a way that prodded him in his sorest place. 
 
    “I am nothing like him.” Koa took a step closer to her on his crutches. “I would never betray someone I claimed to love.” 
 
    “Betrayal isn’t the only misstep one might stumble into,” said Avina. 
 
    The inn room, small as it was, felt like it was closing in on her even more as Koa took yet another step toward her. His words from before still echoed in her ears. How was she looking at him, right then, to inspire this level of intensity? 
 
    “I don’t plan on stumbling into anything, Mother.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I don’t shy away from a path when it captures my attention.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to, as long as you… keep your ambitions reasonable.”  
 
    She wasn’t sure what to expect next. Koa leaned in as though to kiss her. Avina blinked fast, feeling suddenly like an apple hanging at eye level from a tree, ripe and ready to be plucked. 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek. “I always do, Mother.” 
 
    A loud knock came at the door. Avina all but jumped a step back, cheeks flushing hot. Petra poked her head into the room. 
 
    “The stew they mentioned has arrived at our table, and those ruffians have cleared out.” The esper eyed them both and gave a knowing smile. “Shall we eat?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Koa had tasted worse inn food before. He was surprised by his own hunger, though it made sense. The journey had pushed his body to its limit, and he was still recovering. He ate two large bowls and drank a few glasses of wine, enough to feel warm and happy by the end of the meal. 
 
    “News from Twinfalls,” said a man at another table, in a voice pitched to the room. “What’s left of it, anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll hear it,” said Koa. 
 
    “The Blackrope Guild, from what I’ve been told, sold out the city,” said the man. “That’s why Coldwater Bastion fell as easily as it did.” 
 
    Koa frowned, considering his experience with the guild. “They did contract some of the Estorian red-eyed assassins. Though my experience with their leader, the Rusty Rose, makes me wonder at their motivation…” 
 
    The man who’d delivered the news seemed to hesitate, realizing who he was, but ultimately continued. “Then you should also know that she’s not in power anymore. Usurped by her own father, the devilish Guildmaster. They say he made a deal with the Estorians and it was all Rose could do to flee the city before her own father had her put down.” 
 
    “Family… can sometimes disappoint in the most painful ways.” Koa took another sip of wine, not liking how his thoughts began shifting toward Haza and his own betrayal.” 
 
    Avina had rented one room for herself and Petra, one room for Lauric and Mav, one room for Verity, and of course, one room for him. He considered trying to sneak out to visit either Verity or Petra as he lay in bed after they’d all said goodnight. 
 
    The problem was that there was no good way to be stealthy with crutches. The tapping of them would alert his mother to his movements, and he wasn’t really interested in answering her questions the next morning. It was less about what he thought he might get away with and more simply the hassle. He did hope for a while that Petra or Verity or even his mother, herself, might sneak out to visit him in his room, but he fell asleep before anything happened. 
 
    They set out to the docks early the next morning. All of their mounts, save for Horny, would remain safely stabled in Stenar’s Reach until their return. The next leg of the journey, it seemed, would not have as simple of a solution. 
 
    There was only a single ship of the size they’d need for transport moored in port. Koa made his way alongside his mother on crutches to speak with the apparent captain, who began shaking his head before they’d even made their request. 
 
    “Heading south with my goods, not out to sea,” he said. “If that’s where you’re headed, I can take you on. If not, well… sorry.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” asked Avina. 
 
    “I’m Captain Blasic Tremont, ship is the Cornetha.” 
 
    “Captain Blasic,” said Avina. “We need to reach Briskalon Island.” 
 
    “I just told you that I’m not—” 
 
    “Headed that way, yes,” said Koa. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “The whole town knows.” Blasic shrugged. “Heard the story of what you did to ol’ Harvey, too. Forgive me if I don’t shake your hand. Ah, that was a joke!” 
 
    “There will be a market for your goods on Briskalon Island,” said Avina. “I have on good authority that several of the underqueens and their retinues are currently in residence there.” 
 
    “And how would you know a thing like…” Blasic trailed off as Avina pulled her hood back. “Ah! Well, I suppose that makes a good amount of sense.” 
 
    “Captain,” said Koa. “You can’t speak to anyone about this. Now, during the voyage, even after arrival. You will be well paid for your ship and your time, but part of that payment is in exchange for your discretion.” 
 
    “Dis… what now?” Blasic shrugged again. “I’ll stay quiet, think that’s what you mean. You could have just said that you had serious gold.” 
 
    “I could have,” said Avina. “I doubt it would have taken you long to uncover our identities, regardless. This way, at least you understand that it’s a secret you need to keep.” 
 
    “That I do! I’ll let you have the nice guest cabin and leave it to you to decide how you wish to present yourself to my crew.” 
 
    It was a few hours later when the ship was ready for departure. Koa and the others loaded into the dinghy and made the trip out to the galleon. Getting aboard was somewhat of a challenge with his leg, but he managed it without much help. 
 
    The much larger and more persistent task was moving about on the ship as it swayed against the waves. Avina and Petra retired to the cabin the captain had prepared for them almost immediately and invited Koa to do the same, but he declined, perhaps at his own peril. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina. “You’re barely staying upright when you’re not leaning on the railing. Come sit down in our room.” 
 
    “I will. Later.” Koa was, in fact, leaning on the railing. He looked out across the ocean, sea, sky, and clouds, and nothing more. “I’ve always found it so beautiful. Strange feeling to just look out and see how vast the ocean is, open and all consuming.” 
 
    “I agree.” Petra came up next to him, kissed his cheek, and hugged him from the side. “But I also agree with your mother. It worries me to see you fighting against the deck to get around.” 
 
    “The two of you, always colluding against me.” He playfully seized Petra’s wrist and pulled it up as though catching her mid-pickpocket. “I’ll be in soon. I need to check in on Horny, as well.” 
 
    He kissed Petra. She hadn’t bothered with the hood around the crew now that Avina had revealed her identity, and perhaps that was why Koa thought he could get away with it. Petra kissed back, but she hissed a warning into his ear as their lips parted.  
 
    “Careful, my prince.” 
 
    “Petra. Let’s give him some space.” Avina gently pulled her esper away, and Koa spent another minute at the railing before going in search of Horny. 
 
    The hookhorn was at the front of the ship, laying on his side with his head peeking out through one of the gaps in the railing. Verity was sitting with him. Workers bundled for the weather hurried to their tasks around them, as though the beautiful young woman and the exotic animal were just stationary bits of cargo. 
 
    “How is he?” Koa asked as he slowly made his way over, almost losing balance on the shifting deck more than once. 
 
    “He seems… unsettled,” whispered Verity. 
 
    “Seasick?” Koa frowned and used the railing to drop down to sit beside them. He scratched Horny’s scruff and heard the animal let out a concerned sigh. 
 
    “He’s not acting sick,” said Verity. “He keeps darting his eyes around the water.” 
 
    “Well, he came from a realm with a lot of water,” said Koa. “Nothing but water, from what I saw of my short visit there.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    The memory made his heart ache, but Koa smiled and scratched Horny’s neck and obliged her. “The Plains of Maltrus. A realm mostly composed of shallow saltwater and disgusting eels. Horny’s pack landed on the rock spire which I’d chosen to cling to after abandoning myself there. I went through the rift without knowing exactly how to find my way back. 
 
    “Horny’s mother died because… well, because they attacked me, and I unleashed Brin on them. Horny was… mourning her, on the tip of the spire. He couldn’t follow the rest of his pack when they flew off. He tried to and landed face first in the water. I pulled him out and honestly couldn’t bear to just… leave him there. I wonder sometimes if maybe his pack would come back eventually, if he could have had a different life if he’d simply been left be.” 
 
    Am I wondering this about Horny or myself? 
 
    “You saved him.” Verity smiled and shifted to lean over the hookhorn. 
 
    “I did. And here we are now.” Koa smiled and leaned closer to her, lips searching and seeking. 
 
    Horny chose that moment to launch up to standing, wings stretching to buffet them both back with surprising strength. Koa almost lost one of his crutches over the ship’s edge, but managed to get it in place under his arm and lift himself to his feet. 
 
    They watched as Horny took to the air, circling once over an area where the ocean was actively disturbed by small splashes. The hookhorn suddenly dove, pulling his wings in close, and crashed under the surface. 
 
    “Horny!” said Verity in a quiet but worried whisper. 
 
    “He knows what he’s doing.” Koa took her hand to reassure her. Even in the wake of his own statement, he began to worry after a solid minute passed with no sign of the hookhorn. 
 
    When Horny finally surfaced, it was with a fresh catch. A fish the length of Koa’s arm wriggled in Horny’s mouth as the hookhorn slowly crunched down on it. Horny floated with his wings tucked in, looking like a proud swan at the center of his chosen lake. 
 
    “I saw his pack do that with a bunch of otters once,” said Koa. “He’s got that predator instinct.” 
 
    He tapped his crutches to position himself behind Verity and wrapped her in a hug from behind. 
 
    “He does seem to,” whispered Verity. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    “It is… comfortable enough,” said Petra. 
 
    Avina nodded, though she wasn’t entirely sure she agreed. The guest cabin the captain had afforded them was toward the back of the ship, with one door to the deck and one locked door that presumably led to the captain’s cabin on the other side. 
 
    The floor was dirty, bits of sand and mud clinging to the corners. There was plenty of room, but the air smelled stale even with the door open. The beds were simple cots, but there were eight of them, so their entire party would be able to bunk comfortably, assuming they could stay warm enough. 
 
    “We’ll make do,” said Avina. “We’ll only be at sea for two or three days before reaching the Outer Islands.” 
 
    Petra nodded. Her expression took on a more concerned edge as the moment lingered. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Fine.” Avina sighed and went deeper than a knee jerk response. “I’m all right. I just had a… reaction to the kiss you and Koa shared. Our bond is getting stronger again.” 
 
    “It is, but not to an unbearable degree,” said Petra. “The swaps have subsided. What’s left of my seal brand is still in place. Is yours?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” said Avina. “The one downside to getting it placed on our lower back is how difficult it is to see what’s going on back there.” 
 
    “Let us check each other, then,” suggested Petra. 
 
    They took off their warm cloaks, stripping down to their underwear. The cabin’s lantern wasn’t much to see by, but it wasn’t as though they could go out on deck and do the check under the sun and in the open. 
 
    “Well?” asked Avina. 
 
    “It… is still there,” said Petra. “I can see where it was placed, at least.” 
 
    Avina frowned. “Let me see yours.” 
 
    Petra leaned over one of the cots. There was something distinctly erotic about the posture, and as soon as the thought came to Avina, she felt it reverberating back and forth between them. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” she said softly. She touched a finger to Petra’s seal brand and felt the esper tense. It was much fainter than she remembered it being, harder to see the shape of than it’d been even right after they’d peeled off the paint layer. 
 
    “We know it is still working simply from the fact that the swaps are still under control, no?” Petra rolled around to face her directly. 
 
    “For now,” said Avina. “What if it fades further? We obviously can’t ask Hazafallius to touch them up.” 
 
    “We could ask Makoa,” suggested Petra. 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “You are… impossible, at times.” Petra let out a huff and began pulling her clothes back on. “There may not be another choice if the anomaly begins to plague once more. If we explain to Koa what Haza did and what we need, surely he would—” 
 
    “No,” said Avina. “It’s not just about us, Petra. I don’t want to put that realization on him. After what happened with Haza, the scheming and betrayal in the background, I think it would land even harder on his heart. We have essentially been… lying to him, this entire time.” 
 
    “Not in every moment!” said Petra. “Gods. This is not about him, Avina. You need to examine your own heart.” 
 
    “How is it not about him? And I already know what I’d find, doing such an examination. Love for my son. Enough of it that I understand that some little lies are better than the truth when they offer protection.” 
 
    “He does not need to be protected,” said Petra. “Especially not from us.” 
 
    “How do you think the knowledge would affect him?” asked Avina. “He’s committed to this betrothal with Zaratafenia. Would he question that? Would he tell her? Consider how many variables there are here.” 
 
    “He loves us,” said Petra. 
 
    “We love him. That’s why we have to protect him where we can.” 
 
    The door to the cabin swung open without warning. Avina and Petra both gasped and quickly grabbed their clothing. 
 
    “Sorry.” Koa turned his back to them with an embarrassed but good-natured chuckle. “What were the two of you doing that had you both undressed in the middle of the afternoon?” 
 
    “Nothing!” said Avina. 
 
    “It is… a long story, my prince,” said Petra. 
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t probe for more details. The three of them made their way outside at Koa’s insistence. The sun was slowly setting over the western horizon, where Osteanus would have been had the ship been closer to shore. It cast brilliant streaks of color, orange and deep dark red, purple against the deep blue of the sea. 
 
    “It’s warmer out here, somehow,” said Koa. “It doesn’t feel like winter anymore.” 
 
    “It’s the air currents,” said Avina. “There’s one that runs from Sabantius out to sea, almost along the path of the Strait of Karst. The Outer Islands should be similarly warm.” 
 
    “Good to know. I’ve had my fill of winter already.” 
 
    “It will be spring soon,” said Petra. 
 
    There was a loaded aspect to the statement. Koa would be marrying at the end of spring, one way or another. After his injury, it seemed more likely than ever that he would be committing himself to Zaratafenia in a traditional marriage. Avina wondered if there was a way to gently help him let his aspirations for the heralder throne fade into something closer to reality. 
 
    He’s lost so much, she thought. It feels cruel to push him to give up even more. 
 
    “Though that patch looks awfully ominous.” Koa nodded toward a patch of dark clouds on the horizon, seemingly in the direction the ship was bound. 
 
    “A small storm.” Captain Blasic’s voice surprised Avina from behind them. “We’ll angle ourselves around it. Might get some rain, but not much more.” 
 
    “We’ll take your word on that, captain,” said Avina. 
 
    The seaman let out an odd chuckle and scratched his neck. “There’s food being served in the mess hall. You must be getting famished by this point, no?” 
 
    The three of them took his advice. Avina and Petra walked on either side of Koa, ready to swoop in if he lost his balance. It was perhaps a smothering gesture, but one neither of them would relent on. 
 
    Dinner was ship food — hardtack and sausage. Avina and the others brought their portions back to their cabin, rather than eating with the crew. There was something unsettling about how quiet the men went around her that all but confirmed the captain hadn’t kept their identities secret. 
 
    Verity joined them with her own food as they began eating. Avina assumed Lauric and Mav had found privacy for themselves somewhere else. The ship began pitching with more energy as they finished their meal. Koa produced a bottle of wine from one of the traveling chests and opened it. 
 
    “It seems as though Captain Blasic’s strategy of steering around the storm is being called into question.” He took a sip straight from the stem before offering it to Avina and Petra. “I wonder how intense this will get?” 
 
    “I think we shall find out soon,” said Petra. 
 
    They received their answer over the course of the next ten minutes. Avina was far from the most experienced when it came to sea travel, but she became increasingly certain that the tilt and pitch of the ship wasn’t within the normal, acceptable range. 
 
    She and Petra sat on one cot, both of them gripping the bottom of it to brace themselves. Koa was on another, with Verity next to him, and leaned back at an odd angle. 
 
    “Gods,” said Avina. “I worry for Lauric and Mav, but I assume they have enough sense to get below decks.” 
 
    “I would consider that to be fair…” Koa trailed off, eyes going suddenly wide. “Horny! He’s on deck!” 
 
    The Prince of Harvestglade moved with surprising and unfortunate speed, clattering to his feet on crutches and rushing to the door. The ship was pitching at an angle that allowed the door to fling inward as soon as he jiggled the latch, the angle, the wind, and the swirling rain all announcing themselves in a rush of elements. 
 
    “Makoa!” cried Avina. 
 
    “I’m not leaving him on deck!” he shouted. “Nobody else will think to lead him to safety!” 
 
    And with that, he disappeared through the doorway, carried as much by willpower and concern for his pet as he was by his crutches. The ship pitched in another unexpected direction as Petra made to follow him. Verity, however, kept her balance. 
 
    “I’ll bring him back!” She was through the door without waiting for them to reply. 
 
    Petra furrowed her brow at Avina. “Should I seek to bring them both back?” 
 
    “Gods dammit!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Koa’s first act upon stepping out onto the chaos of the ship’s stormy deck was to nearly fall flat on his face. The combination of hurricane winds and pelting rain buffeted him, deafened him, and nearly blinded him as he staggered toward a railing and seized it for dear life. 
 
    He realized almost immediately that he’d underestimated the storm. The pitching and angling of the ship were minor concerns in comparison to the way a veritable river of water was sweeping across the deck. He still had his crutches in place but doubted they’d be of much use, were he to dare to trust them in the first place. 
 
    He’d underestimated the storm, but if anything, that only meant Horny needed him more. He blinked his eyes clear and stared toward the bow of the ship. Men were rushing about, grabbing lines, dropping the sail, battening down hatches, and securing cargo loads. Beyond that, however, he could see an animal-sized lump pressed down flat against the deck near the front of the ship. 
 
     “Horny!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, barely hearing his own voice. Koa shifted his crutches and tried to shamble his way forward while also staying close to the railing. 
 
    He made it two steps before a sudden lurch of the ship’s deck knocked him completely off balance. Hitting the deck hard, Koa immediately began to slide. His crutches were simply gone — out of reach if not already overboard. The water coating the deck made the wood as slick as ice. He flailed his arms, seeking purchase, scratched his fingernails for anything and found nothing. 
 
    The only bit of luck he seemed to land upon was the fact that he was sliding in Horny’s general direction. He could see the hookhorn ahead of him. Sailors still hurried about on deck, most of them rather conspicuous in their choice of not helping him up.  
 
    All they’d be doing is committing themselves to share my fate, he thought. In this kind of weather, it’s every man for themselves. 
 
    “Horny!” He all but screamed it as the ship tilted him toward the hookhorn, but also toward the edge of the ship. The gaps in between the railing bars suddenly seemed as wide as the gates of Harvest Castle. 
 
    He rolled and fumbled, not even trying to get back to crouching or, gods forbid, his sole foot. He struck the railing alongside the hookhorn, half of his body briefly shooting past into the thin air over the stormy sea before managing to yank himself back on the strength of his arms. 
 
    Horny was whimpering, soaked and terrified. His fear shifted into more of an excited panic as Koa pulled himself closer and wrapped his arms around the hookhorn. It was a survival strategy as much as a means to calm him — Horny was too big to fit through the gaps and the railing and far easier to cling to than slick wood. 
 
    “I’ve got you!” said Koa. “We’ll make it through this.” 
 
    Horny licked his face and proceeded to whine and thrash around a bit in a manner that was less than helpful. They clung together as a wave gained the deck and swept over them, so much water that it was impossible to tell for a few breathless seconds whether they’d gone overboard or not. 
 
    Something crashed into them. Not something — someone. Koa saw Verity’s face in front of his, hair soaked, face pale and cold, mouth… moving, as she shouted words lost to the squall’s cacophony. He grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Hold on!” he shouted. 
 
    “What?” she shouted back. Or at least, he thought that’s what he heard. 
 
    “Horny!” He tried to gesture for her to grab the hookhorn like he was, one hand on scruff and one on the horn itself. 
 
    Another wave struck them. Koa felt Verity seize his ankle. She’d already been swept downward, nearly stripped away by the river on deck. Koa’s own grip slipped. He held onto a section of Horny’s fur, lost it, fumbled, grabbed one of Horny’s legs. 
 
    They clung to each other like they were aiming to form an interspecies ladder. Horny flapped his damp wings and made a useless and counterproductive attempt to take flight. One of his legs kicked, probably on reflex. Unfortunately, it was the leg Koa had been holding. 
 
    He slid across the deck with Verity still hanging on to his ankle. It wasn’t about anything beyond mere survival anymore. Koa grasped desperately with his hands, seeking anything resembling purchase. The inside of his elbow connected with what felt like a railing pole. He managed to hook his arms around it as he felt the rest of his body slip overboard. 
 
    There was a hard jerk as Verity’s weight briefly tugged at his ankle… and then nothing as her hands slipped away. Koa reacted instantly, knowing that if he didn’t stay close to her, she would be forever lost to the ocean. 
 
    He realized, as he hit the insane churn of the stormy water, that he hadn’t stopped to consider how the hell he was going to swim with only one leg. He wanted to laugh, but needed to breathe. Such a silly way to die. 
 
    A shape above him stretched out into a familiar silhouette. Horny, diving into the water much as Koa had seen him do while fishing earlier that day. He broke the surface, sucking in a breath that was as much air as it was water. The hookhorn splashed next to him. Koa grabbed on, trying to climb up to mount him. His strength was failing him, stolen by the water despite it being far warmer than he’d expected. 
 
    “Verity!” he shouted. It was a waste of breath that he desperately needed. He tried again. “Verity!” 
 
    Lightning flashed in the distance, illuminating an ocean with waves the size of hills and cliffs. Koa sucked in a breath as one curled over him, still clinging to Horny. His head came back up in time to see that he was atop a swell, surfing down it with terrifying speed. 
 
    He glanced back at the ship only to see it tilted at a terrifyingly precarious angle. His heart sank as his understanding of the situation shifted. His mother, Petra, Lauric, and Mav might well be in more danger than he was simply due to the challenge of escaping a sinking ship. 
 
    Horny let out a terrible cry — desperate and fearful. Koa wrapped his arms around the hookhorn’s neck, but there was nothing he could do to soothe him. 
 
    Another wave struck them both, and then it was too much to even hang on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Koa was on a beach when he stirred awake, and surprised at how comfortable he felt. The sand was warm, though still damp, as though the tide had deposited him where he was hours earlier before pulling back out.  
 
    His eyes stung as he blinked them open, peering up at the sunlight poking through a collage of clouds. He groaned and slowly, reluctantly made himself remember how he ended up wherever he currently was. The ship. The storm. Going overboard with Verity and Horny. 
 
    He sat up and eyed himself. His stump, surprisingly, felt all right. Pulling back his pant leg revealed that the wound had reopened, but only slightly, and it wasn’t actively bleeding. It was a small victory, one he didn’t get proper time to savor as the rest of his situation came to him. 
 
    He was on an island that even from just his limited viewpoint looked far too tiny to have any kind of settlement. Looking out to sea revealed no trace of the ship. He wiped sand off his face and out of his hair, trying not to see visions of it sinking with his mother and Petra still onboard. 
 
    By some small stroke of luck, he was amidst a field of driftwood. It took him only a few minutes to find a piece strong enough and long enough to serve as a makeshift crutch and save him from crawling on his hands and knee.  
 
    He tried not to focus on how thirsty he already was as he surveyed the rest of the nearby beach. The island seemed like a collection of scrub grass, palm trees, and scrappy vegetation. The curve of it suggested it was no more than a quarter mile across unless its shape was longer than it was wide. 
 
    “Verity…” he muttered. “And Horny. If I washed up here, they might have, too.” 
 
    It was a thin hope, but it was better than nothing. He set off across the sand, struggling with both the way his new crutch sank into the beach and chafed at his arm. It became slightly easier once he was moving through the harder-packed soil the vegetation and trees grew from, but only just. 
 
    The view was undeniably beautiful. Taking it in from a different context would have been pleasant, idyllic, even. He almost couldn’t believe that it was still weather and thought back to what his mother had said about the air currents. Had that not been the case, he would have likely frozen in the water long before ever reaching relative safety. 
 
    He cut through the trees and foliage, listening and looking around. If Verity had washed up on shore, she likely would have been up and moving before he was. The fact that he hadn’t woken up to her finding him was a worrying sign. 
 
    “Verity.” He called out for her, voice reduced by the dryness of his throat and lips. “Horny?” 
 
    He confirmed that the island was as small as he’d assumed as he came out of the foliage to the other side. He saw a shape in the sand — a person. A female. Everything spun around him as he recognized Verity’s dark hair, clothing familiar, but damp against her form. 
 
    A bug was crawling across her neck. Koa had moved closer, despite feeling much further away. She wasn’t breathing, no gentle rise and fall of her beautiful chest. The reality of the situation struck him like almost nothing had before.  
 
    He thought of Ruby as he fell to his knees, like the true bastard he was. 
 
    “Why?” he hissed. 
 
    He rolled her over and took her cold hand, holding it against his. She was still within the range of more energetic waves, and one came forth far enough to wet Koa’s shins. 
 
    “Verity…” He stroked her cheek, and suddenly refused to accept it. “No. You can’t just… leave like this. No, Verity!” 
 
    He took her by the shoulders and shook her once, hard. He did again, and again after that. Her hair spread out in a weird pattern, revealing a clinger-on of seaweed. Koa winced, the pain so deep and raw that it felt like it might kill him before anything else. 
 
    Verity let out a burp. He blinked, unable to believe it first, and brought his face closer to listen. She immediately threw up on him, missing his mouth but getting his cheek and neck with the most reassuring projectile vomit he’d ever been the target of. 
 
    “You’re alive!” He laughed and cradled her head. “Verity. Gods. You’re the worst.” 
 
    “…What?” she muttered. One of Koa’s tears dripped onto her face. She blinked and touched it and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Saltwater,” he said. “Nothing more.” 
 
    “Of course, not, my prince.” She smiled at him, and then burst into tears of her own. Rising up, Verity threw her arms around him. The two of them held each other for long minutes, Verity crying softly, Koa hugging her as though she might still die if he stopped. 
 
    They sat on the sand together for a while, watching the waves. Verity eventually looked at him and began voicing the same questions he’d had upon awakening. 
 
    “We’re on an island?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes. A tiny one.” 
 
    “Just us?” 
 
    He nodded. “I haven’t seen anyone else yet. Or Horny. He… went over with us.” 
 
    Verity was silent for a few seconds. “If we made it here, I see no reason why he couldn’t.” 
 
    “It’s possible. I haven’t explored every inch of this island yet. If we wanted somewhere to start, searching would probably be the place.” 
 
    Verity eyed the makeshift crutch he’d been using to get around, and then his stump. “How is… your leg?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, perhaps a little too quickly. “The wound reopened at the edge, but it doesn’t hurt. No pain is a good sign.” 
 
    “I should take a look at it,” said Verity. 
 
    Koa shook his head. “We need to focus on survival, first. Food, at the very least.” 
 
    “And water.” 
 
    He let out a low chuckle. “That shouldn’t be too hard. I picked up the resonance of a realm of endless water from… Haza. It’s not salty and should be safe to drink. I can also open a rift to Faskenpal to start a fire. I doubt it will stay as warm as it is now once the sun sets later today.” 
 
    “That’s convenient.” Verity stood up and reached a hand down to help Koa up. He managed it, getting the tree branch crutch into place, trying to look stronger than he felt. 
 
    “Let’s go look around,” he said. “See what else we can find.” 
 
    The answer quickly proved to be not all that much. There were some coconuts on the island, most too small or too old-looking to offer much promise. The water around the island was shallow, but Koa couldn’t tread deeply into it on one limb. Verity took off her pants and walked out to search for anything promising in just her underwear. 
 
    He sat down, wishing he could enjoy the view. His leg had begun to itch slightly and knew it wasn’t a good sign. Verity came back to the shore after a few minutes with a handful of clams in one hand and a spiky sea urchin in the other. 
 
    “Is that… edible?” he asked, eyeing the latter. 
 
    She nodded. “Cooked or raw. But I’d prefer to cook it, if we can manage a fire.” 
 
    He assured her that they could, but it was Verity who did most of the work, by default. She collected firewood, mostly what’d washed up on the shore over time as the few trees on the island weren’t exactly branchy. The sun was high over the horizon when she’d finished. His leg had begun to throb. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. “We have a limited amount of firewood. It might make more sense to wait until tonight to light it, when we can use the heat.” 
 
    “The smoke might signal a ship, if one comes near enough,” suggested Verity. “Let’s watch the horizon. We can light the fire just before sunset even if we don’t see one, just in case.” 
 
    He nodded and gave her a reassuring smile, forcing down his own dread. If his leg began to sour, there would be nothing either of them could do. Even if the ship found them tomorrow, he might still be just as doomed, given no true healer would be aboard. 
 
    “We can look for more food in the meantime.” He buried the thought, knowing it was outside of their control. “Of course, by we, I mean you. If you’re up to it.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Verity. 
 
    She dropped down to her knees and kissed him on the lips. Her eyes passed over his leg, lingering for a second too long. She knew, just as he did. She would pretend, just as he was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    It was still drizzling slightly as the ship emerged from the storm and morning arrived. Avina stood on deck, staring out across the gently churning ocean, fingers clutching the railing so tight that they were white and numb. 
 
    Makoa, she thought. Where are you? 
 
    It was all she could do to breathe, to keep her eyes open, to take on reality, moment by moment. Petra had been devastated and remained in their cabin. Koa going overboard had prodded her in the same place having Ketsese stolen by Thunderclaw had left raw. She was… not herself. Avina could sense it on a horrible level through the bond, the depth of the damage done. 
 
    She’d seen Koa slide off the ship. It had just been a glimpse from the door of their cabin, but it’d been enough for her to see that Verity and Horny had been with him. Hope haunted her as much as saved her. She could picture Horny managing to hold on through the storm, finally getting his equilibrium with the prince and his servant and taking flight. 
 
    But they weren’t back, and every second they weren’t back damned Avina deeper into the nightmare.  
 
    Captain Blasic walked toward her slowly, reluctantly, almost. He cleared his throat as he came to stand at the railing beside her. 
 
    “There’s no sign of them,” he said. “We did a full circle around, as I said we would. The storm pushed us a fair bit further north along on our course, though. We’re almost to Briskalon Island nigh a day early.” 
 
    “Your point being, captain?” Avina was in no mood for… well, just about anything. 
 
    “Lots of sand bars and scrub islands round here,” he said with a shrug. “It’s not impossible that he might have…” 
 
    Avina closed her eyes. It was almost worse having to suffer his half-spoken reassurances than to simply be left to her own vision of hope. Petra’s emotions were making her ache at the seams, the bond feeling as strong as it’d ever been, short of swapping them. 
 
    She went to see Petra. It was painful, almost dangerous in how it tested her own emotional stability. Petra was laying on one of the cots in the cabin, gaze set sideways into the wall. Avina sat down next to her. 
 
    “I failed him,” whispered Petra. “Just as I failed Ketsese.” 
 
    “You haven’t failed either of them yet, Petra,” said Avina, her own voice shaking.  
 
    “Avina…” Petra sat up and glared at her. No, not a glare… though, there was so much despair in her expression that it hardly mattered. It landed on Avina all the same. 
 
    “You are not allowed to give up!” hissed Avina. 
 
    She almost wanted to slap her, to slap herself, really. To wake up from the nightmare. Koa, overboard in the sea. Could he even swim with his injury? Where would he swim to, even if he could?  
 
    She stood up and all but fled the cabin, feeling Petra’s inconsolable pain following her regardless. The sailors were giving her a wide berth — quite the change from the lingering stares and occasional whistles she’d received upon first stepping on deck. 
 
    They were also looking out from the ship’s bow, into the distance. Avina could make it out — Briskalon Island, she supposed. The jewel of the western tip of the Outer Island Archipelagos.  
 
    Even from a distance, she could tell it was crowded to the brim with buildings. Ships moved carefully through an equally crowded port. She wondered if that was typical or a result of the arrival of Esanor and Genevieve.  
 
    It took them a few more hours of sailing to draw near and find a place to dock. Avina found that the island seemed both smaller and denser up close — the buildings more tightly packed, streets narrower than she’d first realized, and far more people than she was expecting milling about on the dock and a strip of beach just north of it. 
 
    She’d given Petra all the time she could. The esper would need to be beside her, looking at least somewhat composed, for their arrival in the city. It was simply the harsh reality of being a public figure, of needing to still navigate the rough political waters awaiting them. 
 
    Avina started to turn toward the guest cabin to drag her out, but the esper was already on her way. No sign of her inner turmoil showed on her face. She didn’t smile as she joined Avina at the railing, but she didn’t need to. 
 
    “He’s alive,” whispered Avina.  
 
    “I… hope so,” managed Petra. 
 
    Lauric and Mav joined them, as well. The small size of her traveling party made the sensation of crossing the gangway more of a commitment than she’d assumed it would be. Captain Blasic and his men would be going their own way in short order. It would just be Avina, her esper, her guard, and her handmaiden handling their situation on Briskalon Island alone. 
 
    The men working the docks were a motley sort that brought to mind the nature of the Outer Islands. Calling them pirates wasn’t entirely accurate. The raiders of Avina’s mother’s rule had refined their strategies into something more resembling bawdy taxation.  
 
    These men, however, didn’t have any reservations against eyeing her or catcalling. At least not until Petra made her presence known at Avina’s side, staring each of them down despite the rawness of her emotions underneath. 
 
    A short young man hurried toward them as they disembarked from the dock onto land proper. He sketched a hasty but low bow as he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina!” he said. “Alancel Farral, servant to Underqueen Esanor. She wished to extend her invitation for you to lodge within her manor here on Briskalon Island.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see another man approaching them, older and finer dressed, though his clothing seemed out of style on the island. 
 
    “I am Lord Hester Binfield, retainer to Underqueen Lassius,” said the man. “She is on her way to Briskalon Island and sent me to prepare in advance. There is a room in her estate, currently empty, which she informed me to extend to you.” 
 
    “Lassius…” muttered Avina. It made sense, but it also made her stomach twist into a knot. All of the underqueens gathered together, in Osteanus’s time of greatest need. The balance would be precarious, and the decisions they came to would undoubtedly decide the future of the realm, if it even had one. 
 
    “Underqueen Esanor would likely afford you more than just a room!” said Alancel Farral. “She is quite keen on hosting you and speaking with you, Lady Underqueen!” 
 
    “Underqueen Lassius bid me to mention Harvestglade’s longstanding debts to the Puzzlie Islands,” said Hester Benfield. “It’s not simply a matter of personal preference, you must understand. She’s willing to forgive the interest, perhaps even some of the principal. Again, she bid me to mention this!” 
 
    “We will find our own lodgings,” said Avina. 
 
    “Ah! It isn’t quite that simple, Your Highness.” Alancel Farral shifted from foot to foot. “There are few places suitable for renting for someone of your stature, especially with so many visitors currently in town. I doubt you’d find anywhere at all with four separate beds available, if I’m being honest.” 
 
    Avina turned away from them, looking at Petra. It was more of a choice than it seemed. If Lassius was promising to forgive some of her debt in exchange for her simply allowing her party to be provided with a place to stay… 
 
    A spike of fury came through the bond from Petra, and she saw the trap for what it was. Lassius had never dealt straight with her. Esanor had been perhaps cagey at times in her own dealings, but she’d kept her word more often than not. 
 
    “Alancel, why don’t you lead us into the city.” Avina smiled thinly at Hester Benfield. “Tell Underqueen Lassius that I most unfortunately had to decline her invitation of hospitality.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Koa watched Verity assemble a fairly impressive pile of firewood, feeling somewhat useless as he sat on the sand nursing his leg. They didn’t light the fire immediately with the heat from Faskenpal, opting to wait for later in the evening.  
 
    Koa did open a rift to the nameless realm he’d borrowed from Haza, the one that was filled with fresh water. It came out at a fairly intense pressure even when he opened just a rift the length of a handspan. He and Verity had to cup their hands to secure some to sip each time, but it was a workable solution for their thirst. 
 
    “I should use some of this to clean your leg,” said Verity. 
 
    “Ah.” He tried to hide a wince. “There’s likely no need.” 
 
    That was the truth, but in the wrong way. The swelling and the itching had continued to spread up Koa’s thigh. He was reasonably sure that there was nothing to be done about the inevitable infection now, at least not by them. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Verity, quietly. “Let me see it.” 
 
    He sighed, sensing she wouldn’t be dissuaded. “It’s not the highest amongst our problems as of now.” 
 
    He let her roll back his pants from his stump. He didn’t look himself and didn’t feel as though he needed to — her face told enough of the story. 
 
    “We need to get off this island,” she said. “You need to see a healer.” 
 
    “I won’t debate you on that, but let’s focus on matters that are within our control.” He let out a sigh. Even just speaking seemed to sap at his strength. “Let’s keep gathering food until around sunset. Then we’ll light the fire, eat, and hope the smoke is visible on the horizon.” 
 
    Again, it was Verity doing most of the gathering. She found a few more coconuts and began opening the ones that they had. She managed to catch a crab, somehow, and bashed it on a rock before setting it down next to the sea urchins. They had a decent meal for two people, assuming they both found coconut flesh and seafood palatable enough. 
 
    Verity stripped her clothing off at one point and washed herself in the water. Koa stared at her with a smile as she walked out naked, her pale body young and beautiful and glistening wet. She stayed naked while she dried. He teased her in flirtatious ways, but she seemed too concerned about his health to be easily seduced.  
 
    “I never asked you how you got those scars,” he eventually said, staring at her bare back as she readjusted the firewood pile. 
 
    The x-shaped scars across her back and shoulders were perhaps ugly, from an objective standpoint, but not on her. Maybe because he knew her. They were part of her strength, part of her mystique, and part of her story that he’d never questioned. 
 
    “You knew of my sister’s illness?” asked Verity. 
 
    “Princess Pen was always frail. I didn’t hear specifics, but…” 
 
    “I was to bring her to a healer, one who claimed to be able to treat her condition,” said Verity. “It was… a ploy, and a thin one, in retrospect. I realized it in time to get Pen away, but not myself. They whipped me, tried to force me to reveal where she’d gone.” 
 
    “Gods, Verity.” Koa touched her shoulder, and then let his hand gently trace the scars. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not.” She let out a small chuckle. “I’ve always treasured that memory. I managed to save her… that time. She got the guards, and they came for me. Executions all around for the conspirers. For so long, I let that memory give me confidence. I let it be evidence that I was enough to keep the people I love… to keep them from…” 
 
    She had tears in her eyes as she turned around to look at him, still naked. Koa wiped them away with his thumb and then playfully booped his index finger on her nose. 
 
    “It’s late enough, and I’m hungry,” he said. “Your prince demands that you cook him some food. He believes that it will improve his current state of health.” 
 
    Verity blinked out more tears, but smiled. “Has… he also lapsed into referring to himself in the third person from the heat?” 
 
    “He believes he may have.” 
 
    She stayed naked as she finished adding the last of the fire to the pile, and even as Koa used a fireball to ignite it. The dry wood went up fast and smoked well. A trail of smoke extended upward into the darkening evening sky. The sun dominated the sky as it sank toward the edge of the ocean on the horizon. The atmosphere was shockingly romantic, despite their dire circumstances. He smiled and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Koa?”  
 
    He felt something underneath his head — Verity’s thighs? “…What’s that?” 
 
    “The food’s ready,” she whispered. “You fell asleep.” 
 
    “…So I did.”  
 
    It was later, but not by much. The sun hadn’t even set completely, but the fire had burned down somewhat and the sky had taken on colorful tones. Koa felt like death as he forced himself up to sitting. His leg felt itchier and more swollen than ever, but he didn’t want to worry Verity by scratching at it in the way it demanded. 
 
    His appetite was nonexistent. The situation felt absurd as Verity presented him with a cracked coconut stripped of most of the meat as a bowl, with little bits of sea urchin inner flesh and crab meat sitting within like delicacies. He ate two bites, one of each, before his jaw felt too tired to do anything more. 
 
    “You said you were hungry earlier,” said Verity. She wore an expression he’d never seen on her before, one so unlike her. She looked afraid. 
 
    She’s afraid I’m going to die, he realized. 
 
    “Verity.” He forced himself to smile. “You’re right. I did say that.” 
 
    He reached down and took another piece of crab, placed it in his mouth, chewed and swallowed through force of will.  
 
    “You should have told me about your leg when you first found me,” said Verity.  
 
    “There was nothing to be done about it then, and there still isn’t now.” 
 
    “I could have at least—” 
 
    “Verity. It’s all right.” 
 
    She passed him bits of coconut next. Koa ate until his mouth seemed to stop working, saliva dry, jaw muscles fatigued. It was only a few bites. 
 
    Verity came around as he made to stretch back out on the sand. She sat with his head in her lap again, gently stroking his forehead. Her breathing wasn’t even, and even with his eyes closed, he knew she was either crying, or trying not to cry. 
 
    “Oh, Verity…” he muttered, blinking his eyes open. “What happened to the king’s spy? I watched you fight off an assassin once in the name of your—” 
 
    A shape flew overhead. Koa thought it was a bird at first, which was exciting in its own right, far out as they were. It was too big to be a bird, however, and then he took a closer look at the shape. 
 
    “Horny!” he bellowed. The sun had set far enough to render the hookhorn in silhouette, but he had an extremely unique and recognizable silhouette. “Horny! Down here!” 
 
    “Horny!” Verity was on her feet, jumping up and down, but it was hardly needed.  
 
    The hookhorn let out a tremendous, bellowing whine and all but dove through the air toward him. Horny slipped on the sand as he landed, kicking back even more as he scampered to his feet and hurried over to them. He jumped onto Verity, knocking her completely off balance like a large dog might have, whining and acting frantic. 
 
    He rolled and nuzzled next to Koa next. Horny contained his energy as he seemed to pick up on Koa’s condition. He let out low whines, bobtail flicking with incessant motions, and rested his head on Koa’s chest while lying flat. 
 
    “I’m fine, Horny,” he muttered. “Far better now that you’re here. I’m just… a little tired.” 
 
    “Koa.” Verity took his hand and squeezed. “Gather your strength. Horny will carry you first.” 
 
    Koa shook his head with small motions, barely able to manage more. “No, Verity. We both know that I’m in no state. I would fall off, and I doubt I’d survive a second dip in the sea.” 
 
    “You won’t survive if you stay here!” she hissed. 
 
    “I might, depending on how quickly you accept that the better option is for you to fly with Horny to seek help,” he said. “It makes sense. If I left you here, even assuming I was at full strength, what would you do for water without my rift?” 
 
    “You could fill… some coconuts.” Verity shook her head, but she saw the truth just as he did. 
 
    “You’ll be saving us both by doing this, Verity,” he said. “It might not seem like it. But it’s our best chance. Please.” 
 
    He would plead with her as much as needed, plead with her until she believed the lie in the same way he did. It wasn’t even a lie — probably closer to the truth than any fantasy of him flying off with Horny and managing to hang on for more than ten minutes. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said, putting so much strength into the words that he felt sweat beading on his forehead. “Please. You have to go now. Before the sun sets completely. Find a ship or another island. I’ll keep the fire burning here in case you don’t find your way in time and have to turn back.” 
 
    “Makoa…” She shook her head, looking away as she squeezed his hand. “You’re asking me… to leave you.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to save me, you gods damned fool!” he snarled. “To save us both! Now get moving!” 
 
    Let me do this for you, Verity, he thought. For you, and for Horny. 
 
    He opened his rift while Verity struggled with reality, palming several handfuls of water to sate the hookhorn’s thirst. He gave Horny a loose hug with his tired arms and settled back in the sand.  
 
    “Verity, there’s no time,” he muttered. “Hurry up and…” 
 
    It was darker than he remembered, but paradoxically, the fire was brighter, as though it’d been heavily fed. 
 
    “She left already,” said Ruby. “You didn’t notice? That’s not a good sign.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Briskalon Island’s main square wasn’t far from the docks and was, in fact, more of an oval shape. Avina endured a fair amount of squabbling and gloating from both of the respective servants vying for her attention as they continued forward into the city. 
 
    What fascinated her right away was the lack of horses and carriages. It made sense for such a small island, with so little need for heavy transportation. It seemed like a class of servants took their place, carrying litters or in some cases pulling small, manpowered wagons along the cobblestone streets. 
 
    “Most everything is accessible from the center of town,” said Alancel Farral. “I promise you that you will in truth be quite comfortable on Briskalon Island, Underqueen Avina.” 
 
    “Everything, including my lady’s appointed lodgings,” said Hester Binfield. “I feel I must push you to reconsider. Underqueen Lassius was hoping for a favorable reply to her invitation.” 
 
    Avina ignored them both, walking in step with Petra as the esper gazed around. Petra’s mood was still dour, but the sights and sounds of the city were at least proving to be a momentary distraction to her funk. 
 
    “We’ll find him,” she said. “We’ll find them both.” 
 
    Koa and Ketsese, both lost, both likely in peril. Avina didn’t have reasons or logic to give Petra or herself. She knew that, in a sense, her desperation had forced her to move beyond simple rationalization. She clung to her hopes because she had to. The alternative was too dark for her to imagine existing through, so she would stay positive if only to drag her and her esper forward another day. 
 
    Hester Binfield eventually gave up his protestations and headed off toward Underqueen Lassius’s estate, which seemed to be just across the central circle from the one Alancel Farral led them to. The guards waved him by, along with Avina and her party. 
 
    Lauric came up beside her. “We are placing ourselves into another underqueen’s power, milady. Should the situation devolve in a direction that we don’t approve, we should prepare ourselves.” 
 
    Lauric glanced at Petra and then back at Avina. 
 
    “We’re as prepared as we can be, captain,” she said. “I trust Esanor. At least, as much as I can trust any of my fellow underqueens.” 
 
    She looked at the mansion. It was compact, a full four stories high. It wasn’t a small building compared to the average size of a structure on Briskalon Island, but it would have looked quite cramped compared to the noble estates in Twinfalls, let alone a proper castle. 
 
    It also didn’t seem particularly heavily occupied. Aside from the two guards at the door, Avina didn’t see anyone else but a single young and female servant within the mansion’s lower level. It had a complex, lived-in smell to it, smoke and sea salt and incense, like it’d been continuously occupied for many years. It was clean and comfortable, however, and the servant greeted them with a bow. 
 
    “I have a room prepared for your companions and a room prepared for you, Lady Avina,” said the girl. “I do hope that will be enough.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Avina with a sigh. “Is Esanor within?” 
 
    “She is upstairs. She asked me to take you to her as soon as you were settled.” 
 
    “Bring my handmaiden and my guard captain to their room, and then lead me to her.” 
 
    The servant did as instructed. The mansion’s stairs were steep and tight, so much so that Avina wondered if ladders would have been more practical. Esanor was at the very end of them, sitting outside on a rooftop balcony with potted plants and wind chimes. 
 
    “Avina,” said Esanor warmly. She didn’t rise from her seat, a wooden lounge chair next to a table with wine and glasses already atop it. Esanor wore a white dress with fluffy shoulders that accentuated her pale white hair. She was, like most Osteans with esper bonds, still youthful in the face, though maturity showed through in her eyes and the set of her expression. 
 
    Her esper, Vasterlane, sat in a chair next to her, tall and thin and somehow giving off the appearance of a praying mantis. There was a calmness to them both that Avina found hard to place, one that seemed not out of character, but at odds with the greater situation of the world. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Esanor.” Avina came closer, and her fellow underqueen finally stood with a small groan, pulling her into a hug. “We have much to discuss.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” said Esanor. “Please, take a seat. You as well, Petra. How was your journey here?” 
 
    Of all the questions she could have asked, it was perhaps the most obvious one that Avina felt the least prepared to answer. “It was… endurable.” 
 
    I can’t talk about Koa right now, she thought. If she asks me directly, I may well break down in tears. 
 
    Petra touched her shoulder, lending what little strength she still had. Thankfully, Esanor merely smiled and nodded and plowed ahead. 
 
    “Yes, well, I wish we could have met somewhere more accessible, or that I could have come to you, but the situation…” Esanor sighed and swirled her wine glass. “Well, you understand as well as I do. It’s all fallen to pieces.” 
 
    “In many ways it has,” said Avina. 
 
    She took a seat, and Esanor poured her a glass. Petra walked over to the edge of the balcony, looking out across the city rather than joining the conversation. 
 
    “You arrived just in time for my nuptials,” said Esanor. 
 
    “You’re… getting married?” Avina pursed her lips, unsure whether congratulations were due. 
 
    “To one of the foremost ship lords, no less. Austin Sailcloak. He’s young and handsome, a couple decades my junior at least, but full of ambition. Doesn’t seem to expect me to produce an heir for him or object to Hetrix. About all I could ask for in a man, at this point.” 
 
    “I would think any man born of the Outer Islands would see the value in an… underqueen as a partner.” Avina was still reeling, trying to fit this new information into the chaos of recent events. 
 
    “True enough. Underqueen Genevieve is also staying on Briskalon Island. She’s been made similar proposals, one by an ally of Austin’s, another from a rival. The Outer Islands may end up with claims to a large swathe of Osteanus before the year’s end.” 
 
    “That’s a… rather blunt assessment.” 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Esanor cackled and sipped her wine and coughed in her rush to continue. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, Avina! I would have taken the same deal the Estorians offered you and Lassius in an instant, had it been offered. Hetrix would have never accepted it, however. He’s still on the mainland leading a foolish rebellion… assuming he still lives.” 
 
    Avina nodded. She was almost tempted to bring up Koa’s situation, her own uncertainty. The moment felt too tense, or perhaps she just wanted to hold what little hope she had as close and tightly as possible. It was the other bit she focused on. 
 
    “Lassius made a deal with the Estorians?” she asked. 
 
    “If you believe the rumors, she resupplied them on the way through her territory to siege Twinfalls,” said Esanor. “The simple fact that their ships went unchecked through the Puzzle Islands may be what did us in. That, or the deal the Estorians made with the Blackrope Guild. I always wondered how Kendall’s light-handed treatment of them would come back to bite him.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll be able to ask her about it directly once she arrives,” said Avina. “She’ll undoubtedly wish to meet with us all. A reunion of defeated underqueens.” 
 
    “Yes. Hopefully we’ll have enough wine to make it through with our sanity!” Esanor snorted and topped both their glasses up. “This is a separate matter… but I heard a rumor about the king’s esper finding safe harbor in Harvestglade.” 
 
    “Thunderclaw.” Avina managed a tight smile and a nod. “He orchestrated betrayal against myself and… my son. Through a deal with the sorcerer, Hazafallius.” 
 
    Esanor didn’t react right away, but when she did, it was with an empathetic tilt of the head. “Our king is no more. As far as I’m concerned, neither of us owe Thunderclaw anything, even if he rears his head again. I think even Lassius would agree with that, despite our differences.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to hear you say that,” said Avina. 
 
    They spoke some more, mainly about her wedding and what it would mean for Esanor’s future. She didn’t really know, but she was a confident woman of sufficient age to say that without saying it. 
 
    Alancel Farral showed them all to their rooms afterward. Lauric had waited to check in with her before retiring to his own room with Mav. Neither Avina nor Petra said anything as they both slowly settled into their beds. 
 
    The bond was a dull ache, like the sensation of having cried too much crystalized into emotional form. It was all Avina could do to cling to her hope that Koa… was still alive. She wondered how many days, how many weeks, how many months she’d still be clinging to that thin, desperate hope.  
 
    Her sleep was fitful, and when a heavy knock came at the door sometime during the first hour of morning, she was already awake to answer it. Lauric stood on the other side with a lantern in his hand. 
 
    “Esanor’s servant heard from a runner that someone has been asking about us,” said Lauric. 
 
     Avina bared her teeth, so under slept she was almost feral. “Thunderclaw.” 
 
    “An exhausted young woman riding a hookhorn.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Koa couldn’t remember ever having slept on a beach in the open before. He couldn’t decide whether he found it pleasant in its own right, or if the fever was doing additional things to his mind. He spent most of the night cuddling with Ruby, despite knowing she wasn’t there, wasn’t alive. That seemed like answer enough. 
 
    “Do you think Verity made it?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “I have no idea,” he muttered. “It’s only been a night. She could still be… looking for a civilized island.” 
 
    “Horny can’t fly for that long. You know that. She either made it, or she’s dead.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at Ruby, who’d stretched out across from where he was still laying in the sand. The sun was coming up with a vengeance as though asserting its dominance over the recent storm. He was already uncomfortably hot and getting increasingly thirsty. Opening a rift to drink from seemed like such a pain, too much effort. 
 
    “She made it, then,” said Koa. “Let’s go with that.” 
 
    “We’ll go with that, then.” Ruby stroked his cheek and let out a sigh.  
 
    Koa rolled onto his back, groaning as the new angle introduced his eyes to the brightness of the sun. Ruby was standing now, kicking her feet through the grass just beyond the beach’s edge.  
 
    “Why does it have to be so hot out?” he muttered. “This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to,” said Ruby. 
 
    He started tugging at his shirt, fumbling with the finesse needed to lean forward while tugging it up and over his head. 
 
    “You probably should leave your clothes on,” she said. 
 
    “I feel like I’m going to overheat,” he muttered. “The only reason I’ve kept them on for so long is to keep the bugs off.” 
 
    He swatted one off the back of his hand, but never saw it hit the sand. 
 
    “There are no bugs,” said Ruby. “You’re hallucinating them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good.” 
 
    “That’s bad.” 
 
    He made a dismissive noise and waved a hand at her. “More reason for me to take these clothes off. I’m dying with them on.” 
 
    He chuckled as he finally worked himself out of his shirt and Ruby joined in. He left his pants on, his last words still hanging on the air. 
 
    “I… am dying, aren’t I?” he asked. 
 
    Ruby gave him the saddest look. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Ah.” He nodded, taking an odd solace from that, and returned to trying to get his pants off. 
 
    One of his hands ran over his pocket and felt something there. He reached in and pulled out the thin cut of twig that Ves had given him. To his surprise, it hadn’t withered, despite being ignored, exposed to saltwater, and potentially crushed underneath him. 
 
    A tiny seed hung from a nub at a Y joint on the twig. The seed was green, but with hues of red hinted at underneath, bumpy but not misshapen, and covered in what felt like fine hair to the touch of his finger. 
 
    “Look,” he said, showing it to Ruby. 
 
    “Wow…” she said, rolling her eyes. “A twig.” 
 
    “Ves gave me this. It has to mean something.” 
 
    “Does it?” 
 
    He waved a hand at her, sensing she was serving as a foil rather than being genuine. “I have to decide. I suppose I could either… plant it or eat it. But which?” 
 
    “Makoa.” Ruby let out a sad sigh and turned her hands palm up. “I don’t really think it matters which. She never said anything like that to you when she gave it to you, did she?” 
 
    “I doubt it would grow in this sand, even if I crawled to the center of this island.” He ran the fingers of his free hand through the beach. “Down the hatch it is.” 
 
    He popped it into his mouth before he could talk himself out of it. The taste was too sour and bitter, a shock of flavor that he reacted to rather than mastering. The seed tumbled from his mouth and landed in the sand. He swore out loud and hurriedly scooped it up. 
 
    “My mouth is too dry.” He coughed and found the piece of stick he’d been using to open rifts with. “Some water would help.” 
 
    It wasn’t elegant, but he managed to open the rift and get the now sandy and even more disgusting seed back into his mouth. He took in a sip of water that all but forced it down his throat with the speed of its ejection from the rift. In truth, he was only mostly sure he’d swallowed it — he hadn’t felt it fall out again or seen it land anywhere else and he had swallowed, far as he could tell. 
 
    “Satisfied?” asked Ruby, as he closed the rift. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I am.” He was still sitting up and he patted the spot next to him. “Come here.” 
 
    She did, sitting next to him and resting her head on his shoulder.  
 
    “I feel… so much guilt over your death,” he whispered. 
 
    “I know you do.” She leaned up to kiss his cheek. “There’s nothing I can say to change that, any more than there’s anything you can do to change what happened. It’s a part of life. Guilt, death. Scars.” 
 
    “Life is cruel, then.” 
 
    “I think you know that better than most.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “I’m proud of you, Koa.” 
 
    He looked at her, not just hearing Ruby’s voice, but sensing. Hallucination or not, it was a significant moment for him. 
 
    “I miss you,” he whispered. “I’ll always miss you.” 
 
    “You will. But it’ll hurt less with time. And you’ll love again.” 
 
    “Not like I loved you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be the same.” She nuzzled into his shoulder again. “That’s not how love works.” 
 
    There was a noise in the distance, something other than Ruby or the crash of the surface. She disappeared instantly as though he’d been asleep or dreaming the entire time, but he was still sitting up. Annoyed, Koa shifted around to look in the direction the disturbance had come from. 
 
    There was a ship anchored in the ocean, near enough for Koa to see men manning its sails on deck. A smaller boat had come ashore, with men already hopping off to walk the last stretch onto the beach. Koa thought to call to them, but they’d clearly already taken notice. 
 
    “Verity,” he whispered. “By the bone. You pulled it off.” 
 
    He felt a rush of relief that only lasted until he noted the colors that several of the men were wearing — Estorian blacks and blues. They shouted out to him, and the foreignness of their words all but confirmed it. 
 
    “Sabantian?” One of the men let out a laugh and continued roughly in Koa’s second language. “Now what would a Sabantian with one leg be doing this far north in the Stormtrench Ocean?” 
 
    Careful now, he thought. You may have just traded one deadly situation for another. 
 
    He had the option of telling them the truth. Admitting he was Prince Makoa Gladefoot of Harvestglade would likely be the safest course of action, assuming he wanted to be well treated and taken seriously. Except, there were more considerations at hand than just that. 
 
    If he did tell them who he was, they would have a vested interest in keeping him alive… to use against his mother. If he didn’t, well, there was a decent chance they wouldn’t even see the benefit in bringing him aboard their ship and wasting time and resources on him. 
 
    “Trust in your luck,” whispered Ruby. “It’s gotten you this far.” 
 
    “Well?” barked the man who could speak Sabantian. “Name? Business? Speak. Speak. Hey. Speak.” 
 
    The man bent over and started slapping him in the face, not roughly, but not gently, either. Koa decided he would opt for the most beguiling path forward he could think of — holding his tongue and turning his situation into as much of a mystery as he could make it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Avina had Lauric immediately head out with Mav to bring Verity and Horny back to Esanor’s estate. Mav was carrying her in her arms as she came in through the entrance. Her face was sunburnt and her eyes were half-lidded, but she still focused on Avina with intensity. 
 
    “He’s alive,” muttered Verity. 
 
    The relief those simple words brought to Avina were enough to reduce her to her knees. She blinked away tears and took shaky breaths. Petra was next to her, and the two hugged so tightly it felt like they were in a competition to crush each other’s limbs. 
 
    Over the course of the next hour, Verity explained what’d happened. As soon as she’d given a general description of where the island was, Avina had Lauric bring it down to the docks with nearly all of the gold she’d brought with her to attempt to pay someone to rush out in rescue. It would take at least a day for a ship to find it, she suspected. She prayed to the nameless gods that Koa could hold on for at least that long. 
 
    “I’ll go, too,” muttered Verity. “With Horny. I just… need to rest.” 
 
    “If you’re willing, I would welcome that,” said Avina. “We’ll give you food, water and medicine to bring to him.” 
 
    Verity would be able to find her way back. Even if they couldn’t send a ship for him, he could still be saved. Avina felt her relief crystalizing into something durable. She took confident breaths for the first time since the storm, holding Petra’s hand as the world came back into balance. 
 
    The next few hours seemed to pass in a daze. Events outside of finding and bringing Koa home continued to transpire. Esanor brought them news of Lassius’s arrival on Briskalon Island, along with an invitation to share dinner with her that night. 
 
    “It’s addressed to all of her fellow underqueens,” said Esanor. “I assume you’d be interested in attending, if only to understand how far the Estorian corruption has spread. We’ll have to see if Genevieve is interested in getting out of bed and dressing up for it.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” said Avina. “Gods. I can’t even remember the last time all four underqueens shared a meal together.” 
 
    “The Great Hunt, I think,” provided Petra. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Esanor let out a fond sigh. “How the circumstances have changed in the time since.” 
 
    Avina and Petra went through all the motions of preparing for a formal banquet. They bathed together in silence, taking turns in the tub while keeping the other company. Avina could sense how much Petra still bore within her heart through the bond and wished there was more she could do or say. 
 
    “Let this be a spark for your faith, Petra,” she whispered. “Makoa lives. Undoubtedly, so does Ketsese. We can save them both.” 
 
    “I wish… I could believe as you do.” Petra held up a hand before Avina could bully her way forward with more assurances. “I will try. For you, and Makoa, and Ketsese.” 
 
    The dress Avina put on was wrinkled and smelled of sea salt from a wave that must have found it during the storm. She hardly cared. Today, she wore her fineries like armor, more a tool to help her accomplish what needed doing than an expression of beauty. Petra’s gown matched, as was often the case, with black accents in place of white. 
 
    Lauric and Mav joined them — Lauric in his Harvestglade guard uniform, and Mav in servant gray. Esanor and Vasterlane had opted for matching gowns of teal. Genevieve wore pink, her esper, Breeze, baby blue. Both of the other underqueens seemed nervous, which was unfortunate, as Avina had always been susceptible to catching nerves from her peers. 
 
    They prepared to set out that evening just after sunset. Briskalon Island was lit by lanterns, aglow in that way that made her think of her time in Twinfalls as a princess, enchanting and romantic. Lassius had all but taken over the center of town, setting up tables and a ribbon fence around the area she claimed in front of her estate where the dining would take place. 
 
    “We should still arrive separately, silly as it seems,” said Esanor. 
 
    Avina hesitated, suppressing the urge to go a step further and call it foolish. They were no more than a few hundred yards away from Lassius’s banquet, and they would all be seen leaving Esanor’s estate regardless. 
 
    “I don’t do anything separately anymore,” said Genevieve with a sigh. 
 
    “It does make… a certain amount of sense,” said Avina, coming around. “We have separate interests now, more than ever. This may well be the last time we ever sit down as underqueens, sisters of Osteanus.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Esanor sighed. “As much as I would love for the three of us to present a unified front to Lassius… we are not so unified. And we must be seen to stand on our own, in this time, of all times.” 
 
    Avina had a faint suspicion that there was more to it than appearance and pride. She considered the fact that, as of the current moment, she was likely the most powerful of the underqueens, next to Lassius. Perception was just as critical, just as dangerous. 
 
    Esanor departed first. Avina felt a sudden urge to stir the pot as she looked at Gen, practically already on the verge of succumbing to a fit of nerves. 
 
    “I agree with Esanor’s sentiment, but we are allowed to decide for ourselves.” She smiled and offered Genevieve the crook of her arm, as though the two were sisters about to make a debut at their first banquet. 
 
    “…You’re very kind,” said Genevieve. 
 
    “I am,” said Avina. “I’m also using you to look more powerful.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Remember to smile.” 
 
    Lassius wore a gown of red, with ruffles at the neck like licking flames. Zentallion, her red-skinned esper, wore an alternating gown of black, not unlike Avina and Petra’s own contrast. 
 
    Avina exchanged a glance with Petra, remembering how the two had skirmished what felt like a lifetime ago, shortly after she’d first become underqueen. The esper returned a thin smile, confidence oozing through the bond. She’d grown stronger in that time, in body, in mind, but most of all in resolve. 
 
    She released Genevieve’s arm and shared a smile with the young underqueen. Lassius looked as smug as Avina remembered as she stood to greet them, but there was something new there. Anger, with a dash of uncertainty. 
 
    “Underqueen Lassius,” said Avina. “I’m so glad to see you, and even more glad to see that you’re well.” 
 
    “Avina,” said Lassius. “Genevieve. Gods, I feel much the same! For all of us to be here, safe and sound, should not be taken for granted. Please, have a seat, all of you. Let’s get some wine poured before being bogged down by discussion.” 
 
    The circular table had just enough room for the four of them and their espers. Avina sat between Petra and Genevieve. Servants poured the wine with swift and silent movements. They were still outside, in public, both seen and heard. It was a significant detail, but to what end? 
 
    “Now,” said Lassius. “Isn’t it just wonderful for all of us to be gathered together once more?” 
 
    “So wonderful,” said Avina, dark sarcasm leaking into her voice as patience leaked out. 
 
    “Beyond wonderful.” Esanor’s tone was even less restrained. “It would be even more wonderful if my son could join us. Alas, he’s still on the mainland.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s very wonderful,” muttered Genevieve with basic petulance. “In fact, I find it all to be just horrible!” 
 
    “Absolutely wonderful,” said Lassius, ignoring Genevieve. “We’ve all been given a chance to trot free of Kendall’s yoke. This will be noted as a time of transformation for both Osteanus as a whole and our individual queendoms.” 
 
    “Do not include me in your assessment of us as beasts of burden,” said Esanor. “Moreover, this transformation you seem so gleeful about will come at the cost of countless lives. Cities destroyed. Families bloodied and broken. You disgust me, Lassius.” 
 
    “In five, ten years time, we’ll look back and wonder how we’d ever known anything else,” said Lassius, again speaking almost as though to herself. 
 
    “What did the Estorians promise you, Lassius?” Avina couldn’t keep herself from the question. “You played more of a role in our queendoms than perhaps any other singular person. I’m curious to know as to what you had to gain, beyond being able to trot free from the yoke, as you stated.” 
 
    “Is that not enough?” Lassius pointed a finger off into the air as though bidding them to look up or listen. “Kendall gave me all that I wanted, in essence. But he was approaching his end. We all knew that.” 
 
    “You pushed for war with the Estorians to begin with.” 
 
    “I did. It would have suited both Osteanus and the Puzzle Islands to take Estorian holdings, had we been united and deliberate with our offensive. We were neither.” 
 
    “That’s all it was, then?” asked Avina. “You’re just a leaf in the wind, politically, blowing to and fro with each breeze?” 
 
    “That’s a beautiful way of putting it,” said Lassius. “It’s a game, one I’ve always played with a delicate hand. You play well yourself, Avina. You’ll have to play me for years to come, given the debt your queendom still owes mine.” 
 
    Avina bit back a scoff. She wanted nothing more than to admit that she had no intention of ever paying back the debt short of needing to avert outright warfare. 
 
    “You’re too kind, Lassius,” said Avina. “I’ve been an underqueen for such a short time. I can only aspire to one day play the game of politics as well as you.” 
 
    “You needn’t coat your words in sugar, Avina,” said Esanor. “We are far, far past that point.” 
 
    “Do we need to be?” Lassius held up a finger, not to point this time, but to plead for patience. “We could still act together, united in our actions, with a mind for the future. Avina and I have already accepted the current state of affairs and come to terms with our Estorian neighbors.” 
 
    “I made a basic pact of non-aggression with the Estorians and was rewarded with treachery,” said Avina. “Don’t act as though we’re the same, Lassius. I haven’t betrayed Osteanus.” 
 
    A silence seemed to emanate from Esanor. Genevieve, as well, though she was drinking her wine at a speed that suggested another source of tension. 
 
    “Betrayal is always a matter of perspective, and rarely one judged on results.” 
 
    A new voice broke the pause, deep and familiar… with an esper’s accent. Avina didn’t try to hide her shock as she turned to look behind her to see a golden-haired esper striding across the cobblestones toward Lassius’s party. 
 
    Thunderclaw. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Koa only realized the full extent of his withered exhaustion as the Estorians began prodding him to stand and follow them to their shore boat. He couldn’t, not even with the crutch he’d been using, which was concerning. The fact that he found it hilarious and broke into a fit of laughter at the Estorian’s increasingly irritated urging was equally concerning. 
 
    “They’re going to have to carry me, Ruby,” he muttered. “How about that? It certainly beats walking myself.” 
 
    One of the men cuffed him across the side of the head, not overly hard, but it didn’t take much force to set the world to spinning. Koa’s earlier worry that the men might recognize who he was seemed like hubris of a sort. He looked nothing like a prince as he was now, thin and dirty and feverish. 
 
    The men were arguing as they approached the smaller boat, dragging him along with them. He hadn’t bothered to bring either the crutch or the small stick he’d used to open rifts with him. They would have easily stripped it from his hands. It did mean he would need to find something suitable to open a rift with, if he wanted that option. 
 
    Trying to hide in my pocket realm on a moving ship would end badly, he thought. I’d come out over open ocean afterward and doubt I’d be lucky enough to find an island a second time. 
 
    “We are going to put you in a cell with a woman.” The man who seemed to be in charge of the group spoke to him in rough Sabantian. “She speaks Ostean, mainly. Do you as well?” 
 
    “Some,” he answered in Ostean. He was curious now, but tried not to show it. 
 
    “She has information we want,” said the man. “Her father was known as the Guildmaster in the Ostean lands, but she was the true master of her criminal guild until recently. She has information on many things — gold, mercenaries, pollen. If you could get her to speak about it, we would be very happy. Happy enough to keep you alive.” 
 
    Another one of the men spoke up in Estorian. The leader glared at him and responded in a sharp tone. 
 
    “It is unlikely she will speak,” said the man. “I hope she does, for your sake. There is a chance, however, one which I see no reason not to present you with.” 
 
    He was roughly handled onto the ship, pulled by a line wrapped around his stomach and under his shoulders. They wasted no time in dragging him into a small deck-top cabin that smelled of blood and decay. 
 
    Koa only connected all of what he’d been told together when he saw Rose in person. She looked different than he remembered — hair longer with a slight and unexpected fullness to her figure that was also new. She didn’t appear to have been treated that badly for a prisoner, though she was chained by the ankle to one of the cabin’s corners. 
 
    She looked at him, and her eyes widened slightly. The Estorian leader took notice. 
 
    “You recognize his face?” he snapped. 
 
    Koa held his breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Rose. “The face of death. He won’t last long.” 
 
    The men carrying Koa laughed as they set about chaining him to the corner across from hers. Somewhat humorously, the man working the ankle bracelet sought the leg that wasn’t there before blinking and opting for the other. 
 
    “I’m still looking, too,” said Koa. “Haven’t found it yet.” 
 
    As soon as he was secured, it was though the Estorians collectively lost interest in him, leaving with the same efficiency they might have after depositing a load of cargo into storage. The cabin was stale and lit only by a flickering lantern. It was still enough for him to meet Rose’s gaze across the room.  
 
    “What happened to your leg?” she asked him after a minute or so of silence. 
 
    “What happened to your guild?” asked Koa. 
 
    They shared a dark, pitying chuckle. He considered what it meant to have someone he knew imprisoned with him, if there was any way to use it to his advantage. He still had his ring of power and could technically fling fireballs… to what end? Incinerate the ship and drown himself along with it? 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked, just as the question came to him. “None of my captors were forthcoming with that information.” 
 
    “Twinfalls,” said Rose. “It’s being ruled by the Guildmaster, propped up by Estorian money and manpower.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “You were right.” 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow. “About what?” 
 
    “The suspicion you showed the red-eyed assassins.” Rose let out a long breath and gave a small shake of her head. “I considered myself to be fairly paranoid. But the one outcome I never really stopped to consider was betrayal on that front. How quickly it could happen, and how completely it ruined me.” 
 
    “Betrayal… is often like that.” 
 
    “I was always aware that it could happen,” said Rose. “I just never thought… I never once imagined…” 
 
    Koa provided the finishing words for her. “That your father could be the one to do it? I heard about it.” 
 
    “I have no father. Not anymore.” She shook her head some more. “I never loved him… but I never hated him, either. I always thought the opposite of indifference was something close to it. But no. It’s just more hate. The opposite of many things is hate. That’s just what hate is, maybe.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Koa. 
 
    “You could never.” 
 
    Koa smiled and slid across the floor until he was at the limit of his shackles. “Do you want to know what happened to my leg, Rose?” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “My grandfather took it from me.” He flashed a knowing smile and let out a crooked laugh. “Oh, I understand, all right. You have a moment like that, and you’re just left wondering how it was that you missed the fact that we all live in this world where… such cruelty and selfishness can exist.” 
 
    His mouth was suddenly dry, and it wasn’t from the specter of his words. He blinked a few times, suddenly tasting the tiny hairs he remembered on the seed all across his tongue. His leg jerked sideways, rattling the chains as the muscles tensed in weird ways. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Rose. 
 
    He tried to answer her, but his mouth wasn’t working, at least not well enough to form coherent words. Koa fell sideways, marveling at how strange it was to watch his own body begin to thrash. To be totally aware of it but incapable of stopping it. 
 
    “They will come in here if you keep thrashing around,” said Rose. “If they… think you’re sick, it won’t matter if you might be valuable. They’ll toss you over the side.” 
 
    The information wasn’t helpful or actionable to Koa. He squeezed his eyes shut, making a bid for unconsciousness if not control. Colors flashed behind his eyelids, a dazzling display of expanding and contracting luminescent hexagons. 
 
    He was a seed, the same seed he’d eaten, hanging from a twig. The wind was his cradle, the sun his mentor. He fell, tumbling downward, burrowing into soft soil, tucked into bed. So hopeful, so dependent. 
 
    “You aren’t sick, are you?” Rose’s voice seemed to come from the other end of a tunnel, far off and echoing. 
 
    The trees were talking over her, over each other, incoherent babbling They had no true voice of their own. Ves was there, shushing them, soothing like a mother. He realized the obvious — that’s what she was, what she always had been. A mother to the forest, not a birth mother, but no less of one because of it. She soothed the trees and they fell into sync, speaking to amplify her merest whisper. 
 
    “You… you were… you were supposed to… you were supposed to plant it.” 
 
    “I did,” said Koa. “I mean… I almost did. I… ate it instead.” 
 
    “Gods, at least I didn’t have to worry about catching the plague when I was in here by myself,” muttered Rose. 
 
    Koa shook his head, coming back to reality. His leg was itchy, but that was secondary to the more concerning detail. 
 
    His wound was reopened and was bleeding. Bleeding… more than he would have liked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Avina stared at Thunderclaw, surprised, but not as much as she might have expected to be. Nobody said a word as the esper slowly strode toward their table, stepping over the thin rope fence one of Lassius’s servants had set up to cordon off their party. He was still missing an arm and an eye from the wounds he’d suffered in the war, but seemed healthy, regardless. Powerful, regardless. 
 
    “It wasn’t hard for me to find you, but that isn’t your fault,” called Thunderclaw. “You weren’t exactly hiding. Why would you have been? What threat, from your perspective, would have compelled you to?” 
 
    Avina narrowed her eyes toward Lassius, whom she’d initially expected to have been a part of the trap. Surprisingly, Lassius looked just as unnerved as the other underqueens.  
 
    “It is as you say, Lord Thunderclaw,” said Lassius. “We did not make ourselves hard to find. If you’d thought to reach out to us instead of simply arriving unexpectedly, we would have been better able to receive you.” 
 
    Two of Lassius’s guards were already in motion, sneaking up behind the esper. Lassius gave a tiny nod, and one of them charged forward with a spear. Thunderclaw spun around with reflexive ease, pressing his hand into the man’s chest. There was a flash of lightning bright enough to leave an afterimage in Avina’s view. The man went flying backward, slamming into one of the buildings across the street. 
 
    Thunderclaw’s forehead was glowing as he turned back to face them, the thunderbolt serpent seal brand he now shared with Haza alight with power. 
 
    “Leave him be,” said Lassius, as though she hadn’t just ordered his apprehension. “He’s our guest, albeit an unexpected one.” 
 
    The guards stepped back, but Thunderclaw wasn’t given free reign, exactly. Petra and Zentallion were on their feet, as were Breeze and Vasterlane. On the surface, four espers against one seemed like an encounter heavily weighted in one direction. Petra’s uncertainty projected through the bond, however, painted a different story. 
 
    She has so much fury for Thunderclaw, but still doubts that she could win even with the aid of the others, thought Avina. 
 
    The bond Hazafallius had made with Thunderclaw had seemingly synergized their strengths. Avina wondered if there was a similar potential within her own seal brand. If there was, she couldn’t sense it. A question to explore later, perhaps, assuming they survived the encounter. 
 
    “Osteanus has not fallen simply because you seek to throw away what’s left of it,” boomed Thunderclaw. 
 
    “You seek to pick up what’s left of it, then?” asked Esanor. 
 
    “I see no one else so capable. The realm’s underqueens have shamed themselves, abandoned their duties, or whored themselves out to foreign powers. I ignored your flagrant disloyalty to Kendall in life, but cannot continue to watch you cuckold his legacy.” 
 
    “Always painting yourself in the colors of righteousness,” said Avina, anger stirring. “You cannot claim to represent Osteanus in one breath while crippling and robbing Harvestglade in another!” 
 
    Surprisingly, the accusation seemed to land on Thunderclaw hard enough to make him pause and think. “The gold was taken as taxation in a wartime, in the old tradition. As for the incident with Prince Makoa — that was a private matter between him and his grandfather.” 
 
    “And the girl?” hissed Petra. “Where is she, Thunderclaw? What have you done with her? Tell me!” 
 
    He didn’t answer or react. Avina wondered if perhaps Ketsese was a card he wanted to keep up his sleeve for the moment. She could have pressed further, but Petra sensed it, too. They might have an advantage in not forcing the point just yet. 
 
    “You’re naïve,” said Thunderclaw, looking slowly from underqueen to underqueen. “All of you. Naïve and fearful. When Osteanus needed you most, you failed the realm. I come tonight to give you one more chance to redeem yourselves and pledge your support to the next honorably elected heralder king.” 
 
    Lassius outright scoffed, looking toward her fellow underqueens in expectance of a similar reaction. Genevieve looked frightened. Avina was too furious to play at a casually cruel dismissal. Esanor… was listening. 
 
    “This heralder king you speak of,” said Esanor. “You would be referring to…” 
 
    “None other than Prince Hetrix.” Thunderclaw held a hand up as though revealing a grand stage. “He finds himself well respected and outfitted within my company, though he could not join me on this excursion across the ocean. Come now, Esanor. You must have realized my arrival now, just ahead of your wedding to this roguish pirate, is no accident. I would welcome your support, as I have already welcomed the support of your son.” 
 
    “Enough of this nonsense!” snapped Lassius.  
 
    For once, Avina was in agreement with her least favorite contemporary. The uncertainty she still felt through her bond with Petra, however, was enough to tell her that the situation might not go their way if they forced the conflict. 
 
    “I will seek you all out in a few days’ time,” said Thunderclaw. “Ahead of your wedding, Esanor. Worry not. You have time to think. Kendall… would have wanted that.” 
 
    He took a step back into the shadows, only for them to immediately be lit by a strike of lightning. The only lingering trace of the former king’s esper was a charred mark on the cobblestones. 
 
    “He’s still here!” hissed Lassius. “His teleportation does not allow him to range far enough to make it anywhere beyond this island other than the sea. We could search him out, were we to seek aid from the island’s merchant lord.” 
 
    “Perhaps this is a task better suited for our espers,” said Avina. “There’s little that the local guard could do against him, regardless.” 
 
    She exchanged a glance with Petra, who slowly nodded. Thunderclaw’s aversion to the topic of Ketsese had been telling. She had a suspicion, one she already knew Petra shared. 
 
    She’s here on the island with him, she thought. Which means we have a chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Koa suffered, seizing and shuddering as his body rebelled against its own condition. With a particular emphasis on his bad leg — the pain shimmering through it was half as much as he’d felt when he’d first lost it. 
 
    At least the ghost leg is gone, he thought. 
 
    “Gods,” muttered Rose. “Why do I have to be locked up with a ward patient?” 
 
    “I’m not sick.” Koa coughed loudly into the crook of his arm. “Well, I am… but I don’t think it’s the catching kind. It’s just something I ate.” 
 
    “Something you ate,” said Rose incredulously. “Right.” 
 
    “Shhh!” He held up a finger to his mouth. “Can you hear that?” 
 
    “I just have all the luck, don’t I…” muttered Rose. 
 
    Koa winced as the noise took on a sharper pitch. It was faint, but audible. A hiss of tortured screams and wordless cries. It was coming from all directions, too complete for there to be only one source. A painful lump had formed in his throat, and he tried to swallow to get some relief. 
 
    “Ves,” he muttered. “What have I done to myself?” 
 
    He closed his eyes, but found a disorienting landscape of shapes and colors waiting for him instead of reassuring blackness.  
 
    “Go… sloooow…” Ves’s whisper came to him. He found it impossible to tell whether it was real, or just a creation of his mind. 
 
    The door of the cabin swung open with a loud bang. Koa roused himself, managing to sit up and act composed through careful breathing and force of will. The guard set food down for each of them — hardtack, some type of bean mixture, and two wooden cups of water. 
 
    Rose said something to the guard in Estorian. The man grunted a response and tossed her bread onto the floor in front of her, rather than simply handing it over. Koa waited until the guard had left before probing. 
 
    “What did you just say to him?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I didn’t recommend you to be thrown overboard, if that’s what you’re wondering.” 
 
    “I was, but judging from his reaction, it seemed like the response was negative, regardless.” 
 
    “I asked him what’s going to happen to us when we reach Twinfalls,” said Rose. 
 
    “Ah.” Koa scratched at his leg. “Did he give you an answer?” 
 
    “He did not,” said Rose. 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. He considered their respective outcomes. Assuming he kept his identity a secret, he’d likely be thrown in with the other miscellaneous prisoners the Estorians had taken. Rose’s situation would depend a great deal on the whims of her father, the Guildmaster. 
 
    “I may be executed if my father views me as a threat,” said Rose. 
 
    “It seems more likely to me that he’d want you alive, not that I have any… special insight into your situation.” Koa cleared his painfully dry throat. “It’s not always about what makes sense when it comes to… family and betrayal. Control plays a factor. Guilt plays a factor.” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” muttered Rose. “I realized, after it happened, that I… didn’t know him. I never even came close to knowing the real him. That’s why it caught me so off guard.” 
 
    “My grandfather, Hazafallius, is called the Serpent of Crystal Hills back in Sabantius,” said Koa. “I’d always thought it was just… Well, thinking about it now, I’m not even sure what I thought. I suppose I assumed that because people had a misunderstanding about who I was in the way they talked about me behind my back, the same applied for him. That the gap between the ominous nickname and the old man I’d come to know was wider than it truly was.” 
 
    Rose stayed silent. Koa felt his lucidity slipping, and the pain in his leg began to ramp up again. He tried to take bites out of the hardtack and wash it down with water. The sensation of bringing the wooden cup to his lips made him nauseous for a reason he couldn’t place. 
 
    “I honestly don’t care anymore whether you are sick with something I could catch,” said Rose. “Maybe if I catch it, too, and my father summons me to gloat to my face, I can pass the favor on.” 
 
    Koa was only half listening. The ship had begun to pitch, and he could hear rainfall pattering down outside on deck. His leg felt swollen in a weird way, like the skin was healing wrong or stretching, even. He reached a hand down to feel around at the bottom of his tied-off pant leg and recoiled in horror at how misshapen and sensitive his stump had become. 
 
    “Your only chance is to tell them who you are,” said Rose. “You must have realized that by now, haven’t you?” 
 
    “My best chance. Not my only chance.” He swallowed and leaned his head back against the wood, trying to find stability in Rose’s words, even if they were discouraging. 
 
    “You’re deluding yourself if you think a withered, one-legged Sabantian is going to stand any chance within an Estorian war prison,” said Rose. “You’ll be lucky if you last long enough to die from starvation when the other prisoners steal your food.” 
 
    Koa laughed bitterly. “Oh, I can only hope to be so lucky.” 
 
    “If you simply told them you were an Ostean prince, they would see an advantage in keeping you alive.” 
 
    “Keeping me alive… to use me,” said Koa. “I wonder if that’s simply my lot in life. King Kendall used me to argue his points to the council. My grandfather used me to gain a perch within Harvest Castle. I shouldn’t be surprised that the wind is once more blowing in that direction.” 
 
    “You’re quite the fucking poet.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth as another wave of pain hit him, tensing his muscles in ways that didn’t help the situation. Koa felt a sensation within his leg so foreign and active that trying to imagine what was going on inside made the room spin.  
 
    He started to feel scared. Scared in that true, desperate way that had him wishing he could simply be back home in a warm bed. Surrounded by his mother and Petra and Verity. It was such a childish thought, but then again, he’d been so young up until the last year of his life. 
 
    The rain intensified, as did the ship’s pitching and angling. Koa could sense when they were heading down a swell, feel the impact of waves against the hull. The shouts of sailors mingled together with booms of thunder and the torrential downpour, melding into a loud enough melody to drown out his own increasingly loud groans of pain. 
 
    He didn’t feel feverish, as he had on the island, at least in the general sense of the heat of his body. Which, honestly, was a shame. The only thing that let him escape the pain was the pain itself when it became raw enough to shock him into a state of dissonance. 
 
    The pain was, in its own way, like his anger, pooling within him with nowhere to go. He shouted louder, biting the side of his wrist simply to do something with his teeth. He screamed Haza’s name and cursed him and blamed him, anything for even the smallest amount of relief. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Rose. “Are you dying? Can you at least… try to be quieter about it, if so?” 
 
    She was far off, across a void of agony. None of it was real. All of it was too real. Koa sucked in breath after breath, rolling from side to side. He shut his eyes. They were still open. He eventually found his way to blackness, regardless. 
 
    He wasn’t sure whether he’d slept or not when he realized he was awake. The second realization was far more profound and relieving. He wasn’t in pain anymore. The ship had steadied, swaying with a gentle rocking motion as though it had taken personal responsibility for soothing him. 
 
    “Gods…” he muttered. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    The lantern had dimmed down to just a tiny flame, but he could still see Rose’s face, her expression contoured by deep shadows. She was hugging her knees and staring at him, eyes sharp and suspicious. 
 
    “What?” he snapped. 
 
    “You weren’t out…” she said. “Not completely.” 
 
    “The yelling, you mean?” 
 
    “Your leg.” Rose shook her head, looking frightened now, more than anything. “What even are you?” 
 
    Koa looked at his leg then. The tied-off end of his pants had torn open in one place, and… something was protruding through it. Multiple somethings. He touched them and recoiled, nausea striking with such intensity he had to briefly look away. 
 
    With a deliberate exercise of willpower, Koa made himself look and feel around what had become of his crippled leg. There was a thin pool of what he first thought was blood on the deck underneath it. He touched it, noticing how viscous it was, almost like sap. 
 
    Which made a certain amount of sense. His leg was growing roots, thick and warm and woody. Five of them, as though his body had chimed in with a suggestion that they match the number of toes a human would normally have.  
 
    He let out a disbelieving laugh, but it was horror that he felt within. He could only faintly feel his own touch on the roots as he ran his finger over them, and a brief inspection of where they emerged from his thigh was enough to reveal they went deep into his body. They weren’t something a healer could simply amputate, a problem he could cut loose and discard. 
 
    You were right, Ves, he thought. I really should have planted that seed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Thunderclaw’s unexpected arrival and ominous declarations brought dinner to a swift end, even after his departure. Avina returned to the modest room Esanor had afforded her and Petra within the former underqueen's cramped estate on Briskalon Island. Though small, it was comfortable and regal, with two simple beds, expensive wall lanterns, and a window overlooking the rainy streets below. 
 
    Petra paced back and forth restlessly. “We should begin our search for Ketsese immediately. Every moment we delay gives Thunderclaw a chance to escape.” 
 
    “I know,” said Avina. Gods, she knew. She could feel Petra’s fear and concern twice over, through the bond and through simple proximity. “But we have to be smart about this, Petra.” 
 
    “This island is small!” snapped her esper. “I could find her simply through asking questions and following the answers.” 
 
    “That might be the case,” said Avina. “Or it might also be the case that Thunderclaw, with his guile, simply uses your earnestness to lure you into a trap.” 
 
    Petra didn’t glare at her exactly. She didn’t need to, not with the bond more accurately conveying the sense of frustration and volatility she currently felt. They stared at one another anyway, holding the impasse until a fast knock came at the door. 
 
    “Your Highness,” called Lauric. “Verity and the winged hookhorn have arrived back.” 
 
    She and Petra exchanged one last glance, a truce for later, and hurried down to the foyer. Esanor’s guards seemed unsure about whether to help or otherwise intervene. Verity was on her feet, though only just. 
 
    The sight of her nearly brought Avina to tears. The young woman was drenched from the rain, her hair plastered to her face in tangled strands. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. She leaned wearily against Horny, whose wings drooped with exhaustion. His fur was matted and muddy. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” said Avina. “Is Makoa all right?” 
 
    Verity looked up, despair etched across her face. “He wasn't there. I looked, but...” 
 
    Avina struggled to make sense of the words. “What do you mean? You said you left him there, did you not?” 
 
    “I did,” said Verity miserably. “There were… signs of others. Footsteps.” 
 
    Avina's chest tightened as she struggled to process the turn of events. Hope warred with fear within her as she realized Koa may have been rescued, but it was just as likely he had been captured. That possibility opened up a pit of dread and despair within her. In the end, it hardly mattered — Koa simply wasn't there. She was left once again to agonize over his fate, not knowing if her son was alive or dead. 
 
    Avina took a shaky breath, clamping down on her swirling emotions. She had to focus on what was in front of her. 
 
    “Mav,” she said, her voice strained, “please find Verity a room, dry clothes and some food — whatever she needs.” 
 
    Mav nodded and gently took Verity by the arm to lead her away. The young woman looked ready to collapse where she stood. 
 
    Avina turned to Lauric. “See that the stable has room for Prince Koa's hookhorn.” 
 
    “He can just stay with me,” Verity said softly, leaning wearily against the large beast. Horny let out a whine and nuzzled against her. 
 
    Avina paused, then nodded. She met Verity's exhausted, despairing eyes. In that moment, she saw her own bone-deep fear and sorrow reflected back at her. They both loved Koa so much, and now they were left clinging to fading scraps of hope, not knowing his fate. 
 
    Avina stepped forward and pulled Verity into a fierce embrace. They held onto each other for a long moment, drawing strength from the shared pain of their missing prince. 
 
    Eventually Avina pulled back, wiping at the tears that had slipped free. She had to be strong now. For her people, for Petra... for Koa, wherever he was. 
 
    “Get some rest,” she told Verity gently. “We'll resume the search tomorrow.” 
 
    Verity just nodded, clearly at the end of her strength. She allowed Mav to guide her and the weary hookhorn away. 
 
    Avina watched them go, fresh fear twisting her gut. She didn't know what tomorrow would bring, or if any day would ever bring her son back to her. But she had to hold to her belief. The alternative was too terrible to face. 
 
    “We can rest for tonight,” said Petra. “After this…” 
 
    “After this, the last thing I need is rest,” said Avina. “Is it still raining outside?” 
 
    “It’s let up for the moment, my queen,” said Lauric. 
 
    Avina nodded. “Good.” 
 
    Lauric made a fuss about going with them, but Avina refused to allow it. She wanted him at Esanor’s estate in case anything happened. Petra, in the dark of night, would be more than enough to defend her against common threats. And if Thunderclaw decided to make a move against them, she doubted a single guard captain would tip the scales in their favor. 
 
    The moon was high in the night sky as Avina and Petra slipped through the quiet streets of Briskalon Island, cloaked and hooded to avoid notice. The air was cold, but still humid from the rain, making each breath feel chilled and wet. 
 
    “We should try the docks,” said Petra. “If he came ashore with Ketsese, it’s possible someone could have seen them.” 
 
    Avina nodded. “It’s probably our best bet, assuming she’s on the island.” 
 
    It would be their working assumption. If she was still on whatever ship Thunderclaw had come in on, she would likely be out of their reach entirely. But Avina found the idea of Thunderclaw leaving a young fire esper intent on escape in a cabin on a wooden ship somewhat too careless for his nature. 
 
    The docks came into view as they walked down the cobblestone-covered main street, silvery moonlight glinting off the calm harbor waters. The ships bobbed at rest, sails tightly furled for the night. Avina's soft footsteps echoed on the weathered pier, accompanied only by the gentle lap of waves against barnacle-crusted pilings. 
 
    At this hour, the docks were nearly deserted, only a few crewmen visible keeping night watch aboard shadowy vessels. The smell of brine and seaweed hung heavy on the humid air. Somewhere out in the anchorage, a ship's bell clanged softly in the darkness. 
 
    Avina scanned the area carefully, despite the emptiness, trusting her instincts. If Thunderclaw had passed this way with Ketsese in tow, any scrap of information could aid the search. But the docks were silent save for the sea, offering no immediate clues. 
 
    Still, she was determined to dig deeper. With Koa’s fate still so uncertain, finding Ketsese felt like a bid for control. She knew Petra felt the same, her simmering urgency radiating through their bond. Thunderclaw was here on this island somewhere with his stolen prize. And Avina would find them both, no matter what it took. Too much was at stake for them to fail again. 
 
    As she surveyed the quiet docks, a hint of movement caught her eye. Beneath the overhanging awning of a darkened chandlery, a disheveled figure sat slumped against a seaside shop's closed door. Even at a distance, the strong scent of cheap spirits wafted off the man. 
 
    Avina exchanged a glance with Petra, then cautiously approached. The drunkard peered up at her blearily as she drew near, taking a messy swig from a clay jug. 
 
    “A fine evening, no?” Avina said lightly, stopping a few paces away. 
 
    The man blinked and belched. “Who's askin'?” 
 
    “We're just two travelers hoping you might be able to help us,” said Avina.  
 
    Behind her, Petra loomed silently with folded arms. 
 
    “Help with what?” he grunted. “I ain't got nothing to steal, if that's what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Avina smiled disarmingly. “We're trying to find someone, that's all. A man passed through here earlier today, potentially with a little girl. They both would have been espers, but they might have been wearing cloaks to disguise that fact. Did you happen to see anything like that?” 
 
    The drunk slowly shook his head. “Didn't see no one. Been here all day.” 
 
    Petra stepped forward menacingly, darkness wafting off her shoulders as she flexed her power. “Are you certain about that?” 
 
    The man shrank back. “I dunno! Maybe I saw someone... can't recall too well.” 
 
    “We'd be happy to help refresh your memory,” Avina said, jingling a coin pouch.  
 
    At the sound, the drunk perked up. 
 
    “Oh, now it's starting to come back to me...” He rubbed his stubbled chin. “Fella came by here with a creepy-looking girl. Weird eyes. He was asking around about hiring some men.” 
 
    Avina's pulse quickened. She tossed the man a copper coin. “Did he say where he was going next?” 
 
    Snatching up the coin, the drunk nodded toward the end of the docks. “Saw him head off toward the Black Barnacle Tavern. Rough place, that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Avina followed the man’s gesture to the end of the docks. 
 
    The Black Barnacle Tavern loomed out of the darkness ahead, a ramshackle two-story structure tucked down a narrow alley. Even from the outside, the establishment radiated an aura of seediness and dubious intent. Grimy windows spilled weak flickers of lantern light into the gloom, while raucous laughter and shouts echoed from within. 
 
    Avina felt her pulse quicken with trepidation as she and Petra approached the tavern's weathered door. This was clearly a den of thieves and cutthroats, no place for an underqueen, exiled or not. Yet the trail led here, and she would follow it wherever it took her. She needed to find Thunderclaw and the stolen esper girl, no matter the risk. 
 
    “Be on your guard in there,” Avina murmured to Petra. The esper nodded silently, shadows writhing around her hands. Together they climbed the creaking steps and entered the dingy common room. 
 
    Nobody even glanced up at their arrival, the tavern's unsavory patrons caught up in their own dubious dealings. The air hung heavy with pipe smoke, the tang of unwashed bodies, and the undercurrent of danger.  
 
    Avina suppressed a shudder. She nodded for Petra to wait by the bar, then made her way toward a scarred wooden table in the corner where a solitary man sat shuffling a deck of cards, seemingly absorbed in his game. 
 
    She sat down across from the man without introduction, meeting his surprised gaze evenly. Up close, his pockmarked face spoke of hard years and harder deals. An untrustworthy wretch, but perhaps one who could be made to talk with the right leverage. 
 
    “Two ales,” she said calmly as a serving girl passed. Moments later, two grimy tankards landed on the table between them. Avina slid a few coins over and took a tiny sip of the weak, watery drink. She had no intention of actually consuming the foul stuff, but keeping up appearances was key for now. 
 
    The man narrowed his eyes, fingers still riffling the cards. “What business could the likes of a fine woman like you have in a place like this?” 
 
    Avina leaned forward intently. “I'm looking for someone who passed through here earlier today. A man with a young girl. Both espers.” 
 
    The man nodded slowly and lifted a hand. “Ah yeah, come to think of it, I did see a man and girl like that come through earlier.” 
 
    Avina leaned forward eagerly. “You saw them? Do you know where they were going?” 
 
    “Well now, not so fast.” The man abruptly grabbed Avina's wrist in a painful grip. She tensed, stunned by his sudden aggression. 
 
    “I bet that man you're looking for is looking for you, too,” he whispered, rotten breath hot in her face. “But I bet he won't mind if I take a little taste first before sending word to him.” 
 
    Avina wrenched her arm, trying to pull free, but the man held fast. She opened her mouth to cry out, but before she could, a coil of shadow wrapped around the man's neck. He jerked back with a yelp as Petra emerged from the darkness behind him. 
 
    “Unhand her,” Petra commanded, magic swirling dangerously. 
 
    “Bitch!” The man lurched to his feet, knocking over the table. “You'll pay for that!” 
 
    He lunged clumsily at Petra, but she disappeared into the shadows behind her. The man stumbled through where she'd been standing, then cried out as tendrils of darkness seized his limbs once more. 
 
    By now, the other tavern patrons had taken notice. A group of them drew weapons and started toward Petra with murderous intent. She gestured, and living shadows rose up to meet them. 
 
    Avina watched with cold satisfaction as Petra dispatched the thugs, wielding her magic with ruthless efficiency. Within moments, the would-be attackers lay scattered on the floor, writhing and groaning from their injuries. 
 
    Petra turned back to the man with the cards, hovering darkness around her hands. “Now, shall we try this again. Where are the two espers? The man and the girl we are looking for?” 
 
    The man cringed back, nursing his wounds. “I already told you, I don't know! But the guy you described, he was here earlier hiring men. Had a lot of gold on him, too.” 
 
    “That would be the gold Thunderclaw stole from us,” said Avina, glancing at Petra. 
 
    A hush seemed to fall over the tavern as her words tipped them off to whom they were dealing with, or at least the stakes involved. 
 
    “There is little else for us to learn tonight,” said Petra. 
 
    “We’ve already learned enough.” Avina took Petra’s hand and squeezed it as they exited back out into the docks. “We’ll find her, Petra.” 
 
    We’ll find her, and we’ll find Koa, and we’ll find our own peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    It would have been overwhelming enough for Koa to take in the sight of his transformed leg alone without Rose adding noises and comments to the mix. He touched the roots again, felt the surreal and nauseous mixture of disbelief anew. 
 
    “Oh gods,” muttered Rose. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “It isn’t your leg.” Koa spoke in a level, detached voice. “Relax. Or at least, if you do find yourself sick, try to aim it away from my side of the cabin.” 
 
    He prodded where the roots jutted out from the part of his stump that was still human. It healed into a crusty cap of sorts, like a scab made from bark, from which the roots extended from, thick at the base but thinning to tendrils further down. 
 
    Have I already accepted this change, or am I just still floating in the dissonance the pain introduced me to? 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” muttered Rose. “Even espers don’t look so…” She paused, seeming to catch herself, hearing how her words sounded. “Sorry. I just don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” Koa let out a long, somewhat defeated sigh. “I used to struggle so much with being different. A Sabantian among Osteans. Different hair, different skin. Different, but not really. Not compared to this. Not even losing my leg was this kind of change.” 
 
    He shook his head, but it was more in response to a part of him he was letting go of, a part of him that wanted to share Rose’s horror. He was truly different now, but it was a type of difference that forced acceptance. This was who he was, who he would always be, from then on.  
 
    Koa stared at the roots protruding from his leg, his moment of acceptance flipping back to visceral disgust. The appendages looked so alien extending from his tanned flesh, writhing like wooden snakes. 
 
    He grabbed at them in a sudden panic, trying to shove the wriggling growths back into his pant leg. But they seemed to have a will of their own, shifting and curling away from his grasp. Koa's breath came faster, dizziness swirling through him. This couldn't be real, couldn't be a part of him. 
 
    A loud knock came at the cabin door, startling them both. Koa’s unease crystallized into a more imminent fear — if the guards saw what had become of his leg, he could imagine the first thing they’d seek to do. 
 
    Koa looked at Rose with desperation in his eyes. “Rose! Distract them! Help me hide this!” 
 
    But Rose just stared back, clearly repulsed. “I don't even... know what you are.” 
 
    Koa felt a flare of anger, but one that he could harness and use. “I'm the man who will return the favor twice over! I'm the man who will help you kill your father, if you so wish! I'm the man who will be your next—” 
 
    King, had been the word his lips had been about to form. The door swung open before he could finish his grandiose claim, and perhaps that was for the best. There was still an absurd sort of confidence there, as he considered it. He’d defeated Claudius Damascus in a duel. He’d won the Great Hunt. He’d pushed back an army led by Calvus Bridge, famed Estorian executor. 
 
    All I have to do is hobble my way onto the throne and set down roots, he thought. No big deal. 
 
    The guard strode into the cabin. Koa did his best to shift the appendages underneath him, sitting with somewhat impractical posture, leg folded at a weird angle. He shot one last imploring glance at Rose, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. 
 
    She seemed to come to a decision, rising up onto her knees, chain rattling across the wooden planks. She leaned forward, the neckline of her ragged shirt gaping open to expose the swell of her breasts. Koa had seen as much of her body before, but certainly didn’t pass on a second offering as he watched her attempt to entice the guard. 
 
    “What’s this?” she purred, her voice low and sultry. “I thought I’d already gotten my meal for tonight. Did you come to keep me company after hours?” 
 
    The guard guffawed, the sound grating, and spoke in rough Ostean. “Perhaps later, wench. I would not mind a taste of you.” His hand shot out, grabbing her already threadbare shirt and ripping it further down the front. Koa gritted his teeth as he heard the fabric tear. 
 
    The guard turned his attention to Koa, his manner darkening. “You're getting tossed overboard. Heard you coughing in here. Captain doesn’t want you getting the rest of the crew sick.” 
 
    The words sent a spike of fear through Koa's gut. Overboard in his condition would mean certain death even if they were within sight of shore, which he knew they weren’t. He forced himself to smile thinly.  
 
    “What a shame. And here I thought we were becoming friends.” His own voice sounded so tired and defeated. But he was only one of those two things. 
 
    Koa tensed as the guard bent to unlock the shackle around his ankle. The click of the lock releasing set his heart racing. In that same instant, the guard caught sight of the writhing roots extending from his stump and shared what had come to be the common reaction. 
 
    “Disgusting! What… how is that even…?” 
 
    Koa moved on instinct, propelling himself forward to tackle the startled man. The cabin spun as they crashed to the floor. Koa scrambled for purchase, the ancient roots from his leg twisting and coiling almost with a will of their own to aid him.  
 
    He managed to get behind the thrashing guard, snaking his arm around the man's thick neck. Koa squeezed with all his might, the guard's pulse hammering against his forearm. The man bucked violently beneath him, but Koa clung on relentlessly. Slowly, agonizingly, he felt the fight leave the guard's body until he went limp within the chokehold. 
 
    Koa held on a moment longer to be sure, then released his grip on the dead man's throat. He sat back on his haunches, chest heaving from exertion and adrenaline. Across from him, Rose looked on with an impassive expression, clearly no stranger to scenes of violence. 
 
    “Clean kill, by my standards,” she remarked. “But now we've got a body to deal with.” 
 
    Koa summoned a thin, cold smile. “I've got a plan for that.” 
 
    He took several useful items from the man. The curved sword he had, along with a pair of daggers, and the key to their chains. The man had a writing pen — an oddly humanizing find on a dead man, but also useful for opening rifts. 
 
    Koa thought about simply dumping his body into Falskenspar to take advantage of the flames for disposal, but the act seemed like it would be cumbersome given how much heat would pour out while he was doing the act.  
 
    He dumped the body into the Plains of Maltrus instead, struggling up onto his one good knee whatever purchase he could find with his newly transformed leg bent at the roots. He missed Horny as he imagined the hookhorn’s old flock stumbling across the body as a snack. 
 
    “What did you just do?” muttered Rose. 
 
    “You never saw me pull this off in Twinfalls, did you?” Koa gave her a grim smile as he noted the interest in her expression. “I can open rifts to other realms using sorcery. They’ll never find the body.” 
 
    “Why can’t we simply use one of them to depart, ourselves?” asked Rose. 
 
    “It’s a fair question. I can only safely open rifts to static realms, ones that we’d enter and leave in the same place here in Osteanus. If we actually went through a rift, closed it, as we’d need to in order to hide our escape, when I opened it again it would be over open ocean.” 
 
    “I’m… not really sure I understand, but I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “These weapons,” said Koa, organizing the pile a little, “we can save for later. I’ll put them and the key in my pocket realm, but I’ll keep hold of this pen for ease of opening.” 
 
    “It’s still going to be a gamble,” muttered Rose. “Somebody might have seen him come into this cabin. How do we explain just where, exactly, he went?” 
 
    “That’s just it. We don’t.” 
 
    He hid the sword, the daggers, and the key. He did his best to hide his root leg, which he felt an odd, unexpected sense of acceptance toward after going through his first fight with it. The roots seemed to have undergone a similar step toward obedience. He felt them relaxing as he breathed and tried to will them back into his pant leg, and they eventually twisted together into a slightly more compact knot that he could stuff into the worn fabric. 
 
    Within a few minutes of settling back down, rechained and convincingly captive, the door to their little cabin slammed open. The man who’d come ashore and made the decision about whether to take him aboard stood in the doorway, presumably the captain. 
 
    The captain filled the doorway, his bald head seeming to gleam in the lantern light. Despite his time at sea, his skin was surprisingly pale for a sailor. He was a tall, imposing man with a gruff accent, but his Ostean was good enough that Koa could easily understand his words. 
 
    “Where is he?” the captain demanded. 
 
    Koa blinked innocently from where he sat chained. “Where is who?” 
 
    The captain's face reddened. “Don't play dumb with me, you Sabantian wretch. The guard I sent in here to fetch you. He hasn’t been seen since he was given the order.” 
 
    Koa let out a small snort. “Is that so? Well, do you have any theories about where he might have gone?” 
 
    The captain scowled, his patience clearly wearing thin. “Enough games. What happened to him? If you've done something to one of my men...” 
 
    He left the threat unfinished, seeming to realize how it sounded in context as he glanced around the tiny cabin, which had no hiding places for a body to speak of. Koa made a show of looking around himself as he leaned back against the cabin wall, brow furrowed in bemusement. 
 
    “I've been chained up this whole time, as you can see. As has the lovely Rose here. Perhaps your guard slipped on a wet patch of deck and tumbled overboard? The conditions haven't exactly been ideal above deck.” 
 
    Koa kept his tone casual, hoping his lies would sow just enough doubt in the captain's mind. He needed to buy time and keep the man off balance. Their charade was a delicate one, but it was the only play he had left. 
 
    If he tries to throw me overboard, I could simply repeat the procedure, he thought. 
 
    A possibility, perhaps, but the men would likely react much more quickly and severely to their captain’s disappearance than some random guard.  
 
    “I was going to toss you off my ship,” rumbled the captain. “Now… I think the dungeon in Twinfalls would suit you better. Years of suffering as opposed to a few minutes in the waves.” 
 
    He left the cabin, slamming the door with as much vigor as he’d opened it with. Koa found that he was smiling. He was back to playing a game he knew again. 
 
    “Your thoughts?” he asked, looking toward Rose. 
 
    “My thoughts?” She blinked and pointed at herself. 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “You’re a prince. The weirdest one I’ve ever met, but still a prince. I’m one of what most of you would consider the… unsavory sort.” 
 
    “I haven’t tasted you yet, so I can’t speak to that.” He smirked at her and received a look in exchange. Not pleased or displeased, but… curious. 
 
    “Well, they’ll fuck us good if we actually reach Twinfalls as captives,” she said. “The city is under the control of the Estorians and… the Guildmaster.” 
 
    “This ship is headed to Twinfalls,” Koa said with a hand motion. 
 
    “Exactly. That’s why we should take the ship.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Morning light spilled into the guest chamber within Esanor’s estate on Briskalon Island. Avina gave herself a quick examination after dressing and having Mav braid her hair before heading down into the common room. 
 
    The estate itself was remarkably practical given how small it was. Petra was already eating breakfast at the long dining room table, one end of which stretched right up to the door to the kitchens, leaving the estate’s cooks only a stride or two away from those they served. 
 
    Avina could already sense Petra’s emotions and state. She hadn’t slept much after they’d returned the previous night. It was strange how making progress in finding Ketsese could have such an effect, as though the nearer they drew, the more the situation weighed upon her shoulders. 
 
    “Good morning.” Avina sat down across from her, reaching over the thin table to let her hand settle atop the esper’s. “We made progress last night, Petra.” 
 
    “I know,” said Petra. “Truly, I do.” 
 
    In a way, the closeness had the opposite effect of what she’d intended. Avina’s concern for Koa was something she couldn’t dam back, either. Petra had her own concern for Koa that resonated off it, much as Avina had concern for Ketsese. A cycle of worry which they both opted into for each other’s sake. 
 
    Petra pushed her empty plate away, a determined glint in her eye. “We should continue investigating by asking around about the thugs Thunderclaw hired at the Black Barnacle Tavern. Someone must know more about them.” 
 
    Avina nodded thoughtfully. “I wonder why he even needed to hire men here on the island. It seems likely they can only be meant to serve some purpose related to us. The underqueens, our meeting. Be it force or mere intimidation.” 
 
    “Perhaps he hopes to expose the cracks in your relationships,” said Petra. “Regardless, the easiest way to draw him out may simply be sticking close to Esanor and the others.” 
 
    Avina took a sip of tea, contemplating their adversary's motives. Thunderclaw had clearly been trying to curry favor with Esanor by offering to back her son Hetrix as king. The rogue esper was nothing if not cunningly opportunistic. 
 
    Mav entered the dining room then, looking bright-eyed and well-rested. Avina glanced between her handmaiden and Petra, allowing herself a small smile. 
 
    “I hope you and Lauric managed to get some sleep last night, Mav, despite our late return. You both didn’t find yourselves too bored, did you?” 
 
    Mav blushed faintly as she began clearing away dishes. Before she could respond, Verity strode into the room, her young face set with determination. 
 
    “I’ll head out again as soon as I’ve eaten,” she said, quietly. 
 
    Avina sighed, sympathy and sadness welling up in her chest. “Verity, I know your heart is set on finding Koa. But continuing at this point, given how thin the trail has become…” 
 
    She trailed off, wondering how to express the hope she clung to so tightly. Searching for him now, at least directly, was far too broad of a task. It would be more painful to send Verity off again, knowing she’d return with no news and diminished spirit. 
 
    Avina put a gentle hand on the girl's shoulder. “I need you here, both for your safety and your abilities. Mav, would you help Verity find something to wear? You’ll serve me as a handmaiden, moving forward. Split your time between serving me and tending to Horny. Koa will… want to know that his hookhorn was in good hands when he returns.” 
 
    Verity looked for a moment like she might argue, but finally relented with a frustrated nod. As Mav led the girl from the room, Avina exchanged a knowing look with Petra. Their search would continue, albeit down a different path than the direct one Verity wished to pursue. But Avina prayed it would lead them back to her son, all the same. 
 
    She was still sipping her tea when Esanor swept into the room, looking elegant and presentable even at an early hour. Her snowy hair was loosely plaited, and she wore a casual robe of embroidered silk. 
 
    “Today's the day I finally meet Austin Sailcloak,” said Esanor, though her smile seemed strained. “I confess, I never expected to take a husband in the old way. I’ve… created so many assumptions around the idea that I find myself entirely unsure of what to expect.” 
 
    Avina smiled politely as she set her mug down. In truth, she harbored opposing doubts related to the match. If Esanor stumbled over her uncertainty, where would that leave Harvestglade, with Thunderclaw’s offer to put Hetrix on the throne still hovering in the air? 
 
    Powerful temptations pulled at people's hearts in ways they often didn't expect. 
 
    “I would try to keep an open mind,” said Avina. “You mentioned that he’s young and ambitious?” 
 
    “He is,” admitted Esanor. “We’ve only exchanged letters, however.” 
 
    “Meeting in person will do you good, then.” 
 
    Esanor pursed her lips for a moment. “Would you accompany me, Avina?” 
 
    Avina blinked. “I can, if you think it would be helpful and appropriate. Perhaps one of your handmaidens might be slightly more…?” 
 
    “They will tell me what I want to hear,” said Esanor. “You will tell me what I need to hear.” 
 
    Their party consisted of Avina, Esanor, Petra, Vasterlane, and Verity, who’d been outfitted with a navy-blue handmaiden’s gown that fit her surprisingly well. Avina walked alongside Esanor through Briskalon's crowded streets while the others followed a few paces behind. The city hummed with activity even at this early hour, sailors and merchants calling out their wares as shopkeepers swept stoops and lit lanterns. 
 
    Esanor led them along the winding cobblestone lanes with familiar ease. Avina wondered just how long her fellow underqueen had already spent on the island since departing the mainland. Long enough to settle in comfortably, it seemed. 
 
    They arrived at a sprawling, fenced-in yard packed with cages and animal pens. Squawking birds with iridescent feathers peered from behind bars, while a pair of striped zorcats paced and growled, their sinuous tails lashing. In one cage, a furry kuaka chittered excitedly at their approach. 
 
    “Austin's menagerie,” Esanor explained. “He collects creatures from across Osteanus and beyond. I suppose he thought it might make for an interesting first meeting spot.” 
 
    Avina nodded politely, but she was less than enthused at the notion of sizing up her fellow underqueen's betrothed surrounded by caged beasts. Still, she held her tongue, reminding herself that her role here was to support Esanor, not criticize. 
 
    They made their way past the enclosures toward a shaded pavilion at the far side of the yard. As they entered the shade, a lean, tanned man with a neatly trimmed beard and wind-chapped skin rose to greet them. His eyes were rather appropriately sea green, and he moved with an easy, rolling gait that spoke of a life aboard ships. 
 
    “Esanor,” he said, taking her hand and bowing gracefully. “A true pleasure. And these must be your honored friends?” 
 
    His voice was a smooth baritone that belied his rough appearance. Esanor gave a nod, and they all settled onto cushioned benches beneath the pavilion. Avina studied the man thoughtfully. He seemed relaxed and self-assured, meeting her gaze with a frankness that dared judgment. 
 
    Esanor smiled and performed introductions. “Austin, allow me to present my esper, Vasterlane, along with Underqueen Avina of Harvestglade and her esper, Petra.” 
 
    Austin's eyes never strayed from Esanor as he inclined his head politely. “A pleasure to meet both. I’m familiar with the tradition of the underqueens, of course. The sister-wives of the once mighty Heralder King.” 
 
    His tone was polite, but with a distinct edge of contempt or perhaps jealousy. He focused back on Esanor, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Though nothing I’d imagined could have prepared me for your radiance in person. You outshine the dawn, Esanor.” 
 
    Esanor blushed, looking oddly girlish. “You flatter me. I must say your menagerie is even more impressive than described. You have creatures I've never laid eyes on before.” 
 
    “I'm pleased it meets your approval.” Austin's smile turned roguish. “I strive to collect only the most rare and exotic specimens.” 
 
    Esanor let out a silvery laugh. “Oh, is that so?” 
 
    “Very much so,” Austin replied, eyes glinting. 
 
    The two gazed at each other in a way that excluded all else. Avina watched their interaction closely, keeping her impressions veiled. Outwardly, Austin was all charm and gallantry, yet she sensed an edge of calculation beneath his warm demeanor. A man used to acquiring things — and people — for his own ends. 
 
    He led them on a tour of the menagerie. Avina followed behind the betrothed couple with Verity and the two espers. She was aware of the wealth on display, not just the animals, but the sheer space of the enclosure on the otherwise crowded island.  
 
    Wealth or prestige, she thought. All the gold in the world couldn’t buy her son a place on the heralder throne. 
 
    A sharp cry went up from one of the bird’s in a cage near the entrance. Avina just assumed it was an ordinary occurrence until she saw the way Austin had stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “One of the kuluaks,” said Austin, touching Esanor’s shoulder. “They don’t usually—” 
 
    Five men suddenly stormed into the menagerie, weapons glinting. Petra, Vasterlane, and Verity moved swiftly to intercept them. Shadows twisted around Petra's hands as she dispatched one man with a bolt of darkness. Vasterlane was a blur, rushing forward like a thrown spear to take down another. Verity's knife flashed as she engaged a third assailant. 
 
    Avina backed away from the skirmish, but one of the brutes broke away and came at her with a dagger. She sidestepped his swipe and shoved hard, sending the man sprawling to the ground. Before he could rise, Verity was there, knocking him out cold with the pommel of her blade. 
 
    Austin rushed to help, but a thug's wild slash caught him across the shoulder. He stumbled back with a cry, blood blossoming through his silk tunic. The last ambusher turned to flee, but Petra seized him with smoky tendrils. 
 
    “Where is she?” she demanded, eyes blazing. “Where is the girl?” 
 
    The man just spat at her. Petra tightened her grip, shadows writhing. 
 
    “Speak! Where has Thunderclaw taken her?” 
 
    Gasping against the dark coils, the thug finally choked out, “Pinnacle Point! He's keeping the brat at Pinnacle Point!” 
 
    Petra released him in disgust. As Austin's men arrived to apprehend the surviving assailants, she turned to Avina, eyes alight. 
 
    “Now we know where to find her.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Minutes seemed to trickle by at an excruciatingly slow pace as Koa bided his time through the morning and afternoon. With the key and weapons, the prospect of escape seemed closer than ever. At least, until each time he glanced down at his leg, the tangle of roots extending from it, and received a dose of reality. 
 
    Though, he was making progress. He’d noticed during his scuffle with the now dead guard that the roots were capable of movement in response to his condition. He practiced focusing on them, breathing and expanding his awareness in a way that bordered on meditation. 
 
    “There we go…” he whispered. The roots shifted, not for the first time, into a new arrangement. He had an approximation of a foot, in terms of length and stability if not clean appearance. 
 
    The normally simple process of standing up felt slow and awkward, but he managed a few hobbling steps around the cabin on the tangled mass. 
 
    “How does it look?” he asked Rose gruffly, leaning against the cabin wall. 
 
    “Like a foot made of twisted old roots,” she responded flatly. 
 
    Koa just grunted in acknowledgment. Beauty had never been the aim, only function. And if he could walk on the gnarled growth, then it would serve its purpose for their escape. 
 
    “The sun is setting,” he said, getting a sense of the ambient light outside through one of the cabin’s cracks. 
 
    “We’ll want to wait a few hours more after that. Long enough for the majority of the crew to get reasonably drunk.” 
 
    “They might be more cautious tonight, given the recent disappearance of one of their friends,” said Koa. 
 
    “I doubt it. Men dying or disappearing isn’t all that unusual on a ship in this part of the ocean.” Rose crossed her arms and flicked a few strands of red hair away from her face. “I think this could work.” 
 
    Her optimism was refreshing, if surprising. Koa rested for a while and spent some more time getting accustomed to walking on a leg of twisted roots. His thoughts circled back to his mother and Petra, whom he knew must be worried, if not heartbroken over his absence.  
 
    Verity, he thought. At least make it back to let them know I’m still alive. 
 
    By the time the evening had matured to the point where their plan could come to fruition, Koa was taking reasonably comfortable steps on his root leg. His gait was closer to someone with a limp, sagging a bit to the side with each step, but it was still walking. 
 
    He couldn’t stop smiling. He’d given up on ever walking again with such ease. It was beguiling how happy it made him, how much it underlined the way he’d taken basic mobility for granted for so many years. 
 
    “I hope you can maintain that level of balance if the ship starts pitching,” said Rose. 
 
    “I’ll manage.” He set his root foot down and willed the strange ends to spread out a bit more like he might have spread his toes to ground himself. 
 
    He used the dead guard’s writing pen to cut a rift to his pocket realm. Retrieving the weapons, he passed Rose one of the daggers and the sword. 
 
    “You’ll make better use of the big blade than I will,” he said. 
 
    “That’s true. I’m surprised. I never thought I’d hear a prince sound so humble.” 
 
    “It’s one of the key ingredients of success and survival.”  
 
    He kept the other curved dagger for himself and unlocked both his own shackles and Rose’s. Approaching the door, he paused with his ear against it. There wasn’t much he could hear beyond the ambience of the ocean and a few faint voices. They would have to risk opening the door blindly, accepting whatever consequences that entailed. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked Rose. 
 
    She slowly nodded, sword poised and prepared. Koa slowly opened the door. The back of a guard standing watch on deck immediately came into view. He met Rose’s gaze, and they both crept forward. 
 
    They moved in almost perfect unison. Koa wrapped one arm around the guard’s neck and one hand around his mouth, stifling any potential shout of alarm. Rose stabbed him through at an awkward but effective diagonal, the blade missing Koa but finding ample meat within the man’s bulky stomach.  
 
    Aside from a bit of blood staining Koa’s shirt, the joint assassination was a simple and straightforward affair. He gently dragged the guard back into their cabin and hurriedly disposed of him through a rift. They crouched low on deck, sticking to the shadows as they snuck toward the railing and around to the ship’s front. 
 
    The smell of the ocean was thick on the air, as was the ambient sound of men laughing and relaxing. Aside from the one man they’d already taken down, it seemed as though few others were holding position on the ship at full attention. 
 
    Which was exactly what he needed. There was no easy way forward on his root leg. It gave off a distinctive thunk with each step he took that he could only muffle so far. He noticed Rose wincing each time he set it down from where she crouched alongside him. 
 
    The captain’s cabin was obvious enough on the foredeck, and they received a second bit of luck in most of the sailors who were still at their posts being in positions away from where they needed to go. Koa stood at the edge of the deck lamp that illuminated the area around the captain’s door. 
 
    “Let me take the lead once we’re within,” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m not one of your subjects, milord,” said Rose. “Fuck off.” 
 
    He stared at her, surprised, but also… surprised that he was surprised. She wasn’t Verity, nor Ruby. She was dangerous, unpredictable, sexy — distractingly sexy — but still a beast of her own. 
 
    A beast to be tamed or turned loose, he wondered. 
 
    Koa took a steadying breath as they approached the captain's cabin, Rose a silent shadow at his side. He kicked the door open, ready for anything. 
 
    Ready for anything… except for what he found. The captain was in his cabin, as naked as his birthing day, locked in a passionate embrace with another man. Rose let out a tiny, surprisingly girlish gasp. The two sailors reacted with similar surprise, bleating out what sounded like excuses in Estorian as they grabbed for their clothing. 
 
    Snapping out of his paralysis, Koa surged forward and pressed his dagger to the captain’s neck. “On your feet. I’d also prefer you clothed, but I’m afraid it’s too much of a risk for the moment.” 
 
    Rose took the initiative of stabbing the other man through the neck. “I’ve decided to let you take the lead here, after all.” 
 
    “You’re so charitable,” he muttered. 
 
    Footsteps pounded on the deck leading to the cabin. Koa positioned the captain in front of him, not too close, but near enough to keep his dagger tip to his neck. He walked him outside and into a ring of sailors, some carrying lanterns, most carrying swords. 
 
    “Allow me to reintroduce myself,” he called. “I am Prince Makoa Gladefoot of Harvestglade. I will be commandeering this ship, as your good captain will now explain to you.” 
 
    He let his dagger press just under the captain’s beard. 
 
    “Fuck you and fuck Harvestglade,” snarled the captain. 
 
    He pulled the dagger across the man’s throat. Part of him worried about how much easier violence and killing had become for him over time. The rest of him was relieved to no longer be using a naked man as a human shield. 
 
    He had a backup plan, at least. He would still need some number of the men on the ship in order for it to be sailable. A show of force through the usage of his rifts seemed like the move, but as he thought about what Faskenpal’s heat would do to the deck of the ship, he reconsidered. 
 
    There’s one other realm of unthinking violence that I know the resonance to. 
 
    “Down!” He grabbed Rose’s shoulder and pulled her flat in the same motion he cut open the rift with the bloodied dagger. 
 
    Lethal shards of metal and weapons hissed outward in a deadly swarm, leaving the rift in a wide semicircle. Koa threw himself flat, shielding his head from the uncontrolled wrath of the Realm of Broken Armaments. Agonized screams rang out as the shards found targets. 
 
    “Yield!” he shouted. “It stops when you—” 
 
    “We yield, we yield!” yelled one of the men in Ostean. 
 
    At least Koa thought that’s what he heard. “You yield then?” 
 
    Only a pained gurgle came in response, but somehow, it still seemed an answer. 
 
    “I accept your surrender.” Koa closed the rift with a careful movement and winced as he eyed the number of dead and wounded dying and moaning on deck. “First order of business is to clean up this mess.” 
 
    He glanced at Rose with a forced smirk and lowered his voice. “What are the odds that we actually make it to port before one of them stabs us in the back?” 
 
    He only noticed the glint of fear and awe in her expression as one of the lamps shifted to illuminate her face. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll make it to port, I think,” she whispered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The mood within Esanor’s estate was decidedly muted for the rest of the afternoon and evening. Austin’s wound wasn’t nearly as serious as it had first seemed, but Esanor doted on him as though his life were hanging in the balance. Avina took it to be a positive side in terms of the mood of the match as she and Petra sipped wine in their guest chamber. 
 
    “Does this match matter so much in the greater scheme of the situation?” asked Petra. 
 
    “I wish it didn’t,” muttered Avina. “Esanor is shrewd. She may not covet power like Thunderclaw or Lassius, but she clearly understands that she needs powerful allies if she’s to be able to defend herself. Austin could be that for her.” 
 
    “So could Thunderclaw.” 
 
    “So could Thunderclaw,” Avina reluctantly agreed. “With the addition of the lure of Hetrix on the throne.” 
 
    Petra was wearing a loose nightgown and pulled her legs up on the chair she was sitting in, looking oddly girlish and vulnerable. “I… miss Makoa.” 
 
    “So do I.” Avina’s throat tightened, and she recognized how hard she’d been working to keep her thoughts from looping around her son across the past few days. “He’s alive, Petra. And we’ll see him again. I need you to believe that.” 
 
    I need us both to believe that, she thought. 
 
    Petra nodded slowly, her gaze falling to her wine glass across the silence that followed. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning we’ll set out for Pinnacle Point,” said Avina. “As early as we can. If Thunderclaw has people watching Esanor’s estate, perhaps we can shrug them off by slipping through the city before sunrise.” 
 
    “Sound plan. Thank you, Avina.” 
 
    Avina rapped her knuckles lightly on Esanor's door, the sound seeming overly loud in the early morning stillness. After a lengthy pause, the door creaked open to reveal Esanor, her expression pinched with unease. 
 
    “Avina. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Her tone held a note of wariness. 
 
    Avina offered a thin smile. “I did hesitate before deciding to disturb you at this hour. I wished to speak with you briefly before I set out for the day.” 
 
    Esanor studied her a moment before stepping back in wordless invitation. Once the door was shut, the older queen drifted to the tea service, pouring two cups with hands that trembled faintly. She passed one to Avina as they settled on the sofa. 
 
    “Yesterday's events have given me pause,” Esanor finally said. “I find myself questioning choices I believed resolved.” 
 
    Avina blew softly on her tea. “You speak of your engagement to Austin Sailcloak.” 
 
    Esanor's sigh held a note of exasperation. “I thought to buy safety and status for myself and my son both, with such a match. But in defying Thunderclaw, have I placed Hetrix at greater risk?” 
 
    Avina set her cup down with care. “Thunderclaw deals in fear. If you let his schemes dissuade you, you only play into his hand.” She reached across to lay her fingers on Esanor's wrist. “Don’t relinquish your aims because of one snake’s venom, Esanor. You have the power here.” 
 
    Esanor let out a small laugh. “You know, you would have made a capable underqueen, had you inherited the title at a time when we had a younger and fitter ruler.” 
 
    “An underqueen isn’t solely defined by her king,” said Avina. 
 
    “I wish you’d keep that in mind.” Esanor grew serious, eyes appraising Avina carefully. “I hope you’ll still have a similar mindset if events transpire in a way that pushes my son toward the throne.” 
 
    Avina opened her mouth, but Esanor cut her retort off with a gesture. 
 
    “I haven’t come to any decisions yet, Avina, but it’s clear that Thunderclaw seeks to push Hetrix toward the throne with or without my support. There’s a chance that if I do go through with this marriage to Austin, Hetrix may… stay his course. Seek support among those loyal to him and divide what little is left of my queendom.” 
 
    “I… do not think he would have a direct path to the throne, even with Thunderclaw’s full support,” said Avina. “Others might challenge him.” 
 
    “Others may well challenge him.” 
 
     “So be it then.”  
 
    There wasn’t much else to say. Avina nodded to Esanor and slipped out through the door, noting the way her fellow underqueen’s gaze held on her. 
 
    She reunited with Petra and Mav, both dressed for their outing. They slipped out into the night, meeting up with Lauric just outside the estate’s front gate. Verity had gone ahead to pull Horny from the stables, sensing the hookhorn’s flight might be advantageous for them to have on hand. 
 
    The city was still cloaked in predawn darkness as Avina, Petra, Mav, and Lauric made their quiet way through the twisting cobblestone streets. Their soft footfalls echoed off the darkened buildings, the only sounds disturbing the early morning peace. Overhead, the night sky was just beginning to lighten, the brightest stars fading slowly toward the horizon. 
 
    As they walked, the smell of the sea gradually faded behind them, replaced by earthier scents — smoke from slumbering chimneys, night-blooming flowers in moonlit gardens they passed. The houses grew smaller and more scattered as the city gave way to hills dotted with solitary hovels and thickets of scrubby trees. 
 
    Cresting one of the larger hills, they spied a winged shadow circling slowly overhead. Avina lifted a hand in greeting as Verity brought the hookhorn in for a gentle landing. The girl looked weary but determined astride the beast's back, her dark hair whipping in the breeze. Horny let out a low croon of greeting, nuzzling against Petra's shoulder. 
 
    “Seen anything so far?” asked Avina. 
 
    Verity shook her head. “Not much on this part of the island. Too rocky.” 
 
    “What of Pinnacle Point?” asked Lauric. 
 
    “It’s a lighthouse on the clifftop,” said Verity. “I couldn’t see well enough to tell if it was guarded, but the fire was lit.” 
 
    “A lighthouse…” Petra frowned, still scratching Horny’s scruff. “It would be defensible and out of the way. Hard to escape from as well, were he to contain Ketsese on the top level.” 
 
    “With a possible view of the ocean, along with his ship,” said Avina. “Using his power, he’d have the ability to teleport away at any time.” 
 
    “We should approach with caution,” said Petra. 
 
    Avina nodded. They continued on as the path grew steeper, shifting into a series of tight switchbacks running up the side of a sharp cliff. A plateau of wind and storm-worn rock stood at the top, with the trail continuing straight to the lighthouse in the far distance. 
 
    The sun had risen, though the day was overcast enough to mute its ambience. Avina crouched low behind a boulder with the others, noting that two men were milling about the lighthouse’s base. They seemed like locals — more of the thugs hired by Thunderclaw. 
 
    “We’ll rush the door,” said Avina. “Verity. Circle for a few minutes and then land on the top to catch them off guard from above.” 
 
    Verity nodded and climbed onto Horny. Avina held her breath as she and her mount took silently to the sky, the hookhorn's wings cutting through the misty air. Avina tracked their progress as they circled around the top of the lighthouse, angling to come around behind it out of view of the guards below. 
 
    She turned to Petra, Lauric, and Mav. “Ready?” 
 
    “Avina, perhaps I should make the approach myself,” said Petra. “They could have archers.” 
 
    “Too risky. You’ll take the lead, but I won’t have you doing this alone.” 
 
    As a group, they broke from cover, boots pounding the stony ground as they sprinted toward the weathered, wooden door barring entry to the tower. The two guards had just enough time to cry out in alarm before Avina and her companions crashed into them. 
 
    Lauric dispatched one man with a vicious swipe of his sword. Petra thrust out her hands, and the other guard seized up as smoky tendrils wrapped around his limbs. With a sharp gesture, Petra flung him to the cliff edge where he tumbled into the roaring waves below. 
 
    Not slowing, Avina yanked open the tower door. A cramped, circular staircase wound upward into shadows. She shared a glance with the others before starting up, Petra on her heels. The steady beat of boots on wood echoed through the narrow space as they raced up the steps two at a time. Voices responded from above, shouts of alarm and frantic questions. 
 
    “Get back!” Petra pulled hard on Avina’s shoulder right as a man leapt down a length of steps, sword drawn. Petra caught his hand by the wrist, deflecting the strike and slamming him hard enough into the wall to render him unconscious. 
 
    They continued in a similar fashion, dispatching one more guard before reaching the door at the top. It was locked. Avina nodded to Petra, who gave it a punishing kick, and then another when it held firm, and then one last one that missed completely as the door was flung open. 
 
    “You… could have knocked.” Verity stood on the other side, not smiling — those were vanishingly rare for her — but with a hint of a cultured smirk. 
 
    The lighthouse’s lamp room was open to the wind. Horny was just outside one of the gaps revealing the central flame, flying around and seemingly enjoying himself. An unconscious man lay on the floor, and a little esper girl was chained by one leg to one of the railing’s post. 
 
    Avina reacted to the sight twice over, feeling her own heart break along with Petra’s. Ketsese wore a plain black and silver gown and slippers. Her pale red skin was clean, and her curly black hair looked well cared for, but her teeth were bared in what looked like feral anger. It faded as she saw Avina and Petra. Ketsese did the only thing that could have trampled Avina’s emotions any further. She began to cry. 
 
    “Petra,” managed the girl, upper lip quivering as the tears began to stream in full force. 
 
    “It is all right!” Petra was smiling and soothing on the outside, gutted to the soul within. “Hey. I found you. You are safe now.” 
 
    Petra fumbled with the shackles on Ketsese’s ankle. Verity had found the key and tossed it to her. Avina stood near them, shooting cautious glances out the lighthouse, aware of how Thunderclaw might arrive back at any time. 
 
    “Verity,” said Avina. “Take Horny and scout from above.” 
 
    Verity nodded and all but leapt out of the lighthouse and onto Horny’s back. Avina drew closer to Petra and Ketsese, kneeling next to her. 
 
    “Did Thunderclaw hurt you?” whispered Petra. 
 
    “I… hurt him.” Ketsese’s Ostean was thick with a pronounced Espish accent, but better than it had been when she’d been in Harvestglade. 
 
    “Did he… touch you, or do anything else?” 
 
    Ketsese shook her head, and then burst into tears again. Petra hugged her tight. The emotions flooding the bond made Avina have to lean against the railing, bittersweet relief. 
 
    Makoa, she thought. When will we have our reunion? Please… stay safe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Koa faced only a single lingering rebel after assuming control of the Estorian ship. It was still one too many. He’d had his fill of violence twice over, but tried to quarter off the impulse, sensing there’d be more to come in his near future. 
 
    He offered to toss the man overboard in one of the spare dinghy’s only to have him attempt to spit in his face. It gave him a chance to fling a fireball, which helped bolster his overall stature as a prince and sorcerer, but still didn’t kill the man in the end. He left him chained in the spot he’d been confined to, next to one of the wounded who likely didn’t have long left. 
 
    “I’m surprised the core of them are so open to taking our orders,” said Koa. “I haven’t commandeered many ships before, but I’m not sensing much treachery underneath. Perhaps some base reluctance, but they seem agreeable enough.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing the Estorians are good at, it's teaching men how to take orders.” Rose stood next to him by the ship’s wheel. She wore the captain’s fine overcoat over a leather chest piece that looked to have been fashioned for a woman — perhaps a gift he had bought for someone in his life during the journey. She looked, in Koa’s honest opinion, dangerously good. 
 
    “You mentioned a port,” said Koa. “We don’t have enough supplies to make it anywhere I have much sway. Certainly not back to Harvestglade. We could perhaps get to Briskalon Island.” 
 
    “We couldn’t,” said Rose. “Unless we wanted to bolster our rations by eating one of the prisoners.” 
 
    “You have a ghoulish sense of humor.” 
 
    “I lived a ghoulish life, up until recently.” She winked at him, holding his gaze for a second longer than necessary. “No. I say we head to Cerulean Cove. It’s an old port used by the Blackrope Guild. A small town, basically, that we’d recruit from and gather within.” 
 
    “You aren’t in control of the Blackrope Guild anymore,” he pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not, but I suspect most of the men there will still be loyal to me,” said Rose. “I plan on gathering as many as I can and heading straight to Twinfalls to have a conversation with my father.” 
 
    “It won’t be that simple.” Koa’s hand wandered down to his leg, fingers itching right at the place where the roots connected to original flesh. “I was under the impression that the Guildmaster handed the city over to the Estorians.” 
 
    “If you have a better idea, I would hear it,” said Rose. 
 
    “Maybe…” Koa turned to look at her directly. “We have similar goals. Pushing the Estorians out of Twinfalls complements my own agenda, especially if there isn’t anyone fielding an army in Osteanus currently capable of warming the castle afterward.” 
 
    “The ambitious prince shows his true colors.” 
 
    “I never hid them,” said Koa, showing his teeth.   
 
    Rose gave some orders to the men in Estorian, and they obeyed easily enough. It was midmorning, and neither of them had slept after their harrowing capture of the ship the night before. Koa made his way to the captain’s cabin near the back of the ship, arriving at the door just as Rose reached it a pace behind him. 
 
    “I hope you weren’t assuming that you’d be taking the position of captain,” said Rose in a far too friendly voice. 
 
    “Oh, I’m already a prince, Rose. I don’t need this ship past it bringing me to my destination.” He didn’t take his hands off the door handle. “The captain’s cabin, on the other hand…” 
 
    “…is mine,” said Rose. “I won’t be forced out like I was with my guild. I will not sleep amongst the crew.” 
 
    “Then it looks like we’ll be sharing it.” Koa smiled and graciously opened the door for her. “What? It’s the obvious solution, even moreso when you consider how many crewmen might still harbor the idea of trying to slit our throats in our sleep.” 
 
    Rose was smiling as she glared at him and folded her arms as she entered the cabin. “There’s only one bed.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure we’ll manage.” 
 
    Rose let out a somewhat skeptical snort. “I’ll sleep first. You can have it when I’m done. This way, one of us will always be up to watch the crew.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
    Rose shrugged and immediately began disrobing. She was comfortable naked. He’d seen her partially nude once before, back in Twinfalls, in the little tailor’s shop. He watched her as she pulled off the overcoat and spun the chest piece around to undo the clasps. 
 
    She was naked underneath, ample breasts still imbued with the fullness of youth. Her nipples were on the small side, little buttons at the center of pale flesh. She was in damn good shape — a little too much so, with elbows and ribs faintly visible underneath her skin. 
 
    “Have you never seen a woman undress before, Prince Makoa?” she asked. “Do princes have to save themselves for marriage or some such nonsense?” 
 
    “I have, and they do not.”  
 
    He slowly turned around, slowly took a step toward the door. He heard Rose’s bare feet padding toward him, sensed how close she was when she spoke again, breath tickling his neck. 
 
    “I just had a thought,” she whispered. “You could just as easily decide to stab me in my sleep if we go to bed separately.” 
 
    There was true paranoia in her voice when she spoke. Koa sensed a need for tact. 
 
    “Did they… come for you during the night when they took your guild?” he asked. 
 
    Rose didn’t answer. He turned around. She was entirely naked now, fit and sexy and still a bit musky from her imprisonment. 
 
    “I didn’t realize I’d been betrayed at first, when my grandfather took my money. Took my leg. I thought… and this is so hard and infuriating to admit… that I’d simply misunderstood the entire situation. That he’d explain that it wasn’t the case if I gave him room to speak.” 
 
    Rose held his gaze. “I was asleep. I suppose I felt a similar confusion upon waking. I know that same feeling. But I’m not being paranoid right now. I just wanted to see what it would be like to fuck a prince.” 
 
    “You are a remarkably strange woman.” Koa began undoing the buttons on his shirt. 
 
    “Is your cock made of roots, too, or is that still…” She stepped forward, copping a feel. “Nope. Flesh and blood. Good amount of it, too.” 
 
    He let his hands touch her body in similar ways, groping her buttocks, fingers tracing up her sides. They kissed and moved toward the bed. Koa fumbled to get his pants off, feeling the roots shifting in odd ways, losing the form of the leg he’d willed them into and then tensing back into it. 
 
    “So weird.” Rose touched the roots where they connected to his thigh, and then ran her hand up to cup his manhood. “I won’t catch this from being with you, will I?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. I ate a seed given to me by a vestalix.” 
 
    “A… what?” 
 
    He shook his head and kissed her again. The bed was soft and spacious, and they rolled around, naked and intrigued with the newness of each other. Rose kept coming back to his root leg, her hand pinching and even scratching in fascination. 
 
    “Can you feel this?” She flicked a finger against it. 
 
    “Faintly. It’s almost as though… my leg is half asleep.” 
 
    “What about this?” She wrapped her fingers around his cock and laughed. 
 
    “Oh, well that’s not asleep.” He took hold of her inner thigh, spreading her legs so his fingertips could trace the lips of her womanhood. “Neither is this.” 
 
    She was wet, and he let his index and middle fingers slide inside her up to the second knuckle. Rose let out a moan and started pumping his cock. Her voice was sexy, but even more than turning him on, it reminded him of other women in his life. Petra, Verity, his mother, even. He missed them, but somehow that longing only seemed to feed into his lust. They were gone, but Rose was right there, naked and moaning. 
 
    He rolled onto her without preamble and lined his cock up. Rose flexed her hips upward, biting her lower lip and cupping her breasts with both hands. Koa sank into her slowly, groaning and leaning forward to kiss her. Or to try to, at least. 
 
    “I can’t have children,” she whispered, wrapping her legs around him. “Don’t hold back, milord.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it, regardless.” 
 
    He pumped into her, slow, but building his pace with each thrust. There was a thrill to it, an excitement, that reminded him of the feeling of creeping out of their cell together, taking the ship in the night. Overlap between lust for passion and lust for power — here in bed as well, they wanted similar things. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Rose. “Prince Makoa. That’s it. Fuck me hard.” 
 
    He did just that. The quilt on the bed shifted and tangled around them. Koa leaned forward and kissed Rose deeply. She used the opportunity to twist him underneath her. He grabbed her waist. She pinned his hands with a wicked look in her eyes. He pulled free and grabbed her waist again, bouncing her on his cock. 
 
    She began to ride, and she certainly knew how to do that. The sight of red hair hanging across her shoulders brought back memories of Ruby, but in a good way that left him more drawn into the moment rather than pulled out of it. He groped her breasts and gave in to the sensation. 
 
    “Oh gods!” Rose suddenly shuddered and fell forward atop him.  
 
    He felt her womanhood spasm around his erection, tight little interesting tremors. He rolled with her again, pumping back up to speed, sweat mixing with the musk of their unwashed bodies.  
 
    He shifted his root leg, feeling the quilt through what amounted to his new toes. The woody tendrils were shifting and tensing in time with his pleasure as he chased the peak. He thrust into her with full, horny intensity, and then all at once, reached his end. 
 
    He unloaded inside Rose, drunk on pleasure, appreciative of her earlier words. No hassle of pulling out. Rose kissed his shoulder and ran her fingers across his back. Shifting, she let her hand caress around his root leg again. 
 
    “Prince Makoa Gladefoot,” she whispered. “It’s kind of fitting.” 
 
    “Almost,” he said. “A glade is a clearing within trees.” 
 
    “I grew up in the city. I don’t really care.” 
 
    “I never would have guessed,” he said in a mocking voice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Avina entered the estate just as the first hints of dawn lightened the sky, exhausted but exhilarated. The rest of their bedraggled party filed in behind her — Lauric supporting a tired Mav, Petra cradling a dozing Ketsese. 
 
    They’d done exactly what they’d set out to do. The sensation of victory was almost palpable on the air, extending in a literal sense to Petra’s relief and elation through the bond. Unfortunately, they were still someone else’s guests. 
 
    Underqueen Esanor came down into the common room to greet them, her good mood quickly shifting through confusion to outright annoyance as she took in the sight of the group. 
 
    “What in the gods' names have you done?” Esanor demanded, hurrying down the stairs in her dressing gown, usual poise forgotten. 
 
    Avina sighed and folded her arms. “We saved the esper ward who Thunderclaw kidnapped, as I'm sure you've already surmised.” 
 
    Esanor's scowl deepened. “And you didn't think to inform me of this reckless plan beforehand?” 
 
    “There wasn't time,” Avina said evenly. “Thunderclaw could have fled or moved her at any moment. We had to act swiftly.” 
 
    “Acting swiftly is all well and good until it brings disaster to one's doorstep!” Esanor snapped, glancing anxiously out the window as if expecting Thunderclaw himself to rap on the glass. 
 
    Avina shook her head. “Saving Ketsese was worth the risk. I won't apologize for doing what was necessary.” 
 
    Esanor looked about to argue when a tousled Austin Sailcloak emerged from upstairs. “What's all this commotion?” 
 
    An awkward beat passed as Avina realized they'd interrupted a potentially intimate moment between the betrothed pair. She winced but found herself immediately smiling as she saw the flush on Esanor’s face. Esanor smoothed her dressing gown, collecting herself. 
 
    “It seems Avina and her party found and freed the girl Thunderclaw held captive,” Esanor said briskly. “Without bothering to inform me first.” 
 
    Austin raised his brows. “Boldly done.” 
 
    “Bold, indeed. Some might say reckless.” Esanor folded her arms. 
 
    Avina resisted the urge to continue arguing. She didn't regret her actions, but further straining this alliance wouldn't help matters. 
 
    “This Thunderclaw is the one attempting to seduce you away from me by dangling the golden prize over your son’s head.” Austin reached a hand out to smooth back a few strands of Esanor’s hair, which only intensified the reddening of her cheeks. “I’m more liable to thank your fellow underqueen than join you in berating her.” 
 
     Esanor huffed, though she seemed to soften under Austin's charm. “I suppose I can’t fault you, in particular, for seeing the upside to this series of events.” 
 
    She allowed Austin to draw her into an embrace, though her eyes darted to their audience. Avina felt Petra’s amusement through the bond and noticed her suppressing a smile. 
 
    “However, the girl cannot remain here,” continued Esanor briskly, reluctantly extricating herself from Austin's arms. “If Thunderclaw hopes to reclaim her, this will be the first place he’ll seek to search.” 
 
    Unease curdled in Avina's stomach at the thought of Ketsese being endangered again so soon. “You're right. We need to get her off this island as soon as possible.” 
 
    “There’s the matter of ships, Your Highness,” said Lauric. “It was hard enough for us to book passage here, if you remember. It may not be an easy thing to find one to take us home on short notice.” 
 
    Austin took Esanor’s hand and kissed the back of it, stray arm looping around her to pull her close again. “I may have a solution, my dear. As a wedding gift, I'll provide secret passage for your fellow underqueen and her companions aboard one of my ships. We can ferry her somewhere beyond Thunderclaw's reach and be free of any further complications.” 
 
    Esanor's eyes widened. “Truly? You would do this for us?” 
 
    “For you, my queen, anything.” Austin pulled her close once more, nuzzling her neck in a way that made Esanor flush deeper. Avina averted her gaze politely, exchanging an amused look with Petra.  
 
    “Well then.” Esanor gently extracted herself again, smoothing her mussed hair. “Perhaps we should...expedite the wedding plans. To enable your generous offer sooner.” 
 
    Austin grinned roguishly. “An excellent notion.” 
 
    Avina and the others still had most of the day to rest and recover. Petra took Ketsese into the room she and Avina shared and brought her some candied fruit from the estate’s kitchens, along with a full breakfast of a hardier variety. 
 
    Verity had brought Horny back to the stables for what would hopefully be a short last stay. Avina found her in the common room near lunchtime. 
 
    “We’ll be able to turn our full focus toward finding Koa after this,” said Avina. 
 
    “I know.” Verity gave her a small, pained smile. She didn’t have to say much to make it clear where her mind was at. Avina touched her shoulder and stayed for a minute more before moving on to check on Lauric and Mav. 
 
    They were in bed together, and for whatever reason, hadn’t bothered to close the door all the way. Avina felt her face heat up and felt annoyed for reasons she couldn’t quite divine. Perhaps it was Austin and Esanor, too. As though the acceptability and straightforwardness of those two romances, thrust directly into her face, were intended to mock her. 
 
    She didn’t feel mocked. She just missed Makoa, and everything he was to her. 
 
     Austin knocked on her guest chamber late in the afternoon. Petra was lying on one bed, with Ketsese sleeping alongside her. Austin spared them a curious glance, his eyes clearly fixating on Petra in her thin robe, before growing serious and returning to Avina. 
 
    “The ship is ready,” he said. “Best approach, as I see it, would be to simply head straight through town. This Lord Thunderclaw may have a small chance to intercept your party, but only until you reach the docks.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll let everyone know to ready themselves. Thank you, Lord Austin.” 
 
    “I’m no lord, milady, but appreciate it all the same.” Austin let out a small chuckle. “You’re giving me enough thanks just by giving me some privacy with Esanor, through your departure.” 
 
    Avina let out an awkward cough. She went to see Esanor after letting Lauric, Mav, and Verity know to gather their things. Her fellow underqueen was sitting on the estate’s rooftop balcony, looking out over the city. 
 
    “Austin has prepared a ship for us,” said Avina. 
 
    “He is a resourceful man,” said Esanor. “One with my best interests at heart.” 
 
    Avina wished she could simply cut straight to her goodbye, but she owed Esanor more than that, after all they’d been through. “But?” 
 
    “Ah. Gods, Avina. If there’s one thing about life that always sets me stumbling, it’s how often it forces me into situations with no good answer. If I go through with this marriage, I might well be sacrificing my son.” 
 
    “Only if Hetrix refuses to come to terms with reality.” 
 
    “Is he the one in a state of refusal, or am I?” 
 
    Avina let out a breath and shook her head. “It’s your decision, Esanor. It’s far from an easy one to make.” 
 
    “What would you do, were you in my place?” 
 
    That was no question at all. Avina would choose Koa every time. Admitting that to Esanor, however, would be contrary to her own interests. The last thing she needed was to push Esanor toward Thunderclaw with his lofty promises. But the only thing Esanor needed at that moment was honesty. 
 
    “I would follow my heart,” said Avina. “This is why the decision is such a struggle for you. Let love lead the way.” 
 
    “How very poetic.” Esanor stood to her feet and pulled Avina into an embrace. “I will miss you, Avina. Safe travels.” 
 
    “I will miss you as well, Esanor. Good luck.” 
 
    The late afternoon sun hung low over Briskalon Island as Austin led Avina and her companions through the winding streets toward the docks. Ketsese clung timidly to Petra's hand, while Verity kept a protective hand on Horny's back. The hookhorn's wings were bound for subtlety's sake, but they were still a distinctly conspicuous party. 
 
    They made it through the crowded streets and to the docks without incident. The ship Austin directed them towards was smaller than the one that’d ferried them to Briskalon Island, but serviceable, with a crew that seemed loyal and attentive. 
 
    “You’ll have two cabins below decks. Might be a little cramped, but these men will get you back to Harvestglade safely.” 
 
    Avina nodded but had a more pressing concern. “And if we wanted to simply be brought to the nearest mainland port?” 
 
    She suspected that if Koa had been taken up by a ship, it was likely that he would be brought back to Osteanus, given that there’d been no word of him on Briskalon Island. The nearest port would be their best bet, in all likelihood. 
 
    “I think that’d be Marjory Cliffs,” said Austin, with a shrug. “I’ll tell the captain to bring you out that way, then. Or wherever you decide upon, assuming the ship is supplied for it. I would have him sail you to the edge of the ocean itself if it meant Esanor and I could have that estate to ourselves for the duration of our nuptials!” 
 
    “How very noble your motivations are,” said Avina, smiling. “Thank you, Lord Austin.” 
 
    They boarded without incident. The captain seemed as eager as they were to set off, and Avina didn’t miss the nervous way he scanned the docks as the ship’s sails caught the evening wind. 
 
    “I’ll take Ketsese below,” said Petra. “She is still tired from her ordeal.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Avina. “I think I’ll stay up here a while longer.” 
 
    She stood next to Horny, who seemed as uncertain about what to do with himself as the crew seemed about how to deal with such a large animal on their deck. Scratching one of his shoulders, or at least where one of his wings connected to the rest of his body, Avina stared out at the sunset as it cast a brilliant mixture of colors across the water. 
 
    A hooded figure she hadn’t noticed before came to stand beside her, one hand resting on the railing. She looked over at him and felt a horrible, gnawing suspicion, which was immediately confirmed as he pulled his hood down.  
 
    “Quite the beautiful night, isn’t it?” said Hazafallius. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Koa's eyes fluttered open, vision still hazy with lingering bliss. For a moment, he forgot where he was, lost in the warm tangle of naked limbs and twisted sheets. 
 
    Then it came back to him. The ship. Their daring escape and violent takeover. Rose, dangerous and alluring, sharing the captain’s bed. 
 
    He shifted slightly, feeling Rose stir beside him, her lean body sliding against his beneath the thin quilt. Her eyes opened, meeting his, still drowsy but with an amused glint. 
 
    “Well, Prince Makoa,” she purred. “How was that for a maiden voyage?” 
 
    Despite himself, Koa chuckled. “Far smoother sailing than I expected.” 
 
    He ran his fingers lightly along her arm, feeling a surprising tenderness beneath the lust. She fascinated him, this fierce woman who had gone from prisoner to lover in the span of a day. 
 
    Rose gave him a lingering kiss before sliding from the bed. Koa watched appreciatively as she dressed, admiring her lithe physique. Once finished, she tossed him his own clothing. 
 
    “I'll go check on the crew,” she said breezily. “It isn’t far to Cerulean Cove. We should make it by late this afternoon.” 
 
    With a coy smile, she slipped out onto the deck, leaving Koa to shake his head in amusement. What a strange woman, as blunt as she was brilliant. He knew their goals aligned only so far — each had their own path still to walk. But for now, he found himself growing quite fond of her, if still being careful with his trust. 
 
    Dressing quickly, he soon joined Rose above deck. The sight of her commanding the ragged crew with her loud and sharp voice, so soon after writhing naked on the bed, sent an illicit thrill through him. 
 
    “How are they behaving?” he asked. 
 
    “Well enough.” She eyed him for a moment before giving a small smile. “I promised the slaves among them their freedom in exchange for their services for the next few days. Even if the freeborn Estorians desert when we reach port, we should still technically have a sailable ship.” 
 
    “Always useful.” 
 
    They walked around to the ship’s wheel, with Koa taking increasingly comfortable steps on his root leg. He was surprised to find that the mainland was already drawing into view in the distance, dark and beautiful against the setting sun.  
 
    From a distance, Cerulean Cove didn't look like much — just a small scattering of buildings tucked into a sheltered inlet. But as the ship made its approach, details began to emerge from the rocky shoreline. 
 
    Instead of a proper dock, a series of rickety piers jutted out into the turquoise waters. Makeshift platforms balanced precariously on stilts housed ramshackle structures apparently cobbled together from shipwrecks and driftwood. 
 
    Koa eyed the settlement curiously as their stolen ship drifted into the cove. This was clearly no ordinary seaside village. The dilapidated appearance hid something more. His suspicions were confirmed when he noticed narrow slits built into the cliffs, camouflaged openings just visible behind their facades. 
 
    As they anchored offshore, a small flotilla of boats emerged to meet them, rowed by hard-eyed men and women. Koa shifted his root-leg uncomfortably under their scrutiny. 
 
    Rose waved to the boat crews. “They'll recognize me. Just let me do the talking.” 
 
    Koa smiled and put an arm around her waist, pulling her close. “For now.” 
 
    His hand roamed a bit as she matched the intensity of his gaze. 
 
    “Play nice, my prince. We've still got work to do before we can let ourselves get distracted.” She grinned with a dangerous glint in her eyes, her hips pressing suggestively back against him before she slipped from his grasp, turning to greet the newcomers. 
 
    “Rose?” called one of the men. “That really you?” 
 
    “In the flesh,” she called back. 
 
    “Heard the Estorians had you on the run after what your pa pulled.” The man speaking had a weathered face and thinning hair, but couldn’t have been older than fifty and held himself with a decent build and stance. 
 
    “They caught me,” said Rose. “Then I took their ship. Who is in town right now, Vance? Is it just you with a say in things in the cove?” 
 
    “Myself and Decklan,” said the man with a tired smile. “As you can imagine, we haven’t been getting much done.” 
 
    “Expect that to change soon.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Koa and surprised him by holding his hand, arms swinging back and forth as though they were about to set out on a courting stroll. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready and waiting,” he said. 
 
    They brought most of the uniformed Estorians with them into the cove, along with enough of the newly freed men to ensure that the remainder would have little success in commandeering the ship for themselves. 
 
    Koa received more than a few uncertain glances and double takes as he climbed down into one of the small boats to go ashore. He grinned in the face of the attention, considering his situation carefully. He trusted Rose to be able to rally support, but ultimately she would be rallying the former guildmembers to herself.  
 
    I’ll have to trust her and keep her trusting me, he thought. 
 
    The settlement was a ramshackle maze of huts and lean-tos. Makeshift taverns dotted the winding lanes, marked by swinging signs. Grizzled men with faded tattoos watched them pass, some raising cups in greeting to Rose. An open area had been turned into a target range, with knives and axes bristling from crude wooden posts. 
 
    Koa took it all in with interest. Here, Rose was no prisoner or fugitive. These were her people, and they welcomed her as a hero. He saw her through their admiring eyes, appreciating anew her grit and charisma. If they could rally such rogues to their cause, their odds of pulling something off in Twinfalls would improve considerably. 
 
    As they walked, Rose waved and called out greetings, clearly on first name basis with many of the faces around them. She knew these people, had likely grown up and come of age amongst them. He was reminded of his own place in Harvestglade, how recognizable he was on the streets of Gladetown. The thought made him miss home, and missing home left him missing Verity, Petra, and his mother. 
 
    “Yes, yes, it’s good to see all of you, too.” Rose waved off a group of fawning children and grinned back at Koa. “They’ll be time to catch up later. Scores need to be settled first.” 
 
    She led him into a large, ramshackle tavern with a sagging roof and walls patched with driftwood planks. Mismatched chairs and tables filled the crowded space, illuminated by guttering tallow candles. A makeshift bar had been cobbled together from an old ship’s rudder, heavily waxed and polished. 
 
    Despite its haphazard appearance, the tavern buzzed with rowdy activity. Hard-bitten men and women drank and gambled with careless abandon. Serving girls deftly wove through the chaos, dodging the occasional grope or catcall. In one shadowy corner, a lutenist plucked out a jaunty tune, accompanied by a reed flute. 
 
    Rose slid onto a stool at the bar, pounding her fist twice on the scarred wood. The grizzled barkeep grunted in greeting, topping off two well-used mugs from a barrel. Rose passed one to Koa with a smirking wink. 
 
    “Welcome to Cerulean Cove, my prince.” She took a deep swig of her frothy mug. “We've got plans to make and an army to raise. But first, a drink.” 
 
    Koa eyed his own mug dubiously, but met her the challenge in her gaze with a rakish grin. “To friendship and wrath.”  
 
    He lifted his drink in salute. The ale was bitter but bracing, and Rose's answering laugh filled him with a combination of emotions. A hint of mischief and a dollop of promise swam in her eyes, an intoxicating mix. He was teetering on the precipice of leaning closer, whispering in her ear, when heavy footfalls pulled his attention. 
 
    “Rose, Decklan's on your tail,” said Vance, a note of urgency coloring his words. “How exactly did you leave things with him before you disappeared?” 
 
    Rose smirked. “Oh, about how you'd expect after I turned down his marriage proposal for the third time.” 
 
    Vance's face contorted into a grimace as the tavern door was pushed open with a bang. A dashing blond man with swordsmen flanking him made his entrance, scowling heavily. 
 
    His icy blue eyes pinned Rose with undisguised disdain. “Well, well. The elusive bird has finally decided to show up.” 
 
    “Decklan,” said Rose. “Been missing me?” 
 
    “Like a mouth ulcer,” Decklan shot back, his gaze shifting to Koa, his lip curling upwards. “I see your choice of companions continues to mirror your inner chaos.” 
 
    Koa slowly rose to his feet, meeting Decklan's scornful gaze. “Chaos is often underappreciated.” 
 
    Decklan's eyes narrowed at the challenge. The two men stared at each other, tension crackling. 
 
    “This conversation doesn't concern you, foreigner.” Decklan took a step forward. 
 
    Rose cut in, eyes glinting. “You have no idea who he is, do you Decklan? This is Prince Makoa of Harvestglade.” 
 
    Decklan's contempt wavered, and he blinked a couple of times. For just a moment, Koa glimpsed genuine surprise and wariness in his cold eyes. But the smuggler just as quickly recovered his disdain. 
 
    “And why does a crippled prince and disgraced guild mistress think they can just march in here?” Decklan sneered. “Come to lick up whatever scraps the Guildmaster left on his plate?” 
 
    All humor left Rose’s expression, her body tense as a drawn bow. “You have no vision, do you, Decklan?”  
 
    “And just what the fuck is that supposed to mean?” snapped the blond man. Rose glanced at Koa meaningfully, letting the question hang on the air. 
 
    Koa held a palm out as though offering the other man a truce. A fireball flickered across it for the span of a second, ring of power hot against the skin of his finger. 
 
    “I’m going to take Twinfalls, and the scraps…” He gestured to everything around them. “…are going to help me do it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    The fight or flight response within Avina went off in an instant. She balled one hand into a fist, fury narrowing her eyes into a glare, and pulled back her hand to strike Hazafallius. 
 
    “Would you hold on a moment?” he snapped. “I don’t mean you any harm. If I did, I wouldn’t have revealed myself to you for no reason, would I have?” 
 
    “I have no idea how your mind works, sorcerer,” she hissed. 
 
    “My… esper, Thunderclaw, suspected that you might attempt to sneak away from the island aboard one of Austin Sailcloak’s ships,” said Hazafallius. “He suggested I might commandeer the ship, in that circumstance, and take it elsewhere.” 
 
    “He suggested that?” Avina uncurled her fingers but kept her guard up. 
 
    “Yes, and I made no response as to whether I would commit to it or not.” Haza wasn’t carrying his staff, but he leaned on the railing much like he once might have leaned on the old stick of gnarled wood. “Our relationship as a bonded pair is… complicated. I don’t intend to take over this ship, nor to stop you from whatever destination you might have, nor to follow you once you set out from it.” 
 
    The seal brand on Haza’s forehead stood out in the wane moonlight, looking more snake than thunderbolt. 
 
    “To have such a break in trust between yourself and your esper,” said Avina sourly. “I would expect no less from a pair composed of you and Thunderclaw.” 
 
    She pushed down her own period of distrust with Petra. Where was Petra? Her emotions must have tipped her esper off that something was going on, but the situation wouldn’t necessarily be made any better by adding Petra’s anger into the mix. 
 
    And she would be angry. Avina thought of Koa, how much trauma and suffering he’d been through at the hands of this man, his grandfather, his mentor. Her own anger began to rekindle. She pushed it down, tried to think. 
 
    Let him talk, she decided. He has more to let slip than I do. 
 
    “The Estorians have control of Harvestglade, though it may not appear as such on the surface,” said Haza. 
 
    “What are you speaking of?” 
 
    “You may have managed to leave your queendom unnoticed, but I doubt you’ll find the same success attempting to return. They have studded your homeland with plain clothes assassins. Inns, taverns, brothels, the glass road, in particular.” 
 
    She considered what he was saying carefully. “This… could be true. It could also be a fabrication intended to work to your and Thunderclaw’s aims. Wouldn’t it be convenient for the underqueen of Harvestglade to be too wary to return to her center of power?” 
 
    “If you were our main concern, perhaps. But you are far from it, Avina.” Haza breathed out and tiredly shook his head. “I never wanted to play this game. Politics and assassins and armies. Would you like to know the true reason I sided with Thunderclaw?” 
 
    “I already know, sorcerer,” she said, baring her teeth. “You were scared of dying. Too craven to face the limits of your own life.” 
 
    “I was scared of dying in the face of love,” said Haza, unmoved by her insult. “I fell in deep with Savantra. I didn’t… want to have to leave so soon. But it wasn’t just for her, as hard as that might be for you to accept. There was so much I still needed to be around for, Avina.” 
 
    “Betrayal, among other sins,” said Avina. 
 
    Haza merely leaned forward against the railing. He glanced around, and she could guess what he was about to ask even before the question came. 
 
    “Has Makoa gone ahead of you, then?” Haza scratched underneath his neck. “There were no whispers of him on Briskalon Island, but I see his hookhorn on deck.” 
 
    A part of her wanted to ignore the question, but more than that, she wanted to torture him. The truth was worse than any evasion could have been. 
 
    “He went overboard on the way to Briskalon Island, Haza,” she said, letting all the pain and worry she’d been holding back flood forth. “During a storm with a missing leg. Yes. I suppose you could say that Makoa has gone ahead of us.” 
 
    “He isn’t dead,” said Haza, too quickly. 
 
    Avina shook her head and wiped away tears which she didn’t have to exaggerate or fake. 
 
    “He isn’t dead!” said Haza with more force. “He would have had the sense to… cut a rift in a situation like that. Or he would have grabbed onto something, or simply swam until…” 
 
    “With one leg to kick with?” asked Avina, teeth gritted. “In the middle of the ocean, in the middle of a storm?” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have been… traveling in the first place!” shouted Haza. “I betrayed him. That’s true enough. But I did it, in part, to slow him down. To buy him time to outgrow his ambition before it closed around his neck like a noose. He’s better off being a prince instead of racing toward a throne that will mean his death! He would have… been better off.” 
 
    “You disgust me,” said Avina. 
 
    Haza shook his head again. “He isn’t dead.” 
 
    Avina seethed but didn’t let it show. To have another voice clinging to hope felt like a relief, a blessing, even if it came from the mouth of a man she hated. 
 
    “You… may wish to have me adjust your seal brand,” said Haza. “I’ve learned quite a bit about their usage and application through experiencing my own.” 
 
    Avina shook her head slowly. She and Petra had pulled most of their seal brands, the outer painted layer, at least. They shared their own worries about what might happen if the brand continued to grow weaker, but relying on Haza to re-strengthen them was simply out of the question. 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I’m simply offering,” said Haza. “Yours and Petra’s were designed as temporary measures, if you remember. One unfortunate truth I’ve discovered is that seal brands… build a type of dependence. It’s not dissimilar to the effects a pollen addict might experience when they abruptly cease their addiction. When it fades completely, your bond anomaly may return with even more force than the original affliction.” 
 
    “Hazafallius,” said Avina in a quiet voice. “I do not trust you. If this is a problem which we must face, I will find my own solution.” 
 
    She wasn’t entirely sure whether she was making the right choice, but she wasn’t exaggerating her lack of faith in the old sorcerer. They would figure the situation out themselves. 
 
    “Bah.” Haza made a dismissive motion with one hand. “You’re as bad as Makoa, letting your pride get in the way of common sense.” 
 
    Footsteps sounded from behind them. Avina sensed Petra before she saw her. Ketsese was at her side, and Avina felt the instant that Petra realized who Hazafallius was. Petra shifted Ketsese to stand more directly behind her, sharing Avina’s own wary response. 
 
     “It’s all right,” said Avina. “He claims to have no ill intentions toward us.” 
 
    “I know not if I can make the same claim toward him,” said Petra. “You will not take her back to him!” 
 
    “I don’t intend to.” Haza held up a hand. “Judge me through my actions, if not my words. Ketsese drew Thunderclaw the map, so to speak, and I already had the key. Any lingering desire for him to possess the girl is merely that. Desire for possession.” 
 
    “She is not an object to be possessed!” hissed Petra. 
 
    Haza shrugged. Avina had to step into the way to hold Petra back as she attempted to get at the old sorcerer. It wasn’t a fight they could take even if it had been necessary. 
 
    “I will begin my search for Makoa once this ship arrives back at the mainland,” said Haza. 
 
    “He would not want to be found by you!” snapped Petra. 
 
    “I will look, regardless.” 
 
    Haza pulled his hood up, turned around, and walked off across the deck and into the shadows of the night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
     A healthy silence followed in the wake of Koa’s ambitious proclamation. It was one of those impulses that had come to him so strongly that he’d gone with it, realized the sense it made in the wake of playing the move. 
 
    He’d promised Rose to help her confront, if not kill, her father. He wanted to push back against the Estorian threat. If he could seize the capital of Osteanus and the throne along with it, he’d realize a life goal alongside defending his realm and helping a new friend. 
 
    One thing at a time, he thought. Taking the city isn’t necessarily the same as taking a place on the throne. 
 
    “This is nonsense!” laughed Decklan, waving an arm through the air. “Madness has clearly consumed the Sabantian’s mind.” 
 
    “How many Estorians are garrisoned in Twinfalls right now?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Not all that many, from what I understand,” muttered Vance. “The area around the capital has been burned and sieged. The city itself is defeated, with no Ostean army within range to threaten the control of the Estorians and the Guildmaster.” 
 
    “We serve the Guildmaster!” snapped Decklan. “We’re part of the reason why they have such confidence in the security of their new possession.” 
 
    “You say that as though it’s not another point in our favor,” said Rose. “Most of the guild members in Twinfalls are more loyal to me than they are to my father. He just made the first move with the Estorians. They didn’t take the fight because at the time, it looked unwinnable.” 
 
    “Or maybe they just saw how high the price would be!” shouted Decklan. “And for what? What difference does it make to us who claims to be in control of the realm? It changes nothing about our dealings. If anything, the Estorians will be less prone to see or care about what we do than the royals.” 
 
     A tense silence followed Decklan's outburst. Koa could see the smugglers were divided — some nodding along with Decklan's words, others looking doubtful or swayed by Rose's bold vision. 
 
    Finally, Vance stepped forward, expression resolute. “I stand with Rose. The Blackrope Guild was thriving under her, and the Guildmaster has lost us too much already. It's time to get back to the way things were.” 
 
    Murmurs rippled through the crowd at his declaration. Decklan scowled, seeing the tide turning against him. 
 
    “My men will follow my lead,” he said coldly. “And I won't lead them on some suicidal mission just to sate your pride and ambition.” 
 
    Rose's eyes glittered dangerously, but her voice stayed calm. “Then let's settle this the old way — a duel. Your best fighter against mine. Winner sets the course for the Cerulean Cove faction.” 
 
    Koa tensed, eager to be her champion. But Rose placed a restraining hand on his chest, meeting his eyes and giving a subtle shake of her head. 
 
    Guild business, he thought. I get it. 
 
    Vance stepped forward, rolling up his sleeves. “I'll fight for Rose.” 
 
    Decklan nodded curtly. “And I'll fight for myself.” 
 
    “We'll meet at dawn's first light,” Vance declared. “The duel will determine who leads the Cove going forward.” 
 
    Mutters of anticipation rippled through the crowd as further preparations were discussed. Coins purses jingled as wagers were placed on the impending fight. Vance and Decklan shook hands with a surprising amount of respect, each departing to cheers from their supporters. 
 
    Rose beckoned for Koa to follow her. They slipped out of the noisy tavern into the moonlit streets. Koa could sense Rose's unease in her quick strides and tense shoulders. 
 
    “You're worried Vance might lose,” he said quietly. 
 
    Rose sighed. “Decklan fights dirty. He’s also the younger of the two, certainly with more recent combat experience.”  
 
    She led Koa onto firm land and down a path between two buildings, eventually reaching a small, cozy-looking bungalow. The door opened to reveal a large common room with a stove in one corner and a loft bed overhead, with sparse but comfortable furniture. 
 
    “Make yourself at home,” Rose said wryly. “I need some air, but feel free to wash up if you like. Bath’s in the corner.” 
 
    As she slipped back outside, Koa let out a sigh and tried to think things through. If Vance fell tomorrow, their plans would be in jeopardy. But the wheels were already turning in his mind, schemes and contingencies taking shape. One way or another, he and Rose would prevail. 
 
    First things first, he thought. I need a bath. 
 
    He took the old iron bucket outside to fill it himself, heating the water with flames from his ring of power to an acceptable warmth. Peeling off his sweat-stiff clothing, he slowly climbed into the filled tub. 
 
    The question of his root leg was one that only came to him as it reacted to the steaming water, wriggling out of form in a manner that was a little disconcerting. There was no pain — he’d felt a shocking lack of any of the previous symptoms of his fever or the trauma since it’d sprouted. But it clearly was unsettled by the water. 
 
    “I need to clean all of me,” he said quietly. “That includes my leg. That’s what you are. We’re both clear on that, right?” 
 
    He glanced at the door, reconfirming that it was still just him in Rose’s little bungalow. The roots had come untangled from the form they’d been adopting as his foot and now shifted and undulated as though trying to slither away from the water through thin air. He could see bits of dirt on the bottom where he’d been walking on it, no surprise there. 
 
    He took a breath as though about to dunk his head under the water rather than his foot and then sank the roots into the bath. There was a dull shock of sensation, like he’d given his foot a hard poke while it’d been asleep. The effect, otherwise, was rather… inebriating. He started scrubbing as best as he could with his hands, feeling much like he had back when he’d been captivated by drink. Dizzy, lightheaded, vaguely and inexplicably happy. 
 
    “Tooo… muuuuch.” The whisper came on the edge of hearing, but it wasn’t Koa’s first time hearing it. 
 
    “Ves?” he muttered. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Tooo…” came the whisper. “Muuuuuuuch.” 
 
    He shook his head, moving on to other parts of his body as he finished scrubbing clean his root leg.  
 
    “What?” He shook his head, feeling even drunker than he had a few seconds ago, but in all the worst ways. The roots did not look like they were having a good time in the water. 
 
    “Nooot… puuuure…” came the whisper.  
 
    Was it Ves whispering, or was it the leg itself? He wasn’t sure, but there was a hint of truth and urgency in its tenor, regardless. 
 
    “The water?” he muttered. “It’s… saltwater.” 
 
    He shook his head. He certainly wouldn’t drink saltwater, but for bathing, when it was all that was around, it could do. Except… he had roots attached to him now.  
 
    He hurriedly dunked his head and scrubbed his oily hair. It only took a few seconds, but the world was practically spinning as he finally tried to rise and get his roots free of the mix. His vision seemed to overflow with tiny dark spots and then blank out all together. He heard something crash down hard against the floor. Him. 
 
    “What was that?” Rose burst into the bungalow and let out a pained gasp. “Oh, gods. Makoa? Are you all right?” 
 
    He was laying in a pool of tub water, naked and disoriented. Rose helped him up. He made the mistake of trying to step on his root leg, but that was even slower to recover than he was. They both went down, Rose landing half atop him. She let out a small chuckle in good humor. 
 
    “If you wanted me to roll around on the floor with you naked that badly, all you had to do was ask,” she muttered. “You’re going have to do at least part of the walking here. I can’t lift you.” 
 
    “I’ll just… crawl then.” He managed to get up to all fours. Rose helped him into her bed, which felt blessedly cold against his hot skin. 
 
    “Your leg is… active.” She frowned, eyes darting down to it, back to his face, down halfway again to his crotch. “Well, among other things.” 
 
    “You mentioned rolling around naked?” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him, eyes thoughtful. “Makoa. Are you… turning into a monster? You said something about eating a seed before. Is this change going to spread to the rest of you?” 
 
    He hadn’t really considered it himself. He hadn’t really wanted to. “I don’t know.” 
 
    It didn’t seem to be so far. He could at least take some comfort in that. 
 
    “People will talk about this,” said Rose. 
 
    “Good. It’ll be nice to hear some new rumors concerning myself that don’t revolve around being Sabantian or an evil sorcerer.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure all of that will still come up.” 
 
    Rose was sitting next to him on the bed. Her hand rubbed his thigh above where the roots attached. 
 
    “Do you trust me, Rose?” he asked. 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “Not really sure. Do you trust me?” 
 
    She gave him a wicked smile as she asked the question, fingers spider walking up his thigh, toward his crotch. 
 
    “I am also not really sure,” he said. “But I do think mutual uncertainty can be a surprisingly solid foundation for trust.” 
 
    “That’s cute. Do you know what I think makes an even better foundation?”  
 
    He felt her fingers wrap around his hardening cock. “I think I might have a guess.” 
 
    She kept her eyes on him as she slowly began to stroke. Her lips pressed hot kisses up the length of his good leg, but she looked at his root leg, too. There was no disgust in her expression, wariness, perhaps, but the predominant emotion was closer to fascination. 
 
    “I’ve had a fair number of men before,” she whispered. “Handsome men. Powerful men. Charming men. But, you, Prince Makoa… are an enigma.” 
 
    Her kisses arrived at their destination. Koa groaned as she started to work her lips and tongue up the length of his manhood. Apparently, she wasn’t finished speaking, and split her attention between words and kisses, words and sucking. 
 
    “Mmm… I plan on figuring you out,” she whispered. “I plan on… mmm… getting to the bottom of you. All the way… to the bottom.” 
 
    He watched her as she took his cock into her mouth, much as she’d said, all the way to the bottom. Koa leaned his head back, lost in the pleasure. He urged her on with his hand gently cupping her head. Primed from the bath as he was, it didn’t take long. 
 
    Rose let out a tiny laugh after he’d had his release. She kissed him on the chest and stood up. 
 
    “I have a few more matters to attend to,” she said. “Get some sleep. We’ll be up before first light tomorrow. We’ve gambled everything on this duel.” 
 
    “What happens if Decklan wins?” he asked. 
 
    Rose shook her head. “Nothing good.” 
 
    He nodded slowly but kept his thoughts to himself. 
 
    In that case, I need to make sure her champion wins.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Koa’s first idea was to simply eliminate Decklan ahead of their duel. Rose arrived back after about an hour and passed out in the bed alongside him. He waited until he was sure she was asleep before carefully slipping out from under the quilt and making his way to the door. 
 
    He realized almost immediately that he had no real sense of the layout of Cerulean Cove. Even if he had, sneaking into wherever Decklan spent his nights to attempt anything resembling an assassination or even just an abduction with a rift would likely be impossible. 
 
    I might pull it off, but if I’m seen, we won’t be able to gather support. 
 
    He spent a while trying to come up with alternatives. He could, in theory, simply make his way back to Harvestglade and wait for his mother to return. It would require intense amounts of traveling on his new leg, which in itself would require gold that he no longer had easy access to. He doubted many people other than Rose would take his claim of being a prince at face value. 
 
    In truth, he wanted to keep pushing forward rather than drawing back. He returned to bed, wondering if he was placing too much trust in Rose, in her chosen champion, in his own luck, altogether. 
 
    They were up about an hour before dawn. Koa hadn’t gotten a chance to wash his clothing, and changing back into his threadbare shirt and trousers was unpleasant, but necessary. Rose had picked out leather pants and still wore the chest piece she’d taken from the captain of their stolen ship. 
 
    “Vance will already be on the beach getting ready,” said Rose. 
 
    “Has he fought many of these before?” 
 
    “Quite a few. It’s part of why I couldn’t refuse his offer. I need his support, and if I’d implied that a younger champion might give us better odds, I’m not sure he would have reacted well to the blow to his ego.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Koa sighed and rubbed a hand at the stubble growing on his face.  
 
    Rose came up behind him and rubbed his shoulders. 
 
    “Have faith, Prince Makoa,” she whispered. “Isn’t this exciting? Regardless of whether the cards go our way or not, at least we get to feel alive.” 
 
    As Rose had guessed, Vance was already waiting for them on the beach as the first hints of dawn lightened the sky. He gave them a tense smile as they approached across the sand. 
 
    “I'd be lying if I said my nerves weren't starting to get the better of me,” admitted Vance. “Decklan's got a good ten years on me, and he fights dirty as a mule.” 
 
    Koa studied the older man, thinking furiously. There had to be some way he could subtly shift the odds in Vance's favor during the duel. But no clever tricks immediately came to mind, at least not any that would be subtle enough to slip by. 
 
    They didn't have to wait long. As the sun crested the horizon in a blaze of gold, Decklan strode onto the beach accompanied by a rowdy entourage of his supporters. Unlike Vance's unease, Decklan looked relaxed and confident, clad in finery with his blond hair artfully tousled. His friends were in boisterous spirits, laughing and jostling each other. 
 
    “Right, let's get this over with,” Decklan announced, rolling up his sleeves. “Standard rules — first to draw blood wins, no killing. We'll pace off fifty feet and fight between here and there.” 
 
    He gestured lazily down the beach. Vance gave a terse nod of agreement. Under Rose's watchful eye, the two men used their steps to measure out a strip of beach while their supporters gathered in excited lines on either side. 
 
    Koa found it interesting that both duelists removed their boots, preferring to fight barefoot on the soft sand. He studied their stances and footwork as they took their positions, seeking any advantage he could press for Vance when the moment came. 
 
    “Try not to look so concerned,” she murmured. “It’s a catching mood. Vance may be getting on in years, but he's crafty. And he'd duel to his dying breath for me.” 
 
    Koa shook his head ruefully. “You have a way of inspiring intense loyalty, it seems.” 
 
    Rose flashed a wild, fierce grin. “What can I say? I'm worth fighting for.” 
 
    She nipped playfully at his earlobe before pulling back, desire smoldering in her eyes. “And just think of how we'll celebrate later when Vance drops that bastard into the sand.” 
 
    Despite his unease, Koa couldn't help smiling at her irrepressible spirit. He had to admire her reckless passion, the way she rushed into the unknown with arms spread wide. 
 
    Perhaps I should simply take a page from her book and hope for the best, he thought. 
 
    The sun broke over the horizon, suffusing the beach with warm golden light. Vance and Decklan faced off, blades glinting in the dawn.  
 
    Vance hefted his saber, its gently-curved blade catching the first rays of sunlight. Intricate runes danced along the steel, seeming to shift and move as motes of dust swirled in the dawn air. The hilt was wrapped in worn black leather, molded perfectly to his grip from long years of practice. This was a veteran's weapon, balanced and deadly in the right hands. 
 
    Decklan held a plain but well-crafted longsword. The cross guard was simple steel, the blade straight and double-edged. The sword was a sturdy, no-frills weapon. Decklan handled it with casual ease, the blade almost seeming like an extension of his arm. 
 
    At an unseen signal, they rushed together, and the ring of steel on steel split the morning air. Vance's saber whirled and slashed in tight, controlled movements, never overextending. In contrast, Decklan's longsword wove an intricate web of attacks, each strike flowing smoothly into the next. The duelists danced back and forth across the sand, blindingly fast, their blades blurs of reflected dawn. 
 
    Metal screeched as Vance parried a flurry from Decklan. For a few tense moments, the two were locked hilt to hilt, straining against each other. 
 
    “How's your sister these days?” Decklan panted, his smile sharp with malice. “We had some fun together, oh, must be ten years back now. She seemed quite satisfied with my company at the time, if you take my meaning.” 
 
    Vance barked out a laugh, shoving Decklan back. “That was ages ago, and yet you're still clinging to it?” 
 
    He lunged in with an overhead slash that Decklan barely dodged. 
 
    “Besides,” Vance continued, “I heard you were a quick shot, over and done before she could barely get warmed up. Seems like that applies to the whole range of your physicality.” 
 
    “Gross,” whispered Rose, from beside Koa. 
 
    He shared a smile with her, but his concern wasn’t alleviated by Vance’s snappy comeback. The older man was breathing hard in a way that boded poorly. They’d made the gamble, rolled the dice. There was no telling what kind of retribution Decklan might decide to take if he won. 
 
    Some men react brutishly to anything that threatens their power, even just in passing. 
 
    The two fighters clanged their blades in another clash of metal. Decklan moved quicker in the wake of the hard contact of their swords. He spun and thrust in a manner that seemed more intended to kill than simply draw blood. Vance barely dodged. It was too close — the duel, but also everything Koa felt like he’d worked for, the struggle he’d been through. 
 
    The thought came to him late that he was barefoot in the sand as well, in the singular sense. His root foot was submerged in the sand an inch or two deep, and it had naturally unfurled around the tips. He focused on it, feeling drawn in by the sensation in much the same way it’d reacted to the water in the tub. 
 
    There were other roots there, deeper down, hangovers from the more fertile soil higher up the shore. He could feel something happening as his roots touched those ones, an extension of sorts. The vibrancy was so different from his rifts or his ring of his power, a disembodied tickling, almost. 
 
    Decklan let out a low laugh, playing more to the crowd than he was taking seriously now. He took a step that placed his foot over the extension of a thick root deep below. Koa made the decision before he was certain he could even do what he wanted to try. 
 
    He moved it, shifting it back, leaving a sudden gap of sand and earth in the space where it’d once been. Decklan’s foot sank into the beach far enough to make him stagger off balance. Vance was tired, but still a strong swordsman with a keen sense of when to seize an advantage. He spun forward, slashing Vance across his bicep with the tip of his sword in a cut that split cloth and drew a faint line of blood. 
 
    “I… lost?” said Decklan, genuinely surprised. He blinked a couple of times, barely winded and staggered upright. 
 
    “You lost,” said Vance. “Which means we side with Rose. We follow her to profit or peril, as we once did.” 
 
    “Usually profit,” called Rose. She reached a hand down and playfully squeezed Koa’s butt. 
 
    Anger and disbelief rippled across Decklan’s face, but only for a moment, and not a dangerous or condemning amount. “Well… So be it then. Nothing personal Rose. I’m not sure I agree with your course for us yet, but I’m willing to hold to tradition. Just hope it makes more sense in time.” 
 
    He shook Vance’s hand. The two men laughed and pulled each other into a hug. Koa shook his head slowly, trying to imagine two princes of Osteanus, or even just two nobles, settling a disagreement with a similar sense of acceptance and finality. 
 
    “We don’t fuck around in my guild, Prince Makoa,” said Rose. “They’ll follow me.” 
 
    “And you’ll follow me?” 
 
    Rose laughed. “I’ll let you keep being a prince. Close enough?” 
 
    He spun her around by the hips and kissed her on the lips. “Close enough. For now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Avina barely saw Haza during their voyage back to the mainland after her first encounter with him on the ship. She both appreciated the space, and found herself disturbed by it. 
 
    He’s acting like he would have before, when he still cared about other people, she thought. Why bother even pretending?  
 
    Their ship docked late the following afternoon in Marjory Cliffs. Haza was first off the ship, hood up, no farewell offered or wanted. Avina walked alongside Petra and Ketsese, with Verity leading Horny in front of them and Mav and Lauric following behind. 
 
    “There is still the question of where we go next, my queen,” said Lauric. “My own suggestion is to simply find another ship, if needed, and continue back to Harvestglade.” 
 
    “I don’t think Hazafallius was lying in what he said.” Avina sighed, hating the idea of placing any amount of trust in the Serpent of Crystal Hills. “The Estorians will be watching and waiting for us. It’s unlikely they haven’t already realized that Harvestglade’s prince and underqueen have left their castle.” 
 
    “Still…” said Lauric. “He may have ulterior motives for attempting to persuade you out of returning home.” 
 
    Avina looked toward Petra, who had one hand on the young esper’s shoulder. 
 
    “I… cannot ignore my concern for Makoa,” said Petra. “I would stay to search for him even if the rest of the party travels south.” 
 
    “No.” Avina shook her head. “I share your concern for Koa and it makes no sense for us to split up. We’ll search for him on the assumption that he was rescued… or captured, by a passing ship.” 
 
    She didn’t look at the others as she outlined her thoughts. She didn’t want to see their expressions, regardless of whether they were filled with a matching hope, uncertainty, or doubt. She had to believe that Koa was alive, and at least Petra was with her in clinging to that thread, her emotions resolute through their bond. 
 
    There’s also the matter of what Haza said about our seal brands, she thought. Are we racing against time? Will the anomaly paralyze us once more as the effect begins to wane? 
 
    She had too many questions to even try to think about. All she could do was push forward. 
 
    “We’re with you, of course, Your Highness,” said Lauric. “Given the late hour, might we start our search here? The lodging situation here in Marjory Cliffs should be much easier for us than Briskalon Island. We can seek out an inn, ask questions at the tavern or among the sailors at the docks.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Avina. 
 
    They split up. Verity asked for permission to take Horny on a ride to stretch his legs and wings, which Avina allowed. She figured the view from above might also reveal something, be it the movements of men along the coast or the paths of incoming and outgoing ships. 
 
    Lauric and Mav went ahead to find an inn suitable for an underqueen who wasn’t looking to attract attention. Avina took in the coastal town with Petra and Ketsese, though they conversed in low voices, most often in Espish. Petra was learning from the girl as she taught her, trading words back and forth across languages. 
 
    Avina surveyed the seaside town with a critical eye, finding nothing particularly impressive about Marjory Cliffs. It was a modest port like dozens of others scattered along Osteanus's coastline — cramped wooden buildings clustered around a small stone harbor, seagulls wheeling overhead.  
 
    She had passed through many such anonymous villages and towns over her decades of travel. Already, the place was fading into a haze of familiarity, just another minor stop on the map. 
 
    Yet as Avina glanced at Ketsese, she saw the young esper taking in their surroundings with unconcealed awe. The girl's eyes darted around eagerly, trying to absorb everything at once — the cries of fishmongers hawking their catch, the salty tang of the breeze, the intricate knots of ropes anchoring weather-beaten skiffs. 
 
    Ketsese's command of Ostean was still rudimentary. She struggled to find words to convey her many questions, more often jabbing her finger and lapsing into fluid Espish beyond Avina's comprehension. Her obvious fascination required no real translation. Each creaking dock, bow-legged sailor, and crying gull captivated her senses. 
 
    Through the bond, Avina could feel Petra sharing the esper girl's infectious sense of wonder. Watching Ketsese's unveiled curiosity and Petra's reflected enchantment, Avina saw Marjory Cliffs transformed before her eyes.  
 
    Sunlight sparkled dazzlingly off the azure waves rather than reflecting dully from dingy windows. The tang of brine felt crisp and bracing instead of commonplace. For a moment, she saw the town as so much more than it was, its weathered details glittering with newness and promise. 
 
    “I remember how it felt with Makoa when he reached that same age,” she said, smiling at Petra. “That same feeling of seeing the world fresh through his eyes. Everything is so new.” 
 
    “I remember that just as you do.” Petra smiled. “It is similar.” 
 
    It was, but it wasn’t. There was a dangerous depth to how both their relationships with Makoa had shifted that made remembering such things from his childhood feel strange, almost uncomfortable. An acknowledgment of how much he’d grown, how much he’d changed. Gods, how much they’d let him get away with. 
 
    Avina laughed, despite the conflict within her emotions. Petra shared a smile with her and shrugged.  
 
    “It will be quite the conversation when we have to explain that to her,” said Petra quietly. 
 
    “You speak as though she’ll be spending years to come in our realm,” said Avina. 
 
    She winced as she saw Petra blink in reaction. They hadn’t really talked about what would happen with Ketsese, moving forward. She likely would wish to return to her home realm, presented with the opportunity. Of course, that would require finding Koa to open the rift to begin with. It was a loop of emotions, imagining the relief she’d feel upon reuniting with her son now underlined by the sadness of Petra potentially having to say goodbye. 
 
    Ketsese's attention was suddenly captured by a weathered wooden cart parked along the edge of the bustling street. An elderly woman in a faded apron stood before the cart, smiling benevolently at the passing townsfolk. Upon the cart's counter sat orderly rows of boxes of glistening candied fruits, sugary and decadent. Ketsese's violet eyes went wide with delight.  
 
    “Cherries! Figs!” she managed in her Ostean, pointing at the treats. 
 
    The old woman looked momentarily taken aback to be addressed by a young esper with flame-colored skin and curly black hair. But she smiled without missing a beat and selected a few of the fruits Ketsese was so eagerly indicating. 
 
    “Here you are, dear,” she said warmly, holding out the sticky candies. Ketsese accepted them and stuffed them into her mouth in the same motion. 
 
    Avina exchanged an amused yet concerned look with Petra as they followed after the impulsive girl. She knew Ketsese's unrestrained excitement had likely drawn undue attention to their party. But the delight on the young esper's face made it impossible for Avina to feel any real irritation. 
 
    “We'll take some to share with our friends back at the inn,” Avina told the woman, who looked pleasantly surprised by this development. 
 
    As Petra carefully chose an assortment of candies, Avina watched Ketsese savoring her treat, fingers sticky, without a care in the world beyond the flavor upon her tongue. She thought of Koa, on Osteanus, and somehow, the moment became bittersweet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Koa was getting sick of traveling by ship. Rose had assured him that it was the stealthiest way to approach Twinfalls from Cerulean Cove. Given her background, he’d found it easy enough to take her word for it. 
 
    He stood on the deck, surprised by how stable his new leg felt. It was reacting more to him, shifting with subtle motions in response to both his muscles and the environment. He still wasn’t used to how it felt, the gap between what if offered and being able to feel through a true limb of flesh and blood, but he sensed it would only become more a part of him with time. 
 
    Looking around, he caught sight of Vance and Decklan, who genuinely seemed to have put the bad blood of the duel behind them. Vance clapped Decklan on the back as they watched the coastline recede behind the ship. 
 
    “No hard feelings, eh?” Vance said gruffly. “You put up a good fight.” 
 
    Decklan managed a thin smile in return. “Well, my pride's wounded more than anything. But I'm a man of my word. I'll follow Rose's lead, as we agreed.” 
 
    “Good,” said Vance. 
 
    Decklan hesitated, seeming to wrestle with whether to speak further. “That, uh, that thing you said though. About me and your sister.” 
 
    Vance waved it off with a chuckle. “Ah, just a passing jest she made one time and one time alone. You know how Relys can be.” 
 
    “I do.” Decklan chuckled. “Unfortunately, I do.” 
 
    “You should talk to her sometime. She’s single again.” 
 
    “I may just do that.” 
 
    Their conversation faded into the crash of waves and flap of sails as the ship cut briskly through the sea. Koa observed the men working the deck and rigging with an approving eye. They weren't an army of polished soldiers, but there was competence in their movements, ease in their steps. 
 
    Just the kind of men we need for a mission like this, he thought. 
 
    Koa made his way toward the prow, relishing the firmness of his root leg against the swaying deck. There he found Rose, standing with arms spread wide, hair streaming behind her like a pennant snapping in the wind. Her eyes were alight with excitement as the ship raced towards their destination, towards the future only she could see. 
 
    At that moment, she was the very image of reckless passion — terrifying and irresistible all at once. She seemed to sense Koa's presence and turned to flash him a ferocious grin, hungry for the challenge ahead. He smiled back at her. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you happier,” he said. 
 
    She shrugged. “You haven’t exactly known me across all that many contexts. You met me when I was still stressing over my guild out of my tailor shop, and then again on an Estorian prison ship.” 
 
    “Your reward for aiding me in this gambit will be having all that stress back,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Funny the things we miss once they’re gone,” said Rose. “It was the same for my father, I think.” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. He tried to think of a delicate way to ask the question that next came to mind and, not finding one, asked it anyway. 
 
    “Why did he betray you? Do you know?” 
 
    Rose took a breath and let it out heavily through her nose. “Why did your grandfather betray you?” 
 
    It was a question he’d been avoiding contemplating more than he had to. He found the silence that followed as he tried to will himself to relive those moments scarier than simply thinking aloud.  
 
    “He told me he didn’t want to kill me,” said Koa. “That he… simply wanted to slow me down. Keep me from sprinting toward the throne at a speed that might lead to me tripping and falling onto a sword. Bit of a counterintuitive approach to stab my leg himself, but he always was eccentric.” 
 
    He grinned at Rose, but she wasn’t smiling back as he continued speaking. 
 
    “But I also know that it wasn’t just about me. Hazafallius was dying. He was dying, and he was newly in love. Gods… that probably was quite the combination of elation and terror. I think he wanted more time, above all else, even if it meant making a dubious deal with an enemy. 
 
    “He got in over his head. He played with dangerous magic, and simply… picked an outcome in the aftermath. Not the best, but not the worst, either. He could have killed me or let Thunderclaw kill me. Killed my mother, or killed Petra, or let Thunderclaw… Well, you get the point.  
 
    “Which isn’t to say that I will ever forgive him for the betrayal. It doesn’t scorch any less for being able to empathize and understand. They call him the Serpent of Crystal Hills, and I never used to understand why. I still don’t know specifically what he did to earn that nickname, but I’ll use it, too. It’s fitting. A serpent simply reacts, bites on reflex without hesitation when the moment so compels it. That’s what he did. That’s what he did to me.” 
 
    Rose let out a small grunt, not agreeing or curious, just simple acknowledgment. 
 
    “This feels unfair,” said Koa. “I asked you first, yet I’m the one giving the long answer.” 
 
    “Do you still want mine?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “It’s shorter than yours. My father betrayed me because he wanted money and power.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, but resisted the urge to voice skepticism. He wondered if his own rationalizations over what Haza had done had sounded the same, with just more words. 
 
    “I took the guild from him,” she continued. “There were powerful interests involved. I was already running most of it back then but still following his guidance. We had an argument over a decision that would have gotten some people killed. At the time, it seemed like an ally was offering me a way out.” 
 
    “Who were these powerful interests?” asked Koa. 
 
    “I think you already know,” muttered Rose. “There’s a reason why the Estorians were able to take Twinfalls as easily as they did.” 
 
    “So he betrayed you because you betrayed him,” said Koa. 
 
    “Are you going to ask me if I learned my lesson?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she turned around and leaned against the railing. Koa took a step closer to her and she backed into him until her butt was pressed against his crotch. He smirked, wondering what the rest of the crew would think. 
 
    They were so eager to follow her once the duel was settled, he thought. She could strip naked and they probably wouldn’t say a word. 
 
    “See that splotch of coast in the distance?” asked Rose. 
 
    “I see it.” He ran a hand up her side, and back down her hip. 
 
    “That’s Twinfalls. There’s a secret spot we can dock amidst the cliffs on this city. We’ll do some climbing from there, sneak through a secret tunnel under the wall, and…” 
 
    “We’re in.” Koa gently rocked himself against her. 
 
    “That’s just the start. The easy part. From there, we’ll still need to figure out how to get to my father within Coldwater Bastion.” 
 
    “I’ve been inside before,” said Koa. 
 
    “So have I. But I doubt that’s going to make it any easier for us.” 
 
    The rest of the afternoon and evening crawled by at the same speed as the city, and whatever the future held for him, slowly drew into view. Koa gripped the railing, memories and emotions swirling within him as he took in the sight. 
 
    The last time he had seen the grand city had been just after the dragon attack, the first real blow of the war. Remembering how quiet and subdued it’d seemed, especially in the wake of Ruby’s death, made him feel naïve as to how oppressive a city could feel in war time.  
 
    Twinfalls was now under occupation, and it now wore a different face. The smoke had long since subsided, the rubble mostly cleared away. From a distance, it seemed almost peaceful. But Koa knew better. 
 
    Twinfalls was more than just a city — it was the glittering hub of trade and culture for all Osteanus. Wealthy beyond measure, with row upon row of stately marble mansions. The twin waterfalls for which it was named, thundering majestically down sheer cliffs. The sprawling palace and imposing bastion, looming over the surrounding neighborhoods. 
 
    As Koa's gaze traced the familiar contours of the cliffs, the wide ribbon of river, the jutting shape of Tongue Island, memories swirled within him. He had walked these streets as a young prince, danced in lavish ballrooms, dined on sumptuous feasts. It had been a second home. 
 
    Now, it was occupied territory. An imposing symbol of Estoria's conquest. And here was, a prince of Osteanus and Harvestglade, poised to sneak his way back in and return the favor. 
 
    “We’ll go ashore by dinghy in groups.” Rose was talking to all of the men on deck. “It’s too dangerous for us to simply linger on the shore. As soon as you reach the other side, start climbing the cliffs. I’ll go in the first group, along with our esteemed prince, to make sure we can still get through the wall and check on the safehouse.” 
 
    A few men raised their voices in support of the plan. Most just nodded or looked at the city, probably adjusting to its fall and capture in the same way Koa just had moments earlier. His hand settled on the sword they’d taken back on the Estorian ship. Rose had recovered her own from her hideout and returned it to him. 
 
    They’d left most of those Estorians back in Cerulean Cove, the ones who were still strongly aligned with their homeland and couldn’t be trusted to any degree. The Estorian ship itself followed in their wake, along with two others full of men from the guild. Not quite an army, but assuming they were smart about it, they might still have enough to take Coldwater Bastion. 
 
    That’s all we need, thought Koa. The Estorians have no idea just how dangerous this castle can be with its water traps. 
 
    Koa watched as the first small boat was lowered carefully into the water, bobbing atop the waves. He waited behind Rose and Decklan until it was his turn to clamber over the railing and down a rope ladder to board the tiny dinghy.  
 
    “How’s your leg?” asked Rose.  
 
    Koa was about to assure her that it was fine until he noticed that the rope had slid between two of the roots. He scowled as he struggled to untangle it, unbalancing the little boat for a precarious moment in the process. 
 
    “I’ll manage well enough,” he said. 
 
    They grasped the oars and began rowing steadily toward the dark shore. The beach was enveloped in inky night as their boat scraped onto the sand. The only light came from the moon overhead, casting everything in tones of silver and shadow. Koa could hear the lap of waves and taste the salty spray on the air. 
 
    They sat motionless for several tense minutes, ears straining into the darkness. In the distance, Koa detected the faint clop of horses' hooves and creak of wagon wheels on the coastal road. A patrol, perhaps. The sound faded slowly into the night. 
 
    Rose caught Koa's eye and nodded. Silently, they slipped from the boat into ankle-deep surf, beginning to pick their way up the steep cliffs looming above the beach. Decklan followed, face set in concentration. 
 
    The cliff face was treacherous in the dark. Koa had to feel blindly for each handhold, occasionally dislodging a skitter of pebbles. His questing fingers once landed on one of Rose’s buttocks instead of a rocky outcrop. She made an interesting noise that he wished he could save for later. 
 
    The climb was painfully slow. Sweat beaded Koa's brow despite the chill night air whipping around them. His muscles burned with exertion. There was no thought of stopping or turning back whatsoever — he’d come too far, suffered too much, to ever consider stopping. 
 
    His mind wandered to his mother and Petra and Verity as he finally pulled himself up the last pitch. They would know that he was alive, assuming Verity and Horny made it back to them. If they made the trip back to the island and found nothing, what then? 
 
    Hopefully they have the sense to head back to Harvestglade. What I’m doing here in Twinfalls might well aggravate the local situation. 
 
    “We’ll have to kill any guards that discover us once we’re through to the other side.” Rose already had her back pressed to the city’s wall.  
 
    A tiny gap near the bottom appeared to be the entrance she’d spoken of. Koa was fairly certain he could squeeze through, though it wouldn’t be fun. 
 
    “I’m ready for that,” said Koa. 
 
    “As am I.” Decklan came up behind them, kicking a small barrage of rocks down behind him with the final step. 
 
    “Good,” said Rose. “Then let’s get moving.” 
 
    She went first, wriggling through the gap at a speed that made it clear it wasn’t her first time. Koa followed, hands pulling him forward through the dirt and grit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The streets of Twinfalls were quiet on the other side of the smuggler’s tunnel. They emerged in a thin alley behind the tightly-packed buildings, too narrow for regular passage but perfect for their current purpose. 
 
    “Hmm.” Rose stood near a small gap between structures, peering out into the city proper. “There are definitely Estorians on patrol. Not many, but some.” 
 
    “Can we avoid them?” whispered Koa. 
 
    “We’ll have to for now,” said Rose. “We should start by getting to Stitch and Fix. I can reach out to the loyalists within the guild from there and we can see how large of a share of the faction within Twinfalls might still be interested in following me.” 
 
    Koa peered around the alley corner, eyes searching the darkened streets. Twinfalls at night was almost unrecognizable from the prestigious capital he remembered. The occupation had etched its scars everywhere he looked. 
 
    Storefronts stood boarded up, a few with signs that showed weapon scratches or even broken-off arrowheads. The cobblestones, once so pristine, were cracked and potholed and uneven. The elaborate facades of mansions and taverns were dingy with ash and soot, not yet scrubbed clean from the fires of battle. An eerie silence pervaded the once lively avenues, broken only by the occasional clop of hooves as an Estorian patrol trotted past. 
 
    To Koa, it was like looking at a beloved painting that had been viciously slashed and distorted. This place had been so vibrant, so full of laughter and music. Now it was diminished, muted, crushed beneath the invaders' boots. But not crushed forever. Not if he had any say in it. 
 
    “This way,” murmured Rose, slipping into the street ahead of him.  
 
    Koa and Decklan followed as she led them down a winding lane overhung with drooping awnings and empty balconies. At one point, she motioned for them to shrink into a recessed doorway as another patrol passed, but the Estorians seemed bored and oblivious, not expecting trouble in their conquered city. 
 
    At last, Rose halted before an unassuming shopfront nestled between two larger buildings. A familiar sign over the door proclaimed it to be “Stitch and Fix” in faded letters. Behind the dark windows, Koa could just make out the ghostly shapes of headless mannequins draped in cloth. 
 
    “This place must bring back a lot of memories for you,” he said, glancing at Rose. 
 
    She let out a slow breath, eyes hooded. “Yes. Some good, some bad. I believe I met you here, Prince Makoa, another lifetime ago. It was the center of my sphere of power for a while.” 
 
    Rose tried the tarnished door handle, and it swung open with a creak. She slipped inside, Koa and Decklan close behind. The air smelled of dust and stale perfume. Rose lit a single lantern, amber light spilling over the shrouded forms. 
 
    With brisk efficiency, she ducked behind the counter and produced a bottle of wine and three grimy cups. “We'll wait here for the others. It shouldn't take long.” 
 
    Sure enough, within ten minutes Vance arrived with two other men in tow, having made the precarious climb up the cliff face. They trickled in over the next half hour as the dinghies ferried more guild members ashore. 
 
    The tailor shop’s interior remained quiet and serious even as several dozen arrived and packed into the back room. Rose gave orders that Koa couldn’t hear in a similarly whispered voice. One of the first men she’d sent out into the city returned after twenty minutes with a grave look on his face. 
 
    “Yeah, Jarsec and Lenna say they’re with you,” said the man. “Still have most of their people, if not a few more.” 
 
    “How many is a few more?” 
 
    “Five new ones for Lenna, Jarsec said he still has about all his men, whatever that means.” 
 
    “The Estorians?” asked Rose.  
 
    “About fifty in the castle and five hundred just outside the city. Not sure how many guards are on patrol.” 
 
    “Was there any mention of the executors?” Koa leaned in to ask his first question. “Or the dragon the Estorians used during their first attack?” 
 
    “None that I heard,” said the man. 
 
    Rose let out a breath and clapped the man on the shoulder. “Good work.” 
 
    Koa stepped alongside her as they moved to the corner of the tailor’s shop for more discussion. “Where does this leave us?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll manage.” She smiled and made a dismissive motion with the back of her hand. 
 
    Koa set a hand on her arm and leaned in close. “How many men do you have, Rose?” 
 
    She made a frustrated noise as though it was information that displeased her to admit. “If Lenna and Jarsec are being upfront about their numbers, we have about a hundred and fifty-two. Maybe a hundred and sixty if we pick up some stragglers.” 
 
    “Against five hundred,” said Koa, stating it rather than making it an objection. 
 
    “Some of those five hundred could be war slaves,” mused Rose. “Then again, I know for a fact that a decent number of Anastamali, the red-eyed assassins, will also be among them.” 
 
    “Your men aren’t trained for war.” 
 
    “You needed to state that? They’re my men, I’m well fucking aware of that.” 
 
    She yanked her arm away from him. Koa stepped behind her, touching her shoulders soothingly. He was reminded of so many difficult conversations about Harvestglade he’d had with his mother. Rose was a near opposite in personality and manners, but similar in how much she cared for her little corner of the world. Enough to fight to get it back. 
 
    “We take the castle first,” whispered Koa. “There’s no chance we’d win in a straight fight with your men against five hundred Estorians. Defending Coldwater Bastion, however, would be doable, if we could get inside and secure it.” 
 
    “They won’t just let us walk on in,” muttered Rose. 
 
    “Hold on.” Koa wrapped his arms around the front of her body, speaking into her ear. “What if that’s exactly what we did?” 
 
    He knew the men were watching them, his gentle but dominant embrace of their leader likely raising questions and concerns. He wasn’t sure that was a bad thing. 
 
    “The guards patrolling the city… have uniforms,” whispered Rose. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Uniforms which we could make good use of to sneak into Coldwater Bastion.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’d find enough for everyone.” Decklan had apparently been listening and stepped closer as he joined the conversation. 
 
    “We wouldn’t need to,” said Koa. “The nature of Twinfalls castle is that most of its defenses lay in the gate. A few of us might be enough to sneak into the castle and seize those controls, and then we could ensure the gate stays open for the rest of the guild.” 
 
    “I like it,” said Rose. “These sorts of tactics are exactly what the Blackrope Guild is suited for. It would be satisfying to employ them against my father.” 
 
    “He’s within the castle,” said Decklan. “Everyone has been whispering about the possibility of the Guildmaster being appointed the governor of Twinfalls by the Estorian legislature.” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    They waved Vance over and reiterated the plan to him. 
 
    “How do we get the uniforms?” asked Vance. “Practically speaking, yes — we take them from the guards. But they’ll notice right fast if more than a few go missing.” 
 
    “Two uniforms,” said Rose. “One for myself and one for the prince. I’ll do the old torn and crying bit.” 
 
    “Torn and crying?” Koa furrowed his brow, but Rose disappeared into the tailor’s backroom instead of answering. She came out with her hair down, wearing a torn dress and looking disheveled. 
 
    “I will need all of you to shut the fuck up for the duration so this shop looks properly empty,” said Rose. “Are you capable of doing that?” 
 
    Her men answered with instant silence. Koa made the only noise, a soft appreciative chuckle. Rose slipped off her boots, too, and went outside barefoot as they killed the lantern and found spots to hide within the shop. Some of the men stood stock still among the mannequins for lack of better positioning. 
 
    Koa had a spot underneath a window that afforded him a view of the street. Rose sat on the street corner, breathing heavily, sniffing, mixing in the occasional outright sob. An Estorian guard on patrol slowed his stride as he passed her. Words were exchanged that he couldn’t hear. Rose jabbed a finger toward the tailor shop and smoothly led the man toward the door. 
 
    The trap was sprung with speed and efficiency. Vance and another man seized the guard from either side, Vance wrapping a burly arm around the guard’s neck while the other man held his legs. Two other rogues stepped forward to contain his arms as he reached to draw his sword. 
 
    “Well, he certainly had some spirit!” said Decklan. 
 
    A few low chuckles came from the rest of the men. Koa stepped to help strip the man’s uniform off as Rose reset her appearance and took a step toward the door again. 
 
    “One more, and then we get to the fun part,” she said. “Are you ready for this, Prince Makoa?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” He smiled. “I’ve been ready for some time.” 
 
    Coldwater Bastion, and the Heralder Throne within it. He was so close. He ran a hand across his chest, heart pounding with excitement. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Avina’s first night and day within Marjory Cliffs yielded no clues as to Koa’s whereabouts. She’d taken Lauric’s advice and approached the situation carefully, keeping Petra and Ketsese within the inn rather than parading about with the espers.  
 
    None of their careful questions had led to anything resembling traces of her son’s rescue or passage. Lauric, Mav, and Verity had done most of the asking. Each of the three had their own different way of trying to cushion her disappointment as each lead had led nowhere. 
 
    “One more day here wouldn’t hurt,” said Lauric. “I did hear word of some new ships coming through from up north. That’s what we want — word from where the current and most of the trade flow would be headed.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. They sat at the table within the common room of the inn they’d rented that’d come to be their default meeting place across the past day. She had a mug of ale that she’d hardly touched in front of her, along with the remnants of a stew she’d forced herself to eat, lacking appetite. 
 
    “We will find him, Avina,” whispered Petra. She set a hand on Avina’s shoulder. “It may take time, but you must believe it will happen. If he was not on that island when Verity returned to it, it must mean he found respite elsewhere.” 
 
    “I know,” said Avina. “We will.” 
 
    She glanced toward where Verity had been sitting, perhaps seeking more reassurance, but she wasn’t there. More than likely, she’d gone to tend to Horny, who was splitting his time between a stable stall and free ranging through the sky. She’d spent some time with the hookhorn earlier that morning, and the animal’s morose mood toward his missing master mirrored her own feelings. 
 
    “You should get some rest, milady,” said Mav, in a quiet voice. “We can start a new search tomorrow. You need to get some sleep.” 
 
    “True enough.” Avina sighed and shook her head. “Am I worrying you so much as to need this level of concern? It’s Makoa who might be in danger.” 
 
    “Not worried, exactly, Your Highness,” said Lauric, a touch guiltily. “We just need to be mindful of where we are and… what’s happening while we’re here. If the situation changes and we do need to return to Harvestglade at speed, we need everyone in the party to be rested for the journey.” 
 
    Avina didn’t say anything. Part of her wanted to shout, or at least sternly correct Lauric. There was nothing that could compel her to return to Harvestglade until she’d discovered what’d happened to her son. She’d known that from the first moment he’d gone overboard in her heart, but only recently put it into words and commitment. 
 
    She finished her ale and retired to bed, leaving Lauric and Mav in the common room. Petra went up with her, Ketsese already having fallen asleep in her bed. She shared her room with the two espers, with Verity, Mav, and Lauric in another. Sighing, she rolled over and pulled the quilt tighter about her. 
 
    Avina found herself walking down a shadowed but familiar hallway, the flagstones cold beneath her bare feet. At the passage's end loomed a set of imposing double doors, standing slightly ajar. She pushed them wider with trembling hands and froze, breath catching in sudden understanding. 
 
    Before her sprawled the grand audience chamber of Twinfalls, the towering Heralder Throne upon its dais, crafted of bronze, gold, and silver, and inlaid with gems. The armrests bore twin golden espers melded seamlessly into the metalwork. 
 
    Yet it was not the throne itself that seized Avina's gaze, but rather who occupied it. For there sat Koa, wearing the glittering crown, leaning back with casual ease. He greeted her with an easy, knowing smile. 
 
    “Mother. I've been waiting for you.” 
 
    Avina swallowed hard, frozen in place by the strangeness of it all. Koa rose languidly from the throne and descended the steps toward her. He moved with predatory grace, yet his smile remained warm and familiar. 
 
    “Welcome to my castle,” he said. “I’m so very glad you could join me for the celebrations.” 
 
    Despite herself, Avina shivered. Something lurked beneath his gentle words, an edge of danger she could not place. 
 
    “The... celebrations?” she asked faintly. 
 
    Koa chuckled, moving closer, near enough she could feel the warmth of his breath. “We have everything we ever dreamed of. All of it and more.” 
 
    He trailed a hand along her cheek and throat, touch searing. Avina sucked in a breath, heart speeding up in all the right and wrong ways. 
 
    “First a feast.” His gaze traveled slowly down her body. “You’ll sit at my side, where you belong. Then dancing, and wine...” 
 
    “We’re at war, Koa.” She shook her head. “We can’t throw a ball while our people are still in danger.” 
 
    “I am king now, Mother,” said Koa. “I can do whatever I want. Dancing, wine, and then… other pleasures.” 
 
    His hand ran down her arm and her shoulder, settling on her hip. Avina tried to firm up her expression even as heat flooded through her body. There was something dark in Koa’s gaze, however. 
 
    “Of course, we’ll have to execute the prisoners first,” he said. 
 
    “The prisoners?” 
 
    “All those disloyal to us. Traitors to Osteanus and Harvestglade. The other princes who refuse to recognize my rule. The underqueens who are… unsuitable for their duties.” 
 
    “Makoa.” Avina took a step back, gaping at him. “What are you… saying?” 
 
    Blood began to spread across the floor, pouring down the steps of the dais in twinned waterfalls of red. She tried to step away from it as it spread toward her. Koa let out a cruel, rolling laugh. 
 
    “Don’t you see, Mother?” he said. “This is the fun part.” 
 
    She came awake breathing heavily, nightgown soaked through with sweat. Somebody else was moving in the bed next to her. Petra. She could feel her esper’s emotions through the bond and realized she’d shared the same dream. 
 
    The seal brand grows weaker yet, she realized. Gods. Was Hazafallius right? 
 
    Avina sat up in bed, heart still racing from the vivid nightmare. Beside her, Petra slowly pushed herself upright, face pale. 
 
    “That dream...” Petra whispered. 
 
    Avina swallowed hard and nodded. The images still lingered at the edge of her vision — the bloodstained throne, Koa's cruel smile. She shuddered. 
 
    “It was just a dream,” said Avina. 
 
    “I agree,” said Petra, a little too quickly. “It would be naive to take such a thing as an omen. Though it is concerning that our seal brand seems to have weakened further.” 
 
    “I know. I worry where we’ll find ourselves if it begins to revert to how it was at its worst.” 
 
    Unease coiled within Avina’s stomach, but a more pressing realization suddenly struck her. The third bed was empty, the blankets rumpled and tossed aside. Ketsese was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where could she have gone?” Petra was up in an instant. 
 
    “Downstairs?” guessed Avina. “She can’t have gone far. Let’s stay calm.” 
 
    Despite her reassurances, they both scrambled from bed, nearly stumbling over their own feet in their haste. Petra made it to the door first, flinging it open. 
 
    The upstairs hall stood empty and silent, illuminated only by moonlight through the windows. Avina hurried after Petra down the darkened staircase to the inn's common room. It too was deserted at this late hour, chairs neatly stacked on tables. The dying embers of the hearth provided the only light. 
 
    “This foolish child!” hissed Petra. “Where could she be?” 
 
    Avina rested a hand on her esper's shoulder. “We’ll find her. Let’s get the others and look around outside.” 
 
    She moved quickly to rouse Lauric, Mav, and Verity, explaining the situation. All five of them hurried out into the deserted streets of Marjory Cliffs to search for any sign of Ketsese. The seaside village was eerily empty and still so late at night, the cobblestone lanes bathed in darkness. 
 
    They moved swiftly but quietly, peering down shadowy alleyways and calling the esper girl's name in urgent, hushed voices. Only silence answered their echoing pleas. Apprehension gnawed at Avina as they scoured block after block without success.  
 
    Lauric led the way, the hand resting on his sword hilt belaying all of their tension. Mav checked behind empty market stalls and stacks of crates while Verity scanned the rooftops and shadows with sharp eyes. Petra ranged swiftly ahead and then doubled back, following her instincts for any trace of the missing girl. 
 
    They found nothing resembling a clue, and Avina glowered into the darkness as the search began to mockingly mirror her own pursuit of her son. Despair was creeping in from all directions when, quite suddenly, a strange red light bloomed in the distance to the west. 
 
    “There's something strange ahead,” Lauric murmured. He pointed toward the unnatural reddish light pulsing ominously at the end of the street. “It seems to be coming from the direction of the glass road.” 
 
    “It can be no coincidence!” whispered Petra urgently. 
 
    “Let’s see what it is,” said Avina. “Stay close.” 
 
    They hurried forward as a party, leaving the town and following the normal road toward the ancient glass road. The light grew brighter with each step until they were pushing into an intense, surreal aura of red, ominous and omnipresent. 
 
    Ketsese crouched next to the glass road at its source, though she was only identifiable by her general profile, silhouette by the glow. Petra broke with the rest of the group, despite Avina trying to reach a hand out to hold her back. 
 
    “Ketsese!” She wrapped her arms around the girl and pulled her backward. The young esper shuddered and collapsed into Petra’s arms. The two of them shared a few quiet words in a mix of Espish and Ostean. 
 
    “What was she doing?” asked Avina. 
 
    “She says…” Petra shook her head slowly, “…that she wished to speak to her tribe through the trees.” 
 
    “Through… the glass trees?” 
 
    “I do not fully understand, but when she says speak, I think she means what we do. Through our bond. They can… use the glass to briefly bond with one another at a distance.” 
 
    “I see.” Avina blinked and stared at the glass road, so ancient as to have been in a time before their recorded histories. Built by who? She’d asked herself that question before over the years, but this was the closest Avina had ever felt she’d approached an answer. 
 
    “No answer,” whispered Ketsese. “Not home.” 
 
    “Your… tribe isn’t home?” asked Avina. 
 
    Ketsese nodded slowly. Avina shared a glance with Petra. Lauric came closer to the three of them and cleared his throat. 
 
    “We need to move,” he said. “We can stay at the inn until morning, but after that, we need to make ourselves scarce from this area. Otherwise, too much attention will turn our way.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Avina took Petra’s hand. Petra took Ketsese’s. They all walked back into town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Koa’s uniform fit him surprisingly well everywhere but the shoulders, which left him feeling like if he flexed wrong or tried to draw his sword too quickly, he might tear a rip directly between his shoulder blades. The smell was worse than the fit — a faint musk of sweat and reuse that he knew he’d quickly get used to, but was still annoyed by. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Rose from beside. “All the guards in Twinfalls are soldiers, first and foremost. Try to keep that posture.” 
 
    He smiled at her, noting how much baggier and ill-fitting her own Estorian uniform was. “I doubt it’s our posture and walking gait we have to worry about. One of us is going to have to do the talking, and only one of us speaks any Estorian.” 
 
    “I’ll manage well enough,” said Rose. 
 
    “It’s not just whether you’ll manage the words and the accent,” said Koa. “What if no other women are garrisoned within the city right now?” 
 
    “If we’re going to assume that every Estorian grunt recognizes every other Estorian grunt, we might as well not even bother,” said Rose. “Relax, Prince Koa. I have a lucky feeling tonight.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” he muttered. “Going in through the main gate will attract too much attention our way.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” she said. “There’s an entrance around back that leads to the dungeon.” 
 
    “Yes…” muttered Koa. “I know the one.” 
 
    He received an unwanted rush of memories as they walked the same route he’d taken once before while being manhandled by King Kendall’s guards. They’d thrown him into one of the water torture cells and turned on the tap. He’d only just been granted mercy by the king, himself, after displaying his magic by conjuring a fireball. 
 
    He’d appointed me his magus that same day, thought Koa. Feels like it happened a lifetime ago. 
 
    Two guards stood to either side of the stairs leading down into Coldwater Bastion. The door was standard wood at the top — no greater defenses were truly needed for this entrance, given how the castle had been designed with the feature of being able to use the river to flood its lower levels. With water also being capable of being diverted into a powerful waterfall blocking the main gate, Coldwater Bastion was fully capable of living up to its name during a siege. 
 
    Koa nodded to the guards, but didn’t smile. Rose did the talking, and it was all he could do to read the mood as she exchanged a few sentences in Estorian. One of the guards laughed and punched the other’s shoulder as he pulled the door open for them. 
 
    Koa waited until they’d descended into the tunnel before speaking. “What did they say?” 
 
    “One of them made a joke about whether my breasts had gotten bigger since he last saw me,” said Rose. “I think he thought I was someone else.” 
 
    “And what did you say?” 
 
    “I asked him whether he thought they’d look larger or smaller if I stabbed one of his eyes out the next time I caught him looking,” said Rose. “I told you, Prince Koa. You don’t have to worry. I can handle men.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed.” 
 
    The tunnel was dank and cold, despite ample lanterns lighting the way at regular intervals. Their footsteps made faintly mucky noises, the sound of tracking wet dirt. They continued until it brought them to the castle’s lower level, which was a labyrinth onto itself. 
 
    “Do you know the way to the controls for the gate and water defenses from here?” Koa asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    Rose nodded. “Once we get to the main level I know where to go. I've seen a sketch of the castle layout. Follow me.” 
 
    They wound through dim corridors and empty guard rooms, moving as swiftly and silently as the labyrinthine tunnels allowed. Koa felt exposed down here, the back of his neck prickling as if unseen eyes tracked their progress. He kept one hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw steel at the first sign of trouble. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity of skulking through shadows, they located a spiral staircase winding upward. Rose started ascending with Koa close behind. He could feel his pulse accelerating as they came back up into light.  
 
    A guard stood immediately to the left of where the stairs brought them to. He grunted a question in rough Estorian at them. Rose muttered something back and made to keep walking. The guard stepped in front of them both and slowly leveled his spear. 
 
    Koa moved as quickly as he could, flinging a fireball into the man’s face and drawing his sword with nearly the same motion. The man let out a brief cry of pain, but Rose came up behind him, trying to get an arm around his neck. He jabbed the butt of his spear backward, catching her in the stomach with the blunted wood. 
 
    As Koa stepped forward to swing his sword into an overhead slash, he felt his root leg adjusting. It was still new to him, having to trust that his leg was steady against the floor without being able to feel it. He’d regained his limb in a sense, but not the full range of balance and power which had once existed within it. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, his strike was accurate, but not powerful. He cut into the guard’s shoulder, which only exacerbated the man’s screaming without doing enough damage to end the fight. The guard rushed forward, slamming the middle of his spear shaft into Koa’s chest to push him back. He stumbled backward, again finding his root leg a bit too slow and unwieldy to rebalance him as easily as he wanted. 
 
    Rose moved quickly, having recovered from the blow to the gut. She drew a dagger and stabbed the man in between shoulder and neck, tipping him down to the ground carefully as the life fled his body. A shout came from elsewhere down the hallway, far off but accompanied by approaching footsteps. 
 
    “Let’s move,” hissed Koa. 
 
    “This way.” Rose took off at a sprint down the hall. He almost managed to keep pace, but once more, running on his new leg was, well… new. Each step had a bit of surprise to it, sometimes contributing more strength than expected and sometimes less. 
 
    They slowed as they rounded a corner, hearing definite footsteps ahead. It was far harder keeping an even, cool pace with their cover already in question, but the guards they passed didn’t question them. Rose led him up another staircase and down another hallway. 
 
    Footsteps and shouts sounded behind them. Naturally, they sped up. They were all but sprinting when they slid to a stop in front of a wooden door that led up to one of Coldwater Bastion’s turret towers. 
 
    “Is this where we need to be?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so.” Rose tried the door handle, swearing under her breath as it jiggled only slightly. “Locked. Of fucking course.” 
 
    “Step back,” said Koa. 
 
    He cut open a rift to Falskenspaar for just an instant, long enough to scorch the wood with sufficient heat to compromise its integrity. A noise came from the other side, but Koa paid it no mind as he kicked the door’s center, smashing bits of smoldering wood and char into the space beyond. 
 
    They climbed another long, spiral staircase. The door at the top was flung open before either of them touched it, and a screaming Estorian rushed by them. Koa let him go, knowing they’d made enough noise to attract the other guards to their position, regardless. 
 
    They hurried into the gate control room, shutting the door and barring it with a nearby chair. The tower had an exquisite view out over Twinfalls and the bridge leading to the castle, though there wasn’t much to see, so late at night.  
 
    “The window will let us signal Vance and Decklan,” said Koa. “Let’s get the gate open for now and then once your men take the bridge, we can see about rigging the waterfall to set a trap for the Estorians who might try to intervene from outside the castle.” 
 
    “About that…” said Rose, with a sigh. “It looks as though they also took an interest in the waterfall mechanism.” 
 
    She pointed to a spot where a broken lever would have engaged a now deformed and destroyed gear. Koa swore under his breath. It made sense and was in line with what he knew about how the Estorians had originally taken Coldwater Bastion. Treachery and subterfuge was how they played the game. Of course they’d have sent someone to sabotage the waterfall barrier before making any attempt at sending their army in. 
 
    A voice shouted from outside the door, and someone tried the handle from the other side. Koa exchanged a tense glance with Rose. 
 
    “For now, we’ll proceed as planned,” he said. “We’ll just have to worry about how to hold the castle after we take it.” 
 
    He hurried over to the window and gave the agreed upon signal to Vance and Decklan. Using his ring of power, he sent three plumes of fire scorching into the night air. Rose began turning the gate controls, which thankfully were still intact. The guards down by the bridge gave each other a confused glance before turning their gaze up to the tower. 
 
    The men outside the gate control room began trying to kick it down and seemed to be making remarkably good progress from the shudders the door gave. Koa slowly drew his sword and got into position, focusing on his root leg and how he’d need to favor it. 
 
    “This is it, Rose,” he said. “If we win this fight, our next stop will be wherever your father has made his quarters within the castle.” 
 
    “You always know just what to say, Prince Koa.” She let out a laugh and came to stand beside him, daggers drawn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Koa's gaze drifted to the window, taking in the sight of Vance and Decklan leading the charge as more than a hundred of Rose's Blackrope Guild loyalists flooded across the bridge toward the castle gates. The clang of steel and shouts of battle echoed up to the tower. 
 
    “It's only a matter of time now,” Koa muttered. 
 
    Rose nodded, face set with determination. “I would have to agree.” 
 
    Koa suspected she was referring to the Estorian guards still battering the barred door behind them. But it was true enough, in both cases, along with the greater sense. 
 
    The throne awaited, tantalizingly near. He need only cut through these last obstacles. Twinfalls would be his, the first stepping stone on the path to the Heralder Throne. 
 
    A resounding crack split the air. The ravaged door splintered in its frame. Koa met Rose's gaze, reading the excitement and trepidation reflected in her eyes. This was it. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked simply. 
 
    At her brisk nod, Koa flung the door open wide just as the Estorians smashed through in a last desperate blow. The first man through the doorway found Koa's sword buried in his chest before he could even lift his blade. Blood, hot and sticky, flowed over Koa's hand and he yanked the sword free, rising to meet the next enemy already clambering up the narrow stairs. 
 
    The stairs were far too confined for proper combat. Which only added to the fact that Koa was still unaccustomed to his root leg, which hindered the graceful footwork and pivots that swordplay required. He gritted his teeth and stood his ground, parrying and thrusting relentlessly at the attackers attempting to push past him. 
 
    Sweat beaded on his brow as Estorian after Estorian tried to breach the stairwell's tight choke point. They were badly outnumbered, with barely room to maneuver on the uneven steps. He kept expecting a spear tip or sword slash to find its mark, yet still he fought on. 
 
    With a sudden roar, Koa unleashed a torrent of flame from his ring of power down the twisting staircase. The blast hurled Estorians back with the power of terror and surprise more than actual force. Screams of pain echoed from below along with the unwelcome scent of cooked flesh, buying a few blessed seconds of respite. 
 
    “You’re fighting the king's own magus!” Koa bellowed after his fireball. The boast echoed down the stone stairwell, full of bravado. “Surrender, and I might yet consider mercy.” 
 
    A ringing blow suddenly dashed the top third of Koa's sword from the rest of it. He stared at the broken shard now laying on the blood-slick steps. 
 
    Steelbreaker would have survived that blow, he thought. Steelbreaker would probably also appreciate the shard on its own. 
 
    The thought suddenly inspired an idea. Koa seized the jagged piece of his shattered sword and sliced it downward through the air, tearing open a rift to the Realm of Broken Armaments. 
 
    “Get your head down!” he barked at Rose. 
 
    He remained mostly upright, despite knowing how foolish it was. He picked up the broken shard and held it outward in his palm like a shrine offering. It did nothing for a second or two, and then, seeming to gain life of its own, jumped once, twice, and took to the air. 
 
    The vast majority of the shards shot downward into the staircase. Koa was glad that he didn’t have a direct view forward anymore with the rift in the way, judging from the sounds that echoed back up to them. He waited a few seconds until most of the shards flew back through the rift and then slowly closed it, shooting a smile over one shoulder at Rose. 
 
    “Let's finish this,” he said. 
 
    “Oh… I think it’s just about finished already.” She winced as she looked past him. “That’s going to take some work to clean up.” 
 
    She made an odd waving motion, holding up one hand, and then let out a dry heave in the direction of the wall. Koa gave her a few seconds to recover. 
 
    They hurried back down the gore-streaked spiral staircase and through the castle’s main level. Koa kept his sword out, expecting more enemies to come rushing out around each corner. It was Vance, Decklan, and the rest of Rose’s Blackrope Guild faction that he found instead. 
 
    “All clear so far on your end?” asked Decklan. 
 
    “It would seem so,” said Rose. “What have you found?” 
 
    “Only a few guards so far,” said Vance. “I think some fled when they realized the situation. Throne room is closed up tight, though.” 
 
    Rose nodded slowly, an ominous smile sneaking onto her face. “That’s where he’ll be. He’s probably been playing at being king while waiting for the Estorians to decide what they’ll do with the city.” 
 
    Koa walked alongside Rose with more than a hundred rowdy guild members following behind them. They were not trained soldiers and didn’t act like it, buzzing with nervous energy, running their hands over expensive tapestries and vases. One of them made a grab for a young servant girl in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    “Let her go,” said Koa, voice gentle, eyes dark. 
 
    The man let her go, and the servant immediately sprinted for the main gate.  
 
    As Vance had told them, the throne room was locked up tight. Rose snarled and made as though to ram her shoulder into it. Koa gently pulled her back, kissed her on the cheek, and grinned. 
 
    “Allow me. I believe this is a job for one of my special abilities.” 
 
    “Another rift?” 
 
    “Another lie.” 
 
    He rapped politely on the door, cleared his throat, and then spoke. “This is Prince Makoa Gladefoot. There will be an army of men from Harvestglade and Sabantius here to occupy the city by early tomorrow morning. We will make careful note of who composed the… lingering resistance in the tribunals which will follow. This is your last chance to flee the city.” 
 
    He pressed his ear to the door, listening to what sounded like hushed voices on the other side. The door swung open after a minute, and a dozen or so men rushed out, arms held high in the air, eyes wide with terror. 
 
    “Let them go,” said Koa. He scanned the throne room beyond them. He’d half expected, or at least hoped, one of the executors might be present. Perhaps Guthren Yvvara, even. No such luck. 
 
    The throne room of Coldwater Bastion was a cavernous chamber of towering marble columns and arched ceilings, lit by flickering braziers. Intricate mosaics depicting past Heralder Kings adorned the walls and floors in glittering detail. At the far end of the long hall sat the magnificent Heralder Throne atop a raised dais of polished black stone. 
 
    The throne itself was an imposing edifice of gold, bronze, and silver. Twin espers were melded seamlessly into the gleaming armrests, their exquisite metalwork catching the firelight. Cushions of deep crimson velvet added a touch of softness. A high back fanned out behind it, engraved with reliefs of heroic battles and triumphant coronations from legend. 
 
    It was a seat of power designed to awe any who beheld it. Yet it now sat empty, its usual occupant displaced by the chaos of war. Instead, the broad-shouldered, thick-necked figure of the Guildmaster stood at the base of the dais, pacing back and forth.  
 
    His bald head gleamed with sweat, reflecting the flames. His meaty hands clenched and unclenched at his sides as his face twisted in a fearsome scowl. Fury emanated from his sturdy frame in palpable waves. He paused to glare murderously at the now open doors, as if he could obliterate the intruders through ire alone. 
 
    Koa walked alongside Rose up to the bottom of the steps. She was still smiling and opened her mouth to speak in the same instant her father chose to attack. He hurled himself down the stairs at her, snarling hatred and froth. 
 
    Vance and another man caught him before he was anywhere near within striking distance. Decklan punched him in the face while he was being held, grinning apologetically as though he had to do it, rather than wanted to. 
 
    “You bitch!” screamed the Guildmaster. “You traitorous cunt! Your mother was a whore, but she looks like a virgin in comparison to you! Spreading your legs for the Sabantian after everything else!” 
 
    “I forgive you, Father,” said Rose. She let out a long sigh and stepped closer to him. 
 
    Koa saw the dagger in the same instant she stabbed it forward. She sank it into her father’s stomach once, twice, then twisted. 
 
    “I forgive you,” she hissed, teeth bared. “I forgive you now!” 
 
    Staggering backwards, Rose collapsed into a heap atop the fine carpet leading up to the throne. Tears were streaming down her face, though she otherwise controlled herself, not sobbing or making any noise to go with them. 
 
    Koa was surprised how it made him feel. He thought of Hazafallius, his own need for revenge, how it still smoldered in the depths of his heart. He wanted revenge, but he didn’t want… whatever it was Rose had just received. Too real and raw — too disappointing and conceptual in comparison to the factuality of the pain. 
 
    “Rose,” said Decklan. “Should we continue the sweep of the castle? May still be some holdouts. Surely will be some in the rest of the city that we should attend to afterward.” 
 
    Rose didn’t say anything. She was still staring at her father, or her father’s body, whichever currently lay bleeding into the carpet. Decklan cleared his throat and glanced around. 
 
    “Prince Koa?” he asked uncertainly. “The castle?” 
 
    “High Prince Koa,” he said, smiling. “There’s a precedent for it in history in times when Coldwater Bastion has been occupied. And yes. I’ll join in with securing the castle. Send half your men to begin locking down the city. Make sure they stick together — no small groups until we’ve made it clear that we are now the power in Twinfalls.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it, uh, Your Highness.” 
 
    Koa knelt down next to Rose and took both her hands into his. “He’ll never be able to make you feel powerless again. He’ll never leave you questioning everything.” 
 
    She nodded, still looking at the body. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Avina walked alongside Petra at the front of their party. They weren’t directly on the glass road — they’d all decided it would do nothing more than make them conspicuous, and it added no major advantages of smoothness or speed to travelers on foot. Instead, they walked along a thin road that ran parallel to it, heading north with no objective beyond asking about Koa in the next settlement they found. 
 
    “You said you saw something resembling a town the last time you scouted with Horny?” Avina directed the question at Verity, who gave a small nod. “We could cut west if that’s the case…” 
 
    “It wasn’t on the map,” muttered Lauric. “More than likely it’s one of those smuggler coves. Not somewhere we’d want to ask questions. If he is there, we’d probably get word fastest simply waiting for ransom demands back in Harvestglade.” 
 
    Avina sensed his waning commitment within his tone. She’d heard a similar comment from Mav earlier that morning. She knew that the two of them had valid concerns about Avina’s own safety, not to mention the wisdom in continuing a blind search for a castaway prince. 
 
    I’m not returning to Harvestglade without him, she thought. They need to understand and accept that. 
 
    “He’s still alive, and more than likely somewhere along this coast,” said Avina. “I will find my son, but I need the help of all of you to do it.” 
 
    “Help which we are, of course, willing to provide, Your Highness,” said Mav. “Captain Lauric only seeks to give you his honest opinion. As do I. This journey… has been a long one.” 
 
    “I will search for Koa until we find him,” said Verity. She was walking alongside Horny and scratched the hookhorn’s neck. The animal let out a low whine — he hadn’t quite been at full energy in the days since Koa’s disappearance.  
 
    “What if he isn’t somewhere we can find him?” asked Lauric. “With those rifts of his… I’m just saying. It is a possibility, my queen.” 
 
    Avina let out a hiss, trying to be as understanding as she could, but with no intention of changing her mind. “I don’t deny that possibility, but I don’t think it’s wise to act on that as a working assumption.” 
 
    She felt a shift in the bond, which had been stronger that morning, almost distractingly so. She glanced at Petra, sensing… doubt. Doubt and concern. 
 
    “Avina,” said Petra. “We will find Makoa. I… think there is some truth to what Lauric and Mav are suggesting. He may not be in a position where he needs to be found or saved. Makoa… my sweet Makoa… is so capable. We know this and have seen it.” 
 
    Avina felt like she’d been stabbed in the back. She knew she was overreacting, but even a minor difference of opinion with Petra burned twice over through the bond. She shook her head slowly, sensing more through their shared gateway of emotions. 
 
    “You… worry for Ketsese more than Koa,” said Avina. 
 
    “I worry for them both.” Petra shot a glance at the esper girl, who was walking at her side. The party had slowed to the girl’s pace, even encouraging her to ride Horny as much as possible. Ketsese still looked exhausted in that defenseless, youthful way. 
 
    “We have to continue on!” snapped Avina. “Let’s at least make for one of the outlying villages south of the capital. We can rest there a while and… consider our next steps. Whatever they might be.” 
 
    The silence that followed was near enough to acceptance. She was still the underqueen, and she would be obeyed. The more pernicious effect of the sentiment split was the general nagging doubt that they all might have a point, that in some ways, her search was a selfish thing. 
 
    No, she thought. I must find out what happened to him. 
 
    They traveled for most of the day. The sky was overcast, and though the winter had grown somewhat milder again, the cold was still enough to add to their exhaustion and slow their steps. It was near sundown, right as they were searching for a place to set up camp alongside the road, when a group of men approached in the distance. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of them,” muttered Lauric. “Too many swords for such scrappy clothing.” 
 
    There were over a dozen, perhaps fifteen men, all wearing mismatched clothing, ragged leathers and bits and pieces of armor. Lauric’s opinion echoed in Avina’s head as she noted that every single one had a sword or multiple daggers.  
 
    They didn’t move to block the entire road, but they didn’t need to. Avina knew what they were about and made no attempt at trying to get around them. She sensed Petra’s resolve through the bond and felt no real fear — they could scare them off with a simple display of the esper’s power, if it came to that. 
 
    “Evening, travelers,” called a tall, bearded man from the front. “Are you seeking a camp for tonight? My men and I have one just over yonder that we’d be more than willing to share with you.” 
 
    “We have friends waiting for us up ahead, at a different camp,” said Avina. “But thank you for your generous offer.” 
 
    The bearded man chuckled and made no move to signal the rest of his group out of the way. “We didn’t see any other camps on our way down. Might be because of how dangerous these roads have gotten, especially since last night with what happened up in the capital.” 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow, surprised that she was actually being drawn into what was only a veneer of conversation over an implication of violence. “What’s happened in the capital?” 
 
    “The Sabantian has named himself High Prince!” The bearded man practically shouted it, smiling and nodding with surprising appreciation. “He’s always been my favorite of those snooty nobles, to be honest. Know what it’s like being the outcast, always being looked down on by grace and money.” 
 
    “He’s… my favorite, as well.” Avina laughed and realized she had tears in her eyes. She turned toward Petra, who wrapped her in a fierce hug. 
 
    The bearded man let out an awkward chuckle. “I’m glad the news lands so well upon you! I’ll tell you more of what I’ve heard soon as we’re back at my camp. Perhaps in my tent, over a mug of wine.” 
 
    “How did he take the city?” Avina shook her head, her words still trembling with relief. “He must have allies, then?” 
 
    “She’s full of questions, ain’t she boys?” The bearded man and his followers all shared a dark laugh. “Mmm… Big fan of such spirit, not to mention a fair face and big boobies.” 
 
    Lauric cleared his throat and set a hand on his sword. “You’ll want to be heading off in a new direction. I’m afraid you’ve misjudged your marks this time.” 
 
    “Have we, now?” 
 
    “You have.” Petra stepped forward, pulling tendrils of shadow from the early evening darkness. The men flinched back, surprised by the display of power. The bearded man held his ground and made a small motion with one hand. 
 
    The thump of a bow, the hiss of an arrow, Petra clutching her shoulder and going down on one knee — it happened almost faster than Avina could follow. A hidden archer emerged from the trees. The confidence Avina had felt while knowing her esper could easily overwhelm the men they saw before them vanished. 
 
    Lauric let out a shout and drew his sword, swinging it at the bearded man, who deflected. Mav drew a long dagger and plunged it into the stomach of one of the men who’d attempted to rush by her. Avina got her rapier out, doubtful of how much good it would do with how outnumbered they already were. 
 
    Avina slashed at the leering bandits with her rapier, trying to keep them back. But she was no soldier, and the odds were clearly against both her and her small party. Verity fought at her side, but a pair of bandits ran towards Horny, and she tore off to defend the hookhorn. 
 
    At Avina’s other shoulder, Lauric bellowed as he took a spear to the calf. He roared and swung his blade in tight arcs with the last of his energy. Blood ran in rivulets down his leg, yet still, he fought on. Behind him, Mav stabbed and parried with her dagger, face set in a vicious snarl. 
 
    No amount of ferocity could have allowed them to prevail against the overwhelming numbers. Another bandit slipped past Lauric's guard and slammed a mace into his shoulder. With an agonized shout, the captain collapsed, arms covering his head on reflex. 
 
    Avina's heart twisted, even as she barely deflected a sword aimed at her head. They were being slowly, steadily overwhelmed. Soon they would be at the mercy of these men, these animals. 
 
    The bearded leader let out a mocking laugh, leering down at Lauric's crumpled form. “Don't worry, we'll take good care of your women once we're done with you. Maybe we'll even let you watch before we slit your throat.” 
 
    Rage boiled up in Avina. Before she could respond, a wall of flame suddenly erupted between them and the bandits. She stumbled back, blinking against the intense heat radiating from the roaring flames. 
 
    Ketsese stood with hands outstretched, face twisted in concentration as she conjured the magical inferno. The little esper's eyes burned with ruby fury as she wove a shield of fire to hold the attackers at bay. Behind that wall, Petra still knelt, weakly clutching the arrow in her shoulder while Mav tried to stanch the bleeding. 
 
    The bandits shouted in alarm, staggering back from the intense heat. Ketsese didn’t relent, raining gouts of flame upon them without pity. Agonized screams echoed amidst the crackling firestorm as the men desperately tried to extinguish themselves. Each of them turned and fled down to the last attacker, smoldering and wailing amidst their retreat. 
 
    Ketsese finally lowered her hands, swaying slightly from the effort. The flames died away, leaving scorched earth where the men had stood moments before. She turned to assist Mav with tending Petra’s injury, the fury slowly fading from her eyes. 
 
    Avina sheathed her rapier, relief warring with unease. She was aware of how much danger they’d been in and recognized the necessity of Ketsese's ruthlessness. Still, her heart ached to see one so young wield such merciless power without flinching at the violence, or perhaps even understanding it. 
 
    What had life in her distant homeland forced upon this child, to forge her into an instrument of such calculated destruction?  
 
    “Lauric!” Avina hurried to her guard captain’s side. 
 
    “He’s going to need a wagon or a carriage,” said Mav. “Oh… Lauric. You damned fool.” 
 
    “He fought bravely,” said Avina. “He’ll live through this. We all will.” 
 
    She went to Petra, who was gripping the arrow and gritting her teeth. On the inside, Avina could feel the churning of her emotions. Watching Ketsese incinerating the bandits had brought about a similar sad realization.  
 
    Avina had heard stories of Estorian children raised as war slaves, the ones who escaped or were liberated. How hard it was to set the violence aside and return to the life they’d been stolen from. Their experiences left scars as deep as any weapon. Could it be the same in Aklesia, expectations forcing young espers into such harsh roles of combat? 
 
    “Petra,” said Ketsese. “Pain?” 
 
    “Ah.” Petra smiled and shook her head. “No pain, Ketsese. I will be… all right.” 
 
    “We’ll tend to your injury and Lauric’s,” said Avina. 
 
    “I’ll fly ahead,” said Verity. “With Horny.” 
 
    Avina knew it was a good idea, but it hurt in a strange way to send someone else ahead, to not be the first to reach her son, wrap him in an embrace. But it was a fleeting emotion, one which she couldn’t allow priority. 
 
    “Go,” said Avina. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Castles came in different sizes. Koa had known this and understood on a surface level. Coldwater Bastion was far, far larger than Harvest Castle, necessitating more servants, a larger surrounding city, various forms of supply chains for food and wine and lamp oil. 
 
    Experiencing it firsthand, however, in a situation where the castle was now ostensibly his, landed differently. It still felt presumptuous to acknowledge that fact… but it was true, at least for the time being. King Kendall had died without an elected heir. Most of the queendoms had either lost their armies in the war or capitulated to the Estorians. 
 
    He’d shown up, he’d taken the castle, and it was now his until someone took it from him. It was hard to shake the feeling that he’d broken the rules, somehow, even knowing enough about history to understand what a bloody affair it often was. 
 
    The signs of their battle certainly attested to that truth. There were servants already cleaning the mess up, going about their lives as though the change in leadership had been a scheduled one and all the blood was just an incidental thing. Koa could also see char marks when he stopped to look closely — lingering damage from the dragon attack that had begun the war in the first place and stolen Ruby from his life. 
 
    Am I getting closer to revenge, he wondered. I must be. 
 
    Overall, he wasn’t necessarily enjoying the ambience of his newly-captured fortress. He found his way to the kitchens. The battle and the aftermath had taken all night and most of the morning, but cooks seemed more hesitant to continue with their duties than the other servants he’d seen. Koa found a loaf of passable bread and a bottle of wine. 
 
    Vance was sitting outside the other exit from the sprawling kitchens, gnawing on a piece of salted meat. He stood to attention when Koa walked over to him, looking as though he wanted to bow or salute but wasn’t sure how. 
 
    “Ah! High Prince Koa.” Vance nodded and pulled the meat down from his mouth. “I see I’m not the only one with an appetite after a battle.” 
 
    “Not so, Lord Vance.” 
 
    Vance snorted. “Lord Vance? I don’t reckon I’ve ever been called that in my life.” 
 
    “Best start getting used to it,” said Koa. “You’re one of the High Prince’s inner circle now.” 
 
    “Ah. About that…” Vance scratched his neck. “Rumor in town is that the Estorians are already marching this way to take the castle back. Hundreds of them, at least. All the men they originally sent up this way.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with them,” said Koa. “Worry not.” 
 
    “How, exactly?” Vance shook his head. “Not to question you, um… my high prince, or whatever. But it seems like we’re going to be heavily outnumbered. I don’t like the idea of simply holing up in the castle that much, either.” 
 
    “That’s not the plan,” he said. It wasn’t the plan because the waterfall barrier controls were still sabotaged, primarily. “I have several other ideas that I’m considering.” 
 
    It was one idea, but again, it seemed like hope was one of those currencies that was worth more the more you spent it. Vance nodded and managed a grin. 
 
    “I trust you, High Prince Koa,” said Vance. “Say, does being a lord come with anything?” 
 
    “Go pick out an empty mansion on Tongue Island,” Koa suggested. “Make sure it isn’t the one with a patchwork of different colored rocks leading up to the door. That one is my mother’s.” 
 
    His mother, Avina Gladefoot, the underqueen. Koa smiled as he clapped Vance on the shoulder and continued onward into the castle. By gods, he was really going to do it. He would still need to at least make an effort to try to hold an election, but he’d have votes from Harvestglade and Twinfalls by default. Unless everyone else still alive to vote settled on a unity candidate, he was all but a lock as the next Heralder King. 
 
    Assuming you can hold Twinfalls and Coldwater Bastion, he thought. 
 
    It surprised him how the sudden raising of the stakes wasn’t accompanied by a similar load of new tension. Compared to his ordeal on the island, being chained within the Estorian ship, re-growing his leg, this seemed like a victory lap. 
 
    He found a servant, a cute-looking girl perhaps his age or a year younger, and had her lead him up to the king’s room. He opened the door slowly, respectfully, almost as though he expected Kendall to be sleeping in the bed within. 
 
    There was no sign of the former king or anyone else. It would have been the Guildmaster occupying this room, Koa assumed. It was a lavish bedchamber, far larger than it needed to be, with an entire dining table on one side, a complete study with several shelves worth of books, and a tub with a spigot mechanism that seemed capable of filling and draining itself. 
 
    The bed was large, with curtains that could be pulled shut for privacy. He would make good use of it and those. The thought of Avina and Petra and Verity, Rose and Zaratafenia, maybe even Ves… it was too much. He was both excited and homesick in that way that leaves a longing for beloved people rather than a place. 
 
    The desk within the study nook still had traces of what the Guildmaster had likely been up to the previous day. A pouch of pollen sat next to a fine-looking plate, several unattended lines of the stuff carefully measured out. It was the red pollen — the good stuff. Koa took a sip from his wine bottle, carefully settled down into the desk seat, and slid it all off into a small wastebasket right next to it. 
 
    I need my faculties about me now more than ever. 
 
    He was tired, but he still had work to do. He donned some of Kendall’s clothing in favor of the Estorian uniform which he still had on. Adding a fine maroon cape with gold trim along with the most expensive sword Koa had ever seen — the scabbard was so encrusted with gems that it was probably worth more than the blade itself, in addition. 
 
    He made sure he looked the part of a High Prince, if not a soon to be Heralder King, and then cut open a rift and stepped through into the realm of Bubbis Brown Bottom. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The realm still had that familiar, bursting bowels scent. It was raining, and he gave thanks that it was normal rain and not anything that would make him regret dressing in such finery. One of the short and stocky Deranauts greeted him much as they had on his previous visit with Haza, and within half an hour of his arrival he found himself standing in King Bubbis the Fourteenth’s somewhat low-ceilinged throne room. 
 
    He was taking a risk. The Deranauts were Haza’s allies, first and foremost. He’d briefly considered cutting open a rift to their realm back when he’d been in dire straits on the desert island, but dismissed the idea as being too dangerous.  
 
    I’m at full strength, he reminded himself. I can escape if I need to, or fight. 
 
    “You are the one who Hazafallius entrusted his claims to,” bellowed King Bubbis. The Deranaut was impressively rotund as far as the shape of his build went, more of a ball of abdomen with limbs and head attached. 
 
    “I am,” said Koa. “I came to seek your aid once more. I need blast spheres. Lots of them.” 
 
    “You will have to pay this time around,” said King Bubbis. 
 
    “Assuming you’ll accept my gold, that should be no issue.” He smiled, knowing he’d have no small amount of treasure from within Coldwater Bastion at his disposal to pay with. 
 
    “We will accept gold,” said King Bubbis. “We have been expecting you.” 
 
    “I’ll have some of my men bring the gold and make the… wait, what?” 
 
    King Bubbis gestured to one of his servants who hurried to a chest in the corner of the room and drew out a rolled missive. He passed it to his king, who passed it to Koa, as he drew nearer. 
 
    “From Hazafallius,” said King Bubbis. “Curious that he would leave such a note with me rather than pass it to you directly.” 
 
    “Most curious, indeed.” Koa frowned as he stared at the letter. Haza had clearly been to the realm in the time since his betrayal. It seemed likely that he would have made the visit to disavow Koa to the king, as Koa had feared he might.  
 
    “Do you need anything else?” asked King Bubbis. 
 
    “No… I don’t.” Koa shook his head absently. “I’ll send my men through to make the exchange later today.” 
 
    He waited until he was out of the castle before cutting a rift home. The missive felt strange in his hand, sweat from his palm already staining the parchment in places. He stood in the king’s bedchamber, thinking about what message might await him within it. 
 
    With a flare of heat from his ring of power, Koa burned it to ash. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Koa spent the rest of his first full day in Twinfalls as High Prince walking around and giving orders. He wasn’t a tyrant — it wasn’t as though he was belching out his will into everyone’s face. It was one of those situations where people had a lot of questions about what to do next, which inevitably landed in his lap. 
 
    Rose only made a brief appearance to give him a long kiss and let him know that she would be in her tailor’s shop for a while. He’d been curious as to whether she would attempt to, for lack of a better word, betray him in the aftermath of taking back her guild. She just looked sad, however, which almost seemed worse. Almost. 
 
    He took his first dinner as High Prince late that evening. He felt conspicuous eating in the king’s feast hall when the rest of the Blackrope Guild was taking their supper in the servant and guard’s dining hall, so he joined them. He arrived, somewhat surprisingly, to a hail of cheers, with only Decklan and Vance reacting more soberly as they quietly explained how they needed to handle the Estorians who were on their way to retake the city. 
 
    “We’re going to blow them up,” said Koa.  
 
    “You’re going to…” Vance blinked and twisted a finger around in his ear. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “I have bombs made by some friends of mine from another realm,” said Koa. “They’re waiting to be picked up. We should do it early tomorrow morning, before sunrise when there’s still some cover of dark. The section of the glass road where it runs switchbacks up the long hill before the split leading west should do perfectly. Might induce a landslide if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, either,” said Decklan. 
 
    “Bury the bombs in the snow on either side of the road,” said Koa. “I’ll go myself to initiate the blast. I could… perhaps hide in a bush and fling a fireball, and hopefully escape in a rift afterward.” 
 
    It was the only part of the plan he hadn’t worked out. The timing would be exceptionally close. He wondered if he’d begun drawing too much on his luck as of late. It would run out eventually. 
 
    “Are you sure these bombs are powerful enough, Your Highness?” asked Vance. 
 
    “They are. This will work, though likely only once. They won’t take the glass road again if they know how easily we can punish them for it. I’d like to get some of your men ferrying the product between realms after dinner.” 
 
    Vance and Decklan nodded, but exchanged a doubtful glance with one another. Koa knew he needed their trust as much as Rose’s, if not more so. 
 
    “You two have both served me well,” he said carefully. “Lord Vance. Lord Decklan. You will be rewarded for your service. The sweat off your brow, the blood of your men, every nick banged into your sword as we… ah, there’s the soup.” 
 
    He paused as the servant’s presented them with food, motioning for them to eat, too. 
 
    “That’s… damn good soup,” said Decklan. 
 
    “It’s got those royal spices in it,” said Vance, nodding. 
 
    It took less time than Koa had been expecting to make the exchange with the Deranauts and get the blast spheres moving. So much so that it felt anticlimactic and left him unsure of what to do with himself as he closed the rift and watched some of the men from the guild loading the last of them into a wagon. 
 
    He eventually retired to the king’s room, which came with two servants. The king himself had dozens, by Koa’s estimation. The king’s room itself had two full time attendants who apparently took alternating shifts, Uma and Karyn. Both were attractive women somewhat younger than him, and both seemed as scared as anyone he’d encountered so far, including the initial battle to take the castle. 
 
    “I… suppose all I need the two of you to do is watch the door,” he said. “Until I replenish the castle’s guard staff with people I trust, I’ll still need some kind of buffer there.” 
 
    He winced at his phrasing, but both young women looked relieved. He didn’t want to think about the liberties the guildmaster might have taken with them. He could only right such things moving forward rather than correct the wrongs of the past. 
 
    He climbed into the king’s stupidly big and comfortable bed wearing the king’s silky sleeping gown. He only then stopped to wonder where King Kendall’s actual crown was — likely seized by the Estorians or lost with his body. That was all right. He quite liked the idea of having a new one crafted. 
 
    Sleep found him with surprising rapidity. He awoke midway through the night to a combination of discomfort and itchiness in his root leg. He somehow knew the thing to do was simply to fill the tub with some clean, freshwater from the spigot and dip the roots into it. The tradeoff was that after doing so, he no longer felt that tired and struggled to get back to sleep. 
 
    A knock came at his door early in the morning, still hours before sunrise. He opened it expecting Decklan or Vance waiting on the other side with questions about the plan. Instead, Uma stood there, bleary eyed and apologetic looking. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa.” The servant gave a deep bow. “A woman arrived at the castle demanding to see you. She says she’s your servant, and she was riding some type of… flying animal.” 
 
    “Verity.” He leaned against the door frame, feeling an almost overwhelming surge of relief. “Send her up immediately.” 
 
    She bowed again and hurried off. It felt like it took an eternity for her to return, Verity walking at Uma’s side. Koa rushed forward and hugged her tightly, kissed her deeply, clumsily stepped back toward the door of the king’s chamber. 
 
    “Um… Your Highness?” said Uma. “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “I think I have just about everything,” he said. “Thank you, Uma.” 
 
    He managed not to entirely slam the door in her face, for whatever that was worth. He kissed Verity deeply again. She was musky from the road, dark hair tied back, hands and cheeks still cold and flushed from the winter air. 
 
    “Koa!” she said, laughing as he kissed her neck. “Hold on.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you, Verity,” he said, gently and playfully dragging her toward the bed. 
 
    “I’ve been on the road for days without a bath,” she whispered.  
 
    “So bathe. I’ll watch. I’ll help.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” she said. “I… reunited with the others. Your mother and Petra. They’re on their way as well.” 
 
    “Even better. But I’m sure they won’t arrive tonight.” He continued kissing her. 
 
    She kissed him back a couple of times, lips fierce against his. Her hand slid down his chest, further, but past where he wanted. She pushed him off balance so he fell into a sitting position on his bed and then knelt down, again priming his excitement until he realized her attention was on his leg. 
 
    “Is this… a wooden leg?” She pulled up his pant leg, revealing the roots he’d stuffed into a wool sock. 
 
    “In a sense.” He let out a sigh, wanting to skip ahead to the fun part after he finished explaining. 
 
    I’m always honest with Verity, he reminded himself. 
 
    “I ate a seed that Ves gave me, and a bunch of roots grew from the stump.” He reached out, one hand cupping her cheek, the other shamelessly fondling one of her breasts. “Satisfied?”  
 
    “Roots… grew from your leg?” She began pulling his sock off. “Can I see?” 
 
    “Of course.” He smiled and took his shirt and pants off too, kicking back on the king’s massive bed. “There. Look, examine, judge. I’m at your inspection.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, surprisingly serious about the endeavor. Koa tried to reduce his earlier excitement, sensing that seduction might not be in the cards for their reunion. Verity took up a position crouched right between his legs, which didn’t help. 
 
    “Can you feel through the roots?” Verity ran her fingers over them, tracing the roots, which were currently twisted into the shape of his lower leg, almost in the manner of muscle fibers. “Can you control them?” 
 
    “You aren’t going to ask about how I defeated the Estorians or took the castle?” He reached out, stroking her cheek again, trying to invite her closer. “Or how I escaped the island and survived after that?” 
 
    “Can you feel this?” Verity prodded where the roots merged into a woody base at the end of his stump. “Or this?” She prodded in the normal flesh just above it. 
 
    “Not really to your first question, yes to the second.” He let out a disappointed sigh. 
 
    “What about this?” She prodded a little higher up along his bare thigh. 
 
    “Gods, Verity, why would you think I wouldn’t be able to feel…” 
 
    “This?” She let her finger touch right next to the obvious bulge in his undershorts. 
 
    “…I can feel that,” he said, finally picking up on the playfulness in her eyes. 
 
    “And this?” She let her hand close around his erection. Koa took her by the shoulders and pulled her up alongside him on the bed. He kissed her passionately as their bodies began to intertwine. He inhaled her scent, confirming she was indeed still rather musky from the road, but in that intriguing, cute way. She smelled like Verity. 
 
    “They call you High Prince now,” she said, voice quiet as it so often was. 
 
    “They do.” He kissed her on the neck as he slid her pants down. “For now.” 
 
    “You… really plan on trying. Taking the throne… and keeping it.” There was more than a hint of disbelief in her tone, wariness too. 
 
    “I’ve been trying this entire time, Verity.” He gently opened her thighs and slid his undershorts down. “I’m no fool. I still need to make sure this all makes sense. I need to discuss it all with my mother, with Petra, and with you. But I see no reason why not.” 
 
    “Ah…” She glanced away. “I see.” 
 
    He touched her cheek and gently turned her face and gaze back to his. “I need you now, more than ever. If I do end up becoming… the sovereign ruler of Osteanus, I’ll need you even more, Verity. At my side. Whispering in my ear. In my bed.” 
 
    “Mmm…” she moaned. “You can have me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She glowered at him and playfully punched his chest. Koa took her hand and kissed it. He loved her so much. It wasn’t a new realization, more just one that aged like fine wine. The more he loved her, the more capacity he had for love in general, for her and for others. 
 
    They shared a kiss, hands running over each other’s bodies. Koa let his cock press against her womanhood, but she wasn’t quite ready yet. He smiled and kissed his way down her body. Verity made a small, somewhat embarrassed noise. 
 
    “I… haven’t bathed yet, Koa.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” He planted a kiss on her lower lips, and wondered if it was the sensation or his words that drew out the moan that followed. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get her wet. He kissed his way back up her body and gently thrust into her. They kissed and stared at each other as he slowly began to move, thrusting with loving motions. He was gentle, at least at first. 
 
    It was always that way with Verity. They shared a level of passion that fed into itself, a deeper lust that seemed to awaken, needy and irritable and demanding. She wrapped her arms around him, urging him on with little squeezes and rubs. 
 
     He pumped into her with slow, languid strokes. Verity wore a traveling tunic, and he pulled it off her, revealing her breasts. She looked so pale in the winter, which drew his attention to her dark hair, the red of her lips and nipples. He kissed both of her breasts and then her neck, letting his pace build. 
 
    “I was so scared when you weren’t on the island,” she whispered. 
 
    “You still found me in the end.” He smoothed a loose strand of hair back from her face. “I promise I won’t send you off like that again, at least not for a while.” 
 
    She smiled and kissed him. He thrust a bit harder, enjoying the surprise in her eyes, the breathless gasp on her lips. She curled herself around him like a trap, like she’d decided the best way to keep from losing him again was simply to never let go. 
 
    He had to give the king some credit for the bed after all. It was heavy enough to hold perfectly in place even as he took Verity harder, putting more energy into every motion. She let out a moan and shuddered, teeth gently pressing into his shoulder.  
 
    Surprisingly, it was Verity who stopped him as he was about to reach his limit. She rolled him onto his back, sliding down the bed. She had a mischievous gleam in her eyes as she took his cock into her mouth, head bobbing, lips and tongue working for a righteous cause. 
 
    “Oh gods…” He leaned his head back as he came.  
 
    She didn’t stop sucking right away, continuing until he was mostly soft before sliding back up to cuddle against him. 
 
    “Less mess,” she whispered. 
 
    “Efficient.” He kissed her forehead and then her lips. “But I do have servants for this sort of thing now. I could call one in and have them completely turn over the sheets and quilts.” 
 
    Verity, a former servant herself, narrowed her eyes in clear annoyance at the suggestion. 
 
    “I didn’t say I’d make a habit of it, just that I could,” he said. “You’ll thank me the next time there’s a moist spot on your half of this enormous bed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Avina was roused from sleep by a loud and rather unexpected bang. It was early in the morning, still dark outside, but with some visibility. They’d stopped at a small, but conveniently located farmhouse inn that’d been delighted to have paying guests. She was sharing a room with Petra and Ketsese, with Lauric and Mav out in the barn’s loft. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    Petra was awake, too, already on her feet and at the small window. “It came from the northwest. I see smoke.” 
 
    Avina climbed out of bed and began pulling her clothes on. She had no idea whether her worries were justified, but she felt them, all the same. 
 
    “We should set out immediately,” she said. “The sun will be up soon, and we may well appreciate what’s left of the dark in the meantime.” 
 
    Lauric was of a similar mind, despite still needing assistance to move at any decent speed. The woman running the farmhouse inn was beside herself with apologies over not having a hot breakfast to send them off with, but she gave them the previous night’s bread and fresh cow milk. 
 
    It was after sunrise when they received their first evidence of what’d happened. Petra held up a hand as the side road they were following led down into a valley. They all ducked into the bushes alongside the road, hearing the clap of horse hooves in number along with the creak and roll of wagons. 
 
    She risked a glance out from the bush and saw the familiar colors of Estorian army uniforms. Her fear rose and subsided almost in the same instant. The men riding horses looked like they’d been on the wrong side of an intense battle. The wagons were full of their wounded, and these men were seriously wounded, some with missing limbs, others severely burned. 
 
    “We could have stayed on the road,” muttered Petra. “No one looks fit to contest us.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” muttered Avina. “This must have happened in defense of Twinfalls. Meaning… Makoa.” 
 
    She shook her head, unable to picture how he might have managed a spell to deliver such punishment. They continued on once the way was clear. Avina’s questions practically doubled when the sight where the battle itself must have taken place came into view. 
 
    The smoke was still thick in the air, but she didn’t need to see much detail to make out the damage. A section of the glass road visible from where they were on their path had been the center of the destruction.  
 
    The earth around it for hundreds of feet was charred and scorched, with pits and craters nearer to the center. The glass road itself had also suffered damage, remarkable given the strength of glass, though it was limited to missing chunks along the edge and divots near the center. 
 
    It was free standing in one place, passing through open air where the earth beneath it had been simply blown away. Avina focused on smaller details, bits of scorched cloth from uniforms, lost pieces of armor, discarded and abandoned weapons. Corpses, though most were so heavily charred that they seemed more like part of the landscape, humanoid stumps fused into the ground. 
 
    “This… was Makoa?” whispered Avina. 
 
    “We used the blast spheres to force back the Estorians once before,” muttered Lauric. “I’d say he got the idea to do it again in a big way.” 
 
    Ketsese seemed awed by the devastation, fascination written plainly on her expression. She crouched down near a section of a shredded bush that must have taken a large piece of shrapnel through the center. When she stood up again, she held a chunk of glass in one palm, smiling in a way that revealed she knew exactly what it was. 
 
    “We have to reach Twinfalls,” said Avina. 
 
    Her heart couldn’t settle down, even after minutes turned to hours. She kept picturing the scene from her dream, Koa falling into the trap of ruling, losing all perspective. She couldn’t make any of it, her fears or her hopes, fit with the reality that made sense. That last real image she had of him, hobbling out on deck, only to be swept overboard by the storm. 
 
    Oh, Makoa, she thought. Wait for me. Let me help you. 
 
    Twinfalls came into view around midday. From a distance, the city looked unchanged, bearing few signs of its recent traumatic history. Avina and the others rejoined the glass road as their side path veered into it, like a stream merging into a river.  
 
    Travelers and wagons and merchants made their way to and from the capital of Osteanus, unperturbed or perhaps even encouraged in their pace by the chaos. The city gates were wide open — unusual in peacetime, let alone amidst war. 
 
    It wasn’t until Avina passed through them herself with Petra at her side that she finally began to understand. People were out on the streets, talking and mingling, drinking and shopping. Cart vendors and merchants had set up along Twinfalls main street as though it were a festival day.  
 
    She could hear music playing in the distance, multiple songs from multiple directions. A man wearing the king’s colors, a former guard, perhaps, was crouched low, hugging two laughing children fiercely. A young couple were pressed into a door well, kissing fiercely as they stood next to what could only be one of their mostly disapproving mothers. 
 
    The scars of war, both recent and older, were visible remnants of the city’s recent history. She saw plenty of scorched and collapsed buildings, an alleyway with covered lumps that could only be recent bodies still awaiting the pyre. She saw a scorch mark the length and size of a horse stall that she suspected was either the handiwork of the dragon or her son. 
 
    It was only then that all of the events fell into place and made perfect sense. Koa had, somehow, liberated the city and then gone on to force back the first attempt of the Estorians to retake it. What she saw all around her was hope, in the truest, most honest and actionable sense. The people of Twinfalls felt safe again, at least for the moment. They could see a future in which their lives made sense again. 
 
    Avina smiled, but still kept a low profile with her party as they began moving through the city. She’d experienced the crowds of Twinfalls before and how slow it could be to move about, but it still strained her patience knowing Koa would be waiting within Coldwater Bastion. 
 
    Dancing had broken out in front of the bridge leading to Tongue Island, across which would be the quickest way to the castle. The musicians were playing their hearts out. Young men and women were swapping partners, grinning and enjoying themselves. 
 
    Avina found herself suddenly swept into motion by a young man who couldn’t have been any older than Koa with a swathe of red hair and ruddy freckles. She smiled, despite being in no mood for dancing, and gently tried to pull free. 
 
    “You’re beautiful!” said the young man. “Are you from the city?” 
 
    Petra stepped forward and gently disengaged the forward young man. He stopped dancing, but not because of the intervention. He was staring straight up, as were most of the crowd, including the musicians who’d ceased their playing. 
 
    Horny flew low over the city with Koa atop his back. Shouts of unhinged excitement came from the people as Koa lifted an arm to wave, circling in loops to give every block a chance to react and crane their heads upward. Avina pulled down the hood of her cloak and reached an arm up. For an instant, she thought his eyes lingered on her, but there were so many in the crowd that it was impossible to tell. 
 
    “The High Prince!” bellowed the red-haired young man. “Makoa Gladefoot!” 
 
    Petra blocked him with an arm as he tried to pull Avina into more dancing, or perhaps an even more forward embrace. They continued onward toward the castle, watching above as Koa made his way back after presenting himself to the city overhead. 
 
    “Afraid only those of high importance are allowed in the castle right now, milady.” The guard who stepped forward to block them at the gate leading to Coldwater Bastion wasn’t uniformed… or shaven.  
 
    Avina smiled, finding it easy to forgive him for not recognizing her, given the circumstances. 
 
    “I am Underqueen Avina Gladefoot,” she said, smoothly. “The High Prince’s mother.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed as she said it, with pride and a swathe of more complicated emotions. The guard exchanged a glance with one of his fellows, eyes darting to Petra as she also stepped forward. 
 
    “I… um, right this way, then!” said the guard. 
 
    She had a better idea of where she was going than the guard escorting her did. Coldwater Bastion had never been Avina’s idea of a comfortable castle — too large, too much of a fortress. A castle of echoes and ambition. But knowing it was Koa’s now, at least for the time being, changed the vibrancy completely. 
 
    The guard whispered to another guard outside the throne room, who disappeared through the door. Avina felt a powerful sense of déjà vu as the door finally opened a minute later, her dream of Koa corrupted by power. 
 
    But it was the son she knew and loved who sat on the throne, with Verity and a woman she didn’t recognize leaning in to share a whispered conversation with him. His eyes immediately locked onto Avina and Petra as they entered, and he touched Verity and the other woman each on the shoulder, bidding them to pause. 
 
    Avina stepped forward, considering the greater situation. She’d never seen any sort of leader, not King Kendall, not her mother, receive the level of adulation the crowd outside had given her son. He might be merely a High Prince, but he was now likely the most influential leader within Osteanus. 
 
    But I am still his mother, she thought. I have to make sure he still listens to me, regardless of how willful he may have grown. 
 
    It was an important thought, but a passing one as her gaze shifted down to Koa’s leg. His injury was transformed, repaired or regrown, in a way she didn’t understand. He grinned as he stood to his feet and made his way down the steps of the dais with only the slightest hint of a limp. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “Petra.” 
 
    He rushed forward. Petra was a step quicker to greet him, and Avina was treated to the sight of Koa hugging her esper tightly, and then kissing her fully on the lips. As was everyone else present, some of which she suspected would be unable to use any sort of discretion in keeping a secret. Avina felt a rush of Petra’s emotions, pride, affection, and… the hottest of hot desire. 
 
    He moved on to her with just as much intensity and only slightly more self-control. Avina was still reeling from Petra’s reaction to the kiss and couldn’t stop herself from melding into him tightly. She didn’t want to let go, and she knew that was all her true emotion and reaction to seeing him again after so many days of worry. 
 
    “Your leg…?” she managed to whisper. 
 
    “I regrew it.” He kissed her softly on the cheek, lips hot against skin. “Vestalix magic. It doesn’t look quite as pretty outside of the sock and boot.” 
 
    “If it’s a part of you, I’ll love it all the same.” 
 
    She ran a hand across his forehead and through his hair. His smile wilted a bit, in a way that let her know instantly that he still cared about her opinion. 
 
    “I am so proud of you, Makoa,” she said. 
 
    “I’m glad you are, Mother.” He hugged her again, kissed her cheek, and let soft words out against her ear. “But I’m not done yet.” 
 
    She touched his chest. It felt like they were suddenly alone in his chamber, rather than surrounded by friends and servants and guards. 
 
    “You’ve liberated Twinfalls, High Prince,” she said, playfully and lovingly. “That’s not enough to satisfy you? You can slow down if you want.” 
 
    “I will, once I possess the throne in the way of our people. What good is it to rule if I don’t respect the traditions of our land?” 
 
    She gave him a curious smile. “There is wisdom in that. I respect it.” 
 
    He wasn’t a fool. He could take Twinfalls and name himself High Prince and perhaps rest on his laurels for years to come. But as she considered it, she knew that eventually there would be those who would call his authority into question, be it over breaking tradition and not earning his place through the council’s votes or simply due to his Sabantian background. 
 
    “I would welcome your guidance in this, Mother,” said Koa. “Along with the help of any of the other underqueens who wish to return to normality.” 
 
    She let out a small laugh, hearing the unmistakable tenor of excitement in his voice. It should have annoyed her to sense him lusting after Esanor and Genevieve, even Lassius. She knew him too well to blame him for it, not to mention she understood the current political situation. 
 
    “Esanor is eschewing tradition,” said Avina. “I think she plans on going through with her marriage. Knowing her, she’ll wish to have it both ways. I suspect she’ll abdicate her claim over Cloister Andrenia to Hetrix.” 
 
    “He’ll likely seek to present himself as an alternative,” said Koa with a sigh. “Perhaps Harriston, too. Somehow, I knew this day would come even back when I first met them both.” 
 
    “For now, we’ve earned a rest,” said Avina. “I’ll write to Reese in Harvestglade. Zaratafenia, as well. We need to rally our allies, but in a way that won’t leave us open.” 
 
    Petra nodded to that as well. “So much has happened, yet so much still remains.” 
 
    Ketsese pulled forward from the back of the group, and Koa grinned as he crouched down to wave hello to her. 
 
    “Verity mentioned that you were freed from Thunderclaw’s clutches,” he said. “What’s that in your hand?” 
 
    The young esper uncurled her fingers, revealing the shard of broken glass from the road. It suddenly flared true red, too bright to look at directly. 
 
    “They’re coming,” whispered Ketsese. 
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