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    PREVIOUSLY 
 
      
 
    After being presumed dead when lost at sea, Prince Koa turned up alive but with a clump of roots as a leg. He escaped captivity with the alluring crime leader, Rose, and seized control of her old stronghold at Cerulean Cove. 
 
    In a daring move, Koa used explosives to defeat an entire Estorian army. He snuck into Twinfalls Castle through smugglers’ tunnels and helped Rose get revenge on her betraying father. Against the odds, Koa led Rose’s forces to rout the Estorians from the castle. 
 
    Declaring himself High Prince, Koa flew triumphantly over the city with his winged companion. But Avina, who had voyaged to meet with fellow underqueens, knew Koa’s ambitions could lead to more conflict. 
 
    The ominous warning issued by the young esper, Ketsese, who seems to have some ability to communicate through glass, only underlines the threat of more dangers to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The reality of being the High Prince of Osteanus’s capital city was one Koa found himself wearing like a new jacket, chafing at the new fit. He walked slowly across the bridge leading from Coldwater Bastion into Twinfalls, the mist from the falling water landing on his face in blessing. 
 
    “Take a carriage,” said Verity, at his side. 
 
    “I don’t need a carriage. It would be far quicker on Horny.” 
 
    He took another step forward, this one on his root leg, still with traces of a limp. He wore one of the king’s cloaks — his cloaks, he had to keep reminding himself. He might well not be king yet, but he’d most certainly inherited the late king’s possessions. 
 
    “The people need to see you moving through the city by normal means,” whispered Verity. “At least occasionally. It’s what they’re comfortable with.” 
 
    Koa sighed, unwilling to force an argument he suspected she’d probably win. “Fine. But only because it’s a short ride to Tongue Island. My next outing will be on my hookhorn.” 
 
    “Whatever you decree.” 
 
    Her voice held more than a hint of teasing. She’d also taken to wearing the spoils of war, though he had no idea where the gray and blue gown she wore had come from. Her raven dark hair was twisted up in the style of the ladies of Twinfalls, at least the few that remained after the war. 
 
    There was still something so severe and possessed about her dark eyes and serious expression, even as she smirked back at him. Nobody would mistake her for a mere noblewoman, someone’s wife or widow. In that same vein, nobody would mistake her for a mere servant, either. 
 
    “What?” asked Verity. 
 
    “Oh, just warming to the idea of the carriage after all.” 
 
    The driver had already been notified by Verity, ever forward thinking, and two of the castle’s guards were already climbing aboard the front. Koa climbed in first, helping Verity into her seat. He gave her a deep kiss before the door was even shut and sat his hand on her thigh as the horses neighed into motion. 
 
    “We’re on our way to your mother’s estate,” said Verity, taking larger breaths as his fingers began some exploratory roaming. 
 
    “That’s true.” He nodded as though she’d made one of her usual sage points about courtly etiquette. 
 
    “You’re only torturing yourself,” she whispered, making no attempt to stop him. 
 
    He wondered sometimes whether she was truly as oblivious to his tangled relationship with his mother as she acted. She certainly knew about him and Petra, but perhaps prince and underqueen of Harvestglade was simply a pairing too forbidden for her to consider to be possible. 
 
    He was still fondling her as he looked out the window, thoughts wondering like the wind. A small crowd of people had gathered to witness the carriage’s procession. Cheers and waves and shouts of various tenors sounded out. The common folk had already begun acting like he was king. Titles and formalities likely made no difference in their hearts and minds. 
 
    Koa waved back to them and leaned so his head was visible in the window. In truth, he felt an odd pressure settling on him whenever he had to act like he was king, or high prince, or conquering sorcerer, whatever part he was supposed to be playing. It was exciting. It was overwhelming. It was new, and parts of it felt a little too much like work. 
 
    “You can close the windows,” suggested Verity. 
 
    He sighed, annoyed by how well she could read him, even as he loved her for it. “Wouldn’t they take it as a slight?” 
 
    “They might, but it’s your choice.” 
 
    “I thought it was.” He chewed his lip and drummed his fingers on the carriage’s wood. “Did I end up here by accident, Verity?” 
 
    “I wasn’t in Twinfalls when you took the city,” she said. 
 
    “Typical non-answer.” 
 
    “It’s true. What are you really asking me, Makoa?” 
 
    He shook his head, not entirely sure he knew himself. “It all just feels… so surreal compared to what I expected.” 
 
    The carriage slowed as a larger wagon passed through an intersection in front of them, just before the bridge to Tongue Island. Koa recognized the building directly outside his window as one of the more upscale courtesan houses in the city.  
 
    Some of the women apparently recognized his carriage in turn. A blonde with rouge lips and a pink robe stepped out onto the balcony, waved with her fingers, and then unveiled her chest. She had nice breasts, full and firm, and gave them a small tantalizing shake for him.  
 
    “You aren’t allowed to visit brothels anymore,” said Verity, voice quiet but serious. 
 
    “You don’t make the rules for me.” 
 
    “I don’t.” She set her hand on his thigh, matching his earlier touch. “But I do enforce them.” 
 
    There was an unspoken aspect of that statement that made him acutely aware of his destination, holding it in mind as one of Verity’s fingers traced the outline of his cock through his pants. His mother had made a point, one which he was still deciphering in full, of choosing to reside on the Gladefoot estate on Tongue Island. 
 
    She might simply be adhering to tradition in respect to how the underqueens acted toward the heralder king. They usually stayed in their own estates until summoned, as Koa understood it. He also suspected it might be a matter of comfort. The Gladefoot estate was, in essence, her vacation home. 
 
    Or she could be making a point of not placing herself within my sphere of control, he thought. 
 
    A warm breeze brought premonitions of spring as it fluttered through the carriage’s window, teasing his hair. Winters were short in Twinfalls, so close to the coast and the warm air currents circling back from the Outer Islands.  
 
    He glanced up at the courtesan again. She’d already closed her robe, but caught him looking and leaned forward to give him a new view of her billowing cleavage.  
 
    Verity’s fingers traced more cautiously, almost like she was afraid of getting him completely hard. Which made sense — his mother would be waiting for him. His mother. His underqueen, potentially within the next few days. 
 
    “You grew up in Twinfalls,” said Koa. “In Coldwater Bastion, no less. How is it being back?” 
 
    He asked the question more to distract himself from his growing arousal than anything, but realized it was an answer he wanted in the pause that followed. 
 
    “Painful,” said Verity, with a sigh. “Lots of memories. Somehow… it also feels new. Have you had that experience of coming home after being away for too long?” 
 
    “Not in the same way you have.” 
 
    “It makes me glad that you’re here,” said Verity. 
 
    “That’s one of the sweetest things I think you’ve ever said to me.” 
 
    “I meant here as a distraction from my own emotions.” A tiny smile crept onto her face. “Mostly.” 
 
    Koa slid in closer and kissed her on the cheek. “How about we have the carriage go around the block once before pulling up?” 
 
    He kissed her again, lips stealing a touch of her mouth, finding a familiar place on her neck. She let out a flustered laugh as he began to tip her sideways on the cushioned carriage bench. 
 
    “High Prince,” she whispered. “Your mother… is waiting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    “The servant he sent ahead to announce this visit said he’d be here an hour ago,” said Avina. “Though I suppose he’s always seemed to think he can just ignore me whenever he wants.” 
 
    Petra didn’t say anything. She sat on the couch in the common room of the Gladefoot estate on Tongue Island. She and Ketsese were taking grapes from the platter on the table and attempting to throw them into each other’s mouths. 
 
    “I wonder if the smarter move might have been to simply take up residence within the castle,” muttered Avina. “I would be nearer to him if I did. I’d have more awareness of his movements. It’s just… I worry what it might imply to him.” 
 
    She toyed with a lock of hair that’d come loose from the bun it was currently twisted up into, in the new fashion the ladies of Twinfalls had all seemed to adopt at once. Her cheeks felt a little hotter as she thought of her brief time as underqueen when Kendall had still been alive and ruling.  
 
    Had she ever visited the city during that period, making her lodgings within the castle would have, at least in her mind, been offering herself to him in the manner of tradition. 
 
    “He doesn’t understand what he’s gotten himself into, not as he should.” She folded her arms and looked out the window for the hundredth time, eyeing the road leading to the bridge she assumed he’d be taking. “Twinfalls has been through so much in the war. I worry that he sees the city and throne as possessions, rather than responsibilities.” 
 
    “He has done well so far, has he not?” Petra only seemed to be half listening, and it fed into Avina’s frustration twice as much as it should have. 
 
    “What’s your definition of well, Petra?” she snapped.  
 
    “A healed leg and the highest throne in the realm.” The esper tossed a grape that went wide from its target. Ketsese dove for it, regardless, giggling as it struck her chin and began rolling across the carpet. 
 
    “That’s exactly my point. Whenever Makoa strings a few successes together in a row, he gets this air about him. He can be sure of himself to a troublesome degree. The situation is too precarious for his cocky attitude to lead him into a spat of fresh impulsive decisions. He needs to… Petra?” 
 
    Petra and Ketsese had shifted into an all-out grape war. One of them bounced wildly as Ketsese slapped it out of the air, and it struck Avina’s shoulder. She let out a huffy breath and folded her arms. 
 
    “Would you at least try to act like you’re as concerned for him as I am?” she asked. 
 
    “The best cure for concern is trust,” said Petra. She plucked a few grapes and offered them to Avina. “The second best is eating grapes and flinging them at your enemies.” 
 
    Somewhat unwillingly, Avina smiled. She could feel Petra’s current mood through their bond. There was an aspect to the way her heart swelled while looking after Ketsese that reminded Avina of their younger days, when they really had both been doting mothers to Makoa. 
 
    Ketsese grabbed the last of the grapes and stuffed them into her mouth. She shifted on the couch as she chewed, pulling out the small shard of glass she’d taken to carrying in her pocket like a good luck charm. Avina knew it was much more than that, and oftentimes found herself fighting dark premonitions whenever she saw the girl with it in hand. 
 
    Petra had spoken at length with Ketsese about what she’d meant when she’d issued the warning that’d primed a portion of Avina’s worries. They’re coming had been what the girl had said, and ultimately, there hadn’t been much more to it than that. Ketsese was certain that at least some of the espers in her tribe had crossed over to their realm from Aklesia. 
 
    More than likely led here by Thunderclaw and Hazafallius, she thought. Which bodes poorly for both us and the realm as a whole. 
 
    Avina ate one of the grapes, still trying to see the path through the fog. The high prince’s resplendent carriage finally pulled into view. She resisted the urge to head straight for the door, instead seating herself next to Petra and Ketsese on the couch. Koa would knock, Mav would answer, and then Avina would finally speak her mind. 
 
    The knock came, and Mav answered, and Koa entered with Verity at his side. He grinned when he saw her and Petra, and seeing the warmth of that smile suddenly made it hard for Avina to feel quite as frustrated or worried as she had a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” he said. “Lady Petra.” 
 
    “High Prince Makoa.” Petra stood and made to bow before him, not quite mockingly, but not in full seriousness, either.  
 
    Koa laughed and swept her up in his arms, spinning her around once before dipping her and kissing her full on the lips. 
 
    A prickle of hot arousal crept through the bond, laced with thoughts and urges that hardly suited the moment. Avina stood and shook it off as she greeted her son. 
 
    “Makoa,” she said.  
 
    “Mother.”  
 
    He stepped forward, taking both her hands and leaning in. His eyes briefly flicked toward her lips, but ultimately, it was her cheek he kissed. She was somehow both relieved and disappointed by that. Another silent acknowledgment of the ever-persistent lack of a right answer, the vanishing clarity within their complex mother-son dynamic. 
 
    There was a beat of silence as they continued to stare at each other, as though a similar depth of thought was happening behind his affectionate brown eyes. He glanced at Petra again, took a small step back, seeming to recover the air of princely magnitude he’d arrived with. 
 
    “Have you settled into the estate all right?” he asked. 
 
    “We have,” said Avina. “It’s comfortable, if a bit smaller than Harvest Castle. Certainly more comfortable than a ship or an inn.” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. She could tell he wanted to ask the obvious question — whether it was more comfortable than Coldwater Bastion, but perhaps he simply didn’t want to hear her give the obvious answer. 
 
    “You should dine with me, at least,” he said. “Tonight. Assuming you’re available. Petra, too, of course.” 
 
    “I am,” said Avina. “Though, there have been quite a number of people here in Twinfalls attempting to steal some time from that availability. I sense that quite a few of what remains of the city’s nobility are eager to secure their place.” 
 
    “They can get in line behind their new high prince.” Koa smirked, but it was a passing expression, melting back into fondness. “I do feel as though we haven’t had enough time to just be close since arriving here. Since leaving Harvestglade, in truth.” 
 
    “I feel the same way, Makoa,” said Avina. “I would love to have dinner with you. But I also suspect that you didn’t come all the way here just to issue a supper invitation.” 
 
    “You would be right in that suspicion.” He sighed and glanced at Petra, and then back to her. “A trade caravan has gone missing. One of the regular ones that Twinfalls has been relying on in recent weeks, given the disruption of the war. I was hoping Petra might join the party I’m heading out with to investigate.” 
 
    “The party you’re sending, you mean,” said Avina. “A high prince’s place would be here in the city, not out searching for lost traders.” 
 
    “A high prince’s place is wherever he chooses to place himself.” Koa waved a hand somewhat dismissively through the air. “It’s not as though I’ll be going alone, hence my presence here. And it’s not as though I’m expecting much danger. The most likely explanation is that this trade caravan got stuck around where the glass road was recently damaged.” 
 
    “That’s far from the only possible explanation, however.” Avina stepped closer and touched his shoulder. “Send Lauric, along with Petra and some of the guards at your command.” 
 
    She spoke to him as she usually would have, not commanding, but certainly not lacking for motherly authority. Koa winced, letting his hand settle on hers. 
 
    “I can’t. I have to go.” He held up a finger, cutting her off before she could protest. “I want to go, I should say. I know that King Kendall, or King Marick, or even King Bordell might have delegated such a task and thought nothing more of it. But I intend to rule differently. Especially now, I feel as though that’s what the greater situation calls for. The people should see their new high prince making an effort.” 
 
    “Makoa,” she said, keeping her voice gentle. “I’m not going to send Petra along if you insist on doing this. The stakes are too high for me to placate you when you’re being reckless.” 
 
    She felt a twitch of emotion from Petra and knew she was reacting to the obvious flipside. The stakes were high, and he was being reckless. If that was the situation, should they not simply react to the reality of his behavior? 
 
    He’s my son, and he’s always been willful, she thought. This isn’t the first or last time I’ll need to demonstrate to him that he can’t always get his way. He'll walk all over me if I allow him to. 
 
    “So be it,” said Koa, slightly huffy. “I would have just sent a runner had I expected to waste my time like this.” 
 
    “My advice is a waste of your time, now?” asked Avina. 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean. If you don’t want Petra going with me, then I’ll see you tonight at dinner. My ears will be wide open for your advice then.” 
 
    He said the last bit in a tone that seemed to contradict his words. 
 
    “You’ve clearly made up your mind,” she said. 
 
    He turned and left without saying another word. Avina was caught off guard less by the outburst and more by her own expectations. He was still Makoa, her son, confident and determined and occasionally single-minded. She loved him for that as much as she worried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
     Koa stomped up the road toward the castle, right up until Verity gently but firmly took his arm and nodded to the carriage, which he’d already forgotten about. His annoyance was a feeble thing in the back of the meticulously painted and crafted vehicle, leaving him scowling out the window and feeling a little childish. 
 
    “She didn’t even hear me out,” he said. “She just decided, immediately, that she was right.” 
 
    “She had a point,” said Verity, quietly but firmly. “Though, I’m surprised she didn’t decide to send Petra with you when it became clear you weren’t going to be dissuaded.” 
 
    “They were unified in that, I suppose,” said Koa. “Petra is her own woman, but her bond with my mother always seems to take precedence over my opinion. Gods… Is this going to be every choice I make from today forward?” 
 
    “Would that be so terrible? Your mother is a smart woman.” 
 
    “I’m not denying that. It is often the case, however, that the smartest people struggle the most with admitting they may be wrong.” 
 
    “She isn’t wrong, Koa,” said Verity, again with that firmness. “The safe and smart and sustainable path here is for you to delegate these sorts of matters.” 
 
    “The people need to see a lot of their high prince right now,” he countered. “Too much has happened in recent days. The king’s death. The Estorian invasion. They need to see me every day, preferably doing some heavy lifting. This isn’t Harvestglade.” 
 
    “Your mother knows that, too. Don’t discount her perspective.” 
 
    “This almost feels like a bid for control,” muttered Koa. 
 
    “More likely a bid to remain your mother.” 
 
    “She’ll always be my mother.” 
 
    “You should think about what that means,” whispered Verity. 
 
    The carriage was less pressed as they moved into the upper town, toward the castle. It slowed to a stop as it reached the stables. An entire pen had been emptied for Horny after he’d riled some of the normal horses — not difficult special treatment, given the war’s effect on the animal stocks. 
 
    “We’ll check in with Rose before leaving the city,” said Koa. “She’s the one who brought word of the late caravan to begin with. She may wish to send one of her men with us.” 
 
    He hopped out of the carriage without looking and into a patch of mud. His second step, meant to steady himself, yanked his root foot entirely clear of his boot. It happened more often than he liked to admit, the lack of sensation giving him no real warning as to when the conditions primed such accidents. 
 
    His foot came down into the mud as he nearly fell off balance. The roots reacted instantly, unfurling from the vaguely foot-like shape he usually kept them in. His awareness achieved a similar unfurling, and it was as though he could suddenly feel the mud, the resources within it, the roots of nearby trees, and through them the leaves and branches and even the sun overhead. 
 
    “Ma… koa.” Verity’s voice came to him from afar.  
 
    He was listening to the birds, swaying in the wind, experiencing a tiny little biome of life just outside the castle that he’d walked past a dozen times without ever really seeing. 
 
    “High Prince!” hissed Verity. 
 
    He suddenly shifted, foot coming loose. He was upright only by the efforts of Verity, who’d slipped underneath one of arms. His head was resting on her shoulder, gaze twisted downward to stare directly into her bosom. 
 
    “Ah… yes.” He cleared his throat and scanned around for his boot. One of the stable boys was holding it and hurried to make to kneel in the mud to allow him to put it back on. “No need, just… toss it here. What was I saying?” 
 
    “If we’re heading out to look for that caravan, we should get moving,” said Verity, voice calm but with a hint of worry. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Koa wiped a few cold droplets of sweat from his forehead and put his boot on, not bothering to try to wipe the mud from the roots. Horny let out a worried whine as he was brought out from the pen. Verity climbed onto the horse she’d taken for herself and they headed back into the city, still accompanied by a pair of the castle guards. 
 
    “How long was I out for?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “No more than a minute,” said Verity. “Not long enough to be a problem but… people might do a bit of whispering.” 
 
    “This only lends itself to my earlier argument,” he said. “If I’m not seen being active, rumors about me passing out in the stables might do actual damage.” 
 
    Verity didn’t say anything. The two of them made their way through the winding streets of Twinfalls, heading for the tailor shop where Rose had taken up residence.  
 
    Koa had gifted her a reasonable share of what remained of the treasury for her immense aid in taking the city, and she’d used a decent part of it to buy up most of the block, turning the sector of the city around her unassuming base of operations into a haven for the Blackrope Guild. 
 
    As they passed through the central market, a crowd began to form around them. At first, it was just curious glances and respectful nods, but soon people were calling out to the High Prince, begging for his attention. The calls only seemed to prompt more people to stop whatever they were doing and rush toward them. 
 
    “High Prince Koa! Do you have a moment?” 
 
    “Your Highness, I have an urgent matter to discuss! Urgent!” 
 
    “Prince Koa, my shop was damaged in the war. Can you help?” 
 
    The voices blended into a chorus of pleas and questions. Koa tried to maintain a stately pace, nodding politely, but the crowd only pressed closer. Hands tugged at his cloak, and the two guards following them struggled to keep people back. Horny let out a low, displeased noise that boded poorly for the situation if it couldn’t be resolved quickly. 
 
    “Citizens of Twinfalls!” Koa held out his arms and spoke in his most princely, if annoyed, voice. “I am attending to urgent High Prince matters that cannot be delayed. Please make way and allow us to pass.” 
 
    “High Prince Koa, my roof has a leak, and the rain ruined my carpet!” 
 
    Koa massaged his temples and, his frustration reaching its limit, sent a fireball sailing into the air overhead. The people nearest to him jumped back, or at least tried to, a ripple running through the crowd as men and women bumped into each other in their haste to make space. 
 
    “Now, I didn’t like having to repeat myself even before I came to your fair city and became high prince,” he said sweetly. “Please get the fuck out of my way.” 
 
    He tossed up another fireball, and this time, the response was rapid and effective.  
 
    Only when the market was well behind did Verity lean in close to whisper her expected question. “Was that truly necessary?” 
 
    Koa shrugged, unconcerned. “It gained us space, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It also gained you a reputation for impatience,” said Verity. 
 
    “I do believe I already had that, at least to those who know me best.” He smirked at her. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t smile back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Koa climbed down from his horse as his party reached Stitch and Fix, the tailor shop turned base of operations of the Rusty Rose herself. He’d seen much less of Rose over the past week since they’d taken the city, but her help was no less appreciated. 
 
    Half the guards in the castle right now are her men, he silently acknowledged. None of this would work without her. 
 
    There were a range of worrying implications which came with that fact, but Koa had been through a lot with Rose. They’d built more than just a fiery, somewhat circumstantial romance — there was trust there, mutual respect, and the knowledge that they could still help each other in unique ways in the days to come. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa!” Rose greeted them at the door herself, though only after one of her men went ahead to share the news of his arrival. “What has a modest tailor done to earn the presence of His Majesty, in the flesh?” 
 
    Koa smirked and shook his head slightly. “False humility doesn’t suit you, guild mistress. And I suspect you know exactly why I’m here.” 
 
    “I might.” She stepped back and motioned for him to enter. Her gaze grew more discerning as it scanned over Verity, uncertainty flickering across her expression. “Though, I’d prefer to speak with you about it in private.” 
 
    “I tell Verity everything, Rose,” he said. “It makes no difference.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. She wore clothing that, in a way, seemed imbued with that same affected humility. A simple, though finely-tailored green dress that fit her ample curves perfectly. Her red hair was loose and well cared for. Koa thought he picked up the scent of hibiscus as she pulled aside the curtain to lead them into her back room. 
 
    “The trade caravan from Hortia should have arrived in Twinfalls two days ago,” said Rose. “It’s been a while since I’ve been the one waiting for the cargo, but according to my father’s records, it’s still running as smoothly as it did back when I was in control of the guild. Up until now.” 
 
    “A missing trade caravan doesn’t necessarily seem like the providence of your guild,” he pointed out. 
 
    “My guild has taken on a much wider range of responsibilities in recent days, including guarding the city. Not that I’m complaining, given that you’re paying.” 
 
    “Gold, along with the seats on the council I promised you,” said Koa. “A good high prince remembers his friends. But I notice you dodged my question more than you answered it.” 
 
    Rose let out a low chuckle. “You’re no fool, High Prince Koa. The caravan is transporting a range of important goods. Food, lamp oil, medicinal herbs… and of course, pollen.” 
 
    Koa felt Verity tense and step a little closer — to him, or to the conversation? He remembered both her struggles with pollen and his own extended efforts to wean her off it. He let out a sigh through his teeth, suddenly wishing he’d taken Rose’s advice and had her wait outside. 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that look, Makoa,” said Rose, perhaps misinterpreting his expression. “It’s part of the unspoken agreement that’s always existed between the Blackrope Guild and its forbearers, and King Kendall and the rulers who came before him. Someone will sell drugs and illegal items in demand within the city and the greater realm. It can either be your friend or your enemy.” 
 
    Koa glanced at Verity, searching for some wisdom within her reaction. In many ways, her personal experience seemed like it might give her unique insight into the problem. But she didn’t meet his gaze, lost in either memories or thought. 
 
    “I have to find this caravan, regardless,” said Koa, kicking the problem down the road. “We’ll finish the discussion afterward. I don’t necessarily find fault in your logic. I just know firsthand the damage which pollen can cause. It’s a poison of some sort.” 
 
    “One which people will seek out regardless,” pointed out Rose. “The further into the shadows you attempt to push its trade, the more dangerous it becomes for everyone.” 
 
    He waved a hand through the air and stood up. “As I said: we’ll finish this discussion afterward.” 
 
    “I’d like for Vance to accompany you,” said Rose. “Vance!” 
 
    Rose’s aged but capable lieutenant came out from a door in the back of the room, his furrowed brow shifting into a laugh-lined grin. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa!” said Vance. He saluted, rather than bowed.  
 
    Rose smirked and shook her head as though apologizing for a man clearly unused to court etiquette. 
 
    “The High Prince is looking into our missing shipment,” said Rose. “I want you to tag along and represent our interests.” 
 
    “Got a horse?” asked Koa. 
 
    Vance nodded and flashed a grin, wiping a hand across his bald head. “I’ll go get her saddled up.” 
 
    The path out of town seemed clearer with the addition of Vance to their party, though it was nearing lunchtime and could well have simply been due to the time of day. The weather was clear, and the sun felt wonderful overhead.  
 
    The snow was melting, and the air was thick with the smell of last season’s earth and fresh mud. The people seemed primed, if not inspired by the weather, children playing in both the streets and the snow, men and women mingling and commuting in small groups. 
 
    The gate opened for them before Koa had even announced himself. He supposed Horny was visible enough at a quick glance, the uniqueness of the winged hookhorn proving his identity at a distance. 
 
    “I’ll fly up and see anything amiss on the glass road once we’re further along,” said Koa. 
 
    “In all likelihood, the caravan simply got stuck at the section the blast spheres damaged during your surprise attack against the Estorians.” 
 
    “It would make the most sense,” he agreed. “Still… a delay of two days seems like longer than I’d expect for them to navigate a route around the obstruction.” 
 
    He eyed the area surrounding Twinfalls, a sprawl of farmland and small ancillary towns and villages, each coated to varying degrees with melting snow. It was a reminder of just how large Twinfalls was compared to Gladetown, both in size and significance. His mother’s earlier suggestion to simply delegate the investigation into the missing caravan suddenly felt like a practical one — they’d be riding for at least an hour or two before it came into view. 
 
    But it was a pleasant enough ride in the warm weather. Koa waited until he recognized the area and knew they were coming up on the area devastated by the blast spheres. He left Verity and Vance with the guards accompanying them as he took to the air with Horny. 
 
    Northern Osteanus spread out beneath him, a carpet of ordered farms, groupings of buildings, roads, and of course, the blue streak of the river. Koa felt the usual exhilaration of riding with Horny, but there was an undercurrent of a distinctly new emotion beneath it. 
 
    It was as though he was getting a glimpse of himself in the mirror. Makoa Gladefoot, High Prince of Twinfalls, Harvestglade, and Sabantius. Flying around on his winged hookhorn. Twisting his root leg through the mud. Casting spells and visiting other realms. Bedding powerful women of… a variety of different backgrounds. 
 
    It would be so easy to let all of this go to my head, he thought. It probably still will, regardless of whether I acknowledge the trap or not.  
 
    He held out an arm as he circled Horny once around. Coldwater Bastion still managed to seem huge and dominating amidst the landscape even from afar. He realized he could no longer see Verity and Vance and the guards as he tried to spot where he’d taken off from. Finding the caravan seemed like the quickest way to find them or be found himself. 
 
    He leaned forward atop Horny. The hookhorn’s response was to pull his wings in, accelerating them forward and down like an eagle might dive toward prey. He saw the section of the glass road where he’d set off the blast spheres. The surrounding area looked like a mining pit, exposed rock and scattered earth in the shape of a massive blast crater. 
 
    Slightly to the west, Koa saw what looked to be a large wagon tipped on its side at the edge of the forest. If he assumed it to be a part of the caravan he was looking for, both its location and orientation raised more questions than they answered.  
 
    He was wary, but that same wariness fed his resolve to be the one to get closer. With Horny and his rifts, he could escape more easily than a full party or any single rider on horseback. He landed a few dozen strides away from the wagon, Horny crunching into the snow as he touched down. 
 
    Koa listened for a few seconds before dismounting, hearing nothing but the wind. The wagon had obviously suffered significant damage. It was missing a wheel and was caved in on one side, with streaks of what looked like char along its roof. 
 
    It was that last fact that made his neck hairs stand up straight. A rustle came from the trees just as he was about to come around to the front of the wagon. Kanys Meltora, executor of the Estorian army, stepped out into the snow, smiling as though he’d arrived back from a leisurely walk. 
 
    “Makoa Gladefoot,” said Kanys. “I understand that congratulations are in order. The new high prince of Osteanus. You are, as it happens, exactly the man I was hoping to converse with, though I never suspected you’d be the one coming to see me!” 
 
    Kanys still had that unnatural youthfulness to him, almost bordering on androgyny. He wore a plain wool cap over his red curls and no armor that Koa could see, though a short sword hung from his belt. 
 
    There was more rustling from the forest. The sheer surprise of the moment was almost enough to distract Koa from the danger. He’d seen how much tree cover existed in this area of Northern Osteanus. An entire Estorian army could be coming up just behind Kanys, poised to ambush whoever came to investigate the caravan.  
 
    “So wonderful to see you again, Kanys,” said Koa, tone flat. 
 
    “Likewise. Though it is a shame that you chose to break the terms of our agreement.” 
 
    Koa held up a finger. “You turned one of my people into a monster and attempted to use him to assassinate my mother.” 
 
    The memory of Ani, bloody teeth bared, within his mother's chamber after he'd knocked down the door still gave him chills. 
 
    “That’s how we play the game in Estoria, High Prince,” said Kanys. “Consider how many lives, Ostean and Estorian alike, might have been saved had your mother been the last death in this petty war.” 
 
    “I will never consider that.” Koa twitched his fingers, readying himself to fling a blast of fire into the executor’s face. 
 
    “It still isn’t too late, and now that you sit on the heralder throne, the deal could be even sweeter. You have all the power, Makoa Gladefoot.” Kanys held his arms wide, gesturing to everything and nothing. “You will bear the burden, as well. The siege has already begun. No trade will flow to Twinfalls by the glass road or by sea in the coming days. In a sense, the choice has already been made for you.” 
 
    Estorian soldiers began to seep out from the trees, at least ten, with the continuous rustling promising more to come. Koa held his ground, despite feeling suitably unnerved. He could, however, hear horse hooves in the distance behind him. Likely Vance and Verity and the guards, though he wasn’t sure whether their presence would be a benefit to the situation. 
 
    “I’ve pushed back the Estorian army multiple times already,” said Koa. “Your threats are empty, Kanys.” 
 
    “Are they?” Kanys glanced up, his eyes shifting to track something behind and above Koa. As he turned to look, Koa saw a shape that hit him like a dagger in an open wound, memories and emotions he’d tried to bury. 
 
    Guthren Yvvara, atop his dragon, was soaring straight toward them. The dragon's wings were pulled back in a similar fashion to Horny’s own posture of acceleration. Koa’s breath caught in his throat as he thought of Ruby, revenge, nightmares — feelings and thoughts, all of it too much.  
 
    Give the order, he thought. Tell Verity and Vance and the others to get back and regroup. 
 
    He couldn’t speak, couldn’t even move. Frozen in place, Koa heard Kanys laughing, though the noise seemed to come from a mile away. The dragon circled once. The riding party seemed not to realize that it was shifting its attention his way. Koa knew he still had time, and then the next moment came, and he realized he didn’t anymore. 
 
    The flames came down on the riders and he swore he could feel the heat himself, despite the distance. He couldn’t see which of the riders went down with their horse under the bulk of the fire, at least at first. Vance had been riding in front on the right. Vance was gone, just like Ruby was gone, just like so many more ended up being failed by him and his decisions if he couldn’t… 
 
    “Koa!” shouted Verity. She was still on horseback but riding at a strange angle circling away instead of charging to his defense. Her sensible retreat inspired his own.  
 
    Koa spun, flinging a fireball toward Kanys’s face, if not into it with the aim he desired. He leapt onto Horny’s back and spurred his mount into the air. Arrows hissed by him, missing by margins that had him pulling at Horny’s harness, urging him into erratic evasive maneuvers.  
 
    A single shout came from the Estorians as they began to gather around the sight of the wagon and their ambush. 
 
    “This is just the beginning, High Prince,” called Kanys. “Wait and see what my next offer will be when Twinfalls begins to starve and devour itself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Avina marched her way across the bridge to Coldwater Bastion, with Petra at her side and no one in her way. The guards hadn’t questioned her right to place herself wherever she wanted since her first arrival in Twinfalls. Which was for the best, as she was in the kind of mood to explode on anyone who dared to inconvenience her. 
 
    It was after sunset, past the agreed upon dinner that Koa had promised to attend no more than a few hours earlier in the day. Avina was furious, but only a sliver of her anger was owed to the slight. The rest of it had been building since she’d first arrived at Twinfalls and noted how her son seemed to hear so much less of her advice than ever before. 
 
    “He would not have missed dinner without it being something pressing, Avina,” said Petra, in a gentle voice. “You know this. You know him.” 
 
    “And yet he still manages to surprise me,” muttered Avina. 
 
    She felt a mixture of emotions as she stormed her way to the throne room of the heralder king. It was so strange to think that this was now her son’s seat of power. He might not yet have assumed the title of king and might not ever, but for the time being, he was making decisions from the same perch that Kendall and so many who’d come before had made their own. 
 
    The guards outside the throne room reacted slightly more than the ones at the bridge, but they still didn’t prevent her from entering, even opening the door for her. The room beyond was empty, and Avina’s vision of Koa luxuriating on his throne or holding a party of eligible female noblewomen dissolved in the face of reality. 
 
    “Where is the High Prince?” she asked. 
 
    “Ah…” The guard on the left exchanged a glance with the guard on the right. “In the infirmary I believe, Your Highness.” 
 
    “The infirmary.” Avina blinked and slowly shook her head. “What happened? Has he been injured?” 
 
    “I… don’t believe so.” The guard winced and again glanced at his compatriot. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I don’t know more. He’s been there since he arrived back from his outing.” 
 
    Avina and Petra were already moving before the man had finished speaking. They made their way down a long hallway and through the castle to the infirmary. The doors were open, revealing a place of healing large enough to accommodate a small army. Only a couple of the beds were currently full, however, and Koa sat next to one of them. 
 
    “Oh gods,” muttered Avina. “Verity.” 
 
    Koa turned and furrowed his brow at the sound of her voice. Verity was asleep, or perhaps drugged with herbs. Her chest and left arm were heavily bandaged and the smell of burnt hair reached Avina’s nostrils as she drew closer, though a passable length of Verity’s locks were still intact. 
 
    “It was a trap,” said Koa. “Perhaps I’d be better off assuming anything and everything is a trap from now on.” 
 
    Avina winced as she took a closer look at the injured young woman. The burns hadn't marred her beauty or maimed her, but it was clear she must have been in a lot of pain. 
 
    “I made her drink some of the herbs they use here in Twinfalls for pain,” said Koa. “Bitter, but enough wintergreen tea can mask the taste of anything.” 
 
    Avina let out a sigh as her emotions warred, and as usual, concern triumphed. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine, physically speaking. Go ahead, Mother. Gloat about how you think you expected this to your heart’s content.” 
 
    “Makoa,” she said, tersely. “You can’t be angry with me for being right.” 
 
    “Were you right? Or were you stubborn?” He gently ran a hand across Verity’s sleeping forehead, brushing back a few strands of sweat-slick hair. “The only reason all of us didn’t fall completely into the executor’s trap is because I was there with Horny and flew ahead to discover it before the rest arrived.” 
 
    “If Petra had gone in your place, she would have rushed ahead and been able to retreat much the same.” Avina made her words sound more sure of the presumption than she actually felt. Gods, she hated arguing with him in times like this, when there was already so much stress bearing down on them from the situation and their enemies. 
 
    “I suppose now we’ll never know,” he said darkly. “I failed. I failed completely. Guthren’s dragon was part of the ambush, and I just froze up instead of warning Verity and Vance in time. Vance, you never met him, but he was a good man. One of Rose’s friends. Too burned for us to even try to help.” 
 
    Avina came closer and set a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure he was a good man. But we need to address the situation. We can’t get stuck in the past. You should have immediately reached out to me and Petra upon your return.” 
 
    He shrugged her hand off. “Ah, yes. Of course. In case I blunder into any new mistakes in that short interval without you whispering into my ear.” 
 
    “You know that isn’t what I meant. We need to start planning the path forward. For Twinfalls and Harvestglade.” 
 
    “And Sabantius,” pointed out Koa. “Reaching out to Zaratafenia and securing our alliance through marriage should be just as much of a priority.” 
 
    Avina hesitated. She had her own thoughts about Koa’s betrothal in light of recent developments. He was undoubtedly worth more as a high prince than he’d been as the mere heir of Harvestglade, though it pained her heart to think of her son in such terms. 
 
    The simple truth was that it might benefit the realm far more for Koa to marry in pursuit of uniting what was left of the queendoms, or even as a way of brokering peace with Estoria. She knew better, however, than to tell him such openly yet. Her pause almost seemed to give up her intentions, regardless. 
 
    “So even in that, we no longer see eye to eye,” Koa said cooly. 
 
    “It isn’t that simple!” hissed Avina. “Would you calm down for a moment?” 
 
    “I am calm, Mother.” He let out a breath, looking from Avina to Petra, back to Verity. “I need to plan our counterattack. For this, I would ask Petra to join me again. Except this time, I’m asking as the high prince.” 
 
    Avina shook her head, letting out a scoff, despite knowing better. “It doesn’t and will never work like that, Makoa. I will always be your mother. Petra will always be—” 
 
    “Be what?” he snapped. “Your esper? That brings us back to the exact reason why this war broke out once you subtract the layers of ambition from the equation. The Estorians wanting to sell their slaves. To live in a world where there is a harsh distinction between master and servant.” 
 
    “Makoa!” It was Petra raising her voice this time. “Hold your tongue. You wade into speaking of a dynamic which you do not understand!” 
 
    “I’ve known this dynamic my entire life!” he shouted back. “I know it as well as either of you do! Better, even, given I don’t have the same blind spots you do regarding each other. It wasn’t completely your choice not to accompany me to look for the caravan, Petra. Don’t pretend otherwise.” 
 
    “Enough, Makoa!” snapped Avina. “Watch your tongue.” 
 
    He looked at her with so much anger in his expression, but ultimately closed his eyes and pressed his thumb into the bridge of his nose as he spoke. “I think Verity needs her rest. She’s received all the visitors which she can handle for today.” 
 
    It took Avina a stupidly long moment to realize he wasn’t speaking to them. The guards outside the infirmary stepped into the space and casually made to stand next to her and Petra. The realization that he was dismissing her and her esper landed in a wave of mute shock. 
 
    “Come.” Petra touched her shoulder, pulling her toward the doorway before the guards spoke up and made the situation needlessly awkward. Or Koa spoke up and more shouting and accusations ensued. 
 
    They walked down the hallway, footsteps seeming to echo against the stone and Avina’s own heart. Petra set a hand on her shoulder as they approached the castle’s entrance. 
 
    “He should not be left alone in such a mood,” said Petra. “Let me go to him. I can at least calm him down, if not get him to see reason.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly, but it was Koa’s words still lingering in her head which she heard. “Do we have blind spots?” 
 
    “He was upset. With Verity injured and so much weight on his shoulders… you cannot blame him overmuch for speaking carelessly.” 
 
    “It may have been a carelessly stated accusation, but that says nothing about its veracity.” 
 
    Petra sighed. She took Avina’s hand, and the two of them stepped to the side of the castle’s entrance, out of the way of the trickle of guards and servants entering and leaving.  
 
    “Everyone has blind spots.” The esper gave a shrug with one shoulder. “I am sure we do, as well. Perhaps ones made unique by our bond.” 
 
    “What about the rest of what he said, Petra?” whispered Avina. “I’ve never thought of our dynamic as one… near master and servant.” 
 
    “There is more nuance there than the high prince sees,” said Petra with a hint of coyness. “You are not my master, Avina. But you are the underqueen of Harvestglade and my truest friend. The result being that oftentimes I do follow what you say, but not out of any obligation of servitude. That is how I see it.” 
 
    “If your view ever shifts off that, I need to know.” 
 
    “As you will.” Petra set her other hand atop the one of Avina’s that she was already holding and squeezed. “Perhaps it is fitting that we speak on this now. I do not think the high prince should be alone tonight.” 
 
    “You enjoy calling him the high prince far too much,” said Avina. “I agree, though. But he clearly has no wish to hear our advice, and I’m unsure that I could be close to him without feeling a need to give it.” 
 
    “True enough. Which is why I think I should go to see him on my own.” 
 
    Avina sighed out her frustration. “If you go see him on your own, he’s going to want more than just advice.” 
 
    “You need not warn me of that, Avina. He always hears me most clearly after, well… we have been together.” 
 
    Avina both heard and felt the slightest undercurrent of desire behind Petra’s words. It reverberated through her with twice as much intensity, the way the smell of food could sometimes prime the appetite more effectively than a taste. 
 
    “We want what is best for him, no?” ventured Petra. 
 
    “We do,” agreed Avina, with an unwanted amount of reluctance. “I won’t try to dissuade you if you think seeing my son tonight would help him.” 
 
    “I would hope that you also not begrudge me for it.” 
 
    “Why would I?” asked Avina, too quickly and too harshly. 
 
    Petra let go of her hand and touched her shoulders instead. “I know how this conflicts you, Avina. I feel it, both your love and confusion. But we have to work through our relationship with Koa as it is, not as it was or as we want it to be.” 
 
    “I already said I wouldn’t dissuade you,” said Avina. “Go on, then. I’ll look after Ketsese for the night and… you look after Makoa.” 
 
    Petra nodded. She glanced around as though trying to think of what else needed to be said, but there was nothing more. She gave Avina a quick hug and headed off down the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Avina felt as though she lacked purpose as she arrived back at the Gladefoot Estate. She’d never truly expected to be in such a situation — watching her son rise to greater power and status than what she’d achieved, and no longer being able to guide him so smoothly by the hand. 
 
    The sensation of having to pass that responsibility of guiding him off to Petra almost doubled her frustration and lack of control. She walked with quicksteps through Twinfalls, the setting sun casting long shadows and silhouetting the city’s denizens. 
 
    Lauric was waiting outside the estate and bowed to her as she approached. He knew her well enough not to question where Petra was or why she’d walked back alone. Avina forced a smile as he made to open the door for her. 
 
    “Did you and Lady Mav already have dinner, Lauric?” she asked. 
 
    “We did. Mav went to bed early, but I wished to wait up for you before retiring myself.” 
 
    “That’s considerate, but unnecessary. Get some rest, Lauric.”  
 
    “I will, as I become tired, my queen.”  
 
    She shook her head slightly but would no more order him to sleep than she would order Petra away from Koa. She went inside and took her shoes off. Ketsese was stretched on the couch, with a few of the wooden toys Petra had bought for her scattered across the table alongside a piece of sweetbread. 
 
    Avina helped her to bed, thinking first to carry her without realizing just how much the young esper had grown. She gently led Ketsese by the shoulders, the girl groaning and almost tripping as she shuffled up the stairs half asleep. 
 
    As Avina came back down and started to put the toys away, she noticed that the shard of veil glass Ketsese had taken to carrying around with her was also on the table. Avina pinched it between thumb and forefinger on the flat side and stared into it as she took a seat on the couch. 
 
    Glass and espers and politics, she thought. So much to ponder. 
 
    She felt a distinct shift in her awareness. It was as though she could see a new reflection within the glass, distorted and murky but definite. The more she tried to make the details out, the deeper it pulled her in. A faint but consistent light began to pulse from the glass, and as she stared into it, she felt herself falling into somewhere else. 
 
    “Your mother gave you that, no?” It was Petra’s voice, in her ears, but it was Koa’s face she was staring into.  
 
    “She did. I thought I might have it put into the crown I’ll eventually need to have made.” 
 
    Koa smirked, and Avina realized she was seeing him, in the king’s chambers, as though watching from a fixed position. He gently set whatever he was holding — whatever she was seeing from — down on a shelf, giving Avina a clear view of the room. 
 
    She felt a rush of both surprise and elation. Ketsese had already displayed a way of communicating through glass. Avina had no idea what she’d done to conjure the same power but felt a strong impulse to allow the moment to play out. Delving too deep into the sensation somehow felt as though it might break her connection. 
 
    It’s different from the bond anomaly Petra and I suffered, but not completely, she thought. The glass within me… is that what enabled our swaps in the first place? 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Petra came to stand behind Koa, staring at what Avina now guessed to be the glass leaf she’d given Koa months earlier.  
 
    “It is, but it’s the fact that she gave it to me that makes it so special. Gods, why must it be such a struggle for us to see eye to eye?” 
 
    “You both are chafing against recent changes.” Petra was barefoot, but otherwise wore the same formfitting black gown she’d had on when Avina had last seen her, sans cloak. “She is used to being the underqueen, as you are used to being a prince.” 
 
    “I would agree with that,” he said. “It felt so strange today to dismiss her like I did.” 
 
    “Has she ever dismissed you similarly?” 
 
    “At times.” He shrugged, looking suddenly boyish. “Perhaps not just like that. There’s so much on my mind right now. She has a way of making me second guess my decisions.” 
 
    Petra stepped in close behind Koa, wrapping one arm across his shoulder to caress his chest through his shirt. “She is an underqueen. You still aspire to become the heralder king, no?” 
 
    Koa nodded and blinked slowly, clearly focused more on the sensation of having her so near. 
 
    “Then you should get used to her having an opinion and trying to sway you,” said Petra, pinching the flesh of one of his chest muscles. “That is the balance the nature of the underqueens lends itself to. They all will attempt to sway you with their ideas for the sake of the realm.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s just their ideas they’ll use to sway me,” said Koa. He turned around and cupped Petra’s cheek with his hand. 
 
    “No, my prince,” she said, kissing the knuckle of his thumb. “It most certainly will not be.” 
 
    A loaded silence hung in the air, and Avina knew even without seeing Koa’s face that he was thinking about her. She felt her own face flush even though Petra’s emotions and sensations were more prominent in her experience. 
 
    “We both love you, Makoa,” said Petra. “I know your mother’s heart. I know her conflict.” 
 
    Avina felt her heart skip a beat as Petra’s words veered dangerously close to places she still considered to be their shared secrets. 
 
    “I… can’t speak to her mind, beyond what I suspect you already know,” finished Petra. “She loves you. If you do become king, she will… serve you faithfully as an underqueen.” 
 
    “Is that why she seems so keen on a lesser peace? Is she scared, Petra?” 
 
    Avina felt a flutter of anger, more at the fact that they were talking so much about her than what they were saying. 
 
    “You need to speak with your mother, High Prince,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “I will…” He drew her closer. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    He kissed her, slowly at first, deepening into a true and passionate locking of lips. Koa led her toward the bed with gentle, but insistent movements. It was across the room, but Avina’s awareness seemed to close in as she continued watching, feeling the heat of Petra’s emotions flooding through her, priming her body. 
 
    She felt no major sense of guilt watching them, at least not compared to what she’d felt during the anomalous swaps. That, in itself, made her feel an odd sense of shame, as though the lack of guilt was something she could damn herself over. 
 
    Koa gently leaned Petra down onto the bed. Almost immediately, she rolled him sideways, straddling him with a coy smile. 
 
    “I still have not seen you since we were reunited, Makoa,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re seeing me right now.” 
 
    “All of you.” She slid down the bed, undoing Koa’s belt and taking his finely-tailored trousers along with her. 
 
    Koa sighed as she began pulling off his socks, as well, revealing his normal leg before slowly revealing his root leg. She ran her fingers over the shape and contours of each individual root. Avina felt an odd surge of jealousy, as though her heart was insisting that it should have been her there paying him such close attention. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt, or itch, or feel strange to me anymore,” said Koa. 
 
    “I see. How much… control do you have?” 
 
    “More by the day.” Koa made a small grunt of effort, and one of the roots gently curled around her finger. 
 
    “That is… interesting,” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Interesting is a kind word for it.” Koa pulled his roots back, reforming them into a foot shape. He suddenly twisted, flipping Petra back underneath him. 
 
    “Your leg is not the only part of you I find interesting, my prince,” whispered Petra. 
 
    Her hand began to roam, running over Koa’s crotch. Avina felt herself getting hot in a similar place as she watched her esper caressing her son to hardness. 
 
    He kissed her neck and began grinding himself into her. Petra’s body writhed under his, and they both seemed to breathe in unison, each breath hot and needy. The arousal flooding the bond made Avina aware of where she was in reality, on the couch in the estate’s common room, but she was too concerned about losing the vision to consider moving to the privacy of her chambers. 
 
    “You’ll be one of my underqueens, too, Petra,” he whispered. “I’ll have you as my lover in the open.” 
 
    “Makoa.” Petra let out a heated, breathy chuckle. “I am no queen.” 
 
    “I’ll make you my queen, and give all the attention that comes with it.” He slid her gown up, letting it bunch against her waist. “All of it and more.” 
 
    “Mmm, my prince!” Petra wrapped her legs around him, and they shared a horny kiss, pawing at each other’s clothing with undisguised need. 
 
    Set the shard down, thought Avina. You needn’t watch this. 
 
    She did not set the glass shard down, even as Koa stripped Petra. Her pale purple body looked small and lithe on the king’s massive bed. Koa took his shirt off and tried to toss it onto the railing of the headboard. It caught on one of Petra’s horns, and she pulled it loose and glared teasingly at him just over her flushed cheeks. 
 
    “It is no wonder you and your mother argue so often,” said Petra, in a voice that managed to chastise as much as seduce. “You can be almost too much to handle, at times.” 
 
    “It’s nice to hear you admit it.” Koa let his cock probe between her thighs as he leaned forward to kiss her neck and whisper words into her ear that Avina could only just make out. “Will tonight be one of those nights? Will it be too much for you, Petra?” 
 
    “Try me and find out, High Prince.” 
 
    Koa groped both of Petra’s breasts, squeezing them together as he touched her in a sudden haste to be closer. He slowed down, controlling himself, and cupped her cheek. Avina felt not just the heat pouring off them as they stared into each other’s eyes, but the intensity of their love. Koa slowly thrust forward, and Petra let out a gasp far quieter on her lips than the surge of pleasure and anticipation through the bond. 
 
    To put a label on the emotion Avina felt would have been impossible, watching the scene as a voyeur, but one who cared so much for all involved. She was envious of the emotions and sensations at play, but knew the danger there just as powerfully.  
 
    Koa had a gravity to him that, somehow, perhaps not unwillingly, she and Petra had been dragged into. Life had been so much simpler back when she’d been the underqueen and had the final say. So much simpler in the time when her emotions had been easy, instead of this twisted knot of concern and anger and yearning. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Petra. “Makoa! Oh, oh, oh!” 
 
    “Petra! You’re so… beautiful.” 
 
    He was taking her faster now, each movement deliberate and fluid, flowing into the next. He slowed to kiss her neck, her cheek, her lips. He sped up again, one hand reaching to curl some fingers around her horns. It was lewd and needy sex. Avina was embarrassed, fascinated, and more turned on than she’d ever been in her life. 
 
    She wanted to pull back from the glass vision before one or both of them came. She wanted to, or perhaps she just knew she should, that it said so much about her that she couldn’t. Her face was hot, but so were other places. She wondered if she was just a sexual, arousable creature at her core, if a life as a courtesan might have suited her just as much as royalty, had the dice of fate been rolled differently. 
 
    The king’s bed, large and sturdy as it was, made almost no noise as Koa and Petra’s exertions reached a hotly fevered pitch. Petra twisted sideways, rolling Koa underneath her. She took his cock in her hand and let out a gentle sigh as she found the angle to sink down onto it. 
 
    “Show me how you ride, esper,” whispered Koa, finding places on her waist with his hands. 
 
    “I will show you that and more, my sweet prince,” said Petra.  
 
    She began rocking her hips with slow motions, but speeding up, each one faster than the last. Koa guided her with his hands at first, but shifted as she got deeper into it. He smirked and folded his arms behind his head. Petra took it as the challenge it was, riding him faster with tiny, pleasured noises until Avina could tell her son could hold back no longer. 
 
    He flipped Petra underneath him and began taking her at a frenzied pace. They shared a kiss, and Koa paused his motions, picking right back up as their lips broke contact. Petra’s pleasured breathing made Avina think, bizarrely, of some of the noises she’d heard her make during frantic skirmishes against other espers. 
 
    He started up again, building to a rhythm that eventually did have the king’s bed squeaking in complaint underneath them. Petra moaned and then went beyond moaning, legs wrapping around him, fingers running through his hair. Koa kissed her and then focused on thrusting, building to an effortful speed that Avina wondered how long he could maintain. 
 
    “Petra!” he groaned. 
 
    “Oh, Makoa! My prince!” 
 
    A shudder ran through them both, first Koa, and then Petra. They clung to each other, tangled in the sheets and quilt. Avina kept watching, but felt her shame and guilt more deeply by the second. What was she hoping for? That they went another round? 
 
    She pulled her head sideways, suddenly snapping back to the Gladefoot estate’s common room. The suddenness of her exhaustion caught her completely off guard. She fell sideways on the couch, intending to rest for a few seconds as she closed her eyes and immediately drifted off to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Koa wasn’t surprised when he awoke alone in his own bed the next morning. He remembered Petra slipping out during the night — the gentle brush of her lips on his forehead, whispered words of love and fondness. Soft footsteps and a valid attempt at silently opening the door. 
 
    She has other responsibilities, he thought. My mother. Ketsese. 
 
    He ran a hand over the spot where she’d been sleeping, still inhaling her sweet, lingering scent off the sheets. The rest of his complicated situation came to him more bitterly as he remembered the Estorian ambush, along with the bind Twinfalls would need to navigate. 
 
    After pulling on an outfit quite literally fit for a king, he headed straight to the infirmary. Verity was up and eating, arm still wreathed in bandages. She gave him a tired smile as he took his usual seat at her bedside. 
 
    “High Prince. Would you be kind enough to let the healer know that I’m well enough to leave my bed?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” he said. “Let me see your arm.” 
 
    She sighed and shook her head, but held it out for inspection. Koa pulled back the bandage and winced at the raw and blistered flesh he saw underneath.  
 
    “One more day,” he said. “I need you back at my side, but at full strength.” 
 
    She didn’t look happy, but also didn’t object. Koa picked up her spoon and stole a bite from her porridge bowl. 
 
    “We’re going to need a way to break their siege,” he added. “I want you to spend as much time as you can thinking it through. We can’t win against their numbers in a straight fight, but that doesn’t mean we can’t win.” 
 
    Verity nodded slowly. He sat with her a while longer, secretly wishing he could have her back at his side immediately.  
 
    “Remember to take Horny for a flight,” she said quietly. “He starts nipping at people’s hands if he spends too long in the stable.” 
 
    “I will. Rest up. I need you back at full strength.” 
 
    He squeezed her good hand and left the infirmary. He expected his mother or Petra to be waiting for him outside the throne room, but it was only the usual guards. 
 
    “Are there any petitioners for today?” he asked. 
 
    “Three, Your Majesty,” said the guard on the left. 
 
    “Send in the first,” he said. 
 
    He still hadn’t appointed all of the usual roles a ruler would want to streamline the process of tending to his kingdom. There would be a need for it soon, but with Harvestglade still ostensibly ruled by his mother and Twinfalls being a large city, yet still just a city, he’d managed it mostly on his own.  
 
    Eventually, he knew he would need a magister, a guard captain other than Vance and Decklan. He winced as he thought of Vance and the debacle that’d been yesterday’s outing. 
 
    The heralder throne still felt so strange to sit on. He wasn’t sure how to pose himself, and whenever he thought about it, he’d notice how he was slouching or leaning his head against one hand, crossing his legs in a manner a mite too cavalier. 
 
    The first petitioner was the head of a trade caravan who’d been prevented from leaving the city. The second and third petitioners were… the heads of other trade caravans with identical issues. The fourth was a nobleman who Koa had actually met before during his time in Twinfalls, Prince Bombi, a cousin of Harriston’s, if he remembered correctly and someone who would have a vote on the council once events had calmed down enough to resume procedures. 
 
    “I came ahead of the rest of my family!” said Prince Bombi. “They should have been here yesterday. This Estorian blockade threatens my very blood!” 
 
    Koa massaged his temples and gave the answer he’d refined over the previous petitioners. “We’re exploring alternate routes into and out of the city, along with our options in dealing with the Estorians. Your needs will be met, Prince Bombi. It just might take some time.” 
 
    “How much time?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    He nodded to both the man and the guards that moved to escort him from the chamber. He appreciated how seriously everyone took their audiences. It was sometimes the case in Harvestglade that unruly petitioners would make demands or even attempt to overstay their welcome. Never so in Twinfalls. 
 
    Harvestglade didn’t have water torture chambers in the castle’s lower levels, he thought. 
 
    Petra was next through the door, Ketsese following close behind. Koa smiled on reflex, but it faded as he saw her expression and haste. She came up beside the throne as the guard escorting the petitioners stuck his head in to announce the next. 
 
    “There’s a… group here in a diplomatic capacity,” he said. 
 
    “Thunderclaw and Haza,” Petra whispered. 
 
    Koa blinked and stared at her, so surprised and caught off guard that he wasn’t sure what to do. He felt somewhat childish as his next thought was how much he wished his mother was there to advise him. He was an idiot for letting his argument with her get so out of hand the night before. 
 
    “How did they seem?” he asked Petra, drumming his fingers on the throne’s armrest. 
 
    “Serious? Implacable? I did not stand around to observe them.” Petra touched his shoulder and gave it a small squeeze. “They had the esper prince with them.” 
 
    “Hetrix.” Koa let out a long breath, relaxing slightly. His root leg throbbed around where the tendrils connected to his stump. Part of him had feared that the situation would play out much as Haza’s original betrayal had. Hetrix being with them didn’t necessarily negate that possibility, but the demi prince wouldn’t have been needed by Haza and Thunderclaw if their goal was simply to overthrow the current high prince. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure of that, but there seemed no way forward other than hearing them out beyond hiding in the castle and hoping they left. He glanced at Petra, who looked worryingly uncertain. 
 
    “Show them in,” Koa called to the guards. “Allow them their audience.” 
 
    He straightened his back and obscured his expression, wanting to give nothing away other than the confidence he mostly felt. The doors to the audience chamber slowly opened, and Koa received his first sight of his grandfather since watching him climb into the carriage after his betrayal. 
 
    Hazafallius looked healthy, and a fair bit younger than he had previously. He gave off the aura of a man in his late fifties or sixties aside from the graying locks of his hair. He wore all black, as did Thunderclaw, and notably, had Steelbreaker at his side.  
 
    Koa felt a recognition pass between him and the sword, like seeing an old friend across the way in a crowd. He noted the sensation as something to explore later if it might give him an advantage. Too much was going on for him to linger on it now. 
 
    Hetrix walked in front of the king’s former esper and the Serpent of Crystal Hills, but Koa was surprised to see that he wasn’t the only one with them. A group of five espers walked behind them, most with faintly red skin identical to Ketsese, but one with a pinker complexion and one faint blue. Koa’s thoughts were still on that resemblance to Ketsese as the esper girl let out a shout and pulled away from Petra, surprising everyone present. 
 
    “Kortata!” cried Ketsese. 
 
    One of the red espers stepped away from the group, running and stooping as Ketsese threw herself at him. He hugged her tightly, one hand cupping her head. Ketsese began to shake in his arms, sobbing audibly. 
 
    “Kettie…” said the man. He whispered more to her in Espish. Koa felt his heart melting, though it shifted into more confusing emotions as he glanced at Petra and saw her face. She looked surprised, but also somehow wounded, and strangely alone at his side next to the throne. 
 
    You’re the high prince, he thought. Set the tone now while you have the chance. 
 
    “What better way to commence one reunion than by witnessing another,” he said, voice flat, but not hostile. “Welcome to Twinfalls, Hazafallius. Thunderclaw. Prince Hetrix.” 
 
    Somewhat surprisingly, it was Hetrix who cleared his throat and spoke first. “It’s a change of pace to be here, I must admit, Makoa. Especially coming here amidst rumors of you having sidestepped tradition to name yourself high prince.” 
 
    Koa eyed Thunderclaw and Hazafallius, though he knew that pausing after Hetrix’s accusation made it seem like he was taking it more seriously than he needed to. He wanted to know what their game was. It seemed unlikely that Hetrix was actually the one who’d gathered Haza and Thunderclaw as allies and organized their little diplomatic mission. 
 
    He must be their pawn, he thought. Thunderclaw always pushed for Hetrix as an heir to the kingdom. How much control does he have over my fellow prince? 
 
    “There is a precedent for it within recent history,” said Koa. “Your tutors did you a disservice, Hetrix.” 
 
    “A precedent involving a prince who’d already secured support for his succession campaign.” 
 
    Koa made a show of leaning back on the heralder throne, shifting his gaze without acknowledging Hetrix’s somewhat weak point. “And would these other men and women in your party be a diplomatic contingent from Aklesia, by chance?” 
 
    “If you think I’ll simply allow you to change the subject and escape any—” 
 
    “Silence.” Koa said the word in a commanding voice, and was pleasantly surprised by the result.  
 
    Hetrix looked uncertain, shooting a glance back at Thunderclaw and Haza. Koa wondered who would fill the pause, as he’d decided against it himself. 
 
    It was the esper Ketsese had hugged who stepped forward. He was tall and had to crouch to whisper to Ketsese. She frowned once and waved to Petra, who gave Koa an apologetic smile and hurried toward them.  
 
    “She says that… this is her brother, Kortata.” Petra pointed to the tall esper, who was perhaps Koa’s age, though it was hard to tell with espers. “She says her tribe seeks to… strengthen the glass and secure safe lands.” 
 
    “They have aligned their aims with ours,” said Thunderclaw. “An army of espers stands ready to help break this treacherous Estorian siege. We would merely seek your cooperation and support, High Prince.” 
 
    “Cooperation and support.” Koa echoed those words aloud, sensing the esper’s true meaning. “You would have it, of course, Lord Thunderclaw. Right up to the point of opening the city’s gates for this army you speak of.” 
 
    “Then you would place us on no better terms than the Estorians!” snapped Hetrix. “We may as well just lend our efforts into tightening the siege you’re under, not that it’s even needed. Getting by the enemy was hard enough for us on our way here.” 
 
    Petra shot Koa a strange look. He blinked, not wanting to show anything on his expression, but sensing her concern and agreeing with it. His mother should have been there. He needed her opinions and her political savvy. The decision before him was not one he could make lightly. 
 
    “The demi prince and the king of espers only seek to secure Osteanus in both security and tradition.” Hazafallius finally spoke up. “It comes from both of them and myself, princeling. It’s the best offer of help you’re liable to receive.” 
 
    “And what an offer it would seem to be, given our history, grandfather,” said Koa with dark mirth.  
 
    He was irritated that his reunion with Haza was happening in public, in the middle of the highest throne room in the land, no less. But as he considered it, he realized he would have found a private reunion just as disagreeable. 
 
    “I… have made mistakes, Makoa.” Haza’s voice was pained, but simultaneously vulnerable. “Concerning you, specifically. During our last encounter, I was… not as much myself as I thought I was. Which is no excuse — I won’t pretend it is.” 
 
    “That wasn’t much of an apology,” said Koa, fingers digging into the metal of the throne’s arm rests. 
 
    “Then allow this to be.” The old sorcerer blinked, face briefly tensing and wrinkling to look his true age. “I am sorry. I am so sorry. For everything.” 
 
    Koa had to look away. His face felt hot, throat beyond tight. Gods, why did Haza have to do this here? Have to do this now? 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” lied Koa. “As if an apology from the Serpent of Crystal Hills has any worth at all.” 
 
    “You can resent me and despise me as much as you please,” said Haza. “If I can stress one thing to you, Makoa, and one thing alone, it’s that you are in danger. Far more than you realize.” 
 
    Koa turned a hand palm up. “From who?” 
 
    “Exactly!” hissed Haza. 
 
    “I think we have succinctly delivered our offer and our terms to the high prince.” Thunderclaw set a hand on the old sorcerer’s shoulders. “You have three days to decide before we act.” 
 
    “You’ll have an answer,” said Koa. “My guards will now escort you from my city.” 
 
    He watched them go. Thunderclaw turned first with no hesitation. Hetrix followed alongside the espers. Kortata and Ketsese shared one more tight hug. It looked as though Kortata was attempting to pull Ketsese with him, not forcefully or insistently, but making it clear she had the choice to come with him. 
 
    Koa’s heart felt too weary to watch Petra at that moment. It was a relief when the young esper shook her head and walked back over to Petra, gesturing to her and saying a few more words to her brother. 
 
    Though that is a curious choice, thought Koa. 
 
    Haza was the last to turn away from the heralder throne. He didn’t say anything more to Koa. His gaze was one of long-lived regret. 
 
    Koa leaned his head back against the heralder throne with a soft thud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Avina was exhausted, even though she was well aware from the amount of light streaming into her chamber that she had slept in late. She dimly remembered Petra helping her up from the couch and to the bed sometime during the night, but the events before that were a surreal blur. 
 
    I saw her… through the glass. Was that real, or simply a part of my dream? 
 
    She dressed quickly, fighting past a lingering sense of tiredness and mental fatigue. Mav and Lauric were downstairs and both gave her small bows as she came into the common room. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” said Mav. “Are you feeling well? Is there anything we can help with?” 
 
    “Breakfast should do, Mav,” said Avina. “Thank you. Where is Petra?” 
 
    “She went ahead to the castle with Ketsese,” said Lauric. “Said she wanted to check in on the high prince.” 
 
    “Was she here last night?” 
 
    “Not for most of it, Your Highness,” said Lauric. “She came back from the castle quite late and returned to it rather early.” 
 
    If there was a kernel of suspicion in Lauric’s observation, it was one earned many times over. Avina felt annoyed at how blatant her son and her esper had begun acting about their secret relationship, but her main focus was on verifying what’d actually happened the night before.  
 
    The vision had felt different from the anomaly, she thought. I could stay with it or pull back at will. 
 
    “Did Ketsese go with Petra?” asked Avina. 
 
    “I believe so,” said Mav. “She’s usually up by this time. Up and eating with the stomach of a growing youngling.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly and accepted a cup of freshly-poured tea from Mav. She’d wanted to speak with Ketsese, or at least show her the glass shard again in case the girl had any deeper wisdom to share about it. 
 
    The door to the manor opened, and Petra stepped through with Ketsese alongside her, as though in answer to Avina’s silent plea.  
 
    “You are finally up,” said Petra. “I tried to rouse you this morning before I left, but you were suitably unconscious. What exhausted you so?” 
 
    “Mav, Lauric,” said Avina. “Perhaps the two of you could see if there are any errands that need attending to in the city?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” Lauric smiled uncertainly, perhaps surprised to be dismissed, though not displeased by it if it meant a chance to spend the morning alone with his partner. He and Mav brought the rest of the simple and long-since cold breakfast out into the common room and then made their departure. 
 
    “Should I send Ketsese up, as well?” asked Petra. 
 
    “No. I actually need her guidance on this as well, if she can give it.” Avina set the glass shard down on the table and looked at Petra seriously. “I saw you and Makoa last night, Petra. While you were… together.” 
 
    Her face felt hot. The way Petra glanced away, not meeting her eyes, made the sense of embarrassment that much more profound. 
 
    “Are you… certain?” asked Petra. “I felt nothing of the anomaly while I was, ah, with him.” 
 
    “You took a look at his root leg.” Avina felt a little annoyed as she recounted that detail, having long since wanted to take a closer look at it and worry over his condition, herself. “He also promised to make you his queen.” 
 
    “I would not necessarily say he promised that, but he did say such words.” Petra cleared her throat awkwardly. “I do not understand. How is this possible? Has your seal brand deteriorated still further?” 
 
    “It was the glass, Petra.” She picked up the shard of veil glass and held it between thumb and forefinger. “It drew me in, somehow. My perspective seemed to resonate through the glass leaf I gave Koa on the other end.” 
 
    “Yes, he had that out,” muttered Petra. “Interesting.” 
 
    They both turned and looked at Ketsese. The esper girl came forward slowly and took the shard from Avina, holding it in her palm. 
 
    “Hear,” said Ketsese. “See… sometimes. Harder to see.” 
 
    She made a gesture that needed no explanation, pointing two fingers at her own eyes and then turning them out. 
 
    “It wasn’t hard for me last night,” said Avina. “I suppose I should be glad for that.” 
 
    “Should you?” Petra reached over to touch her hand. “Avina, this feels as though it is where our struggle with this anomaly has been meant to lead us! It must relate to the glass fragment still within you. If you could harness this ability with equal if not greater proficiency than a native esper, it might be used to great advantage!” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly, still thinking. “If I could direct it toward any source of glass… I might even gain a sense of the entire glass road. The movements of armies, in particular.” 
 
    She rubbed a hand along her chin. Ketsese set the glass fragment down on the table, and Avina picked it back up. She closed her eyes, trying to feel for the same tugging sensation that had pulled her into the vision the previous night. Nothing came. 
 
    “Hard,” said Ketsese. 
 
    “Perhaps that is a good thing,” said Petra. “We were driven almost to insanity by the swaps. If this newfound power takes more focus and time to master, at least we can be certain it will not burden you before you learn to control it.” 
 
    “Assuming it even can be controlled.” Avina sighed and set the shard down. “Let’s return to it when we have time. I need to see Makoa, first and foremost. He still needs to come to a decision about the siege.” 
 
    “There is news on that front, as well,” said Petra.  
 
    “Good news?” 
 
    Petra winced. “Mixed, I would say.” 
 
    She explained as the three of them made their way through Twinfalls and up to the castle. Avina’s concern and worry grew to the point of speeding her steps, until Petra had to touch her arm and force her to slow down for Ketsese’s sake. 
 
    The guards allowed them uncontested entry into Coldwater Bastion. They found Makoa in the king’s study, and one of the guards outside the door knocked and announced them. 
 
    “Let them in,” called Koa from inside. 
 
    He was seated sideways at his desk, his root leg lifted onto an ottoman as he peered down at a map of Twinfalls and the surrounding area. He gave Avina a tired smile that immediately reassured her that they would easily be able to move past their friction from the previous evening. 
 
    “Good morning, Makoa,” she said. She came to stand behind him, touching his shoulders and leaning around to kiss his cheek. 
 
    “Mother.” He set his hand atop hers affectionately. “I was surprised you didn’t arrive earlier with Petra.” 
 
    “I… slept in,” said Avina. 
 
    She glanced at Petra, who looked somewhat annoyed, but didn’t offer any further details. The visions through glass, much like the anomaly, would remain their secret until the time came that Koa needed to know, if it ever did. She cringed internally at the thought of him thinking through old encounters with new scrutiny if he ever discovered the full truth. 
 
    “Have you been caught up already?” he asked. 
 
    “Up to Thunderclaw and Hazafallius’s departure,” said Avina. “Would you like my thoughts?” 
 
    “Now and always.” 
 
    Avina and Petra found chairs of their own, and Koa turned his around so they were sitting in a triangle, with Ketsese content to roam the room. 
 
    “It’s far too dangerous to trust Thunderclaw and Hazafallius, as I’m sure you already know.” Avina leaned forward, speaking directly to Koa, seeing the depth of thought in his still boyish eyes. “Opening the gates for them and their army would be akin to placing all of our fates in their hands.” 
 
    “On the surface, that is how it seems,” said Koa. “But what if… there’s a chance to sow some discord between them?” 
 
    “I’m… not sure I understand,” said Avina. 
 
    Koa held up a finger as though choosing his words carefully. “I think I may be able to turn Haza against Thunderclaw. Or at least create enough tension to keep Thunderclaw from being able to seize power, for himself or for Hetrix, in the way he would like to.” 
 
    “That’s a dangerous assumption to make,” said Avina. 
 
    “A foolish one, given your history with both men!” said Petra, with surprising harshness. 
 
    “Is it?” Koa shook his head, and Avina realized he was genuinely asking the question in search of an answer. “I have a blind spot here. Gods, he was trying to apologize to me. Right there, with everyone in the room, myself on the throne.  
 
    “It was like reliving all of that pain anew. Having it dug up and strewn out in front of everyone present. But… I think it went both ways. Mother, he might genuinely have an old man’s guilt over this. And that could be used to our advantage.” 
 
    “It does go both ways, Koa,” said Avina softly. “He may have guilt over what happened. But you have a wound there as well, as you pointed out. The last thing I would ever want to see is for you to take another injury in that same place.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip, not saying the rest of what she thought. In truth, she didn’t think he would survive another blow to the heart like that, at least not without closing himself off completely.  
 
    It spoke so much about her son’s strength that he’d reached a point where he could even face Hazafallius again. The danger in her mind was as much for Koa’s own emotional state as it was the possibility of a political betrayal. 
 
    “There may be some middle ground,” said Petra. “If we, ah, likely you, Makoa, could obscure our intentions, this idea might have no real risk to us. You would need to convince Hazafallius, and through him, Thunderclaw, that we intend to aid them in pushing the Estorians and opening the city.” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “It’s too much of a risk. Attempting to convince Haza would also leave you open to be convinced by him in turn. I think the correct move for now is to simply wait. Try to buy time by playing both of these occupying armies off each other.” 
 
    “We’ll only have so long under a trade blockade,” muttered Koa. “A week or two, if I had to guess. A month, perhaps, if we can sneak some ships through before the rest of the Estorian navy surrounds the harbor.” 
 
    He sighed and leaned back, folding his arms. Avina wished he’d been given more time to settle into his new role and responsibilities before being tested in such a way. She glanced at Petra, expecting her esper to be similarly concerned. 
 
    Petra was frowning and looking around, and her eyes settled on Ketsese, who was over by the window and in the process of opening it. Petra stood up and made her way over slowly, but Avina felt a shock of surprise through the bond as she came to stand next to the girl. 
 
    “Kortata,” said Ketsese. 
 
    “Her brother is outside,” said Petra, in a curious voice. 
 
    Avina stood up, her alarm fading to amusement as she saw the look she’d heard Petra’s in voice. Kortata was standing next to the castle wall, glancing around nervously in obvious expectation of a guard patrol. Ketsese called something to him, and he winked at her. 
 
    With barely any running start, the teenage esper leapt at the wall and scaled the distance up to the window, climbing on holds that were more suited for fingernails than fingers. Avina and the others made room for him as he leapt over the window ledge. He dipped into an exaggerated attempt at a courtly bow. 
 
    “Well,” said Avina. “This is a surprise.” 
 
    “A welcome one,” said Koa. “It is good to meet you, Kortata. Petra, could you translate? Or Ketsese?” 
 
    They both leant their Espish to translating, Ketsese and Petra conferring in quiet words before passing on a proper translation. 
 
    “Kortata says he wished to meet the forgana, the leader or king of this land,” said Petra. “He also says he is surprised that you are so young and… tan.” 
 
    Koa snorted out a laugh. “I would have assumed that Thunderclaw claimed that title for himself. Is he not who Kortata and his fellow espers have chosen to follow?” 
 
    Petra and Ketsese translated again. Avina stepped nearer to Koa, holding his hand and feeling oddly proud of him in the moment. 
 
    “Kortata says that his trust for Thunderclaw is uniform amongst the espers,” said Petra. “Many of them see how he wishes to use them. It is clear if they take the fight he seeks, many of them will die.” 
 
    “Tell him he’s right to think that. Thunderclaw betrayed me, and it cost my leg.” Koa reached down to pull his pant leg up and reveal the gnarled roots, which garnered a furrow brow from Kortata. “Ask him what he wants. I know Thunderclaw must have promised them something, but I wouldn’t expect espers to need gold. Land, then?” 
 
    The next translated response took a while to come. Ketsese and Kortata mainly spoke to one another, with Petra seeming to ask questions and for deeper clarification in her basic Espish. Petra looked somewhat confused when she finally turned back to the others. 
 
    “It is complicated.” She shook her head slowly. “Understanding what they have explained to me is also understanding… part of my intended purpose, in a way. A deal was made long ago, between your ancestors and mine, to bring espers and glass trees to this realm.” 
 
    “Glass Tree Grove,” said Avina, nodding. “I always sensed that there was far more to the tradition of Ostean bloodline magic than we ever knew. But what has it to do with Thunderclaw and his promises?” 
 
    “The realm of Aklesia is experiencing a shift,” said Petra. “Intense floods threaten the way of life of the espers there, spurring warfare and competition for resources. They have a means of pushing back the floods using glass to create barriers, or something akin to it.” 
 
    “We saw something like that while we were there,” said Koa. “The water flooding in and flowing out at speeds and volumes that were unreal compared to anything in Osteanus.” 
 
    “Glass is a medium of essence,” said Petra. “Espers use this essence to power their magic, but using the magic also creates essence. It is confusing, even to me. The glass tree here in Osteanus absorbs the essence in small amounts over time, and the espers in Aklesia can pull it across through their realm for their usage. In this case, to save fertile lands and hold back the floods.” 
 
    “What is it Thunderclaw promised, then?” asked Koa. 
 
    “He would bring more espers here to Osteanus to settle, along with more glass trees. This would change the realm in fundamental ways that even Kortata admits are hard to predict or understand.” Petra gave a small shrug. “I cannot say whether there would be dangers or downsides, but surely there would be some here in Osteanus who would object to such a migration.” 
 
    “We could match such a deal!” said Koa. “Tell your people that. I also have the means to open a direct route to Aklesia. I could do it for you now, to demonstrate! Gods, we could steal Thunderclaw’s army right out from under him if we played this right.” 
 
    “It is not that simple.” Petra shook her head, voice grave. “Ketsese and Kortata’s tribe is desperate. They do fight for resources and survival, as we saw ourselves in Aklesia. It… would not sit well with my conscience to use them like that. We must work harder to avoid bloodshed.” 
 
    Kortata said something Espish and pulled Ketsese into a quick hug. He kept his hands on her shoulders as he gestured to the window. Ketsese glanced back at Petra and said a few words in a quiet tone. 
 
    “Ah. She wishes to… go back with him.” Petra rubbed a hand across one cheek, smiling but in the saddest of ways. “I understand. I should have… expected such.” 
 
    Kortata shook his head. He took Ketsese’s hand, walked over to Petra, and set it into the older esper’s. He nodded to Petra several times, against the quiet protestations of Ketsese in Espish. 
 
    “Smart,” whispered Avina. “He knows she’ll be safer here than out there with the potential of a battle on the horizon.” 
 
    With that, Kortata stepped back to the window and out into thin air. Ketsese let out a tiny shout, but didn’t let go of Petra’s hand. Avina let out a sigh, feeling as though the situation had only grown more complicated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “I need to think about all of this,” said Koa.  
 
    “I don’t know if there is a right answer here, Makoa,” said his mother. 
 
    He nodded slowly and shifted in his chair, wondering why he’d ever assumed that taking on the responsibility of an entire city — an entire realm, in essence — would mark an improvement in his life. 
 
    “Can you help me find one anyway?” he asked her with a boyish smile. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Avina. “Petra and I should check in with Mav and Lauric.” 
 
    “How about dinner tonight, then?” he suggested. “I promise I’ll actually show up this time.” 
 
    “Unless something comes up.” Avina held up a hand before he could bring an excuse to his lips. “I understand. I don’t blame you for last night.” 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you tonight regardless, Mother,” he said. “I honestly don’t know how I would do any of this without you.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much it means to me to hear you say that,” she whispered. 
 
    He stood up from his chair and leaned closer to her, pausing for an interesting second before kissing her cheek. “I need to get a better sense of our situation. Primarily, the placement of this new army. I’m going to take Horny up into the air to get a view from the sky.” 
 
    “Koa,” she said with a hint of warning in her voice. “How did that turn out last time?” 
 
    “This isn’t a job that could be done effectively by a scout now that siege is in full force, Mother.” 
 
    “Then send Verity to do it. She has more experience flying on your hookhorn than you do.” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder, hating the fact that she had a point. “We’ll see. If she’s up to it, I promise I will.” 
 
    She nodded slowly and let it drop. Koa stepped toward Petra, who was watching Ketsese standing by the window. He wasn’t sure what, if anything, he could say to soothe the conflict he sensed within her emotions. Instead, he pulled her into an embrace from behind, softly kissing her shoulder. 
 
    “Come see me later,” he whispered. 
 
    She nodded, still slightly stiff within his arms. He kissed her cheek as he let go, offered one last parting nod to his mother, and set off to the infirmary. 
 
    It was clear at first glance that Verity still had a fair amount of healing to do. She was only half awake and worryingly drowsy as he sat down next to her bed and greeted her. The castle’s healer, Tomas, offered a quick explanation. 
 
    “Her pain was creeping up,” he said. “Often the case with burns. I left a mug of sleeping tea with her. She was supposed to just sip on it as needed.” 
 
    “I was… sipping on it.” Verity’s tone was dreamy in a way that was amusingly out of character for her. “I like wintergreen.” 
 
    “I see that.” Koa eyed the empty mug next to her bed, having a small flashback to when she’d nearly succumbed to pollen addiction. 
 
    “Have you been caring for Horny?” whispered Verity. 
 
    “On my way to right now.” He took her unburned hand into his and kissed the back of it. Verity waved him closer, tapping her lips with one finger and altogether acting more girlish than he’d ever seen from her before. He gave her a slow, somewhat sleepy kiss on the lips. 
 
    “I love you,” whispered Verity. 
 
    He almost laughed, but knew she was dead serious, if uninhibited. “I love you, too, Verity. Which is why you need to take your sleeping tea as directed and heal up. I need you right now.” 
 
    “One more day,” she muttered. “Maybe two.” 
 
    He kissed her once more and waited until her eyes fluttered shut before heading for the door. In truth, he wasn’t disappointed in the slightest. He’d told his mother that he’d send Verity out scouting if she was up to it, and she clearly was not. It left him guilt free in taking his hookhorn out for a glide through the sky. 
 
    He took Horny out from the stables and walked him once through the castle courtyard to stretch his legs. Then, they were off. Horny took to the air with a running start, wings flapping with motions that somehow seemed both effortful and effortless. 
 
    The sense of freedom as he gained the height of the castle and rose above it was immeasurable. Horny’s energy and excitement was inescapably infectious. Koa guided him into banking into a couple of slow circles around the top of Castle Bastion, delighting in the surprise of patrolling guards as they caught sight of him and pointed the hookhorn and rider out to their fellows. 
 
    He flew higher still, slowly gliding south. The air was far colder up in the sky than at ground level, and he was left with a brusque reminder of winter’s lingering edge. He reached a height where he could no longer make out people, only shapes that could be people, must be people, through the intentional path of their movements. 
 
    The Estorian army was positioned around where the trap had been set with the caravan, along the edge of the forest in what looked like neat and orderly lines. He found it challenging to estimate their numbers, but felt safe assuming it was more than a thousand, but less than three thousand. The distinction was hardly meaningful when the current count of men he could deploy within Twinfalls was nearer to one hundred. 
 
    The wall is all that’s keeping them at bay, he thought. Well, almost. 
 
    Thunderclaw’s espers were off on the diagonal from the Estorian force, with no real need to join in on a siege that was already so complete. The Estorians held the glass road, but that made little difference to the Aklesian warriors who, with Haza’s rifts, could theoretically dip back into their home realm to resupply. 
 
    Now there’s an idea, thought Koa. Though I have doubts about whether King Bubbis could resupply us with the quantity of food if we would require as easily as a few pounds of blast spheres. 
 
    His sense of the situation was also bolstered by the way the two armies seemed to posture toward each other. He guessed that Thunderclaw had in the realm of hundreds of espers, rather than thousands, but they were active in interesting ways, flashes of distinctly unnatural magic visible even from so high above. 
 
    It was as though the two forces were engaged in visual warfare, with the Estorians relying on the tried and true approach of ordered lines and discipline, while the espers brought a more magical and chaotic approach to bear. 
 
    The obvious approach to defending his newly-taken throne was to play both aggressor’s off one another. Looking down at the assembled masses of men and espers, it seemed like a fool’s game.  
 
    The sheer number of lives that would be spent in such a battle would be enormous, not to mention the damage to the city from loose magic, and the risk of whomever the victors might be sacking the city in a rage afterward. 
 
    He didn’t know what to do, but in a way, knowing that still counted for something. He guided Horny in a slow turn back toward the city. The hookhorn’s breathing was even, with a small and adorable nasal trill on the end of each exhale. The flight had been good for him, and Koa scratched at the scruff of his neck, glad for the animal’s companionship. 
 
    A patch of green caught his eye amidst the forest, where the snow had otherwise clung tenaciously to the ground in the shade of the branches. It was almost a perfect circle of precocious spring growth against its surroundings. An idyllic… glade, amidst the forest. 
 
    He felt a sudden irrational need to stand within it. Horny required almost no urging or guidance as Koa gave him a small tug in that direction. It was just about far enough from both of the armies to keep him from having to worry about any outlying scouts, but he sensed he would have needed to land there anyway even if that hadn’t been the case. 
 
    They touched down on the grass right as the wind picked up, tree branches swaying and rattling at the urging of nature’s sigh. Koa climbed down off Horny. The sun was almost directly overhead, and it felt as though it was illuminating that spot in particular, shining down as though revealing a secret. 
 
    Horny walked over to a tree and began noisily urinating on an exposed root. It left Koa alone at the glade’s center. He took his boot off without really considering why, exposing his root leg to the crisp air. 
 
    He let out a soft groan as he set it back down on the grass and felt the tendrils dig in almost on reflex, the ways his toes might have curled into warm sand. The roots delved further, sinking into the soft, only recently unfrozen earth deep enough to let him put real weight onto the leg again. 
 
    He blinked, awareness expanding outward into the trees and further beyond. He could feel men moving through the edge of the forest collecting firewood — the Estorians, most likely. He could sense thousands upon thousands of birds, mice, squirrels, larger creatures like deer and even wolves as they passed through trees, one uniform system of many parts. 
 
    Beyond that, he could sense what he thought might be Ves. It was like seeing someone in a dream, or at a distance just beyond shouting. He knew she was there, strongly suspected that it was her he was sensing, but couldn’t quite communicate or listen to her. 
 
    It was enough just to have a sense of this side of the world and nature. Horny was nudging him, had been for a minute. He didn’t want to let go of his newfound awareness, as though he’d be shutting his eyes in the face of a perfect sunset. The sun… was setting. 
 
    He sucked in a breath and glanced around. Hours had passed by, so much time that it both shocked and unnerved him. Horny was rolling on his back and kicking his hind leg into Koa’s shin, obviously bored and looking to play if not take flight again. All of the trees around the edge of the glade had taken on a distinct inward lean, as though gently shifted by his presence. 
 
    “Well then.” He cleared his throat and wiped a bit of drool off his chin. “That was… interesting.” 
 
    Fascinating, even, but he hadn’t learned anything new in a practical sense. He swore under his breath as he realized his mother would be expecting him for dinner in the next few minutes, if not at that very moment.  
 
    He risked flying low as he approached Twinfalls on Horny’s back. He could have headed straight to the Gladefoot Estate, but his root leg was still dirty from its excursion into the soil, and he also preferred to stable Horny rather than leaving him outside with the chance of him staying overnight. That last thought stirred an interesting hunger in him for more than just Petra. 
 
    Oddly, the lights seemed to be off in the estate. He wondered if she was waiting for him at the castle or some other errand had caught her attention. It was a convenient turn of events, however, giving him time to ready himself without having to worry about showing up late. 
 
    He brought Horny to the stables and hurried into the castle. He waved off the concerns of the two attendants outside the king’s chamber, Karyn and Uma.  
 
    “I’m not staying long, just washing off my leg,” he said. 
 
    They bowed and got out of his way. Koa entered and kicked his boots off and was hopping on one leg while tugging loose the sock of the other when he realized he wasn’t alone in the room. 
 
    “Didn’t you promise me endless riches if I helped you become king?” 
 
    Koa slowly turned around, smiling even though it wasn’t just joy he felt upon finding Brin had snuck into his chamber. “I’m the high prince of Twinfalls. Not king just yet. Perhaps not ever, if the armies I’m sure you saw queuing outside the city’s gates have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “See, that’s why I came.”  
 
    Brin stepped out of the shadow of the corner of the room, looking more like dust in the shape of a man than his usual human-passing visage. Koa winced and had to resist the urge to glance at where he’d left his current sword. 
 
    “Oh, come now! Don’t be that way, Makoa. You know what I am.” 
 
    “I do. I suppose it’s good to have a reminder of it.” 
 
    Brin sighed and folded his arms, more color coming to his complexion and form until he seemed human again. “Better?” 
 
    “Well, you still look like Brin, so better will always be relative.” 
 
    “Spoken like the spoiled prince I remember,” chuckled Brin. “Let me guess — you were on your way to meet your mother just now?” 
 
    “Well, I… don’t see how that’s relevant, exactly, but yes.” 
 
    “For the time being, it might be best that the fact I’m in the city stays between us,” said Brin. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    A general sense of quiet foreboding hung in the air as Avina walked alongside Petra and Ketsese, headed back to the Gladefoot Estate. Part of it was her own unease at how dangerous the responsibilities Koa had taken on truly were. A portion of it was Petra’s conflicted uncertainties, more worry for both Koa and Ketsese. 
 
    “This will all work out,” said Avina. “We just need to keep pushing forward.” 
 
    “We do, and we will,” said Petra, though her words lacked true belief. 
 
    Avina slowed as they crossed the bridge to Tongue Island and the estate came into view. There was a missive sitting on the topmost step, just past the fence. She knelt to pick it up, frowning as she noticed the quality of the parchment and the ribbon tying it shut. She opened and unfurled it as they entered the common room. 
 
      
 
    Underqueen Avina, 
 
    It feels as though we only ever speak in times of turmoil. Such a shame. Now, more than ever, we must find a way to see eye to eye. Countless lives could be saved if the two of us could find common ground, as contemporaries and friends. I am in Twinfalls, in my estate, no less. Seek me out. 
 
    L 
 
      
 
    Avina passed the message to Petra as she finished reading. She felt in total agreement with the esper as she began to shake her head as she lowered the parchment. 
 
    “Lassius,” said Avina. “If we take her at her word, she’s literally a short walk away from us right now. I think you can even see her estate from one of the windows in here.” 
 
    “It is dangerous to take one like her at her word.” Petra tucked a loose lock of hair back into place. “Why would she take such a risk, given her admitted dealings with the Estorians? More importantly, how would she have even made her way into the city?” 
 
    “The Estorians are the ones enforcing the siege,” said Avina. “They may have escorted her to one of the lesser-used doors. Bribed the guard there or simply found a gap in between patrols.” 
 
    “Still… The risk would be absurdly high. Makoa is in control of this city. What’s to stop us from telling him and suggesting he apprehend her?” 
 
    “Gods… I’m not so sure that he would.” Avina frowned and let out a sigh as she considered her son’s perspective. “She’s still an underqueen, if one who has made arguably disloyal decisions. The same charges might well be levied against us. We did make a deal with the Estorians initially when Harvestglade was under more direct threat.” 
 
    “I think she’s sincere, at least in wanting an attempt to try to manipulate me,” said Avina. “Harvestglade is still technically in debt to the Puzzle Islands. She may have other cards to play, or at least think she does.” 
 
    “She may be setting a trap,” said Petra. “This seems the most likely reasoning behind such a brazen action. Lassius has always played to win and sought to capitalize on your naivety.” 
 
    Avina shot Petra an offended glance. “I am not naïve.” 
 
    “Not as much now, but she has not been around to witness that growth.” Petra gave a somewhat apologetic shrug. “With that said, Avina, you must know that it would be foolish, if not naïve, to rush into this meeting at face value.” 
 
    “I suppose so.”  
 
    Avina sat down on the couch. Ketsese was looking for food in the kitchen, and her glass shard good luck token gleamed in the sunlight on the table. Avina picked it up on a whim, holding it between thumb and forefinger and considering what a trap sprung from Lassius’s estate might look like. 
 
    The pull was small at first, but began to grow more insistent as the glass began to glow. Avina heard Petra say something, but it came to her distantly. Her breathing was unsteady, and the sound of her heart pounding echoed in her ears as her experience of reality and her surroundings shifted somewhere completely new. 
 
    “Get away from the window,” said Lassius. “You’ll make her more suspicious than she’ll undoubtedly be to start. We don’t want her thinking this might be a trap.” 
 
    “It should be one.” Zentallion’s voice seemed to echo from below Avina.  
 
    Her perspective seemed pressed upward as though she was hanging from the ceiling. It took her a moment to realize that she was seeing from within a veil glass chandelier. 
 
    “No,” said Lassius. “She cares about her son. She’ll hear me out, especially when I explain in excruciating detail what the Estorians have in mind for him.” 
 
    “He may not live to see capture,” said Zentallion. “The executors implied that there are assassins already moving into place.” 
 
    “That may well be the case, but the so-called high prince has proven himself to be rather tenacious. I’ll drop a few hints about the danger he’s in along with the offer I make to her, and regardless of whether he survives or not, I’ll seem like a friend when the attack comes to fruition.” 
 
    “I doubt she will ever see you as a friend.” Zentallion sounded almost contemptuous of her bond partner, for a passing instant. “What happens if she refuses to even consider the deal?” 
 
    “I suppose that depends on whether she’s smart enough to bring her esper,” said Lassius. 
 
    The underqueen’s gaze seemed to flick upward for a fraction of a second. Avina’s surprise made her suck in a hard breath as the connection dissolved back into her baseline view. 
 
    “Avina.” Petra was next to her on the couch now, holding one of her hands. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “More or less.” Avina let out a small groan, feeling like she’d just awoken after not getting enough sleep. “I did it again.” 
 
    “I had assumed as much.” 
 
    “I saw… Lassius. The meeting isn’t a trap, but it sounds as though the Estorians may have one laid for Makoa.” 
 
    “You were able to direct your vision, then?” The gleam in Petra’s eyes was accompanied by a rare emotion through the bond — pride. It wasn’t that Petra didn’t have pride in Avina, they just shared so much of their lives that the bar for it was a naturally high one to clear. 
 
    “I think so.” Avina flipped the glass shard across her fingers, but couldn’t feel the same pull she had earlier. “I still can’t control it on demand.” 
 
    “You could learn, with practice,” said Petra. “This is an avenue we must explore.” 
 
    “We will, when we have the time. For now, let’s go and see what Underqueen Lassius has to say.” 
 
    Petra nodded, but a strange glimmer came into her eyes, and the pride coursing through the bond seemed to swell, rather than wane. She came up behind Avina on the couch, wrapped her arms around her, and kissed her on cheek. 
 
    “You are incredible,” said Petra. 
 
    “Thank you.” Avina tried not to smile too much, feeling a surprising flush come to her cheeks. 
 
    They checked with Ketsese. Petra explained to her to stay within the estate, allowing for some leeway if her brother found her again. The two women didn’t have far to walk, with Lassius’s estate being across the mansion-crowded Tongue Island. A single servant at the door greeted them and announced them. 
 
    For once, the sickly-sweet smile Lassius greeted Avina with was one she could return without the slightest hesitation. 
 
    “Lassius,” she said. 
 
    “Avina!” Lassius wrapped her in a wooden hug. “I’m so happy that you responded to my missive in person and with haste.” 
 
    “I could do no less,” said Avina, finally letting a bit of her disdain sneak into her tone. “We are both underqueens, after all.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lassius, carefully. “Please, sit down. I have tea ready.” 
 
    Petra and Zentallion greeted one another, both remaining standing, gazes locked together. Avina sensed they were already skirmishing.  
 
    She knew from past experience that Petra was about equal with Zentallion, perhaps verging towards being stronger. It hardly mattered which of them won, however. Avina was a realist and knew that the underqueens were, in a sense, secondary to the conflict in comparison to her son and the Estorians. 
 
    Avina sat across from Lassius at a finely polished wooden table, the two of them trading thin smiles. Lassius made a show of taking a long sip of her tea, gesturing for Avina to do the same. She only pretended to drink, though she felt reasonably sure it wasn’t poisoned or drugged after her earlier vision. 
 
    “I won’t take too long to get to my point,” said Lassius. “It may sound repetitive, as it’s much the same as the offer I suggested when we last met on Briskalon Island. Osteanus has fallen. It is time for us to split what remains of the realm and find our destinies separately.” 
 
    “I had no affection for this prospect when you last suggested it, as you know.” Avina pretended to take another sip. “What makes you think my stance would have changed in the time since? My son has taken Twinfalls. He makes decisions from upon the heralder throne.” 
 
    “Though he is not king,” said Lassius, tapping a finger down on the table. “I doubt he would have true support if you attempted to follow tradition with a true succession campaign. Nor do I think he has an available army large enough to hold Twinfalls against one of the aggressors outside the city’s gates, let alone both.” 
 
    “One of those armies is composed of espers led by Thunderclaw,” said Avina. “I remember how much animosity existed between the two of you during your last meeting, not to mention how much he despises Estoria and their practice of slavery.” 
 
    “He is no fool, however,” said Lassius. “I think he may now be agreeable to a solution that parcels out Osteanus in a fair fashion.” 
 
    “Again, it’s as though we talk in circles.” Avina shook her head. “As I see it, the position of myself and my son has only grown stronger since I last refused you.” 
 
    “Then you truly are deluding yourself, Avina,” said Lassius. “You’re confined within a besieged city. When the gates fall, you’ll be at the mercy of whoever comes through, assuming the two of you even live to see that day.” 
 
    “Was that a threat?” 
 
    Lassius held up her hands in apparent exasperation. “A warning, not a threat. I have it on good authority that Thunderclaw has placed at least one assassin within the city already.” 
 
    She is incapable of speaking the truth, Avina thought. 
 
    “Assassins seem more in the style of the Estorians, no?” said Avina casually. “Especially given that Thunderclaw’s new army is composed of espers who would stand out in almost any context within Twinfalls.” 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure about that?” asked Lassius. 
 
    The question hit Avina on a different level than she’d expected. Somewhat reluctantly, the thought of Ketsese’s brother sneaking about the castle courtyard, the seemingly cheeky way he’d sought his sister out, came to mind. 
 
    “Do you have anything else you wish me to convey to the high prince, Lassius?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Oh, no, I think we’ve just about covered everything. His options are limited. His life is likely in danger. If you love your son, Avina, help him come to reason.” 
 
    Avina and Petra left without lingering. Once outside, Avina looped her arm through Petra’s, walking in tandem alongside her esper. 
 
    “How do you think she got into the city?” she whispered.  
 
    “The Estorians are the ones currently enforcing the siege,” said Petra. “The executors probably arranged her to be allowed by and either bribed a guard in one of the lesser used gates or perhaps snuck her over the wall somewhere.” 
 
    “Interesting. I want Lauric to keep an eye on her estate. If she goes anywhere, I want to know.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to stop her if she decides to leave with Zentallion at her side,” said Petra. 
 
    “I’m aware. Ten guards might not be enough. Still, I’d at least like to have eyes on her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Koa still had the expectation of being the late one as he headed toward the Gladefoot estate on the tail end of sunset. He checked in with Verity and, after finding her deep in restful sleep, brought two guards with him as a suitable escort. He was wearing a cloak and might have passed for an unassuming traveler at a distance, but up close, it was hard for the folk of Twinfalls to mistake their High Prince. 
 
    He was only just leaving the castle when Rose came running up to him with Decklen and another man at her side. His two guards immediately interposed themselves between him and her in response to her intensity, despite one of them being a guild member. 
 
    “I’m not going to stab him,” said Rose sweetly. She had a dress on, but seemed unhappy about it. “Something’s happening. We need to get down to the docks. Now.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Koa. 
 
    “A ship is trying to get through the Estorian blockade,” said Rose. “It’s probably someone with a vested interest in being our ally. I can’t think of why the fuck else they would risk it.” 
 
    “Then let’s give them some help. I’ll meet you down there.” 
 
    He doubled back to the stables. Horny seemed surprised to see him, but went his usual excited routine when he realized that he was getting another flight for the day. Koa stayed low as they set off from the castle, passing over the evening commuters close enough to hear the tenor of some of their amazed shouts, if not the words. 
 
    Twinfalls harbor was unusual in that it was situated in the cove just below the falls from which the city took its name. All river traffic flowing north to the sea needed to disembark before going over the treacherous descent, meaning that the river only carried ships small enough to manage a portage.  
 
    Inevitably, this left the capital Osteanus incredibly vulnerable to oceanic blockades once its navy had been depleted, as it had been over the previous months. The Estorians weren’t actually using many ships to blockade Twinfalls itself, with most traveling up and down the western coast of Osteanus in search of easy pickings. 
 
    Even still, Koa could make out the ships as instigator and target to either side of the intense sunset reflected off the water. He resisted the urge to fly straight into action, instead dropping low to land on the sprawling docks next to his mother and Petra, who were obvious as a duo amidst the onlookers. 
 
    “Mother,” said Koa. 
 
    “Makoa.” Avina set her hand on his shoulder. “Dinner will have to wait. There’s been a couple of new developments including this.” 
 
    “Do we have any idea who is trying to get past the Estorians?” 
 
    “I have a guess.” It was Petra who answered him, pointing a hand at the ship apart from the others. “That style of hull and sail is different from both the Estorians and the standard Ostean galleon.” 
 
    “Zaratafenia.” Koa let out a low chuckle. “I was wondering when she’d join the fun.” 
 
    “It won’t be much fun for your aunt if they seed her ship with fire arrows,” muttered Avina. “Or worse — take her captive to use against you.” 
 
    “I might be able to do something about that.” 
 
    He began to turn to climb back onto Horny. Both Avina and Petra held him back, literally taking either of his hands into theirs as though unwilling to take the smallest chance of him slipping away. 
 
    “It is too dangerous, Makoa,” said Petra. “Far too dangerous.” 
 
    “You’ll have to allow me the risk,” he said. “I’ll circle around and only fly into bow range once I have the sun at my back. They won’t be able to aim at me.” 
 
    “Still…” said Avina. “You might not be able to accomplish much. I see three Estorian ships. Zaratafenia’s galleon’s only hope is to rush toward shore, and I don’t know if the wind is there for her to do it in time.” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” He gently pulled his hands free but stayed where he was, drawing his mother and Petra near enough to hug an arm around each. “You have to trust me. I can't avoid every little danger. She’s my betrothed and my aunt. Either distinction would be enough on its own to demand some risk taking.” 
 
    Petra sighed. “He has a point. We need her for what she may be able to provide tactically, even setting aside sentiment.” 
 
    “I’ll have Horny ferry her back to the docks and then fly back myself,” he suggested. “Or I could even just load her into my pocket realm. For a short journey, I’m reasonably sure it’d be harmless.” 
 
    Avina slowly nodded, but seemed far less than pleased. “Be safe, Makoa. Don’t take any risks beyond what’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “I won’t.” He kissed her on the cheek, noting the way it made the air feel subtly warmer in that unexpected but interesting way. 
 
    Horny was quick to oblige him as he urged the hookhorn back into the air. He did just as he’d suggested, first circling around to the west and then flying toward the Sabantian galleon with the sun at his back. The men on deck were already waving to him before he’d drawn near enough to be seen clearly. He supposed his reputation, or at least his mount’s reputation, preceded him. 
 
    He urged Horny downward. A split-second blur was all the warning he received as a brace of arrows tore through the air mere inches above where his head had formerly been. Shouts came from the deck of the Sabantian ship as he touched down. The hull was lilting at a worrying angle that he hadn’t noticed from the docks. 
 
    “Dessian!” shouted one man, first in Sabantian, then again in Ostean. “Prince Makoa!” 
 
     A group of men surrounded, a few slapping his shoulders, others drawing their swords in a flourish as though presenting the ship’s deck to him. Koa was so caught off guard by the display that he could only stare at them slack jawed for a few seconds. 
 
    A rather different response to me now than they had back in Harvestglade, he thought. 
 
    “Makoa.” Zaratafenia’s voice was a soft purr. She wore one of the usual form fitting white gowns she favored, which seemed right on her despite being almost lurid by Ostean standards.  
 
    Koa felt a surprising surge of desire as she walked toward him, the wind making her thin braids dance, nipples clear in both texture and color through the thin and delicate fabric. 
 
    “Zaratafenia.” He gave her a small bow, smirking as he met her gaze. She stopped a few steps away, but she might as well have pressed herself right against him for the tension that hung in the air. 
 
    “I came back to Harvestglade only to find the folk there spreading talk of you naming yourself high prince of all the realm.” She spoke slowly, softly, each word resonating in a way that would have fit a much more intimate context. 
 
    “Well, someone certainly needed to.” He heard more arrows hissing overhead, but still kept his eyes on her. “But as I’m sure you are currently experiencing, the work has only begun.” 
 
    “I am so curious to see whether you can get the job done, High Prince.” 
 
    “I can tell.” He stepped closer to her, sensing her men reacting in small ways, but not quite intervening. He leaned in, letting his next few words tickle her neck in a hot whisper. “I’d love to give you a full tour of my new castle, but it seems you’ve gotten yourself into some trouble.” 
 
    “And you came flying to swoop in and get me out of it?” She lifted her chin, almost as though presenting her neck to him. “The Estorians are already circling toward your harbor. They seek to raid, not just blockade.” 
 
    “Do you really think I’ll simply sit back and let them raid my city?” 
 
    A flash of annoyance and amusement danced across her expression. She didn’t say anything and finally turned away, her shoulder gently grazing his in the motion. 
 
    “What is your plan then, High Prince?” she asked. “I would like to save my ship as well as my men, if possible.” 
 
    Koa chewed his lip, annoyed that the problem seemed to have grown in magnitude. “These three ships are here to blockade Twinfalls. I… would assume that if we could manage to sink one of them, the other two would be forced to prioritize saving their fellows and maintaining the siege.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Zaratafenia let out a mocking chuckle. “Simply sink one of the enemy ships harassing us. Why did we not think of that ourselves?” 
 
    “Do you have oil on this ship, dessian?” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Lamp oil, heating oil. Gods, I’ll take animal tallow. Candle wax. Anything that will feed a flame.” 
 
    “There is lamp oil. A small barrel of it.” 
 
    “Bring it to me,” he said. 
 
    He worked out the rest of his plan as they did. The barrel was small, but still so heavy that he doubted for a moment whether Horny would be able to carry him and it both. He managed to set it in front of where he sat, wrapping one arm around it and feeling precariously perched atop his mount. 
 
    “Stay afloat for the next few minutes, and I’ll see about doing the rest,” he said. 
 
    The sun had finished setting during his arrival, and though there was still some lingering early night illumination, he felt far safer as he took flight again. At least, right up until he began to hear the familiar hiss of arrows passing by. He was still visible enough to target, which was unfortunate and, quite frankly, terror inducing. 
 
    Horny seemed to hesitate in midair for an instant before rocking side to side. Once more, Koa heard arrows hiss by, but his attention was occupied by trying to cling to his precarious, one-handed perch upon the hookhorn’s back. 
 
    “Bring us over them!” he shouted. “Circle overhead!” 
 
    Horny obliged him, but with obvious difficulty, swaying from side to side and navigating the arrows as though flying through a convoluted canyon. Koa waited until the ship was large and central underneath them before starting to tip the barrel forward and sideways off the hookhorn’s back. 
 
    Horny let out a sudden screech of pain and twisted at an odd angle. The barrel went flying, seemingly on target, but it was no longer Koa’s focus. An arrow jutted from Horny’s head, through the flesh of one of his ears just underneath his horns. Koa winced and began making soothing noises, afraid to touch the projectile in case he might cause pain or do more damage. 
 
    “You did your part, Horny! Hold on!” 
 
    Koa flung several fireballs after the barrel, watching them sink down toward the patch the oil had made on the ship’s deck. The first two missed. The third set the oil alight with a woosh loud enough to be audible even high above. The speed at which the fire spread from there was hard to comprehend. 
 
    Horny let out another heart-wrenching wail of pain. Koa rubbed the hookhorn’s neck, looking toward Zaratafenia’s ship, which had managed to slip by and was closing in on Twinfalls’s docks. The other Estorian ships were circling toward their flaming counterpart. Men were lowering dinghies or outright jumping overboard from the flame-stricken ship. Smoke rose like a pyre as the fire consumed the deck and began spreading to the sails. 
 
    “Back to Twinfalls.” Koa winced and tried to keep from worrying as he pressed his hand over the wound and the arrow, noticing how freely the blood flowed. “You did your part.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Koa brought Horny down next to his mother and Petra, wincing slightly as he noticed Verity was with them. She looked awake, mobile, and unhappy. 
 
    “Why didn’t you get me up for this?” she asked. She moved to help staunch the bleeding of Horny’s ear. 
 
    “You needed your rest.” Koa dismounted, but stayed close to her and the animal. 
 
    “You should have been more careful,” said Verity. “It could have been his eye or his neck instead of his ear.” 
 
    “I should have been more careful,” he agreed. “My choices were limited, however.” 
 
    Verity grabbed his shirt with one hand and pulled him closer. Koa hugged her and gave her a slow kiss on the mouth. She smelled like she’d climbed right out of the infirmary bed and rushed straight over, hints of morning musk and whatever herbal tea she’d been taking for pain. 
 
    “Wake me up next time,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t get injured next time,” he said. “Horny will heal. So will you.” 
 
    He gave her another kiss, this time on her forehead. Zaratafenia’s galleon was limping into the docks, still listing at an angle that would have been worrying had it much further to sail. Koa rejoined his mother and Petra just as the dessian herself was crossing the gangway. 
 
    He’d already greeted her, but there was an aspect to his mother and, to a lesser extent, Petra greeting Zaratafenia that made him tense. The dessian and the underqueen came within a few steps of one another, exchanging nods rather than bows or formalities. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” said Zaratafenia in a surprisingly warm voice. “It is good to see you well.” 
 
    “The same to you, twice over, Zaratafenia,” said Avina. “You took quite the risk for our sake in traveling here.” 
 
    “There are more to come.” The dessian smiled and gave a small shudder as the wind picked up. “Shall we speak within the castle? There are matters to touch upon which should not wait until the morning.” 
 
    Koa led them into the heralder king’s throne room, giving into an oddly boyish desire to show his betrothed his grand seat of power. He took a seat. Zaratafenia walked around him instead of standing in front of the dais where a petitioner might. Avina and Petra gave him patient but knowing looks as they also stepped up to the dais. 
 
    “I did not come alone,” said Zaratafenia. “Aboard my ship are sixty-two men. Another four hundred march up the glass road, though it will be several days before they catch up, perhaps less, perhaps more.” 
 
    “They’ll be intercepted by the Estorians on the way, if not Thunderclaw’s army,” said Koa. 
 
    “They won’t be allowed to simply march all the way to Twinfalls, but I doubt either Thunderclaw or the executors would attack them outright,” said Avina. “Too much risk to fight one army with another waiting in the wings, regardless of numbers.” 
 
    “That works heavily in our favor,” said Petra. “It buys us time. The Estorians may be able to reinforce their number, but until they do, they will be unable to risk taking the city.” 
 
    “Taking it, perhaps not,” muttered Koa. “Sieging it? That still seems within their capabilities.” 
 
    The four of them were silent. The problem seemed less dire than it once had, certainly. Koa wanted time to think, and more time after that to see if he could tease out a political solution. 
 
    “How will Thunderclaw and Haza react?” he asked.  
 
    “Impossible to do more than just guess, as of yet,” said Avina. “They seemed keen on using the threat of the Estorians as a bludgeon to force us into an alliance. It’s possible they might continue to insist on that approach. It’s also possible that they might think there to be some benefit in a three-way conflict.” 
 
    Koa grunted in agreement. He leaned back on the throne and steepled his fingers in the silence that followed. 
 
    “We will accomplish little else tonight, I think,” said Zaratafenia. “Makoa. Is there a place where I might bathe before resting?” 
 
    “The king’s chamber.” He said it automatically, mind still elsewhere, and only caught up with how it must sound to the room in the next moment.  
 
    Avina’s brow was furrowed. Petra was frowning slightly. Zaratafenia was smiling, though with a hint of surprise or perhaps even embarrassment. 
 
    “I’ll have one of my servants show you the way there,” said Koa. “I should say goodnight to my mother and her esper and attend to a few things first.” 
 
    “I would ask if Underqueen Avina has any… thoughts or concerns on such an arrangement,” said Zaratafenia. Her tone was gentle — the question itself so unexpectedly considerate, coming from her, that everyone in the chamber turned and stared her way. 
 
    “You are his betrothed,” said Avina. 
 
    “You are his underqueen.” 
 
    Koa winced and felt an odd urge to not have to overhear their conversation. 
 
    “He is not yet king,” said Avina. “Ostean traditions can be complicated and obtuse in such things. I am the underqueen of Harvestglade, but I am not the high prince’s underqueen.” 
 
    “When he becomes king, you will be, no?” Zaratafenia asked the question as though confirming that the clouds overhead suggested rain later in the day. 
 
    “I… I mean… if he does… then as an underqueen of Harvestglade.” His mother’s face was bright red as she tried to speak her answer. “You would be as well, Zaratafenia. Along with others, depending on the state of Osteanus and its holdings in its aftermath.” 
 
    Zaratafenia nodded slowly. “I believe I understand better, now. So you have no objection?” 
 
    Koa felt himself getting the strangest erection of his life as he watched his mother and Petra exchanging embarrassed glances. Petra gave a tiny, almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “He is my son and the high prince, as I said.” Avina’s voice seemed to mirror her flushed expression. “I am happy to see him reunited with his betrothed.” 
 
    Zaratafenia went ahead as soon as Koa found a servant to lead the way for her. He walked Avina and Petra to the castle gate, pausing with them in the empty vestibule before seeing them off into the city. 
 
    “Looks as though we’ve missed our dinner two nights in a row,” he pointed out. 
 
    “We have,” said Avina. “Today was a good day, however. Having Zaratafenia’s support, not to mention her men, will greatly change our circumstances moving forward.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Do you feel the same way, Petra?” 
 
    The esper gave a shrug with one shoulder. “In essence. I think she is still playing a game, perhaps just a subtle one. But her help will be appreciated, and she is your betrothed. You would be wise to keep her happy, for your own sake and the realm’s.” 
 
    “I love you both,” he said. “I know how much has changed recently, along with how much could yet change in the days to come. But my love and devotion to you both is permanent.” 
 
    “Oh, Makoa.” Petra smiled, eyes bright, and wrapped him in an embrace.  
 
    Koa hugged her back fiercely, letting his hand cup her cheek as they pulled back slightly. He kissed her deeply and felt her tongue flicking out in response to his. 
 
    They stayed like that for far longer than he’d been expecting, kissing and pressed together tight. He’d been aroused from the first moment Zaratafenia had agreed to come to his chamber, and he couldn’t resist grinding into Petra, letting his hardness prod against her body. 
 
    “Easy, my prince.” Despite her words, Petra reached down and let her fingers trace his erection through his pants. “You have another woman waiting for you in your chamber.” 
 
    “For tonight.” He let his voice drop to a whisper against her ear, and then planted a hot kiss on her neck. “Perhaps later tonight, even. You and I could… speak some more before you leave, perhaps back in the throne room?” 
 
    “Makoa,” said his mother, stern but amused. “I’d prefer if you didn’t let your impulsive urges create a minor diplomatic incident.” 
 
    He pulled away from Petra, somewhat reluctantly, and stepped closer to his mother. There was a beat of silence across which heat seemed to dance through the space between them. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you’d prefer, Mother?” he asked. 
 
    Avina cleared her throat. “When you’ve ascended to the throne completely, you will have more room to… navigate your relationships with your underqueens.” 
 
    “I look forward to that day.” He leaned in, his heart pounding with sudden urgency. He kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” whispered Avina. She bit her lower lip for a second. 
 
    “Goodnight, Mother.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Makoa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Koa had to resist the urge to knock at the door of his own room — the king’s chamber — as he arrived back outside it. He opened the door slowly in something of a compromise. Zaratafenia was sitting in one of the cushioned chairs, still visibly wet from her bath with one towel wrapped around her body and one around her hair. 
 
    “Did you find the water suitable, dessian?” he asked. 
 
    She eyed him from across the room, taking a second to consider her answer. “It was plentiful, if not warm. But a cold bath suited me tonight in many ways.” 
 
    He stopped himself from pointing out that his servants would have warmed the water for her, had she asked. There was something about her tone that contrasted her words. He used to feel like this with Petra, at times. Like she was testing him. 
 
    “I’m glad for that,” he said. He walked over to his desk and sat down, spreading one of the maps he’d been looking at out in front of him. Intentionally, he let the silence linger, feeling the way it made him acutely aware of Zaratafenia’s presence down to her breath and knew the same was true in reverse. 
 
    “How do you do that?” she said, almost a whisper. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Walk so comfortably on a false leg.” 
 
    Koa let out a low chuckle. “It’s wood, but it’s not false.” 
 
    More silence, but they didn’t look away from each other this time, which was interesting. 
 
    “You are a settlement of questions,” Zaratafenia said in Sabantian. 
 
    “No question has but a single true answer,” he countered. 
 
    He stood up slowly and walked halfway across the room. Zaratafenia reached forward to hold the knee of the leg she had crossed over the other, watching him closely. 
 
    “You have an intentional stride through the world.” She nodded toward him as she said the last word. “But you surround yourself and place trust in many who have their own strengths and aspirations and goals. Do you not see the conflict there?”  
 
    “I expect that most of those you speak of will one day be my underqueens,” said Koa. 
 
    “You miss my point. You have already suffered grievous betrayal once over.” 
 
    He exhaled. Gods, he would have rather talked to her about the fine print of their betrothal than have to relive what Haza did to him. 
 
    “I learned more about Haza than I did about trust through that experience,” he said. 
 
    Zaratafenia held his gaze. “It is poetry of a dark sort that the only other man I have ever seen accomplish such grand feats was the Serpent of Crystal Hills.” 
 
    Koa took a few more steps toward her chair. “Are you afraid of me, Zaratafenia?” 
 
    She stood up slowly and came forward, stopping just inches away from him. Koa felt hot, as though clothes were suddenly an imposition to be corrected. 
 
    “I fear no man,” she said, lifting her chin at a defiant angle. 
 
    Koa stepped even closer still. “Is that so?” 
 
    She gave the smallest nod, her entire body seeming to tense like a harp string. He slowly brought his lips to hers, marveling at the difference in her reaction to him from when they’d first met. There was no fear in her expression, true, but wariness, small reactions which he was eager to explore. 
 
    He kissed her. The walls seemed to squeeze in, squeeze them together. He tore the towel covering her body away and felt like he’d unwrapped the best kind of present. She was a beautiful woman, with full tanned breasts with just the slightest hang from their plumpness. Her hips were wide, but in a way that was native to her body, rather than any extra weight she carried. 
 
    He pulled her to him with more kisses, but not fast or hard or deep. She let out a long breath, her entire body seeming to shake. Her expression remained composed, but he kissed her neck and both felt and heard her suck in more air. 
 
    “You’re my first underqueen, Zaratafenia.” He let the tips of his fingers trace lines up the side of her thigh and buttock. “I plan on giving you Sabantius as your queendom.” 
 
    “You Osteans and your foolish traditions,” she whispered, more amused than affronted. 
 
    “I didn’t say that was all I planned on giving you.” He let his fingers pinch into soft flesh and suddenly heaved her into the air with both arms.  
 
    Zaratafenia let out a delighted sounding gasp as he turned and tossed her onto the king’s marvelously large bed. Her body bounced on the bed, breasts jiggling at erotic angles as the momentum ran through them. 
 
    He undressed with that rapid, almost clumsy urgency, the primal force that was sex exposing the inelegance of buttons and belts and socks. Zaratafenia had that coy, almost condescending expression on her face again. She made to press the pad of her foot onto his chest as he tried to crawl in position over her. 
 
    “You will be king, and I will be your wife,” she said. “I am uncertain whether I wish to be called your underqueen.” 
 
    Koa nodded and tried to match her expression of coyness with his own one of exaggerated consideration. He took her foot in his hands and kissed the top of it, pulled it sideways to open her legs, and slowly lowered himself over her. 
 
    “I’ll have to think of something else to call you then.” His thumbs traced her inner thighs, lining his cock up. “Some other fitting word for you, if you’re not to be one of my underqueens.” 
 
    “You tread on dangerous ground, High Prince. You should, ah… oh!” 
 
    He let his cock sink into her slowly, but even that seemed too much for her to speak over. Koa cupped her face and kissed her lips. He slowly started thrusting with controlled power, listening to Zaratafenia’s gasps and delighting in his effect on her. 
 
    “Zaratafenia.” He took hold of her waist with his cock still inside her and simply gazed upon her nude form. Her braids were spread out around her head like an intricate web of ink now that the second towel had come loose. Her curvaceous body looked like it belonged bare under the desert sun. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    He punctuated the compliment with several increasingly hard thrusts. She was beautiful, and she was his. It was the side to taking the heralder throne and aiming further still that had seemed so juvenile and horny even back when it’d just been a dream. Now, he recognized a deeper current of maturity underneath. She was trusting him, giving herself to him, to take and protect. To love. 
 
    He thrust into her faster, playing with her breasts, cupping them together, and letting his fingers sink into their unparalleled softness. Zaratafenia had both arms above her head. She curled her fingers around part of the bed’s headboard. Koa leaned forward to kiss her. He took a fistful of her braids and gave them a gentle pull, exposing her neck to lavish with kisses and hot breath. 
 
    “Oh! Oh!” She suddenly wrapped herself around him, legs and arms and muscles tensing in pleasure.  
 
    He let out a low chuckle, still thrusting, but more gently while she bathed in the haze of her release. 
 
    “You’re so sensitive,” he whispered. “I think it suits you, in a way.” 
 
    “I… have not taken a lover in some time,” she whispered. “Since our last coupling. It bodes well that you can make me come, Makoa… if I am to be yours and yours alone.” 
 
    He laughed, hearing a mixture of desire and anticipation in her voice that he hadn’t expected. “It most certainly does bode well.” 
 
    She moved, suddenly flipping him onto his back and sliding downward. Koa made to sit up, but she pushed her hand flat against his chest and he let her keep him flat. 
 
    “I can do the same for you.” She planted a kiss on his inner thigh. “Easily. I doubt most of your other underqueens will be so capable or inclined.” 
 
    “I think you might be…” He trailed off as she planted a kiss on his cock, dazed by the pleasure.  
 
    Zaratafenia let some of her saliva trickle down onto his manhood and gave it a firm stroke before letting her lips take him in. 
 
    It was exactly what he needed and more. Koa leaned his head back and felt her working his member with ample skill. She sucked slowly, dipping her head in a way that almost had a curve to it, a slight pull to the side. Koa’s fingers ran through her braids, but he didn’t take hold of her hair. He suspected he’d get more out of the experience if he allowed her a certain amount of freedom. 
 
    And he was right. Zaratafenia sped up, bracing herself against his legs, head still angling to the side, lips a near perfect seal. The pleasure built until he didn’t think he could take anymore, and then built further still. He groaned and pressed a hand to the back of her head as he came, pleasure washing away all thoughts. 
 
    She kissed her way back up his body after she finished swallowing his seed. Koa smiled distantly as she propped her head up on her elbow and ran a finger across his chest. 
 
    “What advantages would there be in being your first underqueen?” she asked. 
 
    “The same advantages that exist with being first in anything,” he pointed out. “You could ask me to march an army down to Sabantius and expand our holdings there, if you so chose.” 
 
    “Would you do that for me, as king, oh mighty Makoa?” Her voice strode the line between mocking and seriousness. 
 
    “Assuming I wasn’t too busy with much else on my plate.” 
 
    She shot him an exaggerated glare and reached down to cup his balls in a manner that was half caress, half threat. Koa seized her wrist and kissed her once, and then again more deeply, and then rolled back onto her, already hard enough for round two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Avina spent the morning missing her son. Petra and Ketsese were in the estate’s common room with her, Petra reading and Ketsese asking the occasional question as she examined a map of Osteanus she’d found somewhere. 
 
    Avina fully understood why Koa had needed to give Zaratafenia immediate attention, but understanding and acceptance were sometimes further apart than most liked to acknowledge. She’d felt an almost irresistible urge to spy on Koa using the glass vision, but Petra had caught on to her idea and forbid her from it. 
 
    “She will be one of his underqueens,” Petra had said. “Afford her the same privacy with Makoa that you would demand for yourself.” 
 
    Avina had felt like a petulant little girl in her protests and had eventually gone to bed early, frustrated but also unable to fall asleep. Now, she was ready to go see him to start off her morning. But even in this, Koa’s newfound power and status seemed to limit her in annoying ways. 
 
    “He will have audiences, undoubtedly,” said Petra. “Let us go straight to the castle and try to seek him out before they begin.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense,” said Avina, with a sigh. “It was so much simpler back when if I wanted to see him in the morning, I could simply barge into his room.” 
 
    “You still could, though it would require you to begin sleeping at the castle.” Petra cleared her throat knowingly. “As… his underqueen.” 
 
    “He’s not king yet,” said Avina, a little too quickly. 
 
    “A distinction that I doubt Zaratafenia is making when it comes to finding ways to earn his ear and his commitments.” 
 
    “That was… just for one night,” said Avina. “She arrived in Twinfalls only yesterday. I’m sure she’ll establish herself much as I have and set up an estate apart from Coldwater Bastion.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Petra. 
 
    They set off in the following minutes. Mav and Lauric served as their escort. The weather was fair, though the sun seemed laggard in rising over the horizon. They were familiar faces at the castle’s by now and were quickly waved by. 
 
    Avina was stopped as she made to enter the throne room where Makoa would be taking his audiences. 
 
    “The high prince and high dessian are hearing from those suffering from food insecurity,” said one of the guards outside. “I can alert to your arrival however, Underqueen Avina?” 
 
    “The high dessian?” she asked, with dark scrutiny.  
 
    The guard nodded as though not even hearing her tone. Petra gave a small sigh and a shake of her head. 
 
    They sent the man in to get Koa’s attention. The door was opened moments later. Avina and Petra entered midway through the current audience. 
 
    “Didn’t have enough food all the time even before this war broke out, Your Highness,” muttered an older man with a weathered face and rough clothing. “Surprised you took the time to talk to us. Didn’t think anyone gave much of a shit.” 
 
    “Your situation is one that we’ll all share if this siege continues. For the time being, at least, we can cure you of it. Find your family and bring them to the castle’s back gate. I’ll see you fed, and with your direction, find others with similar needs to help.” 
 
    “Thank you!” The man swept into a surprisingly elegant bow. “You’re king to me already, despite what anyone says about you being Sabantian filth, or an evil sorcerer, or how you have a fetish for espers and foreigners and like to—” 
 
    “No, thank you, good sir! Now go eat your food.” 
 
    Koa was seated in his throne. Zaratafenia was… seated on the armrest of the throne, one hand resting on Koa’s shoulder. She leaned in close to whisper something in his ear. Koa touched her chin and kissed her, his arm coming down on where the armrest would have normally allowed it and resting partially on her thigh. 
 
    I neither want nor need to see this, thought Avina. 
 
    She attempted to keep her seething in check as she walked forward and directly into Koa’s view. He pulled his arm back and sat up straight. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “Petra. Good timing. How was your night?” 
 
    “It was… restful,” she lied. She didn’t ask how his was, didn’t want the slightest hint of what may or may not have occurred in the privacy of the king’s chamber. “How have your audiences been progressing?” 
 
    “It’s the same one, over and over,” he muttered. “My people are getting hungry. We need to act on the siege today before people begin starving in the streets.” 
 
    “And we shall.” It was Zaratafenia who spoke, matching her words by running her fingers affectionately through Koa’s hair. “As soon as a reasonable solution presents itself.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I have the patience to wait for reasonable when food becomes scarce enough to have people boiling their dogs.” 
 
    Zaratafenia glanced at Avina. There was an edge of worry to her expression that almost perfectly matched Avina’s own fear. Strange how Koa simply being his usual impulsive but empathetic self could rotate a situation like that, suddenly have her questioning what the sides were. 
 
    “I was about to call you both here for a strategy meeting,” he said to her and Petra. “Rose will be there as well as a representative of the Blackrope Guild. She’ll have a wider view of the situation, given how close she and her men are to the city’s core.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I believe she just arrived,” said the guard at the door. 
 
    “Good. Send her and clear everyone else out.” 
 
    When Koa said everyone, he apparently meant everyone. Rose left the two men escorting her outside, striding into the throne room wearing black leather pants, a leather chest piece, and a curious smile.  
 
    Avina got a strange feeling as she took a seat in front of the throne alongside Petra, Zaratafenia, and Rose. It was as though she could already see her son’s mind working, the way he planned on restructuring Osteanus in the sense of who would be his underqueens, assuming he did rise to the throne. 
 
    “Well then,” said Koa. “Everyone’s here. I’d like to have a discussion on all of your thoughts on the current state of the city. Primarily, how long we can last with the gates closed and the harbor all but empty.” 
 
    “Not long,” said Rose. “Certainly not as long as I’d been hoping. The situation isn’t as dire as it could be yet, but we need some luck or a major fucking change in circumstance.” 
 
    “The dessian’s army could perhaps be that change,” suggested Koa. 
 
    “We have spoken of this, High Prince,” said Zaratafenia. “I only have enough men to make the situation painful for anyone else who attempts to take the city. Trying to force back the Estorians or the espers would merely leave an opening for the other. It is as though my army also besieges the city, in terms of positioning and practicalities.” 
 
    “What about a small group of your men, then?” Koa slouched and shifted sideways. “Enough to sneak or force their way through and resupply the city with food?” 
 
    “The logistics of that simply wouldn’t add up,” said Rose. “Twinfalls has thousands upon thousands of citizens. It’s going to need food on a level that even if the gates were to reopen today might still be hard to smoothly supply.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting idea,” muttered Koa. 
 
    “What?” Rose furrowed her brow. “Twinfalls usually has caravans arriving by the day. It’s not anything new that a coastal city with no farms within its walls needs food.” 
 
    “No…” He shook his head slowly. “Opening the gates.” 
 
    All of the women present in the chamber stared at him, waiting for a beat as though expecting a further explanation that might alter or negate what he’d just said. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina. “Do you… truly need us to state all of the reasons for you why that would be a complete disaster? The city is currently under siege. There are two armies poised outside Twinfalls who would love for you to open the gates.” 
 
    “On my terms,” he said. “I’ll simply move forward with what’s been my plan since the start. We will hold a vote amongst the Council of Lords for the next king. The executors, Lassius, Haza, Thunderclaw, Hetrix — they’ll all be allowed in, along with small guards if they want. The armies will remain outside.” 
 
    “What is to stop one of these armies from simply storming forward once the gates are open?” 
 
    “The other armies,” said Koa. “Think about it. If the espers, for example, let the Estorians seize the city, they’d likely be worse off than they are now, outside the walls with a larger force now inside. The same applies for the Estorians. They wouldn’t let your army through either, dearest aunt. The standoff matters more than the gates.” 
 
    “Except you’d still be allowing the enemy into the city!” snapped Rose. “Think of the assassins the executors will think to sneak in. They may try to sabotage our defenses, sap the walls, steal keys to the other gates. It’s far too risky.” 
 
    “I agree with the redhead,” said Zaratafenia. “I have no love for this idea.” 
 
    “Even if they did take this offer in good faith… the election could prove unpredictable.” Avina clasped her hands together, praying her son would hear reason. “I know you wish to take the title of king in the manner of tradition, Makoa, but I don’t think shifting the war off the battlefield and into politics would be advantageous.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that,” he said. “Are we in agreement, then?” 
 
    “What?” snapped Avina. “No.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Petra. 
 
    “You are being foolish, High Prince,” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    “It’s the stupidest fucking idea I’ve heard you suggest in my short time knowing you,” said Rose. 
 
    Koa nodded thoughtfully and held up a finger. “I hope you know that I have boundless respect and love for all of you, and that your opinions are worth their weight in gold, twice over.” He took a second to look them each in the eyes. “With that said, I’m still going to do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The resulting chaos within the throne room was not a situation that Avina could take a side in. All of the other women were shouting over one another. Rose denounced his decision as an idiotic proclamation, and Avina couldn’t exactly disagree, despite taking offense at her implication that Koa was an idiot. 
 
    Zaratafenia was the prime offender, very nearly forcing herself into Koa’s way as he sought to slip out through the side door. He stole a kiss on the lips from her. She tried to slap him, but he was quick to duck, and Koa seemed more amused than offended. 
 
    Avina stayed seated with Petra, weighed down by a range of different emotions. Oddly enough, she felt better about being dismissed alongside Zaratafenia and Rose, close advisors if not future underqueens, than she would have had Koa come to a decision that aligned with just a single point of view. 
 
    “He is… still adjusting to his newfound position,” said Petra. They stood outside the castle in the courtyard, taking in the morning and considering their options. “It may have been a test of use of sorts, even.” 
 
    “I think he’s serious, Petra.” Avina chewed her lip. “I don’t know what to do. It doesn’t sound like he’ll hear reason on this.” 
 
    “We must help him, all the same. What Rose said is true. It is likely that the executors, along with Haza and Thunderclaw, will have ulterior motives as soon as they pass through the gate.” 
 
    “We can’t just attack them in the street, Petra,” she muttered. 
 
    “No, but we could perhaps get a sense of what they may have planned.” Petra looked at her seriously. “You could. They will be walking straight up the glass road to arrive at the gates, no?” 
 
    Avina shook her head on reflex, but the idea was too good to dismiss. “I… might be able to. I’ve no idea if I could focus it so clearly on command.” 
 
    “You could at least try.” 
 
    “I could. I will.” 
 
    They found Ketsese, who’d been playing with Mav alongside the edge of the river, and the four of them returned to the Gladefoot estate. Avina found the shard of glass and sat down on the bed in her chamber. Petra sat at the window. 
 
    “I saw the messenger depart just as we were,” said Petra. “He will carry word to the Estorians and Thunderclaw of Koa’s intentions. You may be able to hear something of import if you eavesdrop within the next few minutes.” 
 
    “I’m already trying.” Avina breathed out and tried to calm herself. “It’s a little like making yourself fall asleep on command. Simple in principle, difficult in practice.” 
 
    “You can do it.” Petra came closer, sitting on the bed behind her. “Just relax.” 
 
    Having her esper closer helped more than she would have expected. Avina let out a sigh and stretched out flat. She brought the shard of glass to her chest, and felt a sudden flicker of warmth seemingly spawn from within it. 
 
    She was holding the executor who’d come to Harvest Castle, Lorelai, in her mind. It was Lorelai who she first saw as the glass vision landed, twisting her senses and perspective into something new and separate from where her body was. 
 
    She saw Lorelai, along with Kanys Meltora, a bald man she knew to be Guthren Yvvara, and a hulking half man, half stone goliath whom she couldn’t name. An even more familiar face stood in conversation with them — Underqueen Lassius. 
 
    Avina worried for a moment that she wouldn’t be able to make out their conversation, as they were merely camped within sight of the glass road, rather than next to it or directly upon it. The section they were near was where Koa had staged his blast sphere trap, however, and she realized that bits of shattered glass from the damage were scattered through the grass like grains of sand. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a trap.” Kanys, the flame-haired man with uncannily youthful features, seemed to hold the majority of attention. “The Prince of Harvestglade and Sabantius thinks himself to be an honest man.” 
 
    “Honest?” Lassius laughed. “I think not. You never heard of what he did to Claudius Demathis, Sword of the King.” 
 
    “Using sorcery in a duel is different than murdering your rivals during peace talks,” said Kanys. “What say you, Guthren? You’ve spent more time speaking with him personally than the rest of us.” 
 
    “Oh, he despises me most of all,” said Guthren. “Rumor has it some mistress or courtesan was within Coldwater Bastion when Prekarious and I set it aflame.” 
 
    “But you must have gotten a read on him before that?” said Kanys. 
 
    “He is, like so many men, bound by his ego,” said Guthren. “I don’t think he’ll try to kill all of us. I do think he might try to kill me. I’d prefer to stay back, tend to the army, if the decision is for the executors to enter the city to represent Estoria in this vote.” 
 
    “He must think that he already has the remaining nobles within Twinfalls under his sway,” said Lassius. “Still, even with every vote from a lord within the city, he’d only have a lead on the other queendoms, not a majority.” 
 
    “Are you worried he might win within the rules of your silly little proto-election, Lassius?” asked Kanys. 
 
    “Not even slightly. Harvestglade is still deeply in debt to the Puzzle Islands. Once I point this detail out to the lords, he’s no doubt attempted to buy off with promises rather than gold in hand, they’ll come around.” 
 
    “Is there a downside here?” asked Kanys. 
 
    “Thunderclaw and the sorcerer he’s allied himself with,” said Lassius. “They will be the larger threat, I think.” 
 
    “Still no chance of cutting a deal with them?” asked Lorelai. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Lassius. “We’ll have to turn the core of our attention his way. Assuming I can secure the votes, which I feel good about, I expect that he’ll attempt something violent as soon as Harriston is named the next king.” 
 
    The vision was tenuous, like a dream Avina wanted to stay in as the surrounding world began to wake her up. She groaned and realized Petra was snuggled up behind her, holding her like a lover might have. 
 
    “Anything?” whispered the esper. 
 
    “Everything,” muttered Avina. “It sounds like they’ll go along with it. Lassius thinks she can win the votes to put Prince Harriston on the throne.” 
 
    “Can she?” 
 
    Avina didn’t answer, didn’t want to think about it. The threat of Lassius had always been one of overwhelming financial and political power, and it felt as though it was finally coming to its long-awaited head. 
 
    A knock came at the door of her chamber. She forced herself to stand up, out of sorts and feeling like she’d lost time. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said Mav. “The dessian is here.” 
 
    “Did you let her in already?” 
 
    Mav nodded. “Downstairs, in the common room.” 
 
    Avina took the stairs slowly, eyeing the dessian on the couch. She took a seat next to her, still appraising her like an opponent, or a rival, even. 
 
    “Dessian,” said Avina. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina.” Zaratafenia smiled and nodded politely to her. “We need to discuss your son, and this foolish idea of his to throw wide the city’s gates.” 
 
    Avina sighed. “There’s not much to discuss. I think we’re both in agreement in the danger it represents to him and the tenuous control we have over this city.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why we should combine our efforts in attempting to persuade him against it,” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll listen to us,” said Avina. “He’s always been willful when it comes to major decisions and ideas he believes in. This time around it will be doubly so, with so few other viable ideas about how to navigate the situation we’re in.” 
 
    “He is destined to dismiss us if you give up without even trying,” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow. “We all tried when he suggested it, dessian. He would no sooner hear us one on one unless we managed to present a compelling alternative.” 
 
    “I do not seek for him to listen but to obey.” Zaratafenia looked at Avina seriously. “He can be persuaded by us specifically, if we take the right approach.” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
    “I was not sure, either,” said Zaratafenia. “I had first assumed that it was Verity under the blanket with him that night I attempted to seduce him in his chamber, back in Harvestglade.” 
 
    Avina blinked, remembering the night, how she’d used her mouth to hold Koa’s attention as Zaratafenia attempted to seduce him to her own ends. She’d been under the blanket, anonymous. Zaratafenia was watching her, and the tiny smirk that played across the dessian’s lips suggested she’d seen what she was looking for. 
 
    “Now… I am certain,” said Zaratafenia. “I suspected, but part of me had not dared think that the high prince’s desires were so… eclectic.” 
 
    I should have expected this, thought Avina. I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be so caught off guard! 
 
    It was, in some ways, the most dangerous card Zaratafenia could have drawn into her hand. It would be a scandal if revealed, especially right before what amounted to a contest of popularity for the heralder throne itself. 
 
    “I have been his woman for many years.” Petra’s voice almost shocked Avina out of her seat. “It is not something we speak of openly, for appearances sake, but it would do little harm to Makoa’s reputation for it to be uncovered now.” 
 
    Petra strode into the common room. Zaratafenia stared at the esper, mouth ajar in surprise. 
 
    “It was… you, then?” Zaratafenia gave a small shake of her head. “Still. For it to be known that an underqueen commanded her esper to serve as her son’s plaything…” 
 
    “Koa would never forgive you if you attempted to use his relationship with Petra as a bridle to make him do your bidding,” said Avina. 
 
    Zaratafenia sighed, the fight seeming to go out of her. “You may one day wish that was not the case. You could play along, you know? Take the threat seriously so he will. It might be enough to dissuade him from this path.” 
 
    “You should have started with that approach, dessian,” said Avina. “But regardless, I don’t think it’ll work. And even if it worked, we’d be no better off. They can starve us out as easily as defeat us in battle.” 
 
    Zaratafenia stewed within the silence for a moment, and then stood up and walked to the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Koa dressed in the finest clothes he could find from the king’s wardrobe that fit him before heading out to greet his enemies. The responses from both the Estorians and Thunderclaw had arrived with remarkable alacrity, mere hours separating the departure of his couriers and their return. 
 
    It was an hour before sundown, and the mood was distinctly one that mirrored the approaching night. The guards within the castle seemed tense. Verity was finally up and moving again but hadn’t said much about his decision, even quieter than usual.  
 
    His mother, Petra, Ketsese, and Zaratafenia were waiting for him just outside the castle in the courtyard. Avina stepped in close to him, looking more uncertain than angry. There was still some fight left in her eyes, however. 
 
    “What in gods’ name makes you so sure of this course of action?” she asked. 
 
    He walked toward the carriage he and the others would be taking through the city to the gates. “It raises the stakes. I realize that. But it seems like the smartest move I can make right now.” 
 
    “Would you care to explain what, exactly, you consider to be so smart about gambling the throne in a contest of allied lords and the disposition of our enemies?” 
 
    “The fact that I’ve already secured, in essence, a majority of the votes I need to win.” He smiled at all of them as he made to help his mother into the back of the carriage. “One of the first things I did after seizing Twinfalls was write to Underqueen Genevieve and secure her support. I promised her quite a bit to make sure the votes of the Clawlands would stay firmly within my control.” 
 
    “You… what?” Avina almost missed the step as she found her seat. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” 
 
    “I had no idea whether she would agree until the response came back, and so much else was happening with the enemy at our gates that it almost seemed irrelevant.” He let out a confident chuckle. “It suited me to have everyone react as though I was crazy, in case any spies for the Estorians or Thunderclaw were reporting on our actions. What? You didn’t think I’d be foolish enough to actually play fair against Lassius and Hetrix, did you?” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra, and even Zaratafenia joined in the exchange of looks and reactions. He savored the moment, sharing his own knowing smile with Verity, whom he’d told about the scheme earlier that day. 
 
    “That only accounts for part of the danger,” said Avina. 
 
    “I’m limiting each of their parties to a dozen men and women in total,” said Koa. “Enough to give them confidence that I’m not simply luring them in to imprison or execute them, but not enough for them to act with impunity.” 
 
    “And if even just one is an assassin, they might still accomplish a similar aim,” muttered Petra. 
 
      “It’s possible.” He nodded slowly, knowing it was an inescapable risk. “But with the gates open, trade will flow once more. The people of this city will have food, and with it, their confidence back.” 
 
    His claim seemed contradicted by the somber mood within the city. Most of the streets were empty, even those that typically always had foot and carriage traffic. Word of his plan had spread, and most of Twinfalls’s populace was accounting for the possibility that one or both armies seized the opportunity to sack the city. 
 
    The guards on patrol through the streets carried a similar solemnity in their posture. Koa didn’t sense outright fear. People who’d been through as much war as Osteanus had seen in recent weeks weren’t prone to such bouts of panic. But the sense the day might be the city’s last, or at least the beginning of the end, was like a scent in the air. 
 
    I need to be sure that this is the right choice, he thought. Am I? 
 
    He wanted to be that sure. At some point, the complexities of the problems he was facing had grown beyond his ability to muster that kind of confidence. Sure, he could still put it on for an outing, smile and stand tall and make the right sounds.  
 
    But the truth was, there were no guarantees in life or war, and especially not in succeeding a king. He looked at Avina and Petra, thought of Verity, and Petra’s little ward, and even Horny. Protecting those he cared about was what mattered most. He was taking this risk for them, as much for himself. The siege had tied so many fates together. 
 
    He brought his entourage to a stop just in front of the main gate leading into the city. The guards stationed there had already been told in advance and held the gravity of the situation in their posture. 
 
    Koa climbed out of the carriage and approached the men. He saw no reason to put the moment off, but still sensed the finality of his decision as he prepared to say the words. 
 
    “Open the gate.” 
 
    The guards obeyed. He felt hands touching both his left and right shoulders — some combination of his mother and Petra. The gate creaked as it slowly opened, unused to having been down for so long. 
 
    Somewhat anticlimactically, nothing happened right away. The parties from both factions were still approaching Twinfalls, keeping a telling distance from one another.  
 
    Much of the tension bled out of the moment, only to rematerialize as the figures in front of the first party came into view and Koa recognized the faces of the four executors, Lassius, and somewhat humorously, Prince Harriston, his one-time rival. 
 
    It was Guthren Yvvara who Koa’s gaze landed on and stayed on, Guthren Yvvara who made him feel that near-paralyzing mixture of fury and fear. He had to resist the urge to look up and search the sky for the dragon. The bald executor who’d taken Ruby’s life looked bored, as though the act of walking to the city was a needless imposition. 
 
    Lassius stood next to Harriston alongside her esper, Zentallion, whom Koa also had unique memories of. Harriston was still rather pudgy, with a full-fleshed face and oily hair, but he now walked with a slight limp. Koa was annoyed at how he found that… slightly endearing, given his own recent loss and transformation of his leg, even if it was likely in part due to injuries suffered from their scuffle in the Great Hunt. 
 
    “The gate will stay open until this saga reaches its conclusion,” said Lassius. “My esper will make sure of it.” 
 
    “As long as no armies move to enter the city through it or any of the other gates, it will stay open.” Koa smiled and couldn’t resist adding a little more. “By the high prince’s command.” 
 
    Lassius let out a small scoff. Kanys was more open with his amusement. 
 
    “The high prince is so magnanimous to welcome us so,” called the executor. “It’s a quite interesting development. I’m so used to being forced into watching from the back during wartime. Brilliant change of pace to be so close to where all the fun will happen.” 
 
    “You will abide by the laws of my city while you are within it,” Koa said. “All of you.” 
 
    “Or what?” It was Lorelai who asked the question, her voice tauntingly sweet. “You’ll resume the war to punish us?” 
 
    “Hush, Lorelai,” said Kanys. “He is the high prince. For the time being. We can play by his rules for a few more days.” 
 
    “He is no high prince!” Harriston’s cut in with what sounded like genuine contempt. “He is a cheating, stealing bastard who finds no opportunity to crawl his way forward beneath him.” 
 
    “Good to see you again, Prince Harriston,” said Koa, with a smile he knew would cut deeper than any barb. 
 
    Lassius put a firm hand on her son’s shoulder. “Calm down. We are his guests, for the moment.” 
 
    “Let him keep the throne warm for you for now, my prince,” Zentallion whispered into Harriston’s ear on the other side in a manner that was strangely familiar to Koa. 
 
    He allowed the Estorians and the underqueen and prince of the Puzzle Islands to continue into the city. Unexpectedly, he felt exposed as soon as they were out of sight up the street, like he hadn’t considered the full range of trouble and treachery they might stir up. 
 
    Prince Hetrix, Thunderclaw, and Hazafallius walked amidst a group of espers with pale crimson skin. Koa had expected this to be the easier faction to face, but the opposite seemed true in the way he felt his heart beating as they approached. 
 
    He was surprised when Hetrix offered a slight bow to him. “High Prince Makoa. I respect this decision of yours. For you to seek to settle this dispute in the manner of tradition, rather than grinding our armies down, shows wisdom on your behalf.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, Prince Hetrix,” said Koa. 
 
    Among the espers was Kortata, Ketsese’s brother. She immediately tore away from Petra’s side to run over and hug him. He ruffled her hair and tugged on one of her horns before pushing her back toward Petra, whom he gave a meaningful nod to. 
 
    Thunderclaw and Hazafallius seemed far less enthused to be within the city. 
 
    “I am watching for any hint of treachery, High Prince,” said Thunderclaw, voice deep and full of dark promise. 
 
    Hazafallius seemed more restrained, letting out a tired sigh that reminded Koa of the grandfather he remembered and had written off. “This is not the masterstroke that you seem to think it is, Makoa.” 
 
    “Your words, not mine,” said Koa. “I wouldn’t be on this path, taking such a risk, without the many events and betrayals that led to this point.” 
 
    “The past is set. Don’t think I miss the fact that you’ve made this choice willingly.” 
 
    “Have I?” Koa furrowed his brow as convincingly as he could. “My people are on the verge of starving. That may not seem of such import to the Serpent of Crystal Hills, but the High Prince of Twinfalls cares for all of his people.” 
 
    Hazafallius came closer to him. Koa almost flinched back, surprised at how much wariness and hurt existed under the surface in relation to his grandfather. 
 
    “The most foolish thing an otherwise smart man can do is to think he’s a step ahead of his opponent,” whispered Haza, in a voice just for him. 
 
    “Your own advice suits you well, grandfather,” Koa whispered back. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Avina wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting to happen after the gates had been thrown open and their enemies had been allowed into the city. She was torn between feeling relieved and underwhelmed when she watched both factions simply make their way up the street, toward wherever they would be making their bases of operation. 
 
    Lassius has an estate on Tongue Island, as does Esanor, though she isn’t here, thought Avina. 
 
    It felt so much like a return to normality that she found herself coming around to Koa’s plan, even if the stakes were still incredibly high. She stayed with Petra, who followed behind Ketsese as they took a short walk into the city. Koa kissed her on the cheek and said he needed to return to the castle, though he’d try to seek her out in time for dinner. 
 
    “You keep promising me dinner, Makoa, only to dash my hopes,” she said, with a patient smile. 
 
    “Which is why I will most definitely make it tonight,” he said. 
 
    Avina, Petra, and Ketsese returned to the Gladefoot estate to find several messengers already waiting outside the door. They began speaking over one another even before Avina had entered, and she worked out what they wanted through their overlapping requests. 
 
    “The lords with places on the council here in Twinfalls have gotten word of the proceedings,” she muttered to Petra. “They’re all hurrying to seek out the best price for their votes.” 
 
    “Vast amounts of profiteering usually accompany succession campaigns, no?” said Petra. “This is not unusual.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. The circumstances raise the stakes and pressure, however. I suppose I should hear each of them out and at least send them on their way with plausible offers.” 
 
    Petra nodded slowly. “By my count, Makoa will win the vote as long as neither Lassius or Hetrix manages to secure nearly the entirety of the support of the lords here in Twinfalls.” 
 
    “They could also win by making a deal with one another, but that seems like an unlikely possibility,” said Avina. “Of course, if we don’t act as though we’re working hard to secure votes ourselves, they might realize that Koa has made a deal with Genevieve and accuse us of treachery.” 
 
    “They must already suspect it, to some degree. What sort of advantage would there be in opening the gates without a plan?” 
 
    Avina shook her head slowly. “Makoa’s reputation does us some favors there. He is loved by the folk of Harvestglade and now Twinfalls, but elsewhere, he’s still seen as the erratic Sabantian sorcerer.” 
 
    “Who has brought a dessian into Coldwater Bastion to be his first underqueen,” said Petra. “I have heard the rumors, too. There are some that focus on her being… well… his aunt.” 
 
    “It isn’t that strange,” said Avina, a little quicker and more defensively than she’d meant to. “But yes. We must be mindful of his reputation and act as though it’s a weakness we’re seeking to compensate for. Once Lassius and Hetrix receive word of the alignment of Genevieve and the Clawlands, the situation might become tense again.” 
 
    She met each of the messengers in turn, five of them in total, and promised she’d send a reply to their respective lords the next day. The last two messengers were particularly verbose and pushy, and she was in a bad mood when a new knock came at the door after dismissing them. 
 
    She went with Mav to open it, ready to tell off whichever tardy servant thought that an hour past sunset was an appropriate time to arrive on business. Instead, she found Koa standing on the steps, smiling with Verity and another guard at his side. He frowned when he saw her expression. 
 
    “Is now a bad time?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course not!” said Avina. “Why did you even knock? This is your estate, too, Koa.” 
 
    “It’s hard to remember when I’m high prince and when I’m a Gladefoot, at times,” he said. He glanced at Verity. “Take the night off. You need the rest. I’ll have Lauric and Petra bring me back to the castle when I’m finished here.” 
 
    Verity nodded, departing wordlessly with the guard. Avina couldn’t stop smiling as she welcomed her son into the common room, watching Mav scurry to check on the dinner and make them tea. 
 
    “Have a seat, Makoa,” she said. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “One that seems like it might never end,” muttered Koa as he sank onto the couch next to Petra. “I’m hearing whispers from Rose that Lassius is digging deep into her coffers to buy up support for Harriston. It already may be a closer affair than I anticipated, and the real politics of the lords has barely begun.” 
 
    “Worry about that tomorrow.” She came up behind him and let her hands gently rub his shoulders. Her gaze darted down to his leg, which she’d been doing an admirable job of not looking at too much, despite her curiosity. 
 
    There will be time to look at that later tonight. 
 
    She felt her face heat up a bit as the thought came to her that the easiest way for her to see it clearly up to the thigh was for him to take his pants off. Mav was bringing out the food and the tea, however, and she took a seat in one of the cushioned chairs instead of lingering on her own silliness. 
 
    Avina watched her son sip his tea, noting the tension in his shoulders and the tired shadows under his eyes. Her natural instinct was to worry and fuss over him, though she knew he often found it smothering. 
 
    “You look tired, Makoa,” she said, unable to resist reaching out to brush back an unruly lock of his hair. “Have you been getting enough rest?” 
 
    She saw him resist the urge to roll his eyes in that dramatic way of his. “I'm fine, Mother,” he replied lightly. “The castle has more guards than a dragon's hoard. I'm perfectly safe in my chambers.” 
 
    Avina pursed her lips, unconvinced. “Even still, I wish you'd allow me to post Lauric and some others directly outside your door at night.” 
 
    “And deny Mav Lauric's booming snores to help lull her to sleep?” Koa winked at the handmaiden teasingly. “I couldn't do that to you, Mother.” 
 
    Despite herself, Avina had to laugh, swatting his arm as she saw Mav’s face turn bright red. Her amusement faded back to worry. “I’m serious. There are still so many threats lurking. I need to know you are protected.” 
 
    She felt a swell of relief when Koa reached out and clasped her hand reassuringly. “I am, don't worry. And if it eases your concerns, perhaps you should take up residence in one of the suites in the castle. That way you could keep a much closer eye on me.” 
 
    His tone was light, but the suggestion made Avina's heart skip a beat, heat rising to her cheeks. She knew full well what it would mean if she lived there, practically within his chambers. She would be his underqueen in full, not just name. 
 
    Flustered, she let out a small laugh, buying time to steady her voice. “Perhaps if you do ascend, I'll consider it. For now, I think I can manage from the estate.” 
 
    Koa grinned knowingly at her reaction, giving her hand a squeeze before letting it go. Their relationship danced along ever-shifting lines, but the love beneath it was as solid as stone. For now, simply having tea with her son was comforting enough. 
 
    Mav finished dinner — a spicy lamb stew somewhat reduced in ingredients by the siege but hardly any less tasty for it. Avina watched Koa eat two large bowls and let out a loud sigh as he set his spoon down. His head shifted sideways over the next few minutes, tipping until it was partially leaned on Avina’s shoulder. 
 
    “Is he… asleep?” asked Petra. 
 
    “He’s had a long few days,” said Avina. She reached out and gently stroked his hair. “Between his leg, and his responsibilities, and the future… gods, there’s so much weight on his shoulders.” 
 
    “He could stay here tonight,” suggested Petra. “He does have a room. It may even be a sensible move. If any of the new guests he allowed into the city seek to do him harm, the first night would be one of their best opportunities.” 
 
    Avina nodded, but part of her wished Koa could sleep right there, half collapsed against her from exhaustion. She thought about how he still looked more like her son than a high prince or a king. In that, she found herself thinking of the kings of legends, the ones she’d only ever seen exaggerated paintings of or read fanciful historical descriptions. 
 
    He may have been born on this path, but he didn’t have to walk it in the way he’s chosen. At the speed he’s chosen. 
 
     “Let him… rest here for a minute more.” Avina clasped one of her hands in his, threading their fingers together, and continued playing with his hair with the other. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    They all stayed up a while longer, sipping wine and sharing stories lighter than the mood of the moment. Petra carried Koa to bed with Lauric’s help. Avina retired to her own room, sharing the bed with Petra, and fell asleep without having to try. 
 
    She awoke to footsteps and movement at one point during the night and assumed it was Petra taking care of a need. When a distinctly masculine but sleepy sigh came from right next to her, she realized that Koa had joined them in bed. 
 
    He can sleep where he wants. It’s not for me to tell him no. 
 
    She… examined the thought as it came to her and felt rather hot and bothered by where it led. Now, she found it harder to fall asleep, though she did eventually manage it. 
 
    When she woke up again, to the faint bird calls in the distance and wane morning sun beams, Koa was spooning with her from behind. From his breathing, she sensed he was asleep… at least from the waist up. A not so small part of him lower down was very much awake and nestled against the space right where her thighs met her buttocks.  
 
    He had one arm around her, suggesting he’d intentionally gone seeking a body to hold close in the night. She supposed he might think that she was Petra. She was tired of playing that game, coming up with excuses for her son’s behavior as his lust for her built to inexcusable levels. 
 
    “Are you awake, Mother?” he whispered. 
 
    His voice surprised her. She froze and realized she’d just given up the chance to pretend she was asleep and kick the problem a few strides further down the path. 
 
    “I just woke up,” she whispered. She wiggled slightly, the motion jostling his erection and setting it even more firmly into place against her thighs. It felt so hot, and that heat was suffusing the rest of her, including her fevered thoughts. 
 
    “So did I.” Koa’s arm was still over her. He let a finger trace up the front of her body, and then back down.  
 
    Each shift in her direction made her wonder if he was going to touch her, and just as importantly… where he’d touch. 
 
    Avina didn’t say anything else, at least not with words. Her hips wiggled again, seemingly with a mind of their own. Her nightgown was bunching up, and Koa was also just in his underclothes. So much skin-to-skin contact.  
 
    She could smell him, the faint manly musk, not unclean but distinct. He leaned in and sniffed her neck and hair as though having a similar thought about her. Avina felt her heart beating faster and faster. She rocked her hips again, and this time, Koa let out a soft grunt and humped back. 
 
    “Mmm… Makoa.” Petra’s arm softly slapped down against Koa and Avina both. “Good morning.” 
 
    Koa pulled back slightly from Avina. Avina felt relieved and disappointed, and ashamed at how much more of the latter than the former.  
 
    “Petra.” Koa said her name, and then Avina heard a series of what sounded like kissing noises. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Mmm, my prince.” More kissing, with a tiny moan from Petra. “Such a good morning. I am so pleased you decided to spend the night.” 
 
    “As am I…” Koa cleared his throat and touched Avina’s hand, gently rubbing the palm with one finger. “This morning feels like a nice one for us to sleep in.” 
 
    “The two of you are welcome to sleep as long as you’d like.” Avina pulled her hand back, unable to keep the annoyance and jealousy from seeping in. 
 
    “You are so ready to start your day, Avina?” asked Petra. “We could… all sleep in. Together.” 
 
    You evil esper, thought Avina. Evil, and cruel, and traitorous, and, and… 
 
    Gods, she wanted to say yes. She hated how much she wanted to say yes. Except it would be too much. It would simultaneously be too much and not enough. Had it just been her and Koa, alone and going at their own gentle and intimate speed, then perhaps… 
 
    Perhaps what? She shook her head, sitting up and trying to shake away what had to be the dreaminess of early morning. No, there were lines to be toed. Rules to be upheld. Relationships that were fixed and immutable. 
 
    “We should all get up,” said Avina. She folded her arms and looked at Koa and Petra. They’d begun touching one another during the moment she’d been drifting on her inner turmoil. Koa was behind Petra, cupping a breast he’d freed from her nightgown and rocking into her with sleepy, horny movements. Petra’s eyes were fluttering, one arm twisted around in a manner that could have only been to touch and stroke his cock. 
 
    “We will, Mother,” said Koa. “But… I think we need just a few minutes first.” 
 
    “Petra,” said Avina. 
 
    Her esper glared at her, but sighed and finally rolled off the bed. Koa looked at them both, still smiling slightly as though he thought he might talk his way into some action. When he realized he couldn’t, his expression took on a disappointed edge that cut Avina deeper than Petra’s outrage, somehow. 
 
    “I need to get my clothes,” he said. He did an odd, waddling walk that didn’t at all draw attention away from his erection. 
 
    Petra stood up as soon as Koa was out of the room. She let out a deep sigh and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I may well sleep in anyway,” said Petra. “It would have been nice if you had chosen to set your foot down before the high prince had begun touching me.” 
 
    “Would you stop being such a…?” Avina shook her head, glaring at Petra again. 
 
    “Such a what? Do you wish to call your esper a whore?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to call you anything,” Avina lied. 
 
    “You are allowed to want him and be wanted by him, Avina,” said Petra. “I give you permission.” 
 
    Avina let out a huff and flung a pillow at her esper. “I don’t need your permission!” 
 
    Petra caught the pillow. “You do not even understand your own conflict.” 
 
    “That… doesn’t mean it isn’t real,” she muttered. 
 
    Petra climbed back onto the bed and held Avina’s hand. Strange how it made her feel better, despite the lingering tension that simmered between them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Koa received a surprising array of different reactions from the guards at the castle when he arrived back in the same clothing he’d worn out the previous night. Small nods, knowing smiles, polite and badly disguised questions about whether he’d had a relaxing evening.  
 
    It was like having salt poured on an open wound. He was furious with his mother for cutting off his fun that morning, or at least he wanted to be. He understood too well how much conflict likely existed within her heart, conflict he’d created, forced into existence, and certainly fed the flames through some of his previous intimate incidents with her. 
 
    He went to find Zaratafenia, as well, only to discover a note written to him in Sabantian detailing how she'd be staying with her army outside the city to prepare them for what might be to come. He wished, for so many reasons, that she'd checked in with him before taking such action, not the least of which was how much he enjoyed having her in his bed. 
 
    The unfortunate outcome was him perched on the heralder throne with a subtle kind of ache, listening to messengers and petitioners from the lords of Twinfalls seeking to sell their votes to the highest bidder. He did his best to sound interested, even making speculative bids that were just a little too slim to be truly competitive. 
 
    From his understanding of how the voting seemed poised to unfold, he would need at least two votes from the lords of Twinfalls in order to come out on top. This was assuming Lassius was aggressive enough in her bribery to secure all of the other votes on the council available to be swayed within Twinfalls. If Hetrix also began buying votes, he might maintain his lead simply by doing nothing. 
 
    Of course, if Lassius and Hetrix did end up coming to terms, or if a significant number of the lords loyal to their respective factions defected, he might also end up in a situation where he simply couldn’t win. He’d assumed that the hatred Thunderclaw felt toward Estoria would prevent that from happening, but it was technically possible that Lassius could buy votes out from underneath Thunderclaw and Hetrix. 
 
    I’ve already set the board in my favor, he thought. Now all I can do is play out the game. 
 
    Rose surprised him when she walked into the throne room in place of the next petitioner. Koa grinned and allowed himself to relax and slump lower into the throne. 
 
    “Good news?” He felt his expression shifting as he saw how tired her eyes looked. “Not good news.” 
 
    “No, unfortunately, but when is it ever?” She let out a sigh and folded her arms. “It’s the Estorians. One of their leaders visited a brothel that’s always paid the Blackrope Guild for services. There was an incident last night involving one of the girls. One of my men is dead.” 
 
    Koa drummed his fingers on the arm of the throne. “At the hands of the Estorians? You’re sure?” 
 
    “It’s the only reason why I brought this to you instead of handling it myself,” said Rose. “I don’t want to make this into a political incident if it can be avoided. I need you stable on that throne for my own benefit.” 
 
    “I’ll take Verity and head into town to investigate.” 
 
    “You’re going to follow up on this personally?” Rose furrowed her brow. 
 
    “It’s as you said. This might be a political incident.” 
 
    He had Rose wait while he pretended to hear out and debate with one more lord for sale over the price of his vote. Verity greeted him with a kiss on the lips when he met her in her chambers and seemed recovered enough for the task at hand. 
 
    “We’re taking guards with us,” she said. “At least two.” 
 
    “Make it four. I get the sense this could require some extra muscle.” 
 
    He considered more than just four, but too many men would be just as bad as two few in terms of how it would read as a subtle instigation. He walked through town with Rose on his left and Verity on his right, both women dressed to move and wearing more weapons than he had on his person. 
 
    They headed straight for the brothel and found a trio of Estorian guards and a fourth man whom Koa assumed was their leader. Rose stayed a few paces back, gesturing for her men to do the same. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa Gladefoot.” The man seemingly in charge bowed mockingly. “How lovely to see you out and about in the city. Enjoying the sights and sounds?” 
 
    Koa ignored the bait. “I understand a man was killed here last night. I came all this way to investigate the situation personally. I'd appreciate your help, regardless of whether you appreciate giving it.” 
 
    Footsteps sounded from within the brothel. Koa's least favorite person in existence, Guthren Yvvara, stepped forward and set a hand on the guard's shoulder. 
 
    “I'll handle this,” said Guthren. “I was nearest to the incident, after all.” 
 
    Guthren Yvvara looked like he'd spent the night in a brothel. His clothes were rumpled, and his hair was messy. Koa saw Verity's lip curl out of the corner of his eye and remembered just how much she hated this same man, who'd not only taken Ruby's life, but the life of Verity's sister, as well. It didn't make it any easier for him to remain civil as he spoke to the executor. 
 
    “Explain to me why a man is dead, Guthren Yvvara,” said Koa, in a level but cold tone. 
 
    “One of the whores seemed to struggle to handle our needs,” said Guthren. “We were in the midst of running her through her paces when one of the men working at the brothel tried to intervene. The man's death wasn't entirely unwarranted, given the inconvenience he caused us. The girl ran home amidst the chaos.” 
 
    Koa's jaw clenched. “Am I to understand you claim to have killed a man over some misunderstanding with a courtesan?” 
 
    “Claim, no.” Guthren stepped forward, smiling and lowering his voice. “I'm explaining exactly what happened, High Prince. And now that you have your explanation, I suggest you head back to your castle.” 
 
    Koa tensed his jaw, feeling a sudden rush of fury that was pure emotion and no reasonable thought. He almost lunged forward, but Verity put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed in warning. 
 
    “Easy,” she whispered. 
 
    “I'd listen to your own whore, High Prince,” said Guthren. “She sounds much more reasonable than the one I played with last night.” 
 
    Someone, either Verity or Rose, was now actively holding him back. Guthren looked smug and began playing with one of the loose top buttons of his ruffled shirt. Koa mastered himself, but the anger was still there, simply running cold rather than hot. 
 
    “Guards,” he said. “Take Lord Guthren into custody.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Makoa,” whispered Guthren. “Be serious. You wouldn't risk war over a little incident in a brothel. I'll pay you for the dead man's worth.” 
 
    “And I'll pay the political price just to see you in shackles.” Koa shook off Verity and Rose and took a step toward Guthren, staring into the executor's eyes. “You'll be tried for murder. I'll be the judge.” 
 
    He couldn't stop himself from smiling at the flicker of confusion, even fear, in the other man's face. The executor backed up, hands falling to his sides. His guards looked uncertain, and it was this uncertainty that led Koa to seize the initiative. 
 
    “Arrest him,” he said. “Take him to the castle dungeon.” 
 
    “High Prince!” Guthren's eyes narrowed as he collected himself. “Do not make threats which you don't intend to carry forth.” 
 
    “I assure you, I do intend to follow through, Lord Guthren,” said Koa. He nodded to the guards, and they finally seemed to understand that he was deadly serious. 
 
    Verity let out an odd sigh from beside him, as though caught between reactions. Rose shook her head subtly. Guthren began smiling again as two of Koa's guards stepped between him and the Estorian soldiers and began leading him up the street. 
 
    “You've made a terrible mistake, High Prince,” called Guthren. “Oh, but I think you know that already. You may have me in chains, but that only adds to your city's problems without solving a single one.” 
 
    He began to laugh as the guards led him up the street. Koa almost felt like joining in, despite agreeing with Guthren on the nature of the new mess he'd just made. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The news of the day did not greet Avina kindly, at least not in how it landed. Mav opened the estate's door to a rather disconcerted Verity, who bowed to Avina before delivering her version of the events that'd led up to Guthren's imprisonment. 
 
    “He didn't actually imprison Guthren in the dungeon, did he?” asked Avina. “Please tell me that he's simply being kept in a guarded room within the castle.” 
 
    Verity shook her head. “I didn't follow all the way back to see, but I don't think so. He said the dungeon specifically.” 
 
    “Oh gods.” Avina massaged her forehead and let out a tired hiss. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he despises him, as he should,” said Verity, with no small share of her own contempt. “That man is beneath the lowest of the scum of the earth.” 
 
    “This… this will not go unchallenged,” said Petra, folding her arms. “I should go to him, Avina. I can get to the castle the fastest, and time is of the essence.” 
 
    “You think he might...” Avina trailed, unsure how she wanted to end that sentence. Koa might do a wide range of different things, almost none of them in line with what would deescalate the situation. “You're right. Go. Get to Makoa.” 
 
    “I will leave right now,” said Petra. 
 
    “I should go, too,” said Verity. 
 
    “Do whatever it takes to keep him calm and away from Guthren's cell.” Avina touched Petra's hand and squeezed it for emphasis. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    The esper nodded and headed for the door with haste in her steps. “The Estorians might well react with similar rashness. It would be helpful if we could get a sense of just how volatile such a reaction might be before it happens.” 
 
    She made the remark off handedly, but kept her gaze on Avina, who took her meaning. She found the glass shard on the table in the common room and brought it up to her bedchamber as discreetly as she could. Lassius would undoubtedly be involved in any discussion the Estorians had over Guthren's situation, given her knowledge of Coldwater Bastion and Ostean law. 
 
    She took a breath and activated the glass with a touch, letting her mind open to its influence. The effect was immediate, as though she'd stepped through a portal to a different location. She felt her vision shift, first in a way that seemed to pull back, and then again, as though she was falling, or perhaps swimming in reverse. 
 
    Lassius's estate, she thought. That ostentatious glass chandelier in her common room. 
 
    The scene came to her all at once, like paint splashed onto canvas quickly materializing into detail. Her guess had been correct. The glass shard showed her Lassius sitting at a long table with several other people. She was at the head, but Avina saw Kanys and Zentallion near the center, and Lorelai leaned against a doorframe. 
 
    “Guthren can be quite foolish, I do agree,” said Lorelai. “But this is above and beyond his usual ego flailing. An uncharacteristic blunder, not to mention unexpected. He seemed content with my company these past few nights.” 
 
    “He spoke of this whore in particular,” said Kanys. “She was one he used often during his previous tenure in Twinfalls as an ambassador. I expect his return may have led to surprises on both sides.” 
 
    “It wouldn't be the first time a man was murdered in a fit of passion after finding a woman with another man,” said Lassius. “This is quite unfortunate.” 
 
    “We cannot let this stand,” said Lorelai. “Not even momentarily. It makes us look weak.” 
 
    Lassius let out a sigh and tapped her fingers on the table. “I am unsure that there is anything that can be done. There's no chance of breaking him out of the dungeon with the handful of men you have within the city.” 
 
    “And were we to attempt to move a larger portion of our army into Twinfalls, the espers would react badly,” said Kanys. 
 
    Everyone within the chamber was silent for a beat. Avina took the opportunity to examine their expressions. Lassius's face was neutral, but Kanys seemed genuinely pensive, and Lorelai had a dangerous gleam in her eyes that made Avina uneasy. Lassius's esper, Zentallion, was smiling, but distant.  
 
    There was an aspect of dark intention spread out across the group that Avina found sobering, as though they represented the very point of the tip of the sword that was the threat of Estoria to Osteanus. Kanys let out an odd little laugh. 
 
    “We could just leave him,” said the red-haired executor. “He's a grown man who killed someone over a whore in the middle of a war. He should know better. Perhaps we can reframe the situation to make our decision not to take action look like an intentional slight toward our fellow executor.” 
 
    “You will seem weak to the lords whose votes we will need,” pointed out Zentallion. 
 
    “My esper speaks the truth.” Lassius spread her hand out flat. “The votes we have secured so far come to us out of fear, rather than simple bribery or sense. The lords need to understand that there are consequences for voting for the other side. When the other side is imprisoning Estorian executors with impunity, it undercuts that message.” 
 
    “We could take similar retaliation against the whore,” suggested Lorelai. “Make an example out of her in public.” 
 
    “The common folk would react badly to us punishing one of their own, as much as I loathe to admit they hold some sway,” muttered Lassius. “The High Prince is also rather impulsive. He would kill Guthren for certain if we implied we were going to do the same.” 
 
    “He's not a complete fool,” said Kanys. “He wouldn't dare kill Guthren with Prekarious so close by.” 
 
    “He holds Guthren responsible for the death of one of his servants,” said Lassius. “It's impossible to know what he will or won't do. But above all else, we cannot look weak here. Even if it means having to reignite this war from an inconvenient angle.” 
 
    Avina felt a stab of pain at her temple, as though her mind had suddenly slammed into a wall. She was instantly wrenched out of the vision, thrown back into her own body, which was tensed and thrashing in a worrying way. 
 
    Mav's voice carried a tenor of worry. “Your Highness! Try to breathe! You were having... some kind of fit.” 
 
    “I was... I mean...” Avina tried to mumble out an explanation, the words coming out in a tired jumble. “Just a dream.” 
 
    A shudder ran through her, and she felt herself relax. Lauric and Mav were both in her chamber, with Verity standing by the door and an extremely concerned Ketsese holding the piece of glass she'd dropped. Avina touched her upper lip and discovered twin trails of blood leaking from her nostrils. Not a lot, but certainly enough to unnerve her. 
 
    “You should rest, my queen,” said Lauric. “We can send someone up to the castle to get an update on the situation.” 
 
    “No.” Avina wished she could take his advice. “I can't afford to rest, today. I'll head up to the castle myself to check in with Koa. I just need a few minutes to... recover.” 
 
    Lauric and Mav looked at her with worried expressions, but obeyed. Mav brought her some maiden's tea more suited for dealing with menstrual cramps than her current symptoms, but she drank it gratefully, all the same. She was just finding the strength to make it downstairs when a somewhat urgent sounding knock came at the door. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said Mav, as she checked at the window. “It's... Underqueen Lassius. Along with her esper.” 
 
    “Ah.” Avina nodded slowly. “Yes. Show them in.” 
 
    She adjusted her clothes as she stood up, glad to find her head clearing more with each passing moment. Lauric and Mav headed out, and Avina stepped down the stairs into the common room to greet her guest. 
 
    Lassius wore an unreadable expression, and Zentallion seemed to be watching Avina in a way that made her feel naked. She welcomed them both inside and gestured to the table. 
 
    “Please, sit,” said Avina. “I imagine you wish to speak on the matter of Guthren Yvvara.” 
 
    “It's quite the matter, isn't it?” Lassius smiled coldly. “I understand your son is acting as judge, in his role as High Prince of Osteanus?” 
 
    “A man is dead at the hands of an executor who was only allowed into the city in an attempt to mediate peace,” said Avina. “Makoa is not the instigator here.” 
 
    “I'm well aware of that, but also of the stakes.” Lassius narrowed her eyes. “I'm simply worried that your son might act rashly in his judgment, given his history with Guthren in particular.” 
 
    Avina was about to answer, but she found herself suddenly cut off by a rush of vertigo. It felt as though the entire room was spinning, as though she was at the center of a tornado, though she hadn't moved at all. She tried to keep her composure, but all she could think was how desperately she wished Petra and Koa were there, how unfair it was to feel so unsteady alone against the enemy. 
 
    “Avina?” asked Lassius. “Are you... all right?” 
 
    Avina blinked as she came back to the moment. She felt a trickle under her nose and brought her fingers up to touch another wet spot of blood.  
 
    “Really, Avina?” Lassius let out a rather mocking laugh. “I never had you pegged as a pollen fiend. I suppose such stressful times send all of us reaching for our respective vices. Given the rumors surrounding your son, should I assume that he's also succumbed to his pollen habit in recent days? It fits, given his erratic behavior.” 
 
    It was Lassius's smile, rather than her words, that set Avina off. She saw red and realized she'd swung her arm to slap the other woman in the same moment it happened. Her palm landed solidly, so much so that Lassius's jaw made a faintly hollow noise underneath the snap of the slap. 
 
    Lassius's hand touched her cheek gingerly, the smile gone, replaced by outrage and hatred. Zentallion let out a hiss and lunged at Avina, seizing her by the neck and lifting her into the air. The suddenness of the motion shocked her, alongside how helpless she knew she was. The esper's hand was tight enough to cut off her breath, and she could already feel her vision pulsing as though she was about to pass out. 
 
    Petra, she thought. I need you here and now. It was a foolish move to send you off on an errand. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina!” Lauric hurled himself forward, tackling the esper.  
 
    Zentallion and Avina both hit the ground hard, but the esper was far quicker to recover. Zentallion wrestled free from Lauric and immediately flung the guard captain into the wall as though discarding a loose pillow. Lauric left an indentation of cracks as he fell to the ground limp, limbs at odd angles. 
 
    “Lauric!” Mav entered the fray with a drawn sword, but both underqueens were of a similar mind, moving to intervene and minimize the violence. 
 
    “This is just a taste of what's to come if you allow your son to stay his course, Avina,” said Lassius. “Take heed.” 
 
    “Get out of my estate,” said Avina in a low voice. “Now.” 
 
    Lassius shot her one last glare before leading Zentallion from the building. Mav dropped to her knees next to Lauric and cradled his head. Avina coughed and rubbed her neck, feeling bruises already developing there. She somehow sensed the marks would be the least of her worries in the coming hours and days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    There was a creeping sense of malaise that, in Koa's experience, came in the wake of making a particularly poor decision. He was back in the castle, within his throne room, pacing back and forth in place of sitting comfortably. He'd allowed Verity to leave in order to check in with his mother, and now only had guards for company. 
 
    Rose was standing near the entrance to the chamber, watching him and offering occasional commentary. “It's not the most foolish thing you've ever done, I suppose.” 
 
    “I'm not sure what would be, then,” he muttered. 
 
    “Taking the throne in the first place. Foolish, but you somehow pulled it off.” 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and tried to wish the problem wasn't as much of a problem as it truly was. Footsteps sounded from outside the audience chamber. One of the guards leaned in.  
 
    “Your servant, Verity, and your mother's esper are both queued to see you,” said the guard. 
 
    “Send them in.” 
 
    He sat on the steps of the dais, rather than atop the throne. Petra and Verity both looked concerned in that energized, solving a problem someone else had made kind of way. They glanced at one another, as though trying to determine who would speak first. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Petra. “You have put the already tenuous truce at risk by imprisoning Guthren Yvvara.” 
 
    “I'm aware of that.” He felt a flush of heat, regardless of what he knew to be true. “He killed a man last night.” 
 
    “That's not what you care about,” said Verity. 
 
    “That is not what I care about,” he echoed, passion and volume entering his voice. “Gods dammit, he killed Ruby! He killed your sister, Verity. And then he comes back and just keeps right at it. Another body, another brother, or husband. In my city. Am I supposed to just do nothing? Am I supposed to allow this?” 
 
    He was outright shouting now. Petra took a wary step forward, approaching him like she might draw near an irritable stallion. 
 
    “You cannot kill Guthren Yvvara,” she said. “Doing so will make things even worse, Makoa. You need to let him go.” 
 
    Koa shook his head, the pressure in his chest building as though he was a forge ready to explode. But when he finally spoke, it was in a low and quiet tone that even he found to be a little unsettling. “I won't let him go, Petra.” 
 
    “There is so much more going on here than your vendetta, as justified as it might be!” shouted Petra. “You took on this responsibility, Makoa Gladefoot! It was your choice to take this city. Now you have to act like a ruler who cares enough to not watch it devolve into chaos. I promise you, it will if you force the Estorians’ hand here. Even you can...” 
 
    She blinked and pressed a hand to her chest, looking toward the door. 
 
    “What's wrong?” asked Verity. 
 
    “Avina.” Petra looked at Koa. “Something has happened. I have to go.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Koa. “What's happened?” 
 
    Petra shook her head, either to say she didn't know or didn't have the time to explain. “Verity. Keep him away from Guthren.” 
 
    Verity nodded as the esper hurried out of the chamber. Koa still felt the hum of his anger as he listened to her go and came to a decision. 
 
    I have to face him now, he thought. If I wait, I won't get a chance to make this decision on my own. 
 
    He stood up slowly and met Verity's gaze. “I'm going to see Guthren, Verity. Come with me.” 
 
    “Koa!” She shook her head and moved to block his way. “Don't do this. It won't end well.” 
 
    “I have to.” He tried to step by her, but she moved to block his way, shooting a glance at Rose, who merely watched in detached amusement. Koa made a more serious attempt at getting by, but Verity grabbed his arm. He felt terrible for what he was about to do... but he still did it. 
 
    “Guards,” he said. “Restrain Verity. Gently.” 
 
    The guards took her by the shoulders even as she let out a snarl and glared at them. 
 
    “You can't...” she said as her struggle died off. 
 
    “I can.” Koa stepped in close to her. “That's just it. For both of us, Verity. For Ruby. For Penelope. I can at least face him and force him to endure a small piece of justice.” 
 
    “At what cost?” 
 
    “Look at me.” He reached out and touched her cheek, slowly turning her face toward his. When their eyes met, it was like being thrust back into that horrible day all over again. That moment when they'd seen each other after their respective losses, the hurt multiplying as they saw it reflected back from one another. 
 
    He kissed her, softly at first, but with far more passion as she began to kiss him back. One of the guards still holding Verity's arms coughed after they'd been making out for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Would you like us to... bring her somewhere for you, Your Highness? Your chamber, perhaps?” 
 
    “Don't make it weird,” said Koa. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    “This isn't fair,” whispered Verity. 
 
    “It's not.” Koa brushed a lock of her hair aside and kissed her forehead. “But nothing is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Koa left the chamber, instructing the guards to either hold Verity if she insisted on staying within the castle or bring her to the gates if she agreed to cool off outside. He found himself walking through the halls of the castle alone, a fact which mirrored the many responsibilities now resting on his shoulders. 
 
    Petra wasn't there to guide him. His mother wasn't there to counsel him. Verity had been relegated to an unwilling spectator. It felt odd to realize that he could now make decisions without consulting or involving anyone. It felt like too much power, like a sword that was so finely sharpened as to feel dangerous in his own hand. 
 
    He took the steps down into the dungeon slowly. It was damp and dreary, with torches burning lowly, casting a weak light that was more like a memory of illumination than something actually present. The guards bowed their heads to him and showed him to Guthren Yvvara. 
 
    The executor sat against the far wall of his cell, posture relaxed, expression shrouded in darkness. Koa said nothing as he stood on the other side of the bars. Guthren eventually stood up and approached the bars and the light. 
 
    “This is amusing, High Prince,” he said. “Quite the move, imprisoning me. I must admit, I didn't see it coming. It's a step beyond what even I assumed were the limits of your impulsivity.” 
 
    “I'm not the one who killed a man last night, Guthren,” countered Koa. 
 
    “There are different types of men,” said Guthren. “Those of worth and those of obedience. To pretend otherwise is naive. In Estoria, my actions would have resulted in a fair fine that the man's family would have gratefully accepted. If anything, it would have been a step up in life for them.” 
 
    “We do things differently here in Osteanus. That's why this war broke out to begin with.” 
 
    “There is no moral high ground for you to take here, High Prince,” said Guthren. “You've waded into a quagmire that places three armies on the cusp of open warfare.” 
 
    “Is that fear I hear in your voice, Guthren?” asked Koa. “You are, in truth, just as central to this situation. With a fate beholden to my whims.” 
 
    “I can tell you exactly how it will play out,” said Guthren, as though Koa had never spoken. “If you keep me imprisoned, assuming that to be a middle ground option, assassins will creep into your castle in the middle of the night. They'll kill everyone but you — all of those you love most. That's before the Estorian army gets involved.” 
 
    “You'll have to imagine all of this as it happens, just as you are now,” said Koa. “As you'll be down here, imprisoned in the damp. Eating the moldy bread the cooks would normally discard. Shitting in a bucket.” 
 
    There was a pause, and he knew he'd prodded Guthren in a place where the man could feel fear. 
 
    “If you kill me, your outcome will contain its own slate of suffering,” said the executor, voice a bit faster. “I didn't become an executor as a political placement. One in particular would react to my death most poorly. I think you've had enough of dragon fire across the past year, have you not, High Prince?” 
 
    “I'd kill you slowly, Guthren,” said Koa. He tried to tamp down on his anger but could already feel it rising to the fore. “I'll starve you out. Or I'll give you food, but no water. Perhaps you can suck some moisture from the cracks in the rock.” 
 
    “I remember her, as it happens.” Guthren leaned casually against the bars. “King Kendall pointed her out to me when he first brought her to Twinfalls in his bid to have leverage over you. Oh yes, I knew about that, as well. Would you like me to tell you all about how much she enjoyed it here in your capital city? What was her name again? Lily? Rennie?” 
 
    “Don't say another word,” muttered Koa. 
 
    “Ah, right. Ruby. It was Ruby, wasn't it?” Guthren let out a small, mocking chuckle. “She was a pretty one. Pretty in all the right places. With such a nice voice, unrefined, but sweet.” 
 
    Koa had to look away, his anger twisting into new shapes that still could never fill the gaping wound left in his heart. 
 
    “I heard that voice when Prekarious and I circled overhead.” Guthren tapped a knuckle against one of the iron bars. “I'm certain it was her. She was pleading for help, as you'd imagine. It still sounded so sweet... even as her shouts turned into screams.” 
 
    “Open the door,” Koa said to guard in a low voice. 
 
    “Your Highness!” The guard shook his head. “It would be... a poor decision.” 
 
    Koa seized the key from the guard's hand and did it himself.  He knew Guthren was taunting him, trying to control the moment for his own purposes.  
 
    He watched as the executor took a few steps back, feigning surprise or even fear. Koa couldn't make himself care. He lunged at Guthren, hands reaching for his neck. Guthren's hand darted behind him and came back around with a dagger gripped tight. 
 
    “High Prince Koa!” The guard tried to get past Koa into the cell, but the angle Koa had entered made it impossible, even more so as he had to jump backwards, back banging into the door and knocking it closed again. 
 
    Guthren slashed at Koa's neck. Koa blocked with his forearm, wincing as he felt the blade's tip draw a decent gash. Guthren followed up with a punch to Koa's nose, then a knee to his gut. Koa absorbed the impacts and swung at Guthren's head with his right fist. He connected, but as more of a glancing blow. The guards were shouting, but there was nothing anyone aside from the two combatants could do to influence the outcome. 
 
    Guthren tried to stab the dagger into Koa's neck. Koa caught his wrist, getting a sense of the other man's strength as he wrestled for control of the weapon. They slammed back into the bars of the cell and then twisted off balance, tumbling to the dank floor together. 
 
    Koa's palm was slick with his own blood from blocking with his forearm, but he still managed to keep a solid grip on Guthren's wrist. He shoved his knee up and into Guthren's crotch. The other man grunted and with a clatter, the dagger fell loose. Koa swept it away through bars, not trusting that it would stay within his hands if he tried to use it against the executor. 
 
    “Tell me again what you heard, Guthren!” He brought his fist down hard into Guthren's jaw, landing a solid hit. “Say it, you bastard! Tell me what you actually heard!” 
 
    He didn't wait for Guthren to respond, punching him over and over. Guthren's head bounced off the hard rock of the cell's floor. He began thrashing in a manner that seemed more like a puppet with tangled strings rather than a real attempt to fight back or slip free. He stopped shielding his face after that. Koa didn't stop punching. 
 
    “High Prince!” called the guard. “High Prince Makoa!” 
 
    “Tell me!” he roared, bringing his fist down over and over. “Tell me what you heard, Guthren.” 
 
    The other man wasn't fighting back anymore. As though from a far off place, watching from a distance, Koa wondered why that should matter. The motion of his arm was deep in its rhythm, though he could feel his strength waning, muscles cramping, fist stinging.  
 
    He kept going. 
 
    He kept going. 
 
    He kept going. 
 
    He was lost in a daze when a gentle pair of arms wrapped around him from behind. Verity. People were talking, but Koa could barely hear them, the voices sounding far off. Guthren lay still in the cell, unmoving and soundless. Dead. 
 
    “Koa,” whispered Verity. “You should have listened. I know you. I know myself, and what he did to us... You knew this would happen.” 
 
    “I...” Koa blinked, finding it hard to remember if he had, though just as obvious in retrospect as Verity insinuated.  
 
    A deep roar came from far off in the distance, the tenor still managing to echo and rumble even as deep inside the castle as they were. Guthren Yvvara's dragon, the other perpetrator in the deaths of Ruby and Princess Penelope. Koa stood up, unsteady on his feet. His fist was a mess, skinned and cut in places from punches that had caught on Guthren's teeth, most likely. One of his fingers was swollen up like a sausage. 
 
    A door flew open as they were making their way up the stairs leading out of the dungeon, revealing a guard surrounded by the brighter light of the upper level. “A dragon is attacking the city!” 
 
    Koa nodded, taking the steps two at a time. He felt strange, dissociated by the surrealness of the situation. He'd taken his revenge, and now here it was, the same situation that had stolen Ruby born anew. Verity gripped his arm, but Koa shook her off. 
 
    “Go find my mother,” he said. “Get her to the castle if you can safely.” 
 
    He looked out the window and once more felt stunned and dismayed at the dark poetry of the moment. The dragon was flying over the city, breathing fire whenever it swooped low. It seemed to sense that Guthren was dead, but not where the executor had died. It would have been more convenient for the monster to simply attack the castle again in terms of the damage it could reasonably do. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” whispered Verity. 
 
    “You know what I'm going to do.” 
 
    She gripped his arm again, and once more, Koa pulled it free. 
 
    “Stay safe. Get to my mother and Petra.” He kissed her and stepped back. She was crying, but he didn't know if it was for him or in reaction to the same horrible sense of symmetry he was currently working through. Taking his casting cane in hand, Koa sprinted out of the castle, ignoring the guards calling after him. 
 
    “A dragon is not an easy opponent, even by my standards.” Haza's voice reached him just as Koa was leaving the castle's front gate. The old sorcerer was sitting on the edge of the bridge, feeding bread to a single duck.  
 
    “I'm sure you'd prefer if I sat the fight out,” said Koa. “Would that work in your favor, grandfather? To have the dragon warm the city up for you and Thunderclaw to seize at your leisure?” 
 
    “There won't be much of a city left if the monster is allowed to fly unchallenged.” 
 
    Koa gritted his teeth, feeling the anger as much as the hurt. “If you have advice for me, hurry up and give it.” 
 
    “One step up from advice.” Haza pulled the scabbard off his lap and passed it toward Koa. 
 
    Steelbreaker, the sword Haza had given him and then taken back. He didn't want it — that is to say, he didn't want to want it. But he did. He missed that sword like a prosperous old friend. He'd only just been figuring its true potential out when Haza had ruined his leg and taken it back. 
 
    I don't need his help or his pity, thought Koa. But I'm also not a fool. 
 
    Koa took the sword from his grandfather's grip, with a small, neutral nod. “I won't be giving it back this time.” 
 
    “I won't ask for it back this time.” 
 
    “You didn't ask last time.” Koa leaned forward and slapped the rest of the bread out of Haza's hand and into the water. “And stop feeding my ducks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    It was an idyllic day for a dragon attack. Avina stared out the window of the Gladefoot Estate's common room, watching the monster currently circling over the cliffside district in a state of mute horror. She could hear people shouting and screaming as fires kindled by the dragon's blaze began to spread. 
 
    Petra suddenly entered Avina's field of view, charging down the main street of Tongue Island at a speed only an esper could manage. Avina got the front door open for her, and she all but dove through, breathing heavy as the dragon passed by low an instant later. 
 
    “Was this... what panicked you?” asked Petra. 
 
    “No, that was Zentallion, but that's... over now.” Avina gestured to the window, though it was hardly necessary. “And this has begun.” 
 
    “We can't stay here.” Petra took Avina by the hand and started pulling her toward the door. “We must get to safety.” 
 
    “Nowhere will be safe,” said Avina. “No. On top of that, Lauric has been injured. He can't travel.” 
 
    She could sense Petra wanting to argue as much through the bond as through the esper's expression. The dragon's fire was now an ambient glow from the windows of the common room, already having claimed the roofs of several nearby buildings. Smoke was rising fast into the area, enough to begin obscuring the sun's glow overhead. 
 
    “I'll stay with Lauric, Your Highness.” Mav chimed in from the common room. She was cradling Lauric's head. The guard captain's breathing was regular, but one of his arms was clearly injured, and blood leaked in a trickle from a wound on his scalp.  
 
    “Captain Lauric,” said Avina, with a sigh. “You've endured so much abuse for the sake of the Gladefoots.” 
 
    “If he cannot travel then... I suppose we could seek to secure the surrounding area,” said Petra. “Help people out of burning buildings. Organize bucket lines to get water onto fires.” 
 
    Avina nodded. “All right. We can handle that. What about Makoa? Is he still in the castle?” 
 
    Petra winced. “I left Verity with instructions to keep him away from Guthren. I do not know whether she was able to manage it.” 
 
    “He'll have to look after himself, then,” said Avina, hating how cold the words felt despite their obvious truth. 
 
    Avina and Petra started for the door. Ketsese came downstairs and fell into step with them as though they were all simply headed out shopping. Avina and Petra shared a glance. 
 
    “She should remain here.” Petra started to repeat the suggestion in Espish for Ketsese, who was already shaking her head. 
 
    “She's a flame elemental esper, Petra,” said Avina. “I doubt the fire is going to give her pause.” 
 
    Petra sighed, but didn't object as Ketsese stayed with them as they headed out into the street. The smoke was their most immediate challenge. Avina coughed as it burned her eyes and lungs as she waded through a fog of ash. Petra seemed to be in slightly better shape, but their progress was slow from the start. 
 
    One of the buildings just across the bridge from Tongue Island was already on fire. Avina spotted two bodies outside of it, men who'd clearly tried to make a run for it and hadn't been quite fast enough. The fire was spreading in an almost impossible manner, aided by a wind blowing in from the sea. 
 
    “Help!” A muffled shout came from the second floor where an arm reached out from a broken window. “Please! Help us!” 
 
    Petra took the initiative, rushing forward. Avina followed behind her, coughing as she pushed into the thicker ash and smoke within the building. She couldn't see, could barely breathe, and she'd only gone in a few paces. Petra's figure was a vague outline ahead of her, and she seemed to be heading toward the stairs. 
 
    Avina tripped over a charred body on the ground, nearly falling forward. She caught herself on the wall, wincing at how hot it was. She’d lost sight of Petra. As she spun around to try to locate her, she realized she'd lost sight of the door, too. Panic set in, along with a headache as she struggled to take clean breaths. 
 
    “Petra!” she shouted. “Petra!” 
 
    “Avina!” Petra's voice was far off, muffled by the roar of the fire and the crackle of its blaze. “Go back!” 
 
    Avina would have, if she could have. She dropped low, as much out of exhaustion as in need to escape the smoke. The air was fractionally cleaner at that level, and she began tracing her steps backward, carefully moving back over the burned corpse. 
 
    “Avina!” Petra's voice came again, a bit louder, and from a different direction. She crawled toward it, and suddenly tasted fresh air as she was out the building's front door and stumbling down the steps. 
 
    Petra was outside with Ketsese, a coughing woman, and an ashy-faced young girl. “Why did you follow me in?” 
 
    “How did you get out?” asked Avina, through a cough. 
 
    Petra gestured to one of the windows. “Come. We should get them closer to the river.” 
 
    They weren't the only ones with the same idea. The river's bank was as packed as one of the popular beaches in Harvestglade during the summer's heat. A bucket brigade was already underway, using a line of men and women to pass buckets from the river up to the closest of the fires.  
 
    Each time the dragon let out a cry from overhead, the reaction rippled through the terrified denizens of the city like a powerful gust of wind, speeding some people up while stilling others to a stop. Avina saw the tremendous crush of bodies blocking the street in the direction of the gates and true escape and knew it to be a potential disaster in the making. 
 
    “What can we do?” she muttered. 
 
    “Honestly...” said Petra. “Very little.” 
 
    The esper's gaze flicked up, but not in the direction of the dragon. Avina looked toward the same area of the horizon and thought she was seeing a large bird, at first. She recognized the familiar wingspan and body shape of Horny, along with the outline of the figure riding him. Her heart skipped a beat as the realization struck her like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    “Makoa!” she shouted, unable to stop from reaching a hand out helplessly toward the sky. “Petra! He's going after it!” 
 
    “Avina!” Petra seized her as she made to start running in her son's direction. “You can do no more for him than the city as a whole! We have to... trust that he will keep himself safe.” 
 
    “No!” Avina thrashed, fighting the reality of the situation as much as the protective hold of her esper. “Makoa!” 
 
    She could only watch as the tiny shape of Koa atop his mount began to pursue the monster, the size disparity alone nauseating her. A shudder ran through her. Petra's arms hugged tight. 
 
    “He will be all right,” whispered Petra. “Trust him.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Koa spent the opening of the fight against the dragon simply attempting to make himself a factor. The speed of the monster meant that he was following it at a distance that varied greatly depending on how well he could predict its trajectory and next movement. 
 
    Steelbreaker hummed with power in its scabbard, as though recognizing the importance of the fight and matching Koa's own sense of the moment. Horny was... less enthused, and still very much healing from the arrow attack that he'd suffered previously.  
 
    The wound wasn't active, and Koa had confirmed it had a decent scab over it before harnessing the hookhorn up. Still, he felt it in the way Horny was flying, taking care with each movement and using more finesse in the way he stretched his wings. 
 
    The dragon had been actively rampaging over Twinfalls. Numerous buildings were aflame. There was nothing resembling a true defense against it, no archers forming lines to launch arrows skyward in its direction. Such a move would have likely done as much harm as good, with each arrow that went up having to come back down somewhere. 
 
    “Closer,” shouted Koa, urging Horny on. 
 
    The shards he could summon from the Realm of Broken Armaments would be a different story. The plan was simple — get a decent angle of attack on the monster, cut open the rift, and unleash the shards. He didn't need to kill it. He wanted to, of course, but it would be enough for his city simply to force it back.  
 
    Horny flew low over the water, rising up toward the dragon as it began soaring lower. Koa had gotten so used to the monster doing its own thing that when the rumble of a growl came from its direction, he didn't realize it for the warning that it was. A burst of flame erupted from the dragon's mouth. Horny dodged with remarkable speed, but Koa had no time to ready himself for the motion. 
 
    He clung onto Horny quite literally for dear life as the hookhorn barrel-rolled sideways. He screamed — there was quite a bit of screaming. Horny even joined with a displeased and terrified, trilling bark. The hookhorn was shaking so fiercely afterward that Koa couldn't tell if he was also shivering with fear or just rattled from the vibration. 
 
    “We can't stop now,” he muttered to both the hookhorn and himself. “We may as well hand the city over if we give up and let the dragon level it.” 
 
    He nudged his mount upward, feeling a significant amount of guilt as he urged the animal back into the fray. Horny obeyed, and the depths of the hookhorn's loyalty had never been more clear to him. Horny was still shivering, wings pinched in as though terrified they might catch a blast of fire at the edge, but he continued to fly in the direction Koa leaned into. 
 
    They flew just behind the dragon. Koa carefully drew Steelbreaker, cut open a wide rift to the Realm of Broken Armaments, and assembled his shards. They were as comfortable high in the air as they might have been in a ground-bound fight, if not more so. They followed him in a cloud of irregular metal, the more polished ones glinting in the sunlight. 
 
    Koa urged Horny higher, and they gained an angle over the dragon and just behind it. The monster had begun to circle Coldwater Bastion, and the memories that triggered within him were most unpleasant. Horny was still shaking as they neared, but Koa found himself in a place where he'd settled the danger, the risk of death, weighed it all against the desperate need to stop the monster. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted. “Dive, Horny!” 
 
    The hookhorn shot downward toward the dragon. Koa set himself and the shards on a course toward it, banking out of the path of the jagged metal at the last second. The shards shot forward, striking the dragon along its back and wings. It reacted violently, thrashing into a roll, roaring out flames that arced along an irregular curve through the sky. 
 
    Horny suddenly pulled hard to the left and started flying directly away from the dragon. Koa started to urge him back toward the monster, but another blast of flames that scorched the air above him suggested that the dragon had taken direct notice of them again.  
 
    Horny flew like their lives depended on it, which was probably close to the truth. The hookhorn made horrible little noises of fear, flinching at every noise the dragon made as it gained on them from behind. 
 
    “Just keep flying!” Koa shifted on Horny's back until he could turn his head around enough to see the monster approaching.  
 
    He waved his hand forward, directing the shards into the dragon's face. The dragon blocked the bits of metal with one wing, showing altogether too much intelligence for Koa's liking. 
 
    He urged Horny onwards, and they left Twinfalls proper. He assumed the dragon would only chase so far. He... assumed wrong. The countryside, the green of the forest mixed with pockets of late winter snow, passed underneath them, an idyllic tapestry compared to the chaos occurring in the sky. 
 
    The dragon was slower to turn than Horny, but faster at gaining and dropping altitude and significantly faster in a straight sprint. It left Koa with no choice but to push his hookhorn to fly in wild patterns, sometimes spiraling in a circle for minutes on end, navigating the air in the most complicated way possible.  
 
    Koa was sweating, both from fear and the occasional blast of flame that drew near enough to superheat the air. He still had the shards under his control and did his best to fling them into the dragon's face at each and every opportunity. They were metal wasps relative to the monster's size, but they were all he had. 
 
    At least it's not attacking the city anymore, he thought. Small solace, but perhaps some lives can still be saved. 
 
    The dragon roared, alerting Koa to the fact that it was gaining on them fast. He heard its wings flapping as it drew near, and then the heavy rumble of its breathing as it drew even nearer.  
 
    Horny was tired — Koa could feel it in the waning strength of the hookhorn's wings. He realized all at once just how much danger they were in and urged the hookhorn downward toward the nearest forest. 
 
    The dragon roared, and the vibration made Koa's hair flutter and ears ache from the depth of the noise. He screamed in terror and clung tight to Horny, trying to make them both into the smallest target possible. Flames erupted just over them. Koa smelt burning hair and clapped a hand across his scalp.  
 
    They broke into the trees, branches scratching across Koa and Horny like clawing arms. Horny landed hard when they finally hit the ground.  
 
    Koa was thrown off into a patch of uneven snow, his face landing in a clear section in a manner that left him with a mouthful of moss. He took a few breaths and turned his head sideways far enough to see Horny sprawled out on the ground near him, alive and more or less unharmed. 
 
    The shards also made their way down into the trees, settling into the snow in a surprisingly intricate pattern that reminded Koa of a letter in a language he couldn't read. He tried to look up to see the dragon, but the tree's canopy was too thick for a clear view. He could hear it, however, a distant, rumbling roar that sounded every half minute or so. 
 
    He tried to stand, and was surprised when his root leg gave way underneath him. He only then noticed that several of the roots were charred to the point of compromising the leg's integrity.  
 
    He hadn't felt it, but clearly a significant amount of damage had been done. Koa swore under his breath and crawled over to Horny. The wound on Horny's ear had reopened and began bleeding, though not heavily. 
 
    “Looks like we both need a rest,” he muttered, hugging the hookhorn's neck. 
 
    The dragon roared overhead, and Koa caught a glimpse of it circling above them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Koa spent a while confirming that Horny's ear wouldn't need advanced treatment. The wound looked like it was already starting to close up again. He felt like a fop for pushing his mount again so soon after injury, even if a city's worth of lives had depended on it. 
 
    The dragon continued to stalk them like a cat that'd chased a mouse under a bed. It circled overhead, but also landed next to the forest they were within, which was only just larger than a simple thicket of trees.  
 
    Whenever that happened, Koa and Horny would both hide as flat as they could while the dragon knocked over trees along the forest's periphery, or breathed flames which would burn for a bit before being put out by the blessed snow. 
 
    It eventually went away, though not far enough for Koa to think it was actually gone. He crawled to the forest's edge and peered out, seeing the dragon resting atop a nearby hill, content to wait until they attempted to leave before resuming its hunt. Koa crawled back to Horny, dragging a dry log with him that he found along the way. 
 
    “I'll make a fire,” he muttered. “We'll warm up for a while. Perhaps we can sneak away while it's still giving up smoke if the dragon is smart enough to assume we've made camp.” 
 
    He set up the log in a patch of dirt, cleared out some of the snow underneath it with his hands, and started collecting small twigs and dead leaves from a hollow under a tree stump to use as kindling. Horny watched him work with an unimpressed expression that left Koa wondering if the hookhorn was judging his work as a woodland survivalist. 
 
    “I wish I had some food to throw on this,” he said. He crawled closer to Horny as his exhaustion hit him in full, stretching out to lay with his head on the hookhorn's flank. 
 
    The remaining roots of his leg began shifting, and he felt an odd shiver run through him as several of them began delving downward into the soft earth. He was suddenly content to just lay where he was, the danger of the situation and remaining problems sidelined by a need to rest and recover. 
 
    He wasn't sure how long had passed when he blinked his eyes and came back to awareness. His head was on the ground now. The fire had burned down to ash and coals. Horny was licking his face and making worried noises. He felt refreshed, but in that midday nap sort of way that left him with a chunk of missing time and moderate confusion. 
 
    “Are we still being hunted?” he whispered. 
 
    Horny let out a soft, concerned trill and nuzzled him harder. The ground shook in answer to his question, undoubtedly from the dragon's nearby footsteps. Koa sat up and scratched Horny's neck. 
 
    “Well. It's time, then.” 
 
    He pulled himself to his feet and was pleasantly surprised to find that his root leg had regrown at a shocking speed, enough for him to put weight on it again.  
 
    Bizarrely, a few pains he'd had earlier in the day were also gone, as though the nourishment the roots had drawn had suffused the rest of his body as well. He checked Horny's ear and was satisfied that it was mostly matted blood and scab, no new bleeding. 
 
    “We'll finish it,” he said. “Though I'm still not sure whether that means racing back to Twinfalls or defeating the monster. If it comes after us, we'll have to fight. But if we can get away, we'd be fools not to take the chance to escape.” 
 
    Horny let out a pathetic, but justifiable whimper. 
 
    “Come on.” Koa playfully grabbed one of the animal's horns and pulled on it. “We've got this. Don't lose your nerve now, Horny. We got ourselves into this mess, and we'll get ourselves out of it.” 
 
    The hookhorn didn't give anything resembling a response, but he did at least stop shivering. Koa led him toward the edge of the forest, staying low and going slow. The dragon was on the opposite side of the woods, trying to nudge its head in through the trees to get a better view at its quarry. 
 
    It's now or never, thought Koa. 
 
    He climbed onto Horny's back and urged him forward at speed as they broke out into the open. He kept the hookhorn low, hoping they'd blend in with the snow for just long enough to slip out of view.  
 
    He glanced back and saw the dragon shifting, rising up on its rear legs to get a view of their movements. The sun was in the midst of setting, but the glare wasn't at the right angle to do them any favors. They were visible, and they had been seen. 
 
    He could sense the dragon was in pursuit, though it was taking its time in resuming the hunt, walking after them with leisurely steps and a predator's confidence. Koa urged Horny forward, scratching the hookhorn's neck as they both placed their trust in one another. 
 
    “I'll pull the shards at it from behind,” he whispered. “They're still in the trees. They might catch it off guard if I do this right.” 
 
    He spoke more to himself, obviously, formulating his plan out loud as Horny took to the air. There was a loud woosh from behind, no doubt the dragon also lifting off. Koa circled to the side, looking over his shoulder, one hand resting on Steelbreaker's hilt. He saw his moment as the dragon flew over the forest.  
 
    Commanding all of the shards, he urged them upward. They hissed as they shot out from the trees, most of them sinking into the dragon's exposed underbelly. Koa was immediately certain he'd found some level of success, though only to the point of doing enough damage to slow the dragon down. The monster roared, but the sound was off, and it started flying strangely, as though the movements pained it. 
 
    “Closer, Horny,” he said. “We can do this.” 
 
    He scratched Horny's neck as he felt the poor animal shuddering underneath him. The hookhorn let out a fearful whine but followed his command. They gained altitude as the dragon continued to circle in the air, still making irritated roaring noises. Koa summoned the shards back to him in a swirling storm of metal, the air hissing as they cut through the wind.  
 
    He waited, watching until the dragon began to turn its head in their direction. If he could get even just a few shards aimed at the monster's eyes, it might be as good as killing it. He brought Horny up over the dragon, knowing that getting the angle would be a trick in itself. 
 
    The shards were almost ready. Koa held his breath. He felt Horny tensing underneath him. The dragon's head began to turn their way, revealing a pair of massive, slitted eyes, each one as large as his hand and deep red in color.  
 
    It was only upon seeing those eyes that the dragon once more shifted in his mind from an existential problem to an agent within the world — an entity whose direct actions had snuffed out Ruby's life. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” He shouted wordlessly as he sent the shards singing through the air and into the dragon's face.  
 
    The dragon had shifted its momentum, slowed in anticipation of perhaps surprising them in a similar manner. It still tried to, snapping its jaw forward even as it flinched in pain as one of the shards sank deep into the flesh of its left eye.  
 
    Koa felt the top of the dragon's jaw connect with him and Horny from below, rather than above. It was more like being headbutted than eaten, but it was still enough. Koa flailed as he came loose from Horny's back. One of his hands caught something slick but with an edge, the tiny gap or overlap between dragon scales, maybe. 
 
    He clung to it as though his life depended on it, and it very much did. Still, it was hardly a finger hold, let alone something that could take his weight with how the dragon was moving. He slipped downward, but managed on to something more substantial and substantially sharper.  
 
    One of the shards was jutting from the dragon's neck. It was a piece from a cutlass or saber, with one blunted edge and one sharp. Koa cut his elbow on the latter in his rush to get more secure on the dragon's neck, but hardly even noticed. He found another hold on a scale with his free hand and tried to straddle the dragon's neck how he might have ridden on Horny's back as it actively thrashed and attempted to dislodge him. 
 
    “Hold still!” he shouted. “Gods above and below, you monster! Just... hold still!” 
 
    The dragon didn't, but Koa used its motion to his advantage regardless, shifting forward to seize one of its horns and get something resembling a durable grip. He saw Horny following at a safe distance behind them as they banked back in a northern direction.  
 
    The idea of slipping loose from the dragon and trusting his hookhorn to reach him in time to save him seemed almost reasonable, but he knew without even mulling it over that he'd never convince his hands to let go willingly. 
 
    The dragon roared and shook itself, trying to shake him off. Koa roared back and hung on tighter. They were aimed toward Twinfalls now. It made a certain amount of sense. He expected the monster would look to land amongst the Estorian army, seeking their help to remove him from its back much as a dog might hurry back to its owner to pull off an unwelcome tick. 
 
    He saw Twinfalls as a distant shape on the horizon and then in greater detail as they flew closer. The dragon began to bank to the side, and he saw the Estorian camp come into view as it turned. Koa summoned the shards and sent them hissing through the air in front of the dragon, a blockade of gleaming silver. 
 
    It seemed to work, which surprised him. The dragon oriented itself in a new direction. Koa blocked it there, too, continuing to shift the shards to herd it toward the city's center where he might find some help in defeating it. It seemed like the trick would only get him so far, as the dragon had no apparent intention of landing. 
 
    We're low enough, he thought. It's now or never. 
 
    He sent the shards hissing into both of the dragon's wings. They were still a hundred feet or so above the ground, but the wings still slowed their fall, despite Koa actively shredding them with shards of metal. The street below materialized into detail. Koa braced himself the instant before they hit, sensing they still had too much speed. 
 
    He was thrown loose on impact. He landed hard on his back and immediately rolled, head cracking against the cobblestones. The situation was too desperate for him to allow himself to be dazed. He stumbled to his feet, drawing Steelbreaker and charging at the dragon, which was struggling to stand, one leg shattered underneath it. 
 
    The dragon let out a rumble, sounding as furious as Koa had ever heard it. His own anger was primed by the noise, thrumming through him even as he saw smoke begin to stream from the dragon's nostrils, even as it opened its mouth and prepared its breath.  
 
    Was this how it was for Ruby? he wondered. This final moment of staring evil in the face... 
 
    He flung himself forward into a roll as the flames tore through the air just above him. He came up next to the dragon's head and swung Steelbreaker at one of the gaps in between the dragon's scales. The sword sank deeper than he'd expected it to, hacking through the dragon's flesh and spine with the same ease it so often broke weapons with.  
 
    He hacked again, roaring in anger as though he could breathe flames of his own. He brought the sword down one final time and felt the last of the dragon's neck flesh give as the sword clanged off the cobblestones underneath. He'd separated the head from the body, though small jerks were still somehow running through the monster's wings and limbs. 
 
    He dropped the hilt to the ground as he stared at the dragon's head, somewhat numb in surprise that he'd actually done it. There were other people in the square, a full crowd, no less. He stood up on shaky legs as people began cheering and exclaiming at his victory. He held out his hands, trying to find the right words to commemorate what would more than likely be the first and last dragon slaying of his life.  
 
    “This is the fate that awaits anyone who fucks with me or my city!” he shouted. “Estorians. Espers. Dragons. It matters not to my sword. It matters not to Twinfalls... Harvestglade... or, uh...” 
 
    It was hard to seem high princely with so much dragon blood and gore smeared across his face and clothing. He worked his tongue around his mouth and realized the odd taste he'd been struggling to place was also dragon blood. The crowd was chanting his name now, expecting a proclamation or speech. Koa swallowed on reflex as he felt his mouth go dry, and then fell to his knees and wretched in the street. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Most of Avina's afternoon and early evening was spent worrying after her son. She'd learned to endure a certain amount of worry in regard to Koa, expanding her own comfort zone as she watched him navigate larger and more nebulous risks. But this, watching him take off into the distance, chasing and being chased by a monster fifty times his size... 
 
    I can't do this, she thought. Am I doubting him by being so afraid? 
 
    Petra sat with her for most of it atop the Gladefoot estate's rooftop balcony. They scanned the sky as if watching the sunset or moonrise. Petra repeated the same comforting words over and over, to the point where Avina knew her esper was attempting to convince herself as much as her underqueen. 
 
    When the dragon finally tore back over the horizon, Avina immediately snapped to her feet. It felt as though there should have been something more she could do in the moment, but there wasn't. She could only watch, her fears seemingly confirmed when she noticed the monster was no longer chasing a young high prince atop a hookhorn. 
 
    The dragon seemed to lose height rapidly. She expected it to reset its path at the last moment, but it never did, crashing into Twinfalls in a conspicuous and frightening heap. She rushed downstairs, waving away Mav, who was still looking after Lauric in his injured state. Petra followed behind her as she rushed out into the street. 
 
    The crowd was already thick enough by the time she arrived that the two of them stood no chance of staying together if they wished to both push their way to the front. Avina came out through the crush of bodies first. The common folk all stayed a few feet back from the dragon in all directions as though worried it might emanate some kind of invisible taint even in its current state. 
 
    Its current decapitated state. Avina stared in awe... and moderate concern as she saw the headless monster, along with her son next to it, doubled over and vomiting onto the stones. He wiped his mouth off with a hand so bloody as to undercut the purpose of the movement and managed a smile for her. 
 
    “Hello, Mother,” he muttered. “Good timing.” 
 
    She managed to get him out of the crowd with Petra's help, shouting and shoving to clear the way. Horny landed alongside Koa and worriedly rubbed up against him. Koa seemed unsteady on one of his legs and somewhat dazed by the current situation. His head was bleeding, and Avina suspected he'd taken a blow that had rattled his senses. 
 
    “What happened?” she whispered. “How did you...?” 
 
    He frowned and shook his head as though his memory of the last few hours was no clearer than her assumptions. Avina put an arm around his shoulder and used the sleeve of her gown to wipe his face somewhat clean. 
 
    “You defeated the dragon,” said Petra with a smile. “My prince. This is a feat that will be remembered throughout Twinfalls and beyond.” 
 
    “Guthren... and his dragon,” he muttered. “Ruby can finally rest.” 
 
    “And so can you,” said Avina. “Come. Let's get you up to your chamber.” 
 
    He was barely walking on his own when they reached the castle gate. The guards waved them by without delay. From their awed expressions, Avina suspected the news had traveled faster than they had. Koa collapsed just in front of the stairs once they were inside, prompting Petra to pick him up in her arms and carry him the rest of the way to his room. 
 
    “Oh!” One of the king's chamber attendants was waiting outside the door. “Your Highness!” 
 
    “Bring up some food and drink,” said Avina. “Petra and I will... get my son cleaned up and into bed.” 
 
    “Of course!” The girl bowed and scampered off. 
 
    Avina followed Petra into Koa's room. They set him down on the floor, rather than the bed, trying to limit the amount of contact his blood-stained clothing had with anything that couldn't be quickly wiped clean. Koa groaned as Petra began taking his clothes off. Avina wet a washcloth and began carefully cleaning his face and hair, removing dried blood but also bits of mud and grass he'd picked up somewhere along the way.  
 
    He mumbled something about the dragon being hornless, making a pun about Horny and earning a disapproving tsk from Avina. Petra chuckled despite herself, and Avina was forced to admit that the humor was a welcome break in the tension. She moved on to cleaning Koa's chest as the bath filled, cleaning away the dragon blood and the grime from the ground. 
 
    “We should put him in the water,” said Petra. She frowned as she got his pants off. “His... leg. The roots.” 
 
    They looked rough, scorched in places and split with new growth in others. “Gods, Makoa. What did you go through?” 
 
    “Nobody ever said killing a dragon was supposed to be easy,” he muttered. “I'm capable of washing myself, though.” 
 
    “Hush,” said Avina. “Let us take care of you.” 
 
    Avina found a clean set of towels and laid them next to the tub before helping Petra maneuver Koa into the water. He let out a sigh so satisfied that it was almost infectious, like the feeling itself was carried by the sound. 
 
    “Which of you is climbing in with me?” he asked. 
 
    “My prince is already regaining his strength,” laughed Petra. 
 
    Avina felt her face flushing, though it was more in response to her reaction to Koa's joke than the joke itself. “We need to be serious. Tomorrow is going to be complicated. We'll need to release Guthren, though perhaps we can find a way to do it without losing ground diplomatically.” 
 
    “Ah.” Koa sank lower in the water. “Yes, Guthren. About that...” 
 
    One of the attendants to the king's chamber knocked and poked her head in. “Um, Your Highness. The Sabantian underqueen seeks an audience, despite me explaining to her your current—” 
 
    “Out of my way, girl!” 
 
    The attendant gasped and was pulled backward. Zaratafenia shouldered her way into the chamber, leaning back on the door to shut out the protesting servant. Avina drew back from the tub reflexively and had to tamp down on the sense that she'd been caught doing something wrong. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa,” said Zaratafenia. “I would appreciate at least some forewarning ahead of you imprisoning an enemy leader on a whim and then battling a dragon across the sky.” 
 
    “Guthren is... dead,” said Avina. She looked at her son, wishing he'd deny it, knowing he wouldn't. 
 
    “It's been a busy day.” He reached out of the tub and took Avina's hand, though it was the dessian he smiled at. “Tomorrow will be just as busy. Hopefully with fewer impulsive decisions.” 
 
    Avina, Petra, and Zaratafenia all exchanged glances. Sometimes, Koa knew just what to say. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina stood outside Koa's chamber. He'd finished his bath, and she had given him some privacy to change, along with Petra and Zaratafenia. It felt more like an excuse for the three women who likely had the most influence on him to have a discussion about what came next. 
 
    “The Estorians will retaliate against him,” said Avina. “Against us. Against the city.” 
 
    “Oh, undoubtedly.” Zaratafenia smiled, regardless. 
 
    “We could seek to force the vote for the next king immediately,” suggested Petra. “Lock in the advantage Makoa has in the tally and unify Osteanus.” 
 
    “The Estorians would never agree to it, nor would Thunderclaw, not if they thought it would allow Koa to solidify his power,” muttered Avina. 
 
    “So we wait.” The dessian lifted her arms above her head and stretched her back into an arch with a contented noise. “Mmm. Makoa did quite well today. Eliminating an enemy leader in the name of justice. Slaying a monster to defend his people. I am unworried.” 
 
    “At least one of us is,” sighed Avina. “But you're right. All we can do for now is wait.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Petra. 
 
    The three of them shared another look, and Avina realized in likely the same moment that Petra and Zaratafenia did that they were all waiting for the same thing — the other two to leave so they could have a moment, or a night, with Koa alone. 
 
    “I am his betrothed,” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    “He is my son,” said Avina. 
 
    They both glanced at Petra, expecting her to provide her own justification. 
 
    “I have no interest in this debate,” said Petra. “Let Makoa decide if the two of you are so stubborn.” 
 
    Zaratafenia shrugged. “Petra should stay.” 
 
    Avina nodded. “Petra it is.” 
 
    Avina didn't go all the way back to the Gladefoot estate, not having the energy for the walk. Coldwater Bastion had no shortage of beds, however. She considered finding a guest chamber, but one of the attendants to the king's chamber offered her the adjoining room. It was usually occupied by servants when on shift, but the girl assured her that they did their best to “stay out of the high prince's way” whenever he had company. 
 
    She could feel the rise of Petra's emotions as she climbed into bed, but only for the first minute. She smiled, imagining the situation. Koa was likely tired to the point of exhaustion. 
 
    At least I won't have to worry about Petra's exertions keeping me up, she thought. 
 
    She reached a hand to touch her lower back. Her seal brand hadn't been on her mind as of late, with so much else going on. She supposed on that front, no news was good news. 
 
    Avina immediately tossed back her quilt when she awoke the next morning, feeling too hot and bothered to be smothered by its warmth. She knew that Petra and Koa were up. She knew, from the flutter of desire and anticipation emanating from the bond, what they were up to, as well. 
 
    The idea came to her that she could simply peer in on them, spy through the glass leaf as she'd done once before. It almost seemed like it didn't matter whether she chose to or not. She would have the experience of Petra's arousal, Petra's building pleasure, regardless. 
 
    She guiltily committed to taking a quick peek on them, and then immediately realized that she didn't have the glass shard. She'd left it back at the estate, given it was still ostensibly Ketsese's keepsake and not her own token. It felt so cruel to have come to a decision to give in and spy on her son and Petra only to be denied the chance after accepting the guilt. 
 
    Breathing in, she slid one of her hands down between her legs. There was an instant reverberation, an emotional response from Petra through the bond that only fed into their mutual arousal. Avina let her fingers trace the folds of her womanhood, centering on her clit with gentle, sliding strokes.  
 
    The heat seemed to quadruple. She bucked her hips up and shuddered, the pleasure building to an overwhelming level almost immediately. It was close to the fastest she'd ever made herself come, and all in response to a faint emotional echo of her son playing with her esper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Koa watched Petra's head bobbing up and down, lips tightly curled around his cock. He'd woken up in the same way, the best way, lulled out of sleep at the soft, moist insistence of Petra's perfect mouth. 
 
    They'd proceeded to fuck as soon as he'd found the energy, and cuddled for a while before restarting from the beginning with what little time they had left in the morning. Petra seemed more intent on getting him off than letting him do the same. He was comfortable obliging her, watching and urging her on with small noises as she licked and sucked. 
 
    He let his fingers trace up her horns, and then come back down to cup her face. Petra slowed down, moving her lips back and forth at a teasing pace. He thought he'd be able to last longer after one go around. He had thought wrong. 
 
    She seemed to delight in making him come. He ran his fingers through her hair and groaned from the pleasure, mouth turning up into a dazed smile. She slid upward as his release ran to the end. Koa pulled her to him and embraced her, soaking up the last of the morning's essence. 
 
    There was a knock at his door, and it opened an instant later. His mother entered, seeming not at all surprised to find him and Petra naked and in bed together. The room, in all likelihood, still stank of sex. The thought sent an odd pulse of excitement through him. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. He turned his head sideways and kissed Petra softly on the lips. 
 
    “Makoa.” Avina crossed her arms over her chest, looking around the room, everywhere except at him and Petra. 
 
    “I see you slept over here at the castle,” he said. “I'm glad.” 
 
    “Why would you be glad of that?” she asked, with just a hint of irritation. 
 
    “I suppose I just like having you close,” he said. 
 
    In truth, he wanted to make the point that he hoped she'd be spending more time in the castle, before leading up to the vote and after he became king. It felt too much like forcing a conversation which they'd both been so carefully stepping around at a time when he sensed she might not be in the mood for it. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Surprisingly well, given yesterday's events,” he said. “I need to check in with Verity. I would assume she's looking after Horny. I didn't have a chance to stable him last night, but I glimpsed him out there through the window.” 
 
    “You'll have important audiences today, undoubtedly,” said Avina. “I think it makes sense for me to stay here at the castle for the day.” 
 
    “You're more than welcome to, as I said before,” he said. “The closer I have you, the better.” 
 
    He held her gaze for a moment, feeling as naked as he was under the quilt. Clearing his throat, he glanced toward his wardrobe. 
 
    “I'll... let you get dressed,” she said. 
 
    He stood up before she'd completely left the room, wondering what she'd do. The answer seemed to be not to leave the chamber at all, instead just standing by the door, politely turned to the side, though not all the way around. She held her silence as he picked out clothing from the king's wardrobe with occasional suggestions from Petra, conspicuous but welcome. 
 
    “I should go check on Ketsese,” said Petra, kissing Koa on the cheek. “I will catch up with the two of you in the audience chamber.” 
 
    Her departure left an odd silence imbued with no small amount of tension. Koa cleared his throat as he pulled on a shirt. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Makoa?” 
 
    “I'm not sure where to begin,” he muttered. “I killed Guthren.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It hardly weighs down on my mind. It's as though someone else did it. I'm... concerned that it doesn't bother me more.” 
 
    “Would you like to hear my opinion?” 
 
    “Always,” he said. “And not just because I'm your son. I value your perspective as underqueen. It's not just because I care about you as a mother.” 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder, eyes serious. “He deserved to die, for what he did to you, and Verity, and so many other people. With that said, I don't think it was your place to kill him.” 
 
    “None of that relates to my guilt-free conscience.” 
 
    “Does it need to?” She came up behind him, much as Petra had, and kissed him on the cheek. “You may well be king soon, Makoa. Your feelings are minor in comparison to rising to your duty.” 
 
    “Do you speak from experience, Mother?” he asked the question in what he meant to be a teasing voice, but there was an edge of something else there. Something dangerous. He was acutely aware of her presence, aware of his own breathing, especially aware of his rising arousal. 
 
    “I have... a similar problem. Or perhaps simply a different version of the same one.” She kissed his shoulder and breathed out. “I love you, Makoa.” 
 
    “I know. I love you, too.” He turned around slowly, and tried to speak his next words like they were innocuous, and not dirty on his tongue and lips. “I'll need your advice and presence when I become king. As my mother and... my underqueen.” 
 
    “I will give you all the advice you need, Makoa,” she whispered. “And you already know... I'm not going anywhere.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. The silence took on that quality again. So much to say, no way to say it. Lots of ways to show it. One really good way to show it. 
 
    A knock came at the door, and his mother pulled away from him suddenly, clearing her throat like she'd been caught daydreaming. 
 
    “High Prince,” called Zaratafenia. “Your servant and I are sick of waiting for you and decided to seek you out. Open the door before we become irritable.” 
 
    “Looks like your other duties have come calling.” Avina smirked at him and gave him a playful pat on the butt. “Today will be quite the day for you in the aftermath of yesterday's chaos.” 
 
    He met Zaratafenia and Verity outside his room. The dessian seemed less than enthused when he made time for his companion and friend ahead of her, walking over to one of the windows at the end of the hallway to speak in quiet voices. 
 
    “The dragon and Guthren are both dead,” she said. “I never... felt a strong need for revenge. But now that I have it...” 
 
    She shook her head, smiling a little, and then gave him a quick and girlish kiss on the lips. 
 
    “We still have the body, right?” he asked, smiling back. “The Estorians might demand it be returned to his family or some such. The dragon, at least, I'm keeping.” 
 
    “More so than you know,” said Verity. “I saw your throne room on the way here.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow, but she didn't elaborate. Zaratafenia grabbed his arm and began yanking him forward to walk alongside her. 
 
    “You are awfully pushy this morning, dessian,” he said. 
 
    “For good reason.” She narrowed her eyes at him, serious but not angry. “There were skirmishes between the three armies last night during the chaos. Small things, mostly just arrows. My men killed one Estorian scout who came too deep into our territory, and I believe the espers also used their magic against them as well at one point.” 
 
    “That's worrying, but you used the past tense. They didn't escalate?” 
 
    Zaratafenia shook her head. “Their scouts continue to infringe on the space of my Sabantian force, but my men are careful. What worries me is that the espers and Estorians are also no longer nipping at one another, and both of those armies are not being careful with one another's space.” 
 
    Koa frowned as he considered what she was saying. “Let's see what the word is.” 
 
    His first audience of the day was, somewhat disturbingly, the head of Guthren's dragon. He vaguely remembered hacking it off in a state of exhausted victory the previous night with Steelbreaker. It seemed his loyal and rather pragmatic guards had carried the severed head back to the castle, setting it out on a piece of waxed canvas like a pig's head on a dining platter... with a few more flies. 
 
    “That's disgusting,” said Koa. “But at the same time, thank you.” 
 
    Decklin, who'd been serving as a militia captain over Rose's men, grinned and touched the point of one of the dragon's horns. “Figured it had to be worth something, between the skull and teeth and horns. We hacked off the wings, too, but they're in rough shape.” 
 
    “I'm good with just this, thanks.” 
 
    Petra arrived shortly after and came to stand next to Avina and Zaratafenia. Rose was close behind her, and Koa instantly sensed from her gait that she was not bringing news he would enjoy hearing. 
 
    “The Estorians and Thunderclaw have come to a deal,” she said. 
 
    Koa felt like he'd been punched in the face, stunned in that same way. “...What?” 
 
    “They're rallying their support behind Prince Hetrix,” said Rose. “They have enough votes to put them on the throne with their combined commitments. To twist the knife, they're also calling for an immediate vote due to... well, due to the erratic behavior of the high prince.” 
 
    “That is... deeply unfortunate.” Koa's anger surged, and he slammed his fist down on the arm of the throne. “Fuck!” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it gets even worse,” said Rose. “They've taken the city's gate. I only had a single man on it during the shift change, and he is missing, presumed dead. They're on their way here right now.” 
 
    “I kill a fucking dragon, and it's not enough?” he shouted. “What else do I have to do to prove that I deserve this? What the fuck else is required of me, exactly?” 
 
    “Makoa...” Avina took his hand and touched his shoulder. “It isn't that simple.” 
 
    “I feel I should stress that the Estorians and the espers, a good chunk of both armies, will be here within the next few minutes,” said Rose. “There is still time to bring the castle's gate up, at least.” 
 
    “They won't even wait, will they?” he muttered. “They'll imprison me on some political charge before they take their vote. Execute me after, or just lose the key and leave me to rot. No... not today.” 
 
    He stood up from his throne. Everyone in the room looked his way. He wished he had somewhere to look in that same, responsibility-diffusing way. His gaze fell upon the dragon's head. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I'll meet them outside.” 
 
    “Outside, as in...?” Petra furrowed her brow. 
 
    “In the street,” he said. “Decklan, get a few of your men to carry the dragon's head along with it.” 
 
    “Uh... it took us more than a few to bring it in, Your Highness,” said Decklan. 
 
    “As many as it takes,” he said stiffly. “Put it on a pike and raise it up high like a battle standard.” 
 
    He was already moving. He wore Steelbreaker, but was almost tempted to take the sword off, remembering how Haza had once stripped it from his hand. The old sorcerer had given him the weapon back, however.  
 
    Koa wondered at that, at the entire situation, really. He might not have the strength in numbers to take on both of his opponents at once, but he suspected he could win a different sort of victory.  
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina. “You'll be handing yourself over to them if you leave the castle. Please... stop and think.” 
 
    “I am thinking,” he said. “Trust me.” 
 
    She didn't look pleased, but she nodded, and he felt a swell of pride at having her trust at such a critical moment. Petra was far less agreeable. 
 
    “Enough!” snapped the esper. “This is foolishness, Makoa! You are becoming addicted to risk taking! Your luck is not boundless, and you have already spent enough of it across the past days.” 
 
    “They will starve us out of the castle,” he said calmly. “Lassius... Thunderclaw... The executors... They think they've outmaneuvered me, but they don't understand the situation here, within the city.” 
 
    He started walking out of the throne room. Petra made to get in his way. Verity also moved toward the door, though it was hard to tell whether she sought to also stop him or to help him. Zaratafenia seemed more amused, than anything. He doubted she would come to harm even if he, himself, was captured. 
 
    “Petra,” said Verity, choosing her side. “He has a plan. I think he's just bad at explaining it.” 
 
    Koa nodded and set a hand on Verity's shoulder. “Run ahead to the taverns and inns and grab as many musicians as you can.” 
 
    Verity stared at him. Koa clapped his hands, urging her on. 
 
    “Go!” he snapped. “Drummers, especially, would be helpful.” 
 
    He continued walking before anyone else could become an obstacle. The city was already in a state of quiet unrest as he emerged from the castle and onto the street. Few people were going about their business openly, but each time he glanced past a window or up at a balcony, he saw the denizens of Twinfalls watching on with rapt attention. 
 
    Decklin and seven other men were carrying the dragon's head behind him as he set out into the street. Flies buzzed around the bloody stump, and the head was leaking a trail of black blood behind them. Koa tried to imagine how he must have looked, striding forth with the dragon head held aloft, Steelbreaker on his hip, Petra, Avina, and Zaratafenia, his underqueens, at his back. His underqueens... frowning with open disapproval. 
 
    We'll get there, he thought. One dragon to behead at a time. 
 
    He saw Hetrix, Thunderclaw, Hazafallius, Lassius, and Kanys walking up the street at the front of their respective armies. If he'd waited even ten minutes longer before coming to a decision to face them out in the open, they would have already had him barred in at the castle's gate. As it was, they still had him barred in, just within the city rather than his keep. 
 
    There was still a clear delineation between both armies. They'd worked a deal of sorts, no doubt one that would allow Lassius the freedom to cavort with the Estorians while giving Hetrix and Thunderclaw the rest of their victory. With that said, both sides were still justifiably wary of one another, though not to an extent that Koa thought he could exploit. 
 
    He felt lucky that his plan wasn't at all contingent on that. 
 
    “How kind of you to come forth to greet us, High Prince Makoa,” said Kanys, with a broad smile. “There is some degree of wisdom in accepting one’s fate.” 
 
    “It's over, High Prince,” said Lassius. “We know Guthren is dead. In abducting him and executing him, you violated the agreement of our truce. Your erratic behavior has pushed us to set our own differences aside in search of a workable solution.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Koa smiled, projecting his voice. “Apparently defending one’s city and its people from a dragon is now considered to be erratic? Thunderclaw? Hetrix? Would you care to levy any additional charges against the defender of Twinfalls?” 
 
    “Enough with this self-aggrandizement!” snapped Hetrix. “Your tenure within this city has been a farce from the very beginning! The people whose opinions matter here in Twinfalls will be glad to be rid of you.” 
 
    A murmur came from the street, the windows and balconies where folk watched on from. Koa smiled, but it wasn't loud enough for his liking. 
 
    “Did you all hear what the esteemed Prince of Cloister Andrenia has to say about you?” he shouted. “He only seems to have an ear for the lords and ladies who already fled. The landowners, rather than the families and workers who were under actual threat from the monster that terrorized us last night.” 
 
    A few shouts came in response to that. Verity ran over, leading a drummer behind her. Lassius, Thunderclaw, and Kanys seemed uneasy and unsure. Hetrix was still blustering, however. 
 
    “The dragon would have never entered the city if not for your own foolishness!” called Hetrix. “I myself doubt that you even killed it! I can't imagine how such a thing would be—” 
 
    “I saw it!” shouted an unbelievably loud voice from some building's second level. “I was there! He climbed on its back and landed it down and then chopped its head off it! And then he... threw up next to it.” 
 
    “Yes, well... I'd swallowed a lot of blood.” Koa waved a hand, refocusing his point and gesturing to the drummer. “Do you know of anyone else who's done that before, Hetrix? Killed a dragon?” 
 
    “He killed a vestalix in the Great Hunt!” called a woman from atop the brothel. 
 
    “Who killed the vestalix, now?” called Koa. He made a rolling motion to the drummer, who began beating it faster.  
 
    A crowd was forming on the periphery, drawn by the noise and spectacle. A faint shout of “High Prince Makoa” rose, voices first overlapping, but then repeating to the drum's rhythm. 
 
    “I don't think that's right!” shouted Koa. “No. I don't think it was the High Prince.” 
 
    The crowd laughed in a good-natured way, like children being teased by their older siblings. 
 
    “I think it was...” He sucked in a breath and then bellowed. “Your next king!” 
 
    A roar of approval that seemed imbued with the inverse of all the terror and distress the people of Twinfalls had suffered across the past few months rose up in support of his proclamation.  
 
    It had finally all clicked into place for him when he'd seen the head in his audience chamber. He felt so much pain over losing Ruby to the dragon. Nearly everyone in the crowd had a Ruby, or a Penelope, someone they'd lost... and they still needed a target for that rage, even with the monster dead. 
 
    “Enough!” shouted Thunderclaw. He brought down a strike of lightning, but it only seemed to rile the crowd up further, along with drawing more people in from up and down the street.  
 
    “It is enough,” said Koa, showing his teeth with a wide smile. “You're right about that, Lord Thunderclaw. Oh, it's more than enough!” 
 
    The drummers — several more had joined the first — were beating their instruments, guiding a crowd of now hundreds of city folk in chanting “King Makoa” over and over and endlessly over. Koa's voice couldn't possibly carry over the cacophony of the riotous crowd, but he still got his message across clearly when he stabbed his arm out at Lassius and the executors, Thunderclaw and Hetrix. 
 
    It was Hazafallius who made the next move. The old sorcerer cut open a rift above his head, one that unleashed a hideous, high-pitched whistle that had everyone covering their ears in surprise and pain. He closed it after just an instant and quickly filled the silence that followed with his own voice, strengthened from his bond with Thunderclaw. 
 
    “Regardless of what the people of Twinfalls want, if they even truly know themselves, hundreds will die if this goes any further,” called Haza. “The city itself may even be destroyed. There will be blood.” 
 
    “There could be,” said Koa, quickly shifting to the other idea he'd been mulling. “The same would hold true if the people's voices were ignored through a fraudulent vote which has always been designed to keep the majority of power in a minority of hands. We'll decide the next king in the old way! A duel between myself and whoever thinks they'd be a more appropriate candidate!” 
 
    He grinned as he heard the crowd roar with support. His smile immediately faded when he saw Hetrix's matching smile, as though the idea suited him even better. 
 
    “The High Prince certainly has a flair for the dramatic, but I support this idea,” called Hetrix. “And I will respond to his invitation personally.” 
 
    The demi prince drew his sword and hefted it into the air. The crowd also roared in support. 
 
    You fickle fucks, thought Koa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The preparations and details for the duel were worked out with remarkable alacrity, which only added to Koa's growing sense of unease. Thunderclaw and Lassius stepped forward to arrange the finer details of the duel. Koa could tell his mother wanted nothing to do with the discussion, which left Petra and Zaratafenia to confirm that the bout would happen the next morning at the old arena, outside the city's walls. 
 
    “No magic,” said Hetrix. “We all heard about the deception which allowed you to take the victory over the Sword of the King.”  
 
    There was a waver to the demi prince's voice that encouraged Koa, despite him having soured on the core of the situation. “I won't need magic, Hetrix. Not for you.” 
 
    “One hour after sundown,” said Hetrix. “We fight to the death. I will see you there, Sabantian.” 
 
    The crowd was uproarious as both parties went their separate ways. Koa expected his mother or Petra to immediately attempt to talk him out of it, but they were reserved, giving him space. It almost seemed like a tactic onto itself. An effective one — his own thoughts were lacking the confidence he wanted and needed.  
 
    A straightforward duel with Hetrix for everything I've ever wanted, he thought as he paced his empty chamber. But can I win? 
 
    “I have a suggestion,” came an unexpected, though not unfamiliar voice. 
 
    “Gods, Brin!” Koa snapped around to his window, where he saw his monsterish old friend standing by the blinds. “Couldn't you have...?” 
 
    “What? Gone through the castle's front gate?” Brin smiled, revealing a set of sandy-looking teeth. “Don't think that would have worked out too well.” 
 
    Koa waved a hand and collapsed into a chair. “You're forgiven. I've got larger problems to contend with.” 
 
    “The duel, is it? You don't have to worry about that.” 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow. “Were you watching from the street?” 
 
    Brin laughed. “I was the first voice to speak up for you. Surprised you didn't recognize my piping bells.” 
 
     “Well... thanks, then. What do you mean I don't have to worry about the duel?” 
 
    Brin walked closer. He picked up an apple from a fruit platter that one of his chamber attendants must have had the forethought to bring in. He didn't bite it, instead opening his jaw wide enough to pop the entire fruit inside in an impressive display of mouth malleability.  
 
    “I have the better portion of my strength back,” said Brin, still chewing. “I can make Hetrix go away. Drag him down into the dirt. You show up for the duel and act surprised and disappointed that your opponent has fled the fight.” 
 
    Koa ran a hand across his chin. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Brin smiled, but didn't answer the question. Koa got an odd feeling, almost as though his old friend might be testing him. Or just fucking with him. 
 
    “What's the catch?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Catch?” Brin made a show of rifling through the fruit platter again, though he ate nothing more off it. “I'm offering to do a favor for an old friend. That's all.” 
 
    “A favor you would eventually expect to have returned.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that might just be true,” said Brin, with a guilty smile. 
 
    “There are endless parables about rulers making deals with monsters to secure their power only for the arrangement to be a double-edged sword,” said Koa. “But that's not why I feel the need to refuse your help, in truth. If I can't beat Hetrix, do I really deserve it? The throne? The power and the responsibility?” 
 
    “Nobody does,” said Brin. “Nobody ever could. It's just a convoluted bunch of nonsense that you Osteans have never asked yourselves why you follow.” 
 
    “I don't disagree with that at all,” muttered Koa. “I never chose to be a prince. It's what I was born into, for Harvestglade and Sabantius. I have a chance to play the game, Brin. I didn't have the most high-minded reasons for playing it to begin with...” 
 
    “I believe it had quite a bit to do with you being horrified at the idea of Kendall's successor plowing your mom.” 
 
    “But I've learned to play it well,” continued Koa. “I've come to enjoy playing it. I'll beat Hetrix. I'm better than him.” 
 
    Brin found a cherry amidst the fruit platter and flung it at Koa, scoring a hit on his shoulder. “You're an idiot. But good luck.” 
 
    The dustwalker sat as though perched on the window sill, and then disappeared into the sunlight as windblown dust. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    There was one other man whose advice Koa valued in regard to dueling. He slipped out of the castle as discreetly as he could, taking Verity with him as there was no avoiding her. He expected to find his mother at her estate, or at least Petra, but they were both out, perhaps seeking their own solutions to the predicament he'd walked himself and Harvestglade into. 
 
    “You can wait for your mother inside, if you'd like.” Mav looked tired as she bowed to him. “She wouldn't mind, I'm sure.” 
 
    “I didn't come to see her,” said Koa. “I wish to speak with Captain Lauric, if he's up to it.” 
 
    Mav smiled weakly. “He is still recovering from injuries, new ones and old ones, I think. But he'd appreciate your company. I know he would.” 
 
    Mav led him upstairs, to one of the guest bedrooms. The door was already partially open, and she pushed it wide to reveal Lauric sitting upright in bed, one arm in a sling, heavy bandages wrapped around his chest. He smiled, even though it looked as though it pained him, when he saw his visitor. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa,” he said. “You've been busy as of late.” 
 
    “I have,” said Koa. “How are you, Lauric?” 
 
    He took a seat at Lauric's bedside, pulling out a second chair for Verity, who'd also come up. 
 
    “I'm well, High Prince,” said Lauric. It almost sounded true in the way he said it, despite all the evidence to the contrary. “I've heard whispers of this duel of yours.” 
 
    “More like shouts,” said Mav, from the doorway. “I've never been in a city this loud and lively before.” 
 
    “Yes.” Koa smiled faintly and let his fingers drum a bit on one of the bedposts. “It's why I came. It's Prince Hetrix who I'll be dueling. I seem to recall you having quite the memory for who stands out as accomplished swordsmen within Osteanus.” 
 
    “The Demi Prince.” Lauric coughed and shook his head. “I shouldn't use that moniker. I like it no more than the names they used to give you.” 
 
    “I felt the same way when I first met him,” said Koa. “Like the two of us were similar, in a way. Both outcasts of the wrong color.” 
 
    “It is far too much like the Osteanus I've come to loathe to bet the blood of the outcasts for the future of the realm.”  
 
    The guard captain let out a long sigh. Koa took a matching inhale as he prepared the question he needed an honest answer to for the man he knew would give him one. 
 
    “Can I win?” he asked. 
 
    Lauric looked him in the eyes for three full seconds, and then gave a small shake of his head. “I don't want to have to tell you no, my prince, but that's probably the way my answer leans. He's been part of the resistance here in Twinfalls these past months. He has gained combat experience in the way that only a war can teach it. But with that said, you've gained experience of your own in that time, political experience, leadership experience. You gained a leg, even.” 
 
    “The leg...” Koa rubbed the section of his thigh where flesh met wood. “That's my biggest concern. I've come a long way on it, but I can't move as fast as I once could. And even at my best, I was merely good. Never great, certainly never outstanding.” 
 
    “What I will say is that you are asking the wrong question, High Prince.” Lauric reached over and gripped his wrist. “Don't focus on the duel. Focus on all else within your power. You might still stall for time, or move the Sabantian army into a place of better usage. Send it on a fast march toward Cloister Andrenia while you secure the castle and what you can of the city, maybe.” 
 
    “It would seem too much like I was coordinating a Sabantian coup,” he muttered. “Not to mention how quickly it would burn my reputation with the common folk here in Twinfalls.” 
 
    “Reputations can be rebuilt. Flesh...” Lauric glanced down at himself. “...is less forgiving.” 
 
    Koa glanced at Verity. She'd been quiet for that entire day, since Guthren and the dragon's deaths, really. She slowly nodded, though it was infuriating trying to parse out whether that meant she agreed with Lauric or was telling him to trust his own judgment. Lauric closed his eyes, and his breathing began to steady. 
 
    “I'll let you rest,” said Koa, patting the guard captain's hand. 
 
    “Wish I could see it,” muttered Lauric. “I'm proud of you, Makoa.” 
 
    Koa blinked, surprised by both the words and how much more they meant to him than he would have expected. “Thank you.” 
 
    Lauric closed his eyes again. Koa and Verity left the chamber. Mav was waiting outside and gently closed the door before turning to face them. 
 
    “I support whatever decision you make, my prince,” said Mav. “I just ask that you... keep us in mind. Gods, that sounds selfish, I know, with all you have to think about. But I doubt Lauric would be able to leave the city if things went badly. He needs more time to rest, and I... need more time with him.” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. “I'll do my best. I don't know what's going to happen or how much control over it I'll even have. But I don't want chaos, Mav. Regardless of whether it suits me.” 
 
    Ketsese surprised Koa at the bottom of the stairs. She waved to him, but seemed uncertain in a way that made him wonder. He stopped to hook a thumb at the door as he made to leave with Verity.  
 
    “Do you want to go up to the castle?” he asked. “Or to find Petra?” 
 
    Ketsese gave a small shake of her head, though he wasn't entirely sure that she'd taken his meaning. He pulled his hood up as he left the estate with Verity. It wasn't enough to keep him from being recognized, though he was more curious than put off by the figure's gaze that fell upon him. An esper, one he recognized, one with more than a passing familiarity to Petra's young ward. 
 
    “Kortata, right?” Koa gestured at the tall esper with one finger. “You're Ketsese's brother. What is it? Were you on your way to see her?” 
 
    He hooked a thumb toward the estate. Kortata shook his head. His tongue flicked out, licking his lower lip, and then he beckoned to Koa and started off through the city. Koa furrowed his brow and made to follow. He wondered if this might be exactly what he needed — some division in Thunderclaw's ranks born of conflicted loyalties. He hoped it was. 
 
    But as he followed the esper first down one alleyway, then past the junction of another, deeper into the hidden crevices of the city, he began to doubt his earlier hope. He glanced over his shoulder behind him. Verity was nowhere to be seen. He turned to go looking for her, more concerned for his companion than whatever Kortata had to show him. 
 
    A blast of force and heat struck him hard in the back of the neck. Koa landed in a puddle of filth leftover from the snow melt as he tumbled forward, which did have a small benefit in how quickly it extinguished the flame. Ketsese's brother had attacked him. No, he recontextualized the thought as he remembered Haza's warning of unseen assassins. 
 
    Kortata was attempting to kill him. Brin's idea to smother Hetrix in earth was apparently one just as obvious to the other side. Koa cleared his throat, not at all above shouting for help. Kortata flung another fireball his way, and Koa instead spent his breath on rolling sideways and scrambling to his feet. 
 
    “You made the wrong call,” he muttered.  
 
    Koa drew his sword slowly. He saw Kortata's eyes dart around briefly, losing some of the certainty they'd previously held. Koa felt tired, and wondered, not for the first time, if the game of thrones and kings was truly worth the inevitable blood. 
 
    I can't simply let him kill me, he thought. But in killing him, I'll cause so much pain. 
 
    Heavy footsteps sounded right as Koa made to lunge forward and Kortata formed another fireball. Verity and Ketsese slid to a stop in the dank alleyway. Petra was there, too, following behind them with more confusion in her expression. Kortata looked around, clearly panicked, and made to throw his active fireball at Koa. 
 
    Ketsese blocked it, leaping into the way and seeming to catch the flames with splayed fingers. She glared at her brother, anger pouring forth in that overemotional way of children with tears already building in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “We need him,” said Verity. “He can testify to whoever ordered him to attempt this assassination.” 
 
    Ketsese spun around, picking up the general gist of Verity's suggestion, if not every word. She held her arms out in front of her brother, now blocking for him with tears streaming down her face. Kortata touched Ketsese's shoulder, pulling her with him for one step before letting go and diving over the fence dividing the alley they were in from the next one over.  
 
    Ketsese stood frozen for a moment, and then followed after him, managing the fence with only slightly more difficulty. 
 
    “Ketsese!” cried Petra. “Wait! This... must be wrong. Makoa, what did you say? Did you argue with him?” 
 
    “Petra.” Koa shook his head and touched her shoulders. “He was trying to kill me. Unprovoked. I don't know if Ketsese knew all of the details, but that's what happened.” 
 
    He frowned, remembering the young esper's odd behavior as he'd left the estate. Petra walked quickly down the alleyway, heading after Ketsese and her brother. 
 
    “Petra, wait.” He touched her shoulder, but she shrugged his hand off. 
 
    “I have to find her,” she said. “She must know that we would not hold her responsible for this!” 
 
    “I don't think it matters to her whether that's the case.” He spoke to the empty alleyway as Petra hurried forward, not waiting for him to finish. 
 
    It doesn't matter to Petra either, he thought. Gods, I hope her heart can handle this. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Avina understood that there was no avoiding reality, regardless of where she placed herself or what she did. She spent the better part of the day contemplating different outcomes for the duel Koa had committed himself to. Not just win or lose, but the consequences if she could somehow convince him to flee. 
 
    The city would immediately fall to the executors and Lassius, or perhaps Thunderclaw and Hetrix. The consequences for Avina, Koa, everyone they loved, in either case, would simply be more war, if not immediate pursuit and violence across their voyage home. With that said, it still seemed like a preferable alternative to watching her son die at the sword of another prince just as ambitious as he was. 
 
    Surprisingly, Avina found an ally in her frustration in Zaratafenia. The dessian had been sitting in the courtyard of Coldwater Bastion with a distant expression the underqueen herself knew all too well. Avina invited her inside into her own chamber, or at least the one designated for Harvestglade's underqueen, within the castle. A servant brought them tea as they discussed the matter at hand. 
 
    “He will not be dissuaded from this path, I think,” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    “Not easily,” agreed Avina.  
 
    “Might Petra be capable of it?” asked Zaratafenia. 
 
    Avina was already shaking her head, but a rush of emotion through the bond seemed to further confirm it. “I don't know if she could, or if she would, in the face of my son and his stubbornness.” 
 
    The emotions trickling in through the bond became a sudden flood, a particular mixture of worry and anxiety that she suspected was directed at Ketsese, more likely than Koa. Avina missed Zaratafenia's next few words as she worked to regain her composure. 
 
    “...manage to escape alongside the High Prince to Harvestglade, it would not be the end,” continued the dessian. “A true alliance of Harvestglade and Sabantius, given some luck and perhaps the right treaties, could still flourish over time.” 
 
    Avina slowly nodded, feeling guilty for getting so sidetracked by the bond and its emotional overload. “I fear he is stubborn to a fault. He won't back down. Not from a duel. Not from a duel against another prince, especially. It would take... quite a bit of convincing to steer him in a new direction.” 
 
    Zaratafenia nodded slowly, watching Avina with an odd expression. “It is a shame that none around him seem up to the task.” 
 
    The dessian left shortly after, and Avina was left with those words to mull on, along with Petra's turmoil through the bond. It was a dark combination, one that pushed her to at least make the attempt at talking sense to her son. 
 
    More than an attempt, she thought. I won't be able to live with myself if I fail after not trying my hardest and watch him die because of it. 
 
    She sent a messenger to inform Koa of her wish to have dinner with him. It felt a bit like being humored — the servant was the High Prince's, as was the castle they'd be eating within, the food, and his time.  
 
    She half expected him to not reply at all, or simply have the messenger return with an apology at how busy the high prince presumably was. A knock came at the door of her chamber within the castle. 
 
    “Mother.” Koa opened the door, unlocked as it was, and poked his head in. “So this is where you are. I don't know if I've ever seen you within this chamber before, despite it being meant for you.” 
 
    “It's meant for Harvestglade's Underqueen,” she said, not really in agreement or denial.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Well, it saves me from having to send someone to the estate or walk there myself. Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “I... haven't. I'm not at all hungry, to be honest, but I'll sit down with you.” 
 
    “As it happens, neither am I.” He let out a small chuckle. “With the duel so early tomorrow morning, I'm in no mood to risk anything heavy. I have a fruit platter and some weak wine in my chamber. The king's chamber.” 
 
    As though he needed to clarify that, she thought, with an inward smile. 
 
    “I'll have dinner with you, Makoa,” she said. “I'll come to your chamber. I just need to change, first.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. Another moment passed with them staring at one another across the silence. 
 
    “I'll let you change, then.” He smiled as he closed the door and Avina couldn't help but smile back. 
 
    She changed into a loose nightgown, one of the longer winter ones that wasn't quite as provocative, as she'd need to wear it down the hall to reach the king's chamber. The sensation of stripping her clothes off, letting her blonde hair down from how she'd been wearing it that day, and seeing herself naked in a brief glimpse in the mirror stirred a variety of conflicting emotions within her. 
 
    She would be going to the king's chamber in Twinfalls. How many times as a girl, and even as a grown woman, had she pictured this moment? She'd always felt afraid when she'd imagined it, or at least like she needed to prepare her resolve and fortitude for whatever the night might hold. 
 
    This was so different from anything she'd imagined. It was at least in part due to Makoa being her son, and only the high prince. She was going to the king's chamber, but there was not yet a heralder king waiting for her within. Avina was well aware that the practical details only composed a fraction of the emotions racing through her. Excitement, anticipation, curiosity, even. Love and loyalty to her son, undercut by real fear for what the next morning might hold if he couldn't be dissuaded from the duel. 
 
    I was right when I told Zaratafenia that Petra wouldn't be able to talk him down from this duel, she thought. But he might listen to me if... 
 
    If, what? If she confronted the question that had always been hovering in front of her, the question she'd never taken seriously when it circled back around to herself. 
 
    Why did Makoa wish to be king so badly? What was it, in truth, that he was so desperate to obtain? 
 
    She felt oddly breathless as she pulled her slippers on and made her way to the door. It wasn't a long walk to the king's chambers. She didn't encounter any guards or servants or even the king's chamber attendants, which left her wondering if Koa had cleared the way for her. 
 
    She knocked softly before opening the door. Koa was lounging at his table, a half full glass of wine and a fruit platter in front of him. He'd changed, as well, into loose silk trousers and an evening vest with three buttons securing the front. He held up an arm and gestured to the chamber. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” he said. “Please. Enter.” 
 
    He smiled as he called her by name and title, making it clear enough that he was being playful rather than trying to make some deeper point. It felt strange hearing him call her anything but mother. Stranger still to consider that fact against her objective, and the means she suspected she'd need to use to complete it. 
 
    “Are you sure wine is a good idea for tonight, Makoa?” She took a seat at the far end of the table. “Even if it's weak.” 
 
    “It feels appropriate, no?” he said. 
 
    Avina swallowed. “You aren't taking this seriously enough. Makoa, you could die tomorrow.” 
 
    “I could have died in the duel against Claudius.” He took a slow, defiant sip of wine. 
 
    “This won't be the same. This isn't Harvestglade, where any trickery on your part is excused as a cunning move from their beloved prince.” 
 
    “The common folk here are just as fond of me, but I take your point,” he said. “No. I may well have to beat Hetrix on fair ground.” 
 
    He pulled his gaze away from her. Avina could read the doubt in his posture. It scared her, but it was also an opportunity. She stood up and walked around to stand behind him, touching his shoulders and gently massaging. 
 
    “Forget about the duel.” She kissed him on the head, in the curls of his hair. “Come home to Harvestglade with me.” She shifted and kissed him on the cheek, arms wrapping into a hug around neck and shoulders. “Set all of this foolishness aside.” 
 
    “I can't,” he said. “Thunderclaw and Lassius and the executors seek to use Hetrix to shatter Osteanus.” 
 
    “So be it,” said Avina, with a touch of urgency. “Let them! Your loyalty should be to Harvestglade and, if you so choose, Sabantius.” 
 
    “It's more than just that, Mother.” He stood up slowly, but didn't move away from her. “I want to be king.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I'm ambitious. Because I'm selfish. Take your pick.” 
 
    “I want to hear you say it,” she whispered, stepping even closer. “The real reason.” 
 
    The room felt hot.  She had him right where she wanted him. She also suspected he thought the same about her, which sent an odd thrill through her. 
 
    “You named me as the underqueen when I entered your chamber,” she whispered. 
 
    “You are an underqueen.” 
 
    “You want me... as your underqueen.” She said it in an even tone, trying to act as though the words didn't stir her up in all the wrong ways. 
 
    He hesitated, seeming to choose his words carefully, tension prickling across the silence. “I'll have you as my underqueen after tomorrow.” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “You're being a fool. You already have me as a mother, Makoa. You can have... whatever you might need from me.” 
 
    He stared at her, perhaps not believing her statement. “You say this to me now? You think I wouldn't stop to wonder why, where it comes from?” 
 
    “It comes from how much I love you!” Avina took one of his hands, trying to impress that truth onto him. 
 
    “I'm sure it does, but not just,” he said. “We've been having this battle since the beginning. Different forms, but always the same struggle for control.” 
 
    She blinked, feeling a wry smile creeping onto her face as she realized she couldn't exactly deny it. “You're my son.” 
 
    “Then tell me, Mother,” he said, leaning in a bit. “How badly do you wish to keep hold of the reins this time around?” 
 
    He's testing me, she realized. Seeing how far I'll go. Assuming I'll back down if he pushes just right. Will I? 
 
    “I don't quite follow.” She took another small step forward, too close, and blinked up at him. “Could you... explain what you mean?” 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean,” he said, in a quiet voice. “It won't work.” 
 
    “What won't work?” She planted a soft kiss on his face and drew his hand upward. She placed his palm on her breast, resisting the urge to smile as she watched him blink in surprise and suppressed delight. 
 
    “Mother.” He fondled her breast almost as though on reflex.  
 
    Avina reached a hand down, feeling such a strange mix of emotions as she pushed onward, for once the aggressor. 
 
    “What is it, Makoa?” She fondled his cock through the silk evening pants he wore, feeling how aroused her was, how quickly he grew even harder at her touch. 
 
    “Stop it.” He ran his thumb over her nipple after the words, only pulling back after a second. “This is ridiculous. You accuse me of being foolish in craving ambition. You seem to crave control over me just as much!” 
 
    She felt oddly bolstered by the anger she heard in his voice. The fact that he was angry wasn't necessarily a bad thing. She realized it might make it even easier for her to get what she wanted. 
 
    “The difference here is that your ambition runs ahead of you,” said Avina. “Your eyes are bigger than your actions.” 
 
    She walked over to the king's bed and sat down on it, leaning back on her elbows. Koa followed her, his narrowed eyes firmly fixated on her body rather than her face. 
 
    “I think you'll reconsider that after tomorrow, Mother,” he said. “I'll prove it to you come dawn.” 
 
    Avina scowled and knew she needed to take their little game even further. “Tomorrow morning. Not tonight?” 
 
    He glanced away from her. She let out a laugh that sounded a little cruel, even to her own ears, but she had to do it. 
 
    “You have an underqueen on your bed, and you speak of the morning and politics,” she said, in a seductive whisper. “If this... situation is too much for you to handle right now, I don't see how you being king in name will change anything.” 
 
    He seemed to scowl as he took a place next to her, and Avina’s heart raced as she realized she'd won. 
 
    “I'm not going to bargain with you over my future, Mother,” he said. 
 
    “I'm not asking you to.” She rubbed his thigh, one finger almost but not quite tracing his erection. “Makoa. I can't bear to watch you fight this duel. That's all. My heart can't bear it.” 
 
    “You're scared for me, so you'll play at being my underqueen, and I'm supposed to feel good about that?” 
 
    She let her finger touch him and heard him take a surprised breath. “Well... I suppose it's up to you how to feel about it. You know it's not as simple as me getting what I want, Makoa. You've already seen before just... how far my love can extend.” 
 
    He pulled her a little closer, mouth hanging slightly open as he stared at her lips. “And if I wish to see how far it extends tonight?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, feeling hazy from the tension and heat. Koa leaned forward and kissed her softly on the lips. The room seemed to reverberate from the faint noise of that kiss, and then he kissed her again, and again. They pawed at each other's bodies, tipping down sideways onto the bed. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared her for this. She'd never thought it would feel so intense and real, dangerous and forbidden. Koa's hands cupped her breasts, and she let out a faint moan at the sensation. He tweaked her nipples as he kissed her, a surprisingly assertive and dominating gesture, even though his tongue was as hesitant as hers when they tasted one another. 
 
    As his hands found the bottom of her nightgown and began to slide it up, Avina suddenly felt like her son was calling her bluff. But strangely, she wanted him to. She bit her lip as she felt him pulling her underwear off, acknowledging how wet she already was. Gods, she wanted him to see exactly what he could get away with. She wasn't sure she knew herself. 
 
    “You're so beautiful.” He slowly took his own pants off with clumsy focus, all of his attention on her splayed out on the bed. “If you could see what I see, you'd understand why I want you as an underqueen.” 
 
    “And if you could see what I see, you'd understand that you don't need that.” She stroked his cheek. “I love you so much more than you know.” 
 
    All those emotions were there, feeding into her conflict and her desire. Love, pride, fear, even jealousy toward Petra and Verity and Zaratafenia. Anyone who'd ever stolen him away for a night. Avina knew how wrong it was to crave him like this, and even that fed into her basic need to hold him closer. Too close. 
 
    She stared at his big, hard cock as he began to line it up with her womanhood. She ran her hands across his shoulders and chest, his toned abdomen and strong back. Her eyes held on his face, and the other side of the conflict suddenly gave her pause. She wanted him, but could she really do this? 
 
    “Makoa,” she said, summoning some authority to her voice. “I'm your mother, and...” 
 
    She sucked in a breath, feeling the head of his cock part her folds. She was so wet that it barely took any force to slip in, despite how tight she knew she was. How long had it been since she'd last felt this sensation, being entered and taken and used by a man? How was this even possible, that of all people, it was Makoa drawing out and filling this need? 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” he groaned. He blinked, not moving, the tip of his cock only just inside her. “I didn't think it would... go in so easily. I thought it might take a little bit to... warm you up.” 
 
    “Mmm, that's... all right,” she managed, voice breathy. “You were just trying to tease me?” 
 
    “I suppose I was.”  
 
    He thrust forward slightly, and they both groaned in unison. Avina rubbed her hands on his chest, trying to think past the unbridled pleasure and passion of the moment. Koa leaned in close, going for a kiss slowly, sinking his cock even deeper into her with that same slowness. Avina felt almost too dazed to kiss him back when his lips did finally meet hers. 
 
    “I'm your mother,” she repeated. “Oh… gods!” 
 
    He let out a groan and stayed where he was for a moment, taking breaths that seemed as stiff as his member. “You're the underqueen.” 
 
    “I'm...” Avina tried to decide between breathing, moaning, and talking. “Mmm. Oh, Koa!” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her again, stealing a couple more greedy thrusts. Avina ran her hands through his hair and flexed her hips to meet each one without even thinking about it. She wasn't sure any of this was right, but if it was real, if it was happening... gods, she wanted to experience it. Experience him, every sound, every motion, every inch of his hardness. 
 
    Koa broke their kiss and slowly leaned back. He pulled her gown up to take it off her completely. Avina raised her arms to let it slide up over her head, but felt more naked than usual as she felt his eyes drinking in the sight of her body. 
 
    “What?” she whispered. 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer, but leaned forward instead and kissed her. His hands groped her breasts and he kissed them, too. Then, all at once, he was moving, thrusting into Avina as though she were a courtesan with a packed schedule. His hands caressed her breasts and teased her nipples, which only made the pleasure build that much quicker and faster. 
 
    “Makoa!” She reached a hand back to press against the headboard as she started to slide up the bed from the energy of his eager thrusts. “Oh!” 
 
    He thrust harder and faster, and she didn't try to stop him or slow him down. The pleasure was already incredible, the intimacy intoxicating. She pulled him back down to her, wanting to feel his lips against hers, the warmth of his bare flesh atop her.  
 
    She felt like she'd stolen this moment, the guilty pleasure of having something wonderful that wasn't meant to be hers. No... Koa had stolen this moment, but again, that was only closer to the truth rather than reaching it. 
 
    You can't steal something that gives itself to you, she thought. 
 
    Koa sucked on one of her nipples, letting out a horny moan as he stopped and kissed the flesh around it. He leaned back, reaching his hand down to cup her cheek as he slowed his pace, easing his cock into her and out of her. She was close to coming already, she realized. She didn't want him to see how lewd and desperate she got when a man had her poised on the verge. 
 
    “Fuck!” His hips slammed into her hard, and Avina felt herself getting even wetter, somehow. “Mother... you're so tight!” 
 
    “Keep going!” Avina pulled him down so he at least couldn't see her pleasured face. “Yes!” 
 
    She wrapped her legs and arms around him, hugging him in such a complete way that it made her feel like she'd been missing that level of intimacy for her entire life. Koa grunted and sped up, sinking his cock into her completely with each forward pump. She was almost there, but she could already feel that he was closer. 
 
    “Oh gods!” he groaned. 
 
    “Makoa!” Her voice hit a high pitch, and she squeezed him tight against her as they continued to rut, bodies moving with automatic urgency. 
 
    The door suddenly flew open. “Your Majesty! Are you...?” 
 
    Avina was quick to hide her face with a pillow, but she recognized the voice of one of the king's chamber attendants. Koa let out a horribly disappointed groan as he rolled sideways, cock pulling free of her in just the moment she would have expected him to come. 
 
    “Would you learn to knock first already, Karyn?” he shouted. “Out!” 
 
    The girl squealed and quickly shut the door. Koa groaned and flopped onto his bed, sporting the aftermath of a ruined orgasm on his stomach, with more evidence of a wet spot on the bed between them. Avina's breath was still shaky. She hadn't come, and her sympathy for her son in the moment felt rather secondary to her own needs. 
 
    “Gods, I can't believe she burst in like that!” groaned Koa. “Why now, of all times?” 
 
    He covered his face, embarrassed and despairing. Avina smiled, finding it so cute and sexy and... mostly just noticing that he was still hard down there. She slid in close and let one of her legs dangle over his, her body pulsing with unfulfilled lust. 
 
    “She didn't see me,” she whispered. “It's not a problem.” 
 
    Koa's eyebrows shot up. “Gods, I didn't even think of that.” 
 
    “Well now, you needn't have to.” She rubbed her fingers up his leg, not touching his manhood just yet, in case it was still sensitive from his release. “It was just an... interruption.” 
 
    “Unfortunate timing.” He shifted sideways, giving her an odd smile. “I wanted us to... finish together.” 
 
    “Did the cruel chamber attendant ruin your release?” She smirked and finally let one of her fingers run up the length of his cock. “Oh, that's too bad. What will we do about that?” 
 
    He stared at her, looking shocked, but not in a bad way. “I think there are... a number of things we could do about it, Mother.” 
 
    He touched her thigh, his fingers sending hot little thrills through her as they slid up toward her pussy. Avina tried not to make it obvious as she spread her legs wider open. She didn't want him to know how badly she wanted it, how lustful and wanton she could be when a man had put her into this kind of mood. Her son...  
 
    “Why don't you tell me what we could do, Makoa?” she managed to ask, voice trembling from pleasure.  
 
    His fingers began to slowly touch her folds. He slid two into her and pulled them back with a curling motion that made her body rise up to match. His thumb grazed her clit, and she sucked in a breath. She wanted to come, but she needed him closer at the same time. 
 
    “High Prince,” she whispered. “Makoa.”  
 
    “Mother.” He leaned in and kissed her passionately. She flicked her eyes down at his cock and saw that he was once more as hard as could be. She felt his hands on her waist, first pulling her toward the center of the bed and then flipping her over, and then... 
 
    “...What's this?” he asked. 
 
    She almost didn't register his words as a question at first, not until she felt his finger tracing the familiar shape of the seal brand on her lower back. Shame and horror struck her like the ringing of an evil bell. She rolled onto her back and grabbed for the blanket as though by covering herself now she might undo the earlier revelation. 
 
    “No...” she muttered. 
 
    “What's wrong?” He came closer, embracing her lovingly, though still humping his hardness against her side in an impressive feat of multitasking. “Hey. It's all right. You can tell me.” 
 
    She could tell him. It wouldn't be easy, but she could make those words happen. She loved him and, just as importantly, she trusted him. 
 
    “The bond between me and Petra grew... volatile, for a time,” she said quietly. “Right before Hazafallius's betrayal. He offered to attempt to fit us with seal brands to subdue the bond. We agreed, and it has more or less worked in the time since.” 
 
    “Roll over again,” he said. “I want to see the design.” 
 
    “Makoa,” she said, frowning. 
 
    “Mother.” He touched her shoulder and gently rolled her onto her back. He shifted to get into place above her, and Avina sensed without looking that his cock was aimed at her ass and womanhood. “It's pretty.” 
 
    “...Thank you.” 
 
    “You and Petra were distracted by the bond at that time,” he said. “I remember. Were the emotions more intense?” 
 
    Avina nodded, feeling her face heat up against the pillow. 
 
    “All of your emotions?” 
 
    “All of the strong ones.” 
 
    “That explains so much.” He pressed his hips forward, and Avina raised her ass automatically to let him have the angle to access her womanhood. “Gods. I could have had you far earlier, in that case.” 
 
    “Makoa Gladefoot! That is...” She cut off as she felt his member sliding into her, the motion rough, but she was still wet enough to accommodate. “You... shouldn't say such things.” 
 
    “Even if they're true?” 
 
    “Oh gods!” Avina braced herself against the headboard as Koa began to thrust into her from behind.  
 
    He leaned forward, taking her breasts into his hands and making the bed creak as they shifted atop it. 
 
    “I thought about you so much at that time,” he whispered. “Mother. I truly should have taken you fully back then.” 
 
    “Makoa...” Avina let her head roll sideways, cheeks flushed as the pleasure became all that mattered. “Just... take me now!” 
 
    He growled and thrust harder and faster. Avina couldn't stop moaning. She was already on edge after their interrupted first round. Now that they'd picked up where they left off, it seemed impossible to last any length of time. The pleasure mounted as they rutted like animals, primal in their mutual hunger. 
 
    “Mother,” he whispered. “You feel incredible.” 
 
    Avina bit her lip and nodded. She pushed her ass back to meet his thrusts, letting him bury his cock in her womanhood all the deeper. She felt so naughty, so immoral, so desperate to come on his cock. He let out a groan and slammed into her harder and faster. She felt the pleasure rushing past a threshold. 
 
    “Yes!” she shouted. “Gods, yes! Makoa! F... fuck!” 
 
    Her body was overcome with the force of her orgasm. Koa moaned and let out a desperate shout as he pumped into her again and again. She felt like she was melting as she collapsed into a pleasured pile on the bed. Koa was still mounting her, but he grunted suddenly, and she felt his come filling her up as he leaned forward into an embrace. 
 
    “Whoops...” He finally pulled out of her a full minute after the fact. “I didn't mean to finish inside you.” 
 
    “That's all right.” Avina propped her head up on an elbow and stared at him lovingly. She could think clearly now, and cleared her throat, knowing reality needed to be addressed. “This... doesn't change anything. You're still my son.” 
 
    “I'm aware.” He took her hand and kissed it softly. “It won't change anything, Mother. At least not during the daytime.” 
 
    “And... at night?” 
 
    He just smiled at her. Avina reached her hand out and ran her fingers through his hair, and then stroked his cheek. 
 
    “I will need to get some sleep for tomorrow, though,” he whispered. “You're welcome to stay.” 
 
    Avina folded her arms, frowning and feeling ineffectual. “For the duel, Makoa?” 
 
    He sighed. “I know it isn't what you want.” 
 
    “It isn't about what I want!” she snapped. “I can't sit back and watch you risk your life — gamble your life — like this.” 
 
    “I... suppose that's fair.” He sighed and put an arm around her. “I'll find another way.” 
 
    She blinked, hearing the resolve in his words. “You mean that... don't you?” 
 
    “I do.” He kissed her cheek. “I love you, Mother.” 
 
    “I... love you, Makoa.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Koa slept in later than he should have, but for an undeniable reason. His mother was still asleep against him as he stirred. Still naked and cute from sleep. Memories of the previous night sat vivid in his mind, making him wish the morning held more time than it did. 
 
    He got up quietly without waking her and made tea, slowly dressing himself. He heard her stir with a tiny gasp, as though realizing what having the spot next to her empty meant. 
 
    “Makoa!” she said. 
 
    “Right here, Mother.” 
 
    “Oh.” She pulled the quilt up to cover her nude chest as she looked at him, cheeks flushing slightly. “You're awake.” 
 
    “I'm awake and making tea.” He pulled the leaves out from where he'd left them. There was usually a carafe of hot water just within his chamber, brought by one of the attendants, but he supposed his dismissal after the interruption the previous night had intimidated them off. He opened the door to his room and found it on the ground, just outside. 
 
    “About... last night,” said Avina. 
 
    He waited as he began adding the rest of what he needed to the water.  
 
    “About the duel?” he said. It felt like offering her an out. There wasn't much to say about the sex that he felt would lead to a better place than they were in, and lots that could be said to stoke the coals of conflict. She was still naked, still in his bed, and he felt himself with a strong preference of reenacting the previous night rather than regretting it. 
 
    “About all of it.” Avina stared at him, gaze distant from layers of her emotions. “I love you, Makoa. That's what it all comes back to. Both the things I let you get away with and those which I seek to keep you from.” 
 
    “I know that, Mother,” he said. He closed his eyes, still holding the carafe as the tea steeped. “You may laugh at this, but the origin for my ambition in the beginning was my own love for you.” 
 
    “That... seems a little unbelievable,” said Avina with a good smirk. 
 
    “Well, love and intense jealousy at the idea of another prince becoming heralder king and having... access to you.” 
 
    “I get the sense it was more than just your ambition which began to grow from that fear.” 
 
    “More than likely.” He poured the tea and sat down on the bed as he passed her a mug. “The point I was seeking is simple. I love you, and I listened to every word you said last night. I won't make you watch me in a duel.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. “Thank you.” 
 
    There was a beat of pause as they both sipped their tea. He'd thrown his underwear back on, but he was acutely aware of the fact that she was still naked under the blankets. 
 
    “We'll set out for Harvestglade,” said Avina. “Lassius and Thunderclaw and the Estorians can make of that what they will. I honestly think the moment we begin to withdraw, they'll recognize one another as the threats they both are.” 
 
    “It's certainly possible,” said Koa. 
 
    “Zaratafenia will likely insist on marrying you still, and she has been promised a wedding,” said Avina. 
 
    “Is that jealousy I hear in your voice?” 
 
    “Practicality.” Avina let out a small yawn and wiped a hand across her cheek. “I sense that if you rule from Harvest Castle... a balance could... still be maintained.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable enough to me.” Koa accepted the empty mug from her hand as she finished her cup. 
 
    “I... like the tea,” whispered Avina. “What flavor is it?” 
 
    “Wintergreen.” He smiled at her as he set the mug down. “Enough wintergreen can mask the taste of anything.” 
 
    She blinked and shook her head with a weak motion. “Oh... Makoa! No...” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mother.” He moved in closer, kissing her on top of her head and laying her down in bed. “This way you won't have to watch.” 
 
    Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Koa helped set her down in bed, putting the pillow under her head and pulling the quilt up to tuck her in. He stood up and began to get dressed, feeling like a bastard and wondering if he'd done the right thing. 
 
    He wished he had more clothing that was legitimately his own, rather than borrowed items from the king's wardrobe and elsewhere within the castle, but he'd come to Twinfalls with almost nothing after his stint on the prison ship. He assembled an outfit composed of some leather riding wear and a long sleeve shirt he could move in, along with a solid pair of boots he'd already broken in. 
 
    The question of whether to bring Steelbreaker was one that gave him pause. He'd already agreed to use dueling swords which would be provided to both him and Hetrix by a third party. The question of what would happen after the duel, even supposing he won, was what left him uncertain. 
 
    If Thunderclaw and Lassius refuse to honor my theoretical victory, what then? 
 
    It was a question that made him appreciate his mother's caution, even if he wasn't allowing it to infect him. His heart sped up as the nervous tension set in, but forced himself to put his cloak on, put his sword on, and head out the door. 
 
    Verity was waiting for him just down the hallway, wearing a sword and dressed in leather pants and a wool coat, clothing that didn't restrict her movements. She nodded to him, glancing back at the door to his room. 
 
    “Who were you with last night?” she asked. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” he said. “She won't be attending the duel.” 
 
    Verity furrowed her brow but didn't ask any of the obvious questions. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Bits and pieces of one,” he said. “How's the weather outside.” 
 
    “Overcast, but it doesn't smell of rain. Cold.” 
 
    “How fitting.” He let out a sigh and tried to summon his energy, enthusiasm, and most importantly, hope.  
 
    Verity stepped closer and kissed him softly on the cheek with surprising affection and tenderness. “You can win. You will win.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. He wanted the words to be true, but somehow, they tasted like a lie. 
 
    Zaratafenia was waiting for him just outside the castle, joined by a small group of heavily armed Sabantian warriors. She frowned when she saw him, wearing her unease openly. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa,” she said. “You still seek to go through with this?” 
 
    He nodded. “Are your men here to support me or stop me?” 
 
    “As though stopping you by force would lead to anything other than the same disaster,” she muttered. “No. These men are here to help with whatever the aftermath holds. Makoa Gladefoot. You will win this duel.” 
 
    She said the words more like a command than mere affirmation. Koa chuckled, surprised by how much her attitude and support bolstered his spirit. 
 
    “Yes, I will,” he said. 
 
    Petra was waiting for him, too. Koa felt cruel as he hurriedly climbed into the carriage ahead of her. A cowardly part of him was tempted to simply rush the driver into departure and leave her behind, but he knew she'd simply make her way to the arena on foot even so. He had to face her, but at the very least, he wasn't facing her alongside his mother. 
 
    “Makoa.” She looked concerned as she climbed into the carriage, but her expression quickly shifted to confusion. “Where is your mother?” 
 
    “Hold a moment,” he said. “Zaratafenia, will you accompany your men?” 
 
    The dessian nodded. Koa tapped twice on the back of the driver's seat, and he started them forward down the street. Koa leaned back in his seat, sensing Verity's disapproval next to him along with Petra's scrutiny. 
 
    “My mother said she couldn't bear to watch the duel,” he said. 
 
    “That... does sound like something she would say,” admitted Petra. “But not something she would hold to. I know she was with you last night, Makoa. I felt it through the bond.” 
 
    He wondered if there was another layer to her emotional conflict embedded in that statement. No time to address it. He wouldn't lie to Petra — or rather, he doubted he could manage to lie to her, given her sense of where Avina was. She likely knew full well that Avina was currently asleep. 
 
    “I didn't want to make her watch it, Petra,” he said. “I didn't want to leave her with room to think she might use the power of an underqueen to stop me, regardless of whether she might think she was saving my life or—” 
 
    Petra slapped him across the face, not hard, but not softly either. “You foolish boy! So that is what I was sensing! You gave her sleeping herbs?” 
 
    “You're welcome to go wake her up.” They were already a quarter mile into the city. Even if Petra rushed back to the castle, they'd likely only make it outside the walls by the time the duel was just beginning. 
 
    “She will never forgive you if you die in this duel, Makoa!” shouted Petra. 
 
    “That is a fact regardless of whether I force her to watch it or not.” 
 
    Petra glared at him, trembling and shaking her head in anger. 
 
     Koa felt his own annoyance in a sudden surge. “Do you think all of this will have a happy ending if I just run away, Petra? Can you really look at our situation and see that as an option?” 
 
    “You had no right to remove your mother's agency in such a way!” 
 
    “And where were you when it happened?” he snapped. “You're her esper. Is all of this anger for me, Petra, or for the fact that you were off searching for a little girl who more than likely was feeding information to my attempted assassin yesterday evening?” 
 
    Petra shook her head. She balled her hands into fists and stared out the carriage's window. Koa felt like a bastard, but he was genuinely angry at her for her absence. If she'd been with Avina, he might simply have drugged her, too. He scowled and shook the thought away, annoyed by the way politics and scheming had forced his mind to think. 
 
    “Did you... manage to find Ketsese?” he asked, in a gentler voice. “I shouldn't have tried to make a point with that.” 
 
    “I did not.” Petra sounded no happier with him, but she met his gaze, and much of the quarrel was soothed over by it. 
 
    “You could go look for her, in place of this,” he said quietly. 
 
    “You are being foolish,” muttered Petra. 
 
    “I don't want you to have to watch this any more than I would want my mother to.” 
 
    “I should have waited to slap you until now,” said Petra, shaking her head slowly. She took a breath, seized him by the shirt, and pulled him into a kiss instead. “I will never forgive you if you die in this endeavor, Makoa Gladefoot.” 
 
    “I'm not planning on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    The old arena was only a step above a ruin, rarely used and barely maintained. Koa had never previously paid it much attention, not being a Twinfalls native. He'd sent Verity out to establish a few things on Horny late the previous afternoon, the ground surrounding it and the condition within.  
 
    She'd noted the fact that the crumbling wall allowed for numerous entrances and exits to the arena stands and even the pit itself. She'd also noted that it was set far enough apart from the city to allow, say, an army to effectively surround it if the situation progressed in that direction.  
 
    Koa scowled as he noted that both the Estorian army and the less disciplined tribe of espers were positioned near enough to the old structure to do just that if the signal was given. Zaratafenia had also drawn the Sabantian army closer, but with the recent arrangement made between Lassius and Hetrix, a battle might well be two against one. 
 
    He drummed his fingers against the side of the carriage. A crowd was already filing into the old arena, a few hundred people, perhaps. If he'd insisted that the duel should have been held within the city itself, he might have managed to pull a thousand or more into the street to watch. Enough to try his trick of rallying the people to his side again. 
 
    To what end? he wondered. Lassius and Thunderclaw would have had no qualms about subduing them if it seemed like the only choice. 
 
    Now, he felt like the one with but a single choice. The carriage drew to a slow stop in front of the arena. Koa shared a glance with Verity and Petra and climbed out of the carriage. He felt unslept and underprepared, but he was there, and he had a sense of what needed to be done. 
 
    He waved to the crowd as he entered the arena, smiling at their warm reaction to him. Most of the main players were standing across the pit, along the back of the arena's wall where combatants would have entered from in the time when the fights were a more regular occurrence.  
 
    The tension he saw on the faces of Lassius, Thunderclaw, and all three of the remaining executors was oddly encouraging. The look Hazafallius gave him as their eyes met, however, was close to terrifying. Too much concern, along with far too much knowing. Koa kept an even gait as he walked to the center of the arena. He waited for them to come to him, which they did after a moment. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa,” said Thunderclaw. “You are late.” 
 
    “Given that this duel can't start without me, I think I'm right on time,” he said. “Where's Hetrix?” 
 
    “He is waiting under the stands,” said Thunderclaw. “He wishes to speak with you before the duel begins.” 
 
    “I'll speak with him,” said Koa. 
 
    He glanced at Petra and Verity, signaling with his eyes that he wanted them to stay close. Was he imagining the smell of betrayal in the air? Not for the first time, he had to acknowledge that it hardly mattered if that was the case or not. He'd called for the duel in the first place. He'd orchestrated this situation in lieu of a bloodier outcome, but there would still be some blood. 
 
    Hetrix was standing in one of the rooms underneath the stands, looking out an old window open to the air and elements. Koa took up a place beside him, unsure of how to begin. 
 
    “What is it you wanted, Hetrix?” 
 
    The demi prince looked at him from the side of his gaze. “To give you one last chance to step down as high prince.” 
 
    “To waste my time, in other words?” 
 
    “We were friends before we were rivals, Koa,” said Hetrix. “That seems like a fact which should mean more, here and now.” 
 
    “You say that, but only mean it in a way that would serve your interests,” said Koa. “You could just as easily decline the duel and put your support behind me, Hetrix. I would reward you and Cloister Andrenia in turn once I'd taken the throne as heralder king.” 
 
    Hetrix shook his head slowly. “That's not something I can do.” 
 
    “Because you want it all,” said Koa slowly. “It's not enough for you to come out a little bit better off. No, not now, with the stakes so high, so much to be gained. Oh, don't get me wrong, Hetrix. I understand that impulse all too well.” 
 
    “Remember that I offered you this chance as you're bleeding out in the dirt,” muttered Hetrix. 
 
    The demi prince walked off without another word. Koa let out a single low chuckle.  
 
    Such dark words to end a conversation between friends, he thought. 
 
    His hands were trembling as he came back out onto the main arena floor. A servant had set out a dozen identical swords on a table against one wall. Koa felt far more tension and awkwardness between himself and Hetrix as they made to select their weapons.  
 
    He suspected a trick of some kind, perhaps one or many of the blades to be blunted, or compromised in some way. They were all dueling swords, thin and light and maneuverable. He took a close look at the hilts and blades of three of them before coming to the conclusion that his eyes could detect no difference.  
 
    Hetrix seemed to be deliberating between two weapons, and Koa chose one of them in the interlude when he'd set it down for a moment, just in case. It seemed unlikely that their trick was to sabotage some of the weapons and simply hope he picked one of them, however. Far too simple and ineffectual of a means of setting him up for his enemies. 
 
    He walked back over to his side of the arena. Verity, Petra, Zaratafenia, and even Rose had come out to support him openly. He met each of their gazes, though the crowd had grown too loud for any words to be exchanged at a distance. Their expressions ranged from mild hurt and frustration, on Petra's end, to quiet acceptance with Verity, and a dash of intrigue from Rose. 
 
    He found himself wishing he had let his mother come to watch, even though he suspected she would have been trying to avert the duel until the last second. It was undeniably cruel to make her watch such a spectacle, but the absence of her presence was like a physical hole in the side of his supporters. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa,” boomed Thunderclaw. “Prince Hetrix. Come forth and face one another. I shall speak at the opening of this honor duel.” 
 
    Koa quickly took off Steelbreaker and passed it to Verity, feeling the weapon's loss immediately. He gave her his casting cane, and while he still wore the ring of power on one finger, he knew that this time around any obvious hint of magic from him would completely undercut a victory. He walked back over to Thunderclaw and stood across from a grim-faced Hetrix. 
 
    “I stood over many such duels alongside Kendall,” said Thunderclaw, not shouting, but his voice somehow as loud as though he was. “Disputes were settled, sometimes to first blood, sometimes to final. Never any such as this. The future of a realm hangs in the balance, and through this tradition, we shall find a path forward. Makoa. Hetrix. When the bottom edge of the sun clears the arena's back wall, the bell will toll, and the duel will begin.” 
 
    The crowd roared in agreement from where they sat in the stands. The arena's open-roofed design left the ruined walls casting long shadows, but the sun had already begun to peek out over the wall. Hetrix stared at Koa as they both moved away from one another to wait. There was no backing down for either of them now. 
 
    The anticipation fed into his nervous tension. Nothing was happening, and that seemed almost more unbearable than dying itself. The crowd was raucous in noise, acting as though they'd arrived to witness a minstrel show or simply stopped to observe a street spectacle. Koa glanced back over to where Verity, Petra, and the others were in the first row of stands only to see that they were in a similar state, tense and not talking to one another. 
 
    The bottom edge of the sun finally cleared the wall. Thunderclaw gave a small nod. A bell tolled from somewhere unseen, and the duel to decide everything began. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Avina felt so incredibly cozy as she finally stirred from sleep. It made the inversion of her entire emotional state that much more infuriating as her mind caught up with the moment. She'd already woken. She'd been drinking tea with Makoa, wintergreen with an odd bitterness to it. She hadn’t seen him take a full sip. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” she muttered. 
 
    It was all unbelievable, from the sex the previous night to the stakes that morning. She still felt hazy and nearly tripped as she forced herself out of bed. The sun was up, shining waned light through the cloudy sky. She had that disorienting feeling of missing time so common to the minutes after a nap or the day after staying up all night. 
 
    She raced back to her chamber to throw on her original clothing. She would have preferred an outfit less likely to identify her as an underqueen or lady of nobility. She especially would have preferred clothing she could move in. There was no time. She needed to head straight to the old arena as fast as possible, and... 
 
    And what? she wondered. It's already too late. The sun is up. The duel will undoubtedly have begun. 
 
    “Your Highness!” Mav came running toward her down the hall as she made to head for the stairs. “There you are! I went looking this morning when I realized you hadn't returned before the duel.” 
 
    “It would take too long to explain,” said Avina. “I have to get to the arena. Gods, how am I going to get there in time?” 
 
    “It's a good question,” said Mav with a frown. “The streets are packed with people trying to leave to head out that way, even though word is the arena itself doesn't have room for more than a few hundred people.” 
 
    “I'll take a horse over a carriage,” said Avina. 
 
    “I don't know if that would make much difference.” 
 
    “Gods dammit!” Avina balled her fist and banged it against the wall. It felt too much like one of her nightmares, thrust into a situation where there was nothing she could do but watch it play out. “There must be some way...” 
 
    It came to her as her thoughts cycled back to Koa, imagining what he'd suggest, what he'd do. He'd taken a carriage to the arena, undoubtedly, given the ceremony and spectacle.  
 
    Which means Horny is still in the stable, she realized. 
 
    “Come on!” she said. “I'll need your help.” 
 
    “Uh, of course, my queen!” 
 
    Avina ran as fast as she could in a dress ill-suited for running. Nobody questioned them or stopped them until they were outside and approaching Coldwater Bastion's stable. A guard and the stable boy stepped forward, more curious than obstinate, as Avina and Mav hurried toward Horny's stall. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Underqueen!” said the guard. “That would be the High Prince's hookhorn. It's his personal steed and he's, well, occupied right now.” 
 
    “Wish I could see it,” muttered the stable boy. 
 
    “Quiet, Clance!” snapped the guard. “You're in front of one of the underqueens. You should bow to her.” 
 
    “Oh!” The stable boy sketched a quick, but deep bow. “Of course! Apologies, Your Highness.” 
 
    “You should also bow,” Avina said to the guard. 
 
    The second leaned forward far enough for his gaze to be off them, and Avina gestured to Mav, who seized the guard in a terrific bear hug. The guard shouted, but Avina was already opening the stable's gate and leading Horny out. 
 
    “You can let him go now,” said Avina.  
 
    “I'll be put out of a job for this!” cried the guard. “Oh gods! This is all your fault, Clance!” 
 
    “It's no one's fault, and neither of you will be punished unless you continue to place yourselves in my way.” Avina chewed her lip, attention now entirely focused on the hookhorn. She had seen Koa and Verity ride Horny enough times before to know that it was relatively similar to riding a horse. 
 
    But with that said, she was still wearing a dress, and both complications wed together in a way that made her feel hesitant and clumsy. She rubbed Horny's neck around the spot Koa always liked to scratch him. The animal let out a slow groan as though sensing and reflecting her own nervousness. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Your Highness?” asked Mav. 
 
    “Horny is intelligent, and he's had a fair amount of practice with being ridden.” Avina found the harness hanging in Horny's stall and set about putting it on the animal, uncertain if she was doing it right. “It will work. It has to. I have to get to the old arena as soon as possible.” 
 
    “To do what?” Mav set a hand on Avina's shoulder. “The High Prince is willful and set on his course. I'm not sure there's any action you can take that would stop him from doing what he's doing.” 
 
    “That doesn't mean I shouldn't try.”  
 
    Avina got one foot into the stirrup and, with a soft grunt of effort, stepped up and onto the animal, straddling Horny as she would have a horse. Horny let out another nervous groan or growl. Avina scratched his neck and swallowed, suddenly intimidated by the idea of flying through the air. She smiled for Mav's sake and took the reins.  
 
    “Go tend to Lauric, Mav,” she said. “The rest is up to me and Horny.” 
 
    Mav nodded slowly. “You know, I really wish he'd picked a different name for the beast.” 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    She felt conspicuous in how her dress was bunched up, but she was at least wearing mid-length bloomers underneath. If all she ended up enduring that day was the minor scandal of flashing some leg at a distance, she'd consider herself lucky. Patting Horny's neck, she urged him into motion. He started forward at a slow trot. 
 
    “Up,” she said. “Into the sky, Horny.” 
 
    The hookhorn made a disinterested noise and began trotting as though taking her on a lap around the castle's courtyard. She felt ridiculous, like how she'd been as a little princess during her first riding lesson.  
 
    “Up, Horny! Come on!” She shook the reins and hissed through her teeth. “Makoa's life may well depend on you bringing me to the—” 
 
    Horny suddenly jumped, flapping his wings once, before touching back down. He turned in a full circle, started galloping until he was up to speed, and then showing off his impressive wingspan, took to the air. 
 
    Avina instantly felt the flipside of getting what she wanted, along with a sense of where the animal's hesitance had come from. They were perhaps fifty feet high, not even gaining the full height of the cliffs, and her heart still pounded a terrifying cadence in her chest. She clung on for dear life, her previous worries of gaping onlookers staring up her gown seeming outright frivolous in comparison with her new concerns. 
 
    The city passed by underneath, carriages and people and even buildings quickly becoming small and indistinct. Patches of snow still existed in places, but spring was winning its annual battle against winter. The wind whipped at Avina's face and every bit of exposed skin on her, slapping her with the lingering cold and chill regardless of what was happening further down. 
 
    I can see the old arena, she thought. I might still make it in time! 
 
    The thought was a short-lived one as she urged Horny's flight in that direction and began to make out the details of the structure’s exterior. Everyone there to watch was already inside and seated. Horny circled as he came closer, and she could see two tiny smudges, barely people at all, let alone princes, in the center of the arena itself. 
 
    The duel had begun. She was too late. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Koa was unsure of the last time he had even so much as engaged in fencing practice. It'd certainly been before he'd lost his leg, if not long before that. The thought felt like one of those obvious realizations that arrives a moment after it's too late. 
 
    Hetrix, with his faintly blue skin and lean muscle physique, had an expression on his face that seemed to confirm Koa's doubts. He was wary, but confident, smile low and cold. He made for a far more intimidating opponent than Koa had expected, but perhaps that was as much due to finally having the veil of friendship lifted. 
 
    He circled the demi prince slowly, still getting a feel for the dueling sword. It was so much lighter than Steelbreaker that he knew he'd need to adopt different tactics. He planned to attack fast, get in and get out. Look for a single good opening and... 
 
    Fall into a trap, he thought. Hetrix may try to trick me by exposing a weakness. 
 
    He'd started circling the other way, reacting as Hetrix changed directions. Gods, he needed to force the demi prince to react to him, not the other way around. If he allowed his opponent to control the pace of the fight, it would not go well. 
 
    “Are we going to walk all day, High Prince?” called Hetrix. “I'm right here. Come and fight.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, Prince Hetrix,” he called. 
 
    The crowd was so loud that the noise almost felt like wind. People were shouting for action or blood, calling out suggestions of how they should attack one another in brutal shouts. Koa felt annoyed and impatient, and he gave into it. There was a flow to dueling at times that needed to be accepted rather than resisted. 
 
    He took a few quick steps forward and tested Hetrix's reaction with an obvious feint. The demi prince motioned as though to bring his sword up, more just showing that he could have, if he'd wanted to. They reacted to one another at the new distance, just out of true dueling range. 
 
    Hetrix lunged and Koa sidestepped, almost losing his footing. His root leg was a factor which he still needed to account for. There were both advantages and disadvantages to the unusual gait it afforded him. He could pivot and turn on it with speed, but the leg was just a little too slow at mimicking the motion of the knee for him to be able to rush forward off it. 
 
    Hetrix seemed tentative as he went for the first real slash of the duel. Koa deflected it easily enough and countered with an overhead chop that Hetrix pushed aside. It felt almost as though they were feeling each other out in a sparring match, but that was far from the case. No simple practice bout could have ever matched the stakes that hung on the outcome of this duel. 
 
    Koa attacked Hetrix, swiveling on his root leg in a manner he hoped the demi prince would find surprising. He cut at an angle, from low to high. Hetrix's block was awkward, but ultimately serviceable. His riposte forced Koa to hop a pace back. They met each other's eyes as they both caught their breath. 
 
    “I notice that your mother did not come out to bear witness to history in the making,” called Hetrix. “Worry not. I'll make sure to comfort her as needed in the days to come.” 
 
    It was the demi prince's smile in combination with his words that lit Koa's fury. He knew it was exactly what Hetrix wanted. The easiest way to force a mistake was to goad him into blundering into one. He resisted the urge to attack, at least with his sword. 
 
    “From what I hear, your mother is already being comforted,” said Koa. “This Austin Sailcloak fellow. Do you think he's gotten her with child yet?” 
 
    Hetrix's eyes took on an odd, unblinking edge. 
 
    “Or can she not have children? Was that why you were conceived the way that you were, Hetrix?” Koa shrugged as though speculating about the weather. “Well, regardless, I'm sure he'll give your mother's fertility a thorough testing and—” 
 
    Hetrix roared and hurled himself forward. Koa knew an instant of satisfaction that lasted right up until he blocked the demi prince's slash and felt his own sword nearly bucking loose from his hand. He recovered quickly, but Hetrix spun and slashed again. Koa's dodge put him mostly out of the way, but he felt the tip of Hetrix's sword cut a shallow slash across his shoulder, scarily close to his neck. 
 
    “If this duel was to first blood, I'd have already won,” called Hetrix.  
 
    “It's not, and I wouldn't celebrate just yet.” He circled his opponent, listening to the crowd as their cheers and heckles reached a fevered pitch. “I'm still alive, Hetrix. You'll need to do better.” 
 
    Hetrix didn't answer. He took a measured step forward and brought his sword around in a slow swing that Koa easily ducked under. He used the momentum to go into a spin, hacking at Hetrix's midsection and forcing the demi prince to hastily block. The two men darted away from each other and came to a momentary stop. 
 
    The cut on Koa's shoulder stung, but the wound seemed minor. He felt blood leaking down the front of his shirt like a premonition. He had to finish Hetrix soon. A protracted duel seemed unlikely to work out in his favor. 
 
    He attacked off his root leg, using it to spring him forward at an odd angle. Slashing high, Koa heard the clang of metal as their swords met once more. Hetrix countered. Koa blocked, knocking the other man's blade to the side with a fair bit of force. Hetrix shifted to reset his guard. They touched swords once more and then pulled back, both breathing heavy. 
 
    In that moment, Koa genuinely felt like he was in a duel of the variety he’d heard about in stories. The stuff of legends and dreams, not the reality he'd come to know and been disappointed by. He felt a kernel confidence more durable than what he'd been forcing at the duel's start. He could win — it was simply a matter of picking his moment, being smarter than Hetrix or faster than him. Landing a single slash or thrust. That was all he needed. 
 
    The demi prince seemed to sense the change through his posture, circling with renewed wariness. Koa took a few more deep breaths and rushed forward again, attacking in a flurry of quick slashes and chops. He kept expecting Hetrix's counter, but it didn't come right away. He cut low. Hetrix deflected and spun, raising his sword. 
 
    The demi prince's foot caught on something and he stumbled, falling to the ground in an odd sprawl. It was an opening beyond what Koa could have asked for, and yet still, he hesitated. He was right there, open and unguarded, ready to die in the name of the duel and the rite of succession and the future of Osteanus. 
 
    There's no way around it, thought Koa. I have to do it. 
 
    He took the strike, swinging down in a slash aimed at the spot between Hetrix's neck and breast bone. Hetrix suddenly rolled with shocking speed. Koa's sword came down on the dirt, or at least, he expected it to. The sound of metal clanging and breaking against rock was loud enough and distinct enough to cut through everything, even the din of the crowd. 
 
    A flat rock had been obscured by the dirt coating the arena's ground. All the dirt in the area around it looked recently disturbed. Hetrix gave a cold smile that left Koa suspecting that the demi prince's fall and the opening it'd created had been carefully orchestrated. He stared at his broken sword, no more than a hand's length left attached to the hilt, and felt chilled to the bone.  
 
    “I'll make it quick if you allow me a clean cut,” said Hetrix. “I have no desire to see you suffer, Makoa.” 
 
    Koa let his arm sag down at the side, still holding the broken sword. He glanced around at the crowd, most of whom seemed more bloodthirsty than ever. Verity and the others looked stunned, still yet to accept the reality of what they were seeing. Petra was halfway off her bench, fists clenched, likely wanting to intervene but aware of how little she could accomplish. 
 
    “Well,” said Koa. “I suppose we both knew this was coming, old friend.” 
 
    Hetrix opened his mouth to reply, but it wasn't him who Koa's words had been meant for. 
 
    “Took you long enough.” 
 
    The low, gritty growl of Brin's voice came in tandem with a sudden shift in Hetrix's footing. To anyone watching from the stands, it would have seemed simply as though the demi prince had stumbled, caught the toe of his boot just so across the uneven ground. Brin could be rather subtle when he wanted to. 
 
    Koa didn't hesitate this time around. He lunged forward and stabbed his broken sword into Hetrix's midriff before he could get his weapon up to attempt a block. He felt far more regret than he would have expected, more over the sheer waste of killing than its morality. 
 
    “We both had our tricks,” he said, meeting Hetrix's dying gaze. “The difference is that you learned yours on the battlefield while I learned mine across realms.” 
 
    “You... bastard!” managed Hetrix. “Serpent!” 
 
    “No, but he taught me well.” Koa pulled the sword out, catching Hetrix and lowering him gently to the ground. “The most foolish thing an otherwise smart man can do is to think he’s a step ahead of his opponent. Sorry, Hetrix.” 
 
    The roar of the crowd had faded into a more muted, questioning chorus of voices, as though they'd been as unprepared for the reality of a live death as they'd once been eager to see it. Koa slowly stood up and turned to face Thunderclaw and Lassius. He blinked, sensing a shadow over him, and glanced upward in surprise to see Horny dropping down through the arena's open roof with none other than his mother on his back. 
 
    “Well,” he said to her with a smile. “Looks like you made it after all.” 
 
    She didn't smile back at him, but she did hug him as soon as she was off the hookhorn's back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Avina didn't want to let go of Koa, not then, not ever. Her hands were trembling when she finally did. The arena was wild in its celebration of his victory, with people throwing hats and, in some cases, shirts, or jumping down to the arena ground from the stands. Avina glanced toward the body of the demi prince, feeling an odd guilt over how much relief it brought her. 
 
    That's Esanor's son, she thought. She might not be here to suffer the pain now, but it will catch up with her, regardless. 
 
    The more pressing issue related to Thunderclaw and Lassius. They matched each other in mood more than they ever had before in their reaction to the duel's outcome. Thunderclaw was slowly shaking his head, jaw tensed in fury. Lassius was glaring at Koa balefully.  
 
    “Silence!” Thunderclaw's bellow was punctuated by a clap of thunder overhead. “This duel has... achieved completion. We will now proceed with escorting the high prince back to the castle for the... aftermath.” 
 
    “I've never seen you this angry before, Thunderclaw.” Koa tossed his broken dueling sword aside as Verity and Petra ran up to him, carrying Steelbreaker and his casting cane. “It's truly something. But your intention would be clear even without it. I won't allow your army to take me into custody. You agreed to this, just as I did.” 
 
    “You insolent child!” Thunderclaw suddenly rushed forward, crossing the arena in three loping, inhumanly fast steps. 
 
    He never reached Koa, however. Avina made to shield her son even as he made to move her behind him. It was Haza whose intervention was meaningful. 
 
    The old sorcerer seemed to appear from nowhere, placing himself between Avina, Koa, and Thunderclaw. He held his staff, though he leaned no weight on it, and slowly shook his head. 
 
    “Like it or not, we agreed to this arrangement,” said Haza. “All of us. We allowed the next king to be chosen in the old way, and so it has proceeded.” 
 
    “You snake!” hissed Thunderclaw. “Do you think it alludes me that the boy is your grandson?” 
 
    “No more than it escapes me how many of your own ambitions you'd pressed onto the demi prince,” said Haza. “If you wished to have a tight control of the outcome, you shouldn't have agreed to have this contest in the open, in front of so many sets of eyes.” 
 
    “That can be remedied as well,” said Thunderclaw, voice full of dark promise. 
 
    Avina set a hand on Koa's shoulder and let her fingers dig in. She hated this, the constant whiplash of emotions, from victory to perhaps the most danger they'd ever found themselves in. Koa was breathing heavily and watching the situation closely. She resolved to keep him out of the fight, knowing that was likely the most she could accomplish. 
 
    Petra was alongside her, and the esper met her gaze with a small nod. The sound of heavy, overlapping footsteps alerted them to the movements of one or both of the armies outside the arena.  
 
    Was this how Osteanus would finally arrive at civil war? Right on the cusp of rallying around a new king, Avina's own son, no less. It felt surreal, but with enough tension to cut back through to reality. 
 
    “High Prince Makoa Gladefoot.” Lightning sparked on Thunderclaw's fingertips, each of his eyes glowing an incandescent, deadly blue. “In the name of our former king, I command you to surrender yourself and allow this situation to arrive at a peaceful and equitable solution.” 
 
    Koa stepped forward, though Avina refused to let go of his shoulder. “I... am king now, Thunderclaw, and you will address me as such.” 
 
    The crowd let out a roar of awe and approval. Thunderclaw bared his teeth and suddenly flung one hand forward. A bolt of lightning came down in tandem with the boom of thunder, but it never struck the ground. Haza held his staff high, the tip smoldering from where he'd seemingly collected the strike. 
 
    “I will stand against you in this if it means saving lives, esper,” said Haza. 
 
    “You cannot.” The mark on Thunderclaw's forehead, the snake in the shape of a bolt, began to glow with white light. “Bonded as we are, it is simply not possible. In striking me, you strike yourself.” 
 
    “I'm well aware of that.” Haza let out a breath and looked back at Koa. “I would ask that you stand down and uphold the terms you and Makoa originally came to.” 
 
    “You dare to ask that of me?” Thunderclaw gave a dark smile and slowly shook his head. “You are a fool, Hazafallius. I understand more about the bonds between espers and Osteans now. I have learned much from our guests about the power truly afforded by them.” 
 
    “Ah, but this is a bond I created in imitation of that,” said Haza with a chuckle. “Convincing, yes. Nearly indistinguishable. But different.” 
 
    “Your lies never cease. I knew my bond with Kendall just as I know my bond with—” 
 
    Thunderclaw suddenly winced and touched his forehead. Avina slowly began backing away from the scene, pulling Koa with her. Both the Estorian army and the espers had surrounded the arena's exits, though they seemed none too pleased to be in such close proximity with one another. Avina sensed the true threat came from within, however. 
 
    Haza took a step toward Thunderclaw, smiling in a manner that seemed both threatening and friendly. “Resist the urge to test me, Thunderclaw.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that killing me would be your own end!” shouted the golden-haired esper. “I will not bow to you, Hazafallius!” 
 
    Thunder boomed overhead as a new bolt of lightning struck the ground in the spot where Haza had been standing. The old sorcerer dodged with remarkable speed, hands already moving as he conjured a fan of flames that burst toward Thunderclaw. Screams came from the crowd in the stands behind him, though the fire stopped just short of consuming them. 
 
    Thunderclaw pushed through it, the heat causing his clothing to singe and smoke at the hem. Another boom of thunder rattled Avina's teeth and forced her to look up into the sky. Lightning was dancing overhead, flickering in a strange and ominous circular pattern. 
 
    Avina continued to slowly pull Koa backward, looking for Petra as she did so. The esper stood to her left, backed up by Verity and Zaratafenia. The Estorian executors had come forward to stand alongside Lassius, though the foreigners made no move to intervene in the new conflict. 
 
    Could anyone intervene in this? she wondered. Thunderclaw and Haza might well be the two most powerful entities within Osteanus. 
 
    Thunderclaw let out a bestial roar and flung his hands outward, as though his muscles themselves were what cast the lightning forward. Haza grunted with exertion as he managed a defensive block with his staff, drawing it to the gnarled wood like a dampener. He spun around, swinging his cane in a manner that dragged a snake of flames behind it which went rushing toward the esper. 
 
    Thunderclaw dodged, but the flames chased after him, forcing him to duck and roll to escape. Haza followed up with more attacks of flame, sending out a volley of fireballs that burst forth in small explosions and left Thunderclaw on the verge of being overwhelmed. 
 
    “You serpent!” hissed Thunderclaw. “Is there no one you would not betray?” 
 
    “Fluid allegiance is not the same as no allegiance,” said the sorcerer. 
 
    Thunderclaw breathed out with force, and a barrage of thunder and lightning burst forth that had Avina clamping her hands over her ears from its deafening power. Haza smoothly avoided all of it. He responded with another, slightly less controlled burst of flames. The crowd was screaming, clumping at the exits in its desire to escape. 
 
    Thunderclaw roared and sent another series of thunderstrikes down at Haza, fewer than the last, each one weaker than the last. Haza let out a roar and sent a massive fireball flying toward the esper. It struck true, knocking Thunderclaw down with smoldering clothing. He was slow to recover, struggling to rise as he did. 
 
    “It was your anger that powered that blast, Thunderclaw,” said Haza. “I was a fool to think myself above the influence of the bond.” 
 
    He looked toward Avina and Koa. Avina glanced at her son, noting the depth of emotion in his face. The words might well be as close as Haza would ever come to a true and fitting apology. 
 
    Thunderclaw threw his head back and bellowed something in Espish that Avina couldn't understand. The espers began pushing through, using their magic to scare open a path when needed.  
 
    Thunderclaw spoke again, beginning in Espish but ending in Ostean. “Attack them! Kill them all!” 
 
    This is it, thought Avina. If they begin attacking, so will the Estorians, and the fighting will not simply be limited to this arena. 
 
    Koa began to draw his sword. Avina touched his hand, but she didn't know if she actually should be stopping him. Petra took a step forward and called out something in Espish, but her native cousins paid her no heed. But she wasn't the only one attempting to talk sense. 
 
    Ketsese sprinted across the arena from somewhere in the stands. Avina recognized her brother at the head of the attacking espers as the girl's focus shifted that way. She seized Kortata by the front of his shirt and shook him once with surprising strength. She jabbed a finger at Petra, and spoke more words. Kortata scowled. He stepped away from the other espers, held out his arms, and shouted something. 
 
    “What's he saying?” Avina whispered to Petra. 
 
    “He is... calling for them to stop, I think,” said Petra. “Saying they should not bring violence to this place or these people.” 
 
    “Are they listening?” asked Avina. 
 
    Petra waited a few seconds and gave a small shake of her head. “Not enough.” 
 
    An argument had broken out between Kortata and two other male espers. One of them shoved Kortata and a sinking feeling took hold in Avina's stomach. 
 
    An odd shout came from the arena's other exit, which was no longer plugged with escaping onlookers. A small copse of trees had grown right around where the road had once led up to the structure. Avina blinked, noting that all of the trees she could see seemed to be swaying as though at the behest of a strong wind, except there was no wind, certainly none of the requisite strength. 
 
    “Finally,” muttered Koa.  
 
    He drew Steelbreaker, the movement stealing the attention of everyone, and pointed it toward the arena's entrance. Avina blinked in muted shock as the vestalix, Ves, as Koa called her, walked into the arena with slow steps. She was glancing around, seeming curious in an overwhelmed way, like a child experiencing their first big crowd. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared Avina for the reaction of the espers. Every single one of them — at least, all those native to Aklesia — instantly bowed at the waist. Even Ketsese, who'd come to stand next to Petra again, dropped down. Ves seemed as surprised as everyone else. 
 
    “What... is this?” whispered Petra. “Ketsese. Explain.” 
 
    “Tree... spirit,” said Ketsese. “Ah. Goddess? Queen? She is powerful and not to be disobeyed. Not ever.” 
 
    She continued in Espish for what felt like a solid minute with Petra listening intently. Petra looked stunned as she turned to pass the message on to the others. 
 
    “They worship the vestalix as a kind of ancient deity,” said Petra. “When the central tree of their realm began to flood the land, the espers of the ancient world enslaved the entire vestalix race to force it back under control. But they refused to reproduce and eventually all died out within Aklesia.” 
 
    “They'll listen to Ves?” asked Koa. 
 
    “More than just listen. They will do anything for her help in taming their world tree.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    Koa strode toward Ves, his footing somewhat ungainly as his root leg began to visibly act up within his boot. Ves said nothing to him, simply dropping to one knee to touch and examine the roots. It looked, at least to anyone watching, as though Ves was bowing to Koa much as the espers had bowed to her. Avina felt a cunning smile play across her face, knowing her son was too wily to waste the moment. 
 
    “There will be no more fighting on this day!” shouted Koa. “By the conditions set ahead of this duel, I am now king of Osteanus. Any who challenge my claim will be held as instigators of war in a time which our realm desperately needs peace.” 
 
    “I am not from your realm, High Prince!” Kanys Meltoria, first among the executors, took a step forward from where he stood alongside Lassius and his peers. “You may have found a way to create a union between yourself and the espers, but don't forget that an army of Estorians also sits on your doorstep. You have no authority to force us out, and—” 
 
    There was an odd thump, almost like the sound of a boot stomping hard on packed earth, as Kanys was yanked down hard into the dirt underneath him. The process was swift up until the last of his arm, which flailed about unnervingly as it sank under the ground at a slower speed. The dirt churned for another few seconds after he'd disappeared.  
 
    Lorelai and the stone executor exchanged a single glance before seeming to decide their best move was to return to their army amidst the chaos. Avina wondered if it was wise for Koa to let them go, but there'd already been so much blood spilled that she wasn't sure he had any choice. 
 
    “Thank you,” Koa said, addressing the ground underneath him with a smile. “Anyone else?” 
 
    He didn't glance around, but everyone else did. The espers had stopped bowing, but were still all but enthralled by Ves. Avina came to stand behind her son, one hand resting on his shoulder.  
 
    Hazafallius approached as well, unsmiling. “Lord Thunderclaw has slipped away, it seems. You may wish to search him out now while he is still near enough to find.” 
 
    “Nothing short of killing the former king's esper will stop him, I think,” said Koa. 
 
    “So kill him,” said Haza. 
 
    Koa gave a small shrug of his shoulders. “You would die if he died.” 
 
    “That doesn't mean you shouldn't do it, Makoa,” said Hazafallius. 
 
    “I'm uncertain if we've arrived at a place where I can take your advice again yet.” 
 
    “That's... probably for the best,” said Haza. 
 
    Koa turned back toward the crowd. Avina saw his attention shift toward Lassius, who was watching the spectacle while seething and fiddling with a pendant around her neck. She made no move to object. Avina smiled at her and even gave a small wave, taking deep satisfaction from her discomfort. 
 
    “Well then,” called Koa. “Let's return to Twinfalls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Koa never made it back to the city by the power of his own two feet. He was scooped up almost as soon as he left the arena, lofted into the air by a crowd of onlookers left over from the duel who were too rowdy to be refused without further violence, which would have needed to be ordered by him. Verity gave a shout, and both Petra and his mother seemed tense and uncertain. 
 
    “I'm a king of the people,” he called. “This seems fitting, no?” 
 
    It was like something out of one of his dreams.... at least at first. One of the women holding him aloft began fondling his thigh and package. Someone else was tugging at his cloak, trying to pull it off perhaps out of a simple desire to have a token of which to remember the day. A shadow passed over him and the crowd suddenly scampered away, almost dropping him in the process. 
 
    “Good timing, Horny,” said Koa, scratching the hookhorn's neck. “Shall we?” 
 
    He climbed onto the hookhorn and flew low toward Twinfalls, quickly getting far ahead of the rest of the procession and the news. The city looked tense, and at the very least, the aggressive movements of the armies had been seen and understood. He landed in the central square, where the few people milling about immediately recognized him. 
 
    “High Prince!” called one. 
 
    He held up a hand to wave, smiling at the adulation he saw in some faces. He never would have made it to the duel in the first place if it hadn't been for the aid of the common folk and their communal veto of Lassius and Thunderclaw's plan to steal the vote out from under him. 
 
    He opened his coin purse and tossed a scattering of gold. Several men and women rushed forward to scoop up whatever share of the prize they could take for themselves. A small scuffle broke out between two beggars, which he realized he should have expected. He climbed back onto Horny and rode the hookhorn the last stretch to Coldwater Bastion. 
 
    He wasn't a fan of the central castle of Twinfalls and realized he would far prefer a return to Harvestglade. It was far to the south of Osteanus, but if he did eventually push his rule into Sabantius, reclaiming his lands there, it would be a central point to rule from. Koa felt strange as he walked into the throne room, as though still expecting to wake up at any moment. 
 
    He approached the throne itself slowly and took a seat, feeling an odd gravity to the ornate chair which hadn't dawned on him previously. Would it be strange for the heralder throne to be here, in Twinfalls, without him? He realized that there was no reason why he couldn't take it with him. He could do just about anything he wanted now, within Osteanus. 
 
    “Makoa!”  
 
    “Gods!” He almost jumped up from the throne at the unexpected voice.  
 
    Lauric was on his feet, though heavily supported by Mav, which seemed like a recent trend for the guard captain.  
 
    “We saw you pass overhead on your hookhorn,” said Mav. “Lauric refused to stay in bed if there was news to be had of the state of affairs.” 
 
    “You won?” asked Lauric. “By the gods. You won the duel and now... you're king?” 
 
    “Should... we bow, then?” asked Mav. 
 
    “You don't have to bow. At least not now, not this time. But yes. It would appear to be that I am the last claimant standing.” 
 
    Lauric began laughing, a raucous sound that quickly gave way to a series of hacking coughs. Mav patted him on the back, smiling at Koa with the kind of pride that he was used to from Petra and his mother. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” asked Mav. 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said. 
 
    Again, Koa felt like there was a strange extra weight to admitting his aimlessness than there had been back when he'd been a prince. He saw it reflected in Lauric and Mav's faces, an uncertainty that left him wondering if he should have just made something up. Lauric was truly in no shape to be up and moving, and Koa suggested Mav take him to one of the guest rooms within the castle, which she agreed with. 
 
    It took a full hour for the rest of his people to arrive at the castle. He watched from one of the upper windows for a time, surprised at how quickly the city descended into celebration and mirth as the news spread. Crowds filled the central square, and various street vendors took full advantage of the opportunity to hawk food and drink and celebratory wares. 
 
    He returned to the throne room as he saw Avina and the others begin departing from the carriage. He felt a little nervous, as though this was the final test. The feeling dissolved as the women entered the chamber and he saw their faces, realizing that the common folk weren't the only ones overjoyed at his victory. 
 
    His mother looked happy, beautiful, and unbelievably tired, a few loose strands of blonde hair falling free from how she had it braided. Petra was smirking in a playful, almost challenging way that was intensely hot. Verity was solemn, but sedate. Zaratafenia seemed oddly wary of him in a way he wished to explore more in private. And Rose, following up the rear, was hiding something behind her back. 
 
    “Here's what took us so long,” she said, pulling King Kendall's old crown out to offer to him. “It was in my father's things. I was planning on having it melted down if someone other than you took the throne.” 
 
    “A practical move from a practical woman.” He accepted the crown and was surprised by the weight of it. “I plan on having my own made eventually. Something to reflect my style a little more, but... I suppose this will do in the interim.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him, from his mother, to Petra, to the dessian, even the guards who'd opened the door. Koa lifted the crown and slowly set it upon his own head, feeling somewhat ridiculous. He slouched back on the throne, at least adopting a posture that still made him feel like himself. 
 
    “I left early, due to the crowd's enthusiasm,” he said. “What was the situation afterward? What happened to Ves?” 
 
    “She walked off into the trees,” said Petra. “Some of the espers followed her. The rest are camping where they have been since arriving.” 
 
    “What about the Estorians?” He felt his jaw tense in expectation of bad news. 
 
    “They're pulling back,” said Avina. “Not at the speed of a retreating army, but it's clear that they wish some space from Twinfalls and the espers.” 
 
    Koa drummed his fingers on the arm of the throne. “They can't win with the army they currently have. Not against the city, the Sabantian force, and the espers all fighting as one. I'll send out a messenger and see if I can't encourage them to hasten their journey out of Osteanus.” 
 
    “I think that's wise,” said Avina with a nod. “They don't seem to be posturing as though they still want a fight. We have other pressing matters which should take priority.” 
 
    “I know.” Koa looked at each of the women in turn, feeling an odd and unexpected tension as his eyes met their gazes. “I plan on adhering to tradition in my own way. All of you will be my underqueens.” 
 
    He saw them react. His mother already knew her role, but he still saw her blink, a slight flush come to her cheeks. Zaratafenia looked as though she'd just been issued a challenge. Petra and Rose seemed mutually confused. Verity was her usual implacable self. 
 
    “Rose,” he said. “I don't plan on ruling from Twinfalls. Which means I will need to trust the city to someone who knows it. I plan on raising its status to the level of a queendom in the style of a city-state. I would like you to serve as its underqueen.” 
 
    “Oh...” Rose blushed, and Koa wasn't sure if he'd ever seen her look surprised before. “If... that's what you want. I suppose I could do that for you.” 
 
    He motioned with his hand, and she slowly made her way up the dais. Koa stood to meet her, unsure of what the moment called for. But he was king. He got to make it up as he went. He drew her in by the hands, pulled her close, and gave her a long, though slightly formal kiss. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “No.” He planted another kiss on her neck. “Thank you. You'll serve Osteanus well.” 
 
    She was beaming as she descended from the platform. The other women looked surprised and... almost annoyed, or at least expectant. He smiled, but took it seriously. He'd always suspected the role of the heralder king was one of balancing the needs of his underqueens as much as outright ruling. 
 
    “Verity,” he said. “I don't think Underqueen Esanor will be returning to Osteanus or performing her duties to the realm, and she had no heir but Hetrix. I would name you as the new underqueen of Cloister Andrenia. Though for the time being, your rule will be from exile until we occupy the queendom.” 
 
    Verity blinked and stared at him, open mouthed. “Koa... I can't.” 
 
    “You can, if you want to,” he said. “I won't force you if you don't.” 
 
    She nodded slowly and came up onto the dais. There were tears in her eyes as she came to stand beside him. He hugged her instead of kissing her, the embrace tight on both ends.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I... love you.” 
 
    “I love you, Verity,” he said. “You deserve this.” 
 
    He looked at Zaratafenia next. She watched him with slightly narrowed eyes, which made sense. She'd wanted to be his only queen, and agreed to marriage on the condition that she would be his only queen were he not on the throne by spring's end. He'd managed it with time to spare. 
 
    “Zaratafenia,” he said. 
 
    “King Koa,” she replied. 
 
    “I plan on taming Sabantius and merging it with Osteanus,” he said. “You will have your holdings in Northern Sabantius to start, with more to come as we make progress. Will you serve me as the underqueen of Sabantius?” 
 
    She joined him on the dais, seized him by the shirt, and kissed him fiercely. “I will serve you in all the ways you need.”  
 
    Her words were a hot whisper on his neck. Koa reached around and cupped one of her buttocks, kissing her again. He was suddenly rather glad that he'd saved Petra and his mother for last. 
 
    “It goes without saying that Underqueen Avina will continue to serve as underqueen of Harvestglade,” he said. 
 
    “I would hope so,” said Avina. She came up onto the dais, regardless. Koa hugged her and kissed her, smiling and feeling her pride for him like the warmth of a fire. 
 
    “Petra,” he said. “I would name you Underqueen of Aklesia.” 
 
    Petra looked stunned. “But... Aklesia is an entire realm?” 
 
    “One which has a fate intrinsically tied with Osteanus,” he said. “It's not a fact I intend to ignore. Your role may be more in treating with the espers from Aklesia than ruling them directly, but it's no less crucial to the stability of Osteanus.” 
 
    “I would... gladly serve you in this, Makoa.” She came up on the dais, smiling with a touch of mischief. “King Makoa.” 
 
    “Underqueen Petra.” 
 
    He kissed her and wondered absently if he'd ever kiss more women in such quick succession at any other time in his life. 
 
    “There is still the question of Lassius and Genevieve,” pointed out Avina. 
 
    “There is,” said Koa. “If they're willing to serve me as underqueens, I'll allow it. I suppose the same also applies to Esanor, but with her marriage to Austin Sailcloak, it seems unlikely.” 
 
    “So you're just offering me whichever realm happens to need an underqueen?” asked Verity. 
 
    “I suppose I am,” he said. He hopped down from the dais, came behind Verity, and wrapped his arms around her. “Why? Do you have a preference?” 
 
    “Would you oust whoever I thrust my finger at if I said I did?” 
 
    “I'd be open to your persuasion if it came into the right form,” he whispered. 
 
    His mother cleared her throat. “Perhaps such persuasion should happen behind closed doors.” 
 
    Verity rubbed her butt against his crotch. “We'll talk about it.” 
 
    “We'll have a spirited discussion.” He gave her a squeeze with his arms and tried to step away in a manner that made his arousal less obvious. “All right. Any other pressing matters to attend to?” 
 
    One of the guards nodded. “There is a messenger from the Estorian army who wishes to speak with you, King Makoa.” 
 
    “Send them in,” he said. 
 
    The messenger was a young man with a shaved head and a thick maroon cloak. He sketched a quick, somewhat shallow bow and began speaking. 
 
    “Executor Lorelai wishes me to inform you that the Estorians seeks safe passage out of Osteanus, but this holds no bearing on future relations between your realm and Estoria. She also demands the bodies of the slain executors be returned to her by the end of the day.” 
 
    Koa smiled, feeling a swell of dark mirth at the so-called demand. It was hardly a sticking point for him and likely more about Lorelai saving face to the legislature. 
 
    “I have no use for Guthren's body,” said Koa. “It remains in the castle's dungeon, as far as I know. I'm... uncertain whether Kanys will be retrievable.” 
 
    The rustle of dust came from behind the throne. Koa anticipated its source simply from the reaction of his underqueens and the messengers. 
 
    “I didn't bury him deep,” said Brin, coming to stand next to Koa. “No more than three feet.” 
 
    “That shallow?” 
 
    “They could have dug him out in a minute if they'd moved quickly enough.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Koa with more than a hint of disgust. “So be it. You have my permission to enter the old arena and dig your executor's body up if needed.” 
 
    “Ah. Thank you, King Makoa.” 
 
    The messenger bowed and departed. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Koa. 
 
    “The espers seek the aid of the vestalix,” said Petra. “Ketsese and her brother spoke to me of their wish to have her aid them in Aklesia. They believe that she can tame their world tree and subdue the floods which plague their realm.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Koa. “I'll seek Ves out and see if she can be persuaded to make the journey. I can't promise anything on her behalf, however.” 
 
    A murmur ran through the room. Koa held up a hand, not yet finished. 
 
    “What I can promise is what I also have said that I would do,” he said. “It's one decision Hetrix would have made that I would have also been in full support of. Espers will have personhood in Osteanus. All of the rights to own property. The right of consent, be it of their bodily autonomy or in forming a bond.” 
 
    “Makoa...” Petra stared at him, stunned, and shook her head. “This... will change everything.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, smiling back. “But that's all right.” 
 
    A shout came from one of the guards at the door to the throne room. Another voice rose above it before Koa could discern what the issue was. 
 
    “I would like to speak with my grandson,” called Hazafallius. 
 
    Koa saw tension ripple through his underqueens. He rubbed a hand along his chin. 
 
    “Let him in,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    The Serpent of Crystal Hills approached the dais slowly, passing by the underqueens, most of whom were glaring openly at him. Hazafallius looked healthy, but old again, older than he'd seemed in Koa's recent interactions with him. He leaned forward into a deep bow that let some of his thick hair braids fall loose. 
 
    “King Makoa,” said Hazafallius. “I thought I should present myself to you as soon as possible. Given... the situation.” 
 
    Koa walked over to the throne and took a seat in it again. He let his fingers curl around one of the armrests. The situation. He had spared Haza during the aftermath of his duel with Thunderclaw, spared both the sorcerer and the esper. Koa still wasn't sure what he'd been thinking at the time or whether it'd been the right choice, but it had been the one he made. 
 
    “Yes, well, here you are,” he said to Haza. “What's to be done with you?” 
 
    “Makoa,” said Petra, gravely. “You must imprison him. You know this.” 
 
    “Petra's right,” said Avina. “It might not be easy for you to do, but it's the safest move.” 
 
    “The safest move would be to execute him,” said Rose. “He betrayed you! It hardly matters if he showed remorse after you'd already won the duel. He was just looking out for himself, posturing for a reprieve.” 
 
    Koa shook his head slowly. Even if there was some amount of potential truth there, Haza had also given him Steelbreaker back. That'd occurred when Haza and Thunderclaw had still been in a relatively powerful position. 
 
    It's more complicated than good or bad, right or wrong, he thought. But that doesn't mean I can put off making this decision. 
 
    “Hazafallius,” he said. “What do you want? Why did you come here?” 
 
    “There are some things in life you can't run away from,” said the sorcerer. “I'm here, Makoa. I'm placing myself in your power because it feels like what I need to do. Is that enough elaboration on my motivation for you?” 
 
    Koa sighed and shifted in the chair. An odd thought came to him. What would King Kendall have done? 
 
    “I'm... appointing you as my magus,” he said. 
 
    A stunned silence followed which he felt as much like he was joining in on as observing. It felt wrong, but it made sense, both when Kendall had done it and in this new context.  
 
    Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. 
 
    “Makoa,” said his mother. “You don't have to reward him for existing and not being hostile.” 
 
    “I'm surprised to be agreeing with your mother at the current moment, but I do,” said Haza. “I didn't come to you looking for a handout, King Makoa.” 
 
    “You aren't getting one,” he said. “Through the bond you can sense Thunderclaw, correct?” 
 
    “That is so, though if he's distant, the sensation is blunted.” 
 
    “But you still have the sense that he is distant, which is useful information,” said Koa. “On top of that, much as killing Thunderclaw would doom you to a slow death, the same still applies to the esper, albeit a slower one.” 
 
    “This is also true,” said Haza. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Makoa?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Not entirely,” he said. “But it's a choice I'll have room to remake if the need arises. You'll be coming back to Harvestglade when we depart, Haza. Is that where Savantra still is?” 
 
    The old sorcerer sighed. “She insisted on going back to Eaglechill Point, though we're still on good terms otherwise.” 
 
    “That's surprising.” 
 
    “She knows a catch when she sees one. Runs in the blood.” 
 
    The old sorcerer gave an appreciative, almost leering glance across the underqueens. Koa resisted the urge to smile. He wanted to trust Haza again, but that was still a long way off, at least in a complete sense. 
 
    “Hazafallius,” he said. “If you betray me again, I'll...” 
 
    The threat didn't quite make it all the way out of his throat. He wanted to at least say that he'd never forgive the old man again, enforce that it was his last chance, but it would have sounded so hollow. He was making himself vulnerable in a way that felt unfair to suffer as king. What a childish thought. 
 
    “I know,” said Haza. “I've... made a lot of mistakes. I am sorry, Makoa. For what I... did to you. It was a terrible thing.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Koa, throat hot and dry. “Enough. Guards, have a servant find him a room. I'm to be notified if he leaves the castle.” 
 
    The guards bowed. Hazafallius bowed. Koa breathed out as his grandfather left the chamber, feeling a confusing mixture of emotions, good and bad. His underqueens all began showing their disapproval in a variety of ways. 
 
    “You should think more about this, Koa,” said his mother. 
 
    “I do not trust him, and I fear the day that you let your guard down,” said Petra. 
 
    “The dungeon seems like it would suit a traitor such as the Serpent of Crystal Hills, no?” said Zaratafenia. 
 
    “Enough!” he snapped, standing up from his throne. “I need space, dammit!” 
 
    He took his crown off and tossed it onto the throne behind him. Nobody stopped him as he hurried from the chamber. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Avina spent most of the day with Petra checking in around the castle and city. She wasn't sure if she expected there to be a mess to clean up somewhere, or simply hoped there might be one. The sheer gravity and consequence of the new reality she found herself in was something she felt a need to distract herself from. 
 
    “Your people are satisfied, then?” asked Avina. 
 
    She stood in the central square of Twinfalls, speaking with Kortata and Ketsese, accompanied by Petra. The vestalix had apparently made an appearance at the esper camp outside the city. The language barrier between them seemed like a hard one to surmount, but Ketsese's description of their meeting sounded promising. 
 
    “Ketsese says that they will travel south with us when we set out for Harvestglade,” said Petra. “The espers wish to remain near Hazafallius, as he holds the means to return them to Aklesia when it is time. She stresses that they wish to come to terms with Ves first.” 
 
    “Sensible enough,” said Avina. “Emphasize to her that Koa can also open the rift. She should already know that, given it's how she herself arrived.” 
 
    Petra did just that, and Ketsese nodded slowly. She smiled and made another remark in Espish that made Petra giggle. The two shared a tight hug, the emotions underlying it warm and comforting through the bond for Avina. Kortata gave them a nod and set a hand on his sister's shoulder as they left to return to their tribe. 
 
    There were other matters to check in on, but most needed no intervention. The Estorians had been returned Guthren's body and presumably dug up Kanys. They were steadfast in their withdrawal from Osteanus, for the moment. Mav and Lauric were enjoying having the Gladefoot estate to themselves, and Avina let them both know they would have at least one more undisturbed night on their own. 
 
    “Thank you, my queen,” said Lauric. “I hope you find the castle as comfortable as we find the estate.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I'll manage,” said Avina. 
 
    The words stirred her anticipation as they set back toward Coldwater Bastion that evening. Koa had spent most of the day resting, as far as she knew. He hadn't gotten as much sleep the previous night as he should have — she knew that firsthand. She was still annoyed with him for drugging her with the tea, regardless of how the situation had turned out. 
 
    I need to make it clear to him that I'm still his mother, she thought. Regardless of the size of his crown or... castle. 
 
    She found that most of the other underqueens were in the king's private dining chamber when she went there to see if Koa was already eating dinner. It felt strange to think of some of them like that, as full-blown contemporaries worthy of the same respect that she'd given Esanor and Lassius. Verity seemed to chafe under the distinction in the opposite direction, still quiet and bowing her eyes despite having been awarded a queendom. 
 
    “Ah.” Zaratafenia smiled and set down her wine glass. “Good. Underqueen Rose and Underqueen Verity and myself were discussing the arrangements for tonight and tomorrow.” 
 
    “The arrangements of...” 
 
    “Makoa,” said Verity. She looked uncomfortable and shifted in her seat behind a plate of finished food. “We were speaking about which of us would... go to see him tonight.” 
 
    Avina felt foolish all at once. Heat spread across her face and through the rest of her body as the reality of being an underqueen in the traditional sense came back to the fore of her mind. She'd been terrified of the possibility of Kendall ever insisting she come to him within Coldwater Bastion. Now that Koa was on the throne... the idea stirred different emotions. 
 
    “He is the heralder king,” she said, clearing her throat. “It's his decision.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course it is,” said Rose. “But it's a decision that I think he'll make more easily if we help him with it. Less strife behind the scenes if we work something out first. He's a powerful man now.” 
 
    “A powerful man with a distinct hunger for beautiful women,” said Zaratafenia. “I have no doubt he will find time for all of us across the next day or two.” 
 
    “That is likely true.” Petra glanced at Avina, and the esper's anticipation intermingled with her own.  
 
    Avina took a seat at the table as much to steady herself as to be off her feet. 
 
    “I... think it's important for him to have a counterbalance after everything,” said Verity. “I think Petra should go to him first.” 
 
    Rose frowned, but Zaratafenia gave a small nod. 
 
    “It makes a fair amount of sense,” said Zaratafenia. “I believe Petra may be able to set the tone of our interactions with him, as well. Petra or possibly Avina.” 
 
    “I like that idea,” said Rose. “Petra has the most experience with seducing him, I'm sure. Avina can give him a dose of her motherly authority. It will keep him grounded and bounded.” 
 
    Avina nodded. “Yes. I'll make sure he's aware that there are still... expectations for him to uphold. Just because he's king doesn't mean he can do whatever he wants.” 
 
    The other underqueens were silent for an odd moment. Avina felt her face heating up as she tried to keep from wondering how many of them knew or suspected that Koa had already bedded her, taken her as an underqueen in body. The memory of the previous night suffused her with even more warmth and she cleared her throat, wishing the table had another empty wine glass for her to fill for herself. 
 
    “Zaratafenia and I will split his time tomorrow during the day,” said Rose. “I suspect he'll be returning to Harvestglade as soon as he's settled matters here in the capital, so I would like a small priority given to my own time with him.” 
 
    “That seems fair enough,” said Zaratafenia. “This is... easier than I expected it to be. I will have time with him during our inevitable journeys into Sabantius. I am satisfied with this.” 
 
    Avina glanced at Verity, who nodded, but said nothing more. She looked at Petra, and a single meeting of their eyes was enough to make what she was already feeling begin to kick up like a strong wind. 
 
    “Well, if this is decided then...” Petra stood up. “Avina and I should check in on our king.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Avina. “We should.” 
 
    They went to change first. There was plenty within the chamber intended for Harvestglade's underqueen for them to choose from, undoubtedly her mother and Tessalin's old things. Petra stripped naked and threw on a dark purple nightgown that matched her hair and looked like something intended to be worn only behind closed bedchamber doors. 
 
    “I should put on something more than that,” said Avina. “A more formal gown.” 
 
    “Avina,” said Petra with a patient sigh. “It is just us. We are not around the other underqueens. You need not pretend.” 
 
    “I'm his mother, Petra!” she snapped. 
 
    Avina began to undress. She heard Petra coming up behind her. The esper let out a soft chuckle. 
 
    “I am being serious,” whispered Petra. “You know Koa as I do. Wear a gown that will draw his attention, and you will do a better job as his mother, especially on this night.” 
 
    She didn't want to be convinced, but she was. Avina opted for a cream-colored nightgown of a similar cut to Petra's. She still wore her underwear underneath, which put her at least a small step up from the esper, who was naked aside from her own gown.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Avina and Petra set out down the hallway together, and it wasn't a long walk to Koa's room. 
 
    He took a while to answer the door after their knock, and was shirtless and wearing comfortable slacks. “Ah. Mother, Petra. Come in.” 
 
    Koa yawned and moved out of the way to let them into his chamber. There was a platter of fruit on his table, along with an unopened bottle of wine and three glasses. There was something annoying about that last fact. 
 
    “Were you sleeping?” asked Avina. 
 
    “For most of the day, on and off,” he muttered. “It's my root leg. At times it seems to give me extra vitality, but it always demands its due in the end.” 
 
    “We could let you rest more if you so desired,” said Petra. 
 
    “That's not what I desire tonight,” said Koa. “Would the two of you like some wine?” 
 
    His eyes seemed to smolder as he looked at them. Avina wasn't sure whether it was her own body that felt hot, heat through her bond with Petra, or a combination of both. 
 
    “I have distasteful memories of the last time you offered me a drink, Makoa,” said Avina, adding her mother's sternness over the more complicated emotions underneath. 
 
    “I'm sorry about that, Mother,” he said. “I knew you would never be able to sit back and watch the duel.” 
 
    “I won't allow you to make a habit of drugging me to... have your way.” She quirked her mouth, annoyed by her own phrasing. “I am your mother first and foremost, Makoa.” 
 
    “I know. I am truly sorry.” He opened the wine and took a sip from the stem. “This is just wine, though. I want you awake tonight.” 
 
    “We are both wide awake, my king,” cooed Petra. 
 
    “I can tell.” He brought Petra a glass, standing close to her as she held it and he poured. There was something lewd about that moment that Avina couldn't put her finger on, like even their posture was foreplay of a sort. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “Would you also like some wine?” 
 
    Avina exhaled but nodded. “Yes. I would.” 
 
    He brought her a glass and she held it as he poured, just as Petra had. There was something different about him, or perhaps just the way she perceived him. He was powerful now, more powerful than she was, but she was still his mother. The thought that she already knew she'd do whatever she needed to keep firm control of him made her feel hot in all the wrong places. 
 
    “It's only a matter of time now,” he said. “I don't plan on staying here in Twinfalls for long. I miss Harvestglade. The quiet. The familiarity. Privacy.” 
 
    “You still have not been crowned king through the succession ceremony.” Avina met Koa's gaze, feeling like she was issuing a subtle challenge, whether she meant to or not. “It might be prudent to observe tradition.” 
 
    “I still plan to,” he said. “Just not in Twinfalls. It will help solidify Harvestglade as the new capital and seat of power for Osteanus and Northern Sabantius.” 
 
    “The former prince makes a good point,” said Petra. 
 
    “The former prince?” Koa was smiling from behind feigned insult. “Really, Petra?” 
 
    “It is accurate, no?” She stepped closer to him and Avina, leaning into his face to tease and taunt. “A part of me already misses the days of doting on my sweet prince. Not this... grown-up and self-certain king I now see in front of me.” 
 
    “Well, I miss my mother's doting esper,” he countered. “She's tragically been replaced by the underqueen of Aklesia.” 
 
    “Fair point.” Petra sipped her wine, still looking at him. “What you did for the espers will have a monumental effect for the realm, Makoa.” 
 
    “I know, but it needed to happen,” he said. “Especially now, with what amounts to a tribe full of ambassadors moving through Osteanus. It will take time to spread the message to every city and village, but people will accept it.” 
 
    Petra nodded. “I think they will. It is... quite the question of what some espers will choose to do with their newfound freedom.” 
 
    Avina was beginning to feel like the odd one out. She cleared her throat and set a hand on Koa's shoulder. “I would hope that most would choose to live their best life.” 
 
    “Oh, I think that goes without saying,” said Petra. “I would make such a choice for myself, tonight?” 
 
    “Would you, now?” Koa took Petra's free hand and drew her even closer. He leaned in to kiss her, and their lips met in a soft, but hungry fashion. “You're an underqueen, in the king's bedchamber, no less.” 
 
    “Former prince,” whispered Petra. “Though one who I have always been so deeply fond of.” 
 
    It wasn't fondness roiling through the bond, closer to unbridled, urgent lust. Avina kept feeling as though she was being ignored. She realized that, in a very real sense, Petra was her equal now. A fellow underqueen. Koa's lover. Near to a second mother to him, in most senses that mattered.  
 
    “Petra has never served under any other king but you.” Avina let her hand rub along his shoulder, around to trace the muscles of his bare chest. “I think she is still... adjusting to her role.” 
 
    “Whereas you're more comfortable meeting a... king's needs, Mother?” He flashed a small but brazen smile as he asked the question, and she felt her face heat up. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Petra, chidingly. “You should not ask your mother such things.” 
 
    Petra kissed his neck, embracing him from the other side. 
 
    “He deserves an answer.” Avina still held Koa's attention and gaze, and a flutter of excitement ran through her as she noticed the effect she was having on him. “I suspect he'll... have it by the end of tonight.” 
 
    “You'll stay here then, Mother?” he asked, voice tinted with an edge of boyish hope. “Tonight? You and Petra?” 
 
    “To keep an eye on you both... it would seem prudent.” Avina blushed, feeling her shame and embarrassment winning the war momentarily. “It is tradition, after all. I should at least try to uphold my duty.” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. Avina could have sworn she saw him blushing, too, though in more of a horny way than true embarrassment. He let out a chuckle and took their glasses. 
 
    “I think we need more wine.” 
 
    He topped off all their glasses, and they spent a few seconds drinking and staring at each other in silence. There was so much excitement and anticipation coming through her bond with Petra. Or perhaps it was going out to Petra, as well. She could hardly tell where her own emotions stopped and her esper's began anymore. 
 
    “I like the wine in Twinfalls,” said Petra. “We should bring some back to Harvestglade with us.” 
 
    “That's well within a king's power,” said Koa. 
 
    “Is it?” Petra set her glass down and stepped toward Koa. “What else?” 
 
    “Many things.” He came up behind her, and Avina watched in lewd fascination as she saw Petra blink and react to Koa pressing himself into her. 
 
    “Mmm... I see.” Petra rocked backward into him.  
 
    Koa set his hands on her waist and began moving with even more openly sexual motions, grinding himself against the esper. 
 
    “I can tell.” He slid one hand up her body, and Petra took in a quick, pleasured breath. “What about you, Mother?” 
 
    The question pulled Avina from the storm of Petra's emotions. She was so turned on that she had to clear her throat, moderate her voice, think about her words to make them sound less reflective of her growing need. 
 
    “As... an underqueen, I should also stay abreast of my king's power.” She stepped closer to him, so turned on, but so vulnerable. “Makoa.” 
 
    “Mother.” He was still embracing and groping Petra as he pulled Avina closer to kiss her on the lips. 
 
    Her heart felt as though it was pounding heat and chill through the rest of her body as their mouths met. Koa shifted to face her directly, pulling her into a lustful hug. He was already primed from Petra, and she could feel his erection pressing into her. Her head was spinning, but she wasn't sure anymore if that was good or bad. 
 
    “Come,” whispered Petra. 
 
    She led them both over to the king's massive bed. Avina already knew its softness and warmth intimately from the previous night. She tried to use that fact to give her freedom and confidence. She'd already let Koa, her son, take her as a woman. This would just be another night with him, another night with Petra, lost in their arousal and exertions. 
 
    You're lost, she thought. You've given in to your son and his most base and indulgent desires. 
 
    “How did I get so lucky?” whispered Koa.  
 
    Hearing him say that while seeing the love and excitement on his face was both the answer she needed and the curse she suffered. She wouldn't deny him, nor herself, from what they could share that night. Avina struggled to know whether that made her a confused but loving mother, a dutiful underqueen, or an outright whore. 
 
    He pulled both Avina and Petra in close on either side of him. Petra was running her hand over his chest and stomach. Avina did the same, letting the tips of her fingers tease his waistband like a formal boundary. Koa reached around to pull down one of the straps of Petra's nightgown, to which she let out a sensual laugh. 
 
    “Would my king like to see more of me?” 
 
    “Very much so.” He glanced at Avina, and then back at Petra, as though expecting her to refuse on her esper's behalf. 
 
    Petra slowly pulled her nightgown up and over her head, making an annoyed noise as the fabric caught on one of her horns. She was beautiful, pale purple skin, dark purple nipples, lean and fit and sexy.  
 
    Avina had seen her esper naked before more times than she could ever count, but rarely like this. As a sexual creature, with the implication on the air like the smell in a brothel. Koa was going to fuck Petra before the night was through. Not just Petra. Avina took a shuddering breath, embarrassed at how wet and ready she currently was. 
 
    “Makoa,” whispered Petra. “Mmm.” 
 
    She undid the drawcord of Koa's pants and started pulling them down. Avina helped, moving as though in a trance. It took a fair amount of work due to how hard he was. His cock snapped up like a flagpole, thick and long and hard. Petra touched it first, eliciting an immediate groan from Koa. 
 
    He turned his attention toward the esper, kissing her as she began to stroke him off. Avina rubbed his stomach, chin nuzzling against his shoulder. Was this how it would feel from now on? This, but with all of the other underqueens also vying for her son's attention. 
 
    Koa stopped and turned to look at her, as though sensing her inner discord. He kissed her and gave a boyish smile. With slow, almost uncertain movements, he took her hand by the wrist and brought it over to set on his cock. 
 
    “Is this... what you want?” whispered Avina. 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “Only to start, Mother?” 
 
    “You want more, Makoa?” She pumped a little faster. “So greedy. You've always been so greedy.” 
 
    “It's always paid off.” He set a hand on Avina's inner thigh, and she felt a heat pulse through her entire world. 
 
    Petra was kissing Koa's neck and nibbling on his earlobe. She began to kiss her way down his naked body. Avina pumped his cock faster, but let her esper relieve her as her mouth got into position. Koa groaned as Petra planted a kiss on the tip, eyes fluttering even as he tried to continue kissing and focusing on Avina. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” he groaned. “Petra!” 
 
    Avina could sense Petra's lust coming through their bond, the urgency reverberating through them both with such intensity. She felt an undeniable and throbbing heat between her own legs as she watched her esper take Koa's cock into her lips, into her mouth, head bobbing up and down. 
 
    Avina rubbed her son's chest and stomach as he rubbed more dangerous places, hand tracing higher up her inner thigh. She let his fingers get closer and closer to her mound. Her eyes fluttered, and she realized her own breathing had grown ragged and hungry. 
 
    Petra began sucking Koa faster. Koa's fingers went higher, rubbing Avina's pussy through her underwear. She arched her back, whimpering with a girlish need. He hooked his fingers in the side of her panties and tugged, slowly, carefully, but with unquestionable intent. Avina let him take them off, and she spread her legs as he touched her wet, naked sex. 
 
    I still have my nightgown on, she thought, as though it mattered.  
 
    His hand suddenly tensed as the lewd sucking noises coming from Petra grew louder. He groaned and seized one of the esper's horns, pumping his hips up into her with lustful need. 
 
    Avina watched with an aching hunger as her son came in Petra's mouth. The esper swallowed his seed eagerly. Koa seemed to melt back into the bed and against Avina, though he kept his fingers at least attempting to give her pleasure. She burned for more, but loved him so much that she couldn't blame him for his release. 
 
    “Petra...” breathed Koa. “Wow. That was... incredible.” 
 
    “I cannot take full credit, my prince.” She blinked and shook her head. “Sorry. My king. But my point is that... I think your mother was just as responsible, even if she was not involved as directly as she could have been.” 
 
    “I would have to agree.” Koa's fingers stirred back to life.  
 
    Avina tried not to act as needy as she felt as she shifted her hips to allow him better access.  
 
    “We must work to involve her more, my king,” whispered Petra. “Neither of us wishes to see her pout.” 
 
    “You needn't talk about me as though I'm... not here,” breathed Avina, voice pleasured. Koa slid a finger into her, letting his thumb glide across her clit. “Oh! Koa!” 
 
    “Let's give her our full attention, Petra,” whispered Koa. “I need a minute to recover, anyway.” 
 
    “That's...” Avina wanted to say it wasn't necessary, play down her need for the sake of modesty if nothing else, but the words never came. “Oh!” 
 
    “My fellow underqueen,” whispered Petra. She climbed over Koa and straddled Avina, leaning forward to kiss her softly on the lips.  
 
    They'd kissed before, but never in a context like this. It was like an explosion went off through their bond. Avina heard Petra suck in a breath as it ended, as surprised and pleasured by the sensation as she was.  
 
    “Gods, this is so hot,” muttered Koa. “Kiss her more, Petra.” 
 
    “Oh!” Avina shuddered as Petra kissed her neck, then her lips again, and then began pulling her nightgown up and over her head. Petra brought her mouth to one of Avina's nipples and began softly sucking. It was Koa's fingers teasing her womanhood that held the core of her attention. The pleasure within her was like steam in a kettle, more pent up by the second and ready to announce itself in a high pitch. 
 
    Petra slid even lower, and Avina felt a moment of panic as she realized what Petra intended. She saw her esper's head disappear between her thighs, horns just visible poking upward.  
 
    “Petra,” she whispered. “Petra... I... ohhhh...” 
 
    Her esper's tongue hit her clit, and she suddenly didn't care anymore. Petra licked and sucked her with a lover's skill and precision, knowing all of Avina's weak spots and reacting to the rise and fall of her pleasure through what they shared in their bond. Avina cried out, bucking her hips and grinding herself against Petra's mouth, mind fuzzy with ecstasy as an unbelievable orgasm roiled through her. 
 
    “Gods,” muttered Koa. “The two of you have no idea how sexy you are.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we have at least some...” Petra's eyes suddenly widened within Avina's hazy field of view.  
 
    Koa had moved behind her on the big bed. Petra let out a tiny moan and rocked forward, almost kissing Avina. A pulse of pleasure came through the bond, and Avina dimly recognized that Koa had thrust into her esper. 
 
    He was taking Petra while she still straddled her. It was intense and dirty, like the obvious culmination of all the times Avina had played voyeur to her son and her esper's lovemaking. She kissed Petra in the space between her son's thrusts. The esper let out a whimper. Avina wrapped her arms around her, bracing her in place as Koa slowly upped his pace. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Petra. “Makoa!” 
 
    “Petra!” He leaned forward over her. The weight on Avina pinned her in place, but it only seemed to add to the heat of the moment. She wanted to come again, and felt a not unexpected jealousy stirring within her at what Petra was getting. 
 
    It almost seemed as though recognizing that emotion set the esper's orgasm off. She whimpered and buried her face into the nape of Avina's neck. Koa was gripping her by the horn as he pumped into her harder, moving all three of them with each of his thrusts. Petra's pleasure had Avina moaning in tandem with her. 
 
    “Oh...” sighed Petra. “That was...” 
 
    “Incredible...” finished Avina. She shared a clumsy kiss with her esper, smiling dreamily at her. 
 
    “I'm not finished,” said Koa in a husky voice. 
 
    He gently rolled Petra off Avina and, without skipping a beat, stroked his hands across her thighs as he opened them. Avina opened her mouth to try to tell him to let her catch her breath. She let out a pleasure squeal instead as he sank his member deep into her tight and wet pussy. 
 
    “Makoa!” she gasped. “Gods... oh gods!” 
 
    He thrust into her again and again, quickly settling into a passionate rhythm. Avina's mind was lost to pleasure once more, but it was a deeper kind of it this time. The forbidden nature of the moment, Petra's afterglow through the bond, Koa's power in both status and body, all of it fed into a storm of passion and pleasure. She wrapped her legs around him. 
 
    “Do it,” she whispered. “Don't stop.” 
 
    “I wanted this so badly,” he growled. “To know you, like this. To have you as my underqueen.” 
 
    “Take me!” 
 
    He thrust into her faster, his body making a lewd clapping noise against her. Petra slid close to Avina, kissing her neck, breathing on her ear. 
 
    “I knew he wanted you when he first took me,” whispered Petra. “But... I never thought, in truth... that he'd get you.” 
 
    “Mother!” groaned Koa. He squeezed one of her breasts and kissed her fiercely. 
 
    “Use me!” she hissed. “I'm yours, Makoa. Gods, I'll do whatever you need. I'm your underqueen. I'm your whore.” 
 
    “All mine!” He hugged her tight, pumping into her as she rocked her hips up. “Oh gods! Fuck!” 
 
    She came in the same moment he did. They never broke from the embrace, never lost their stride even as the pleasure hit Avina like a wave, even as she felt Koa's muscles spasming in orgasmic glory. He held her, and she held him. Petra kissed them both, hands running through Koa's hair. Koa reached out, trying to pull her closer by the shoulder, but fumbling it and getting a hand in her face instead. 
 
    “Easy, my prince,” she muttered. “That was almost my eye you poked.” 
 
    “You mean my king, not my...” Koa trailed off, chuckling and shaking his head. All three of them broke into full laughter as Koa rolled sideways and put an arm around each of them.  
 
    “You are king now, Makoa,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “I am. But I won't rule alone.” He tightened his arms, pulling them closer. “I love you both so much.” 
 
    “As I love you,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “And I love you,” said Petra. 
 
    They lay together and breathed together, and allowed the softness and silence to carry them to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    King Makoa Gladefoot began his morning early, though not intentionally. He woke up early, as he often did due to the odd nature of his root leg and the energy it both gave and took from him. His mother and Petra were very much still asleep, too beautiful in their peace and nudity for him to want to disturb. 
 
    He dressed and headed to his throne room, curious if there might already be missives waiting for him or tasks in queue in need of handling. His bedchamber attendant, Karyn, was waiting for him there alongside another servant. They both bowed. Karyn blushed and glanced away from him. 
 
    “Underqueen... Rose of Twinfalls wished to see you in her shop,” said Karyn. “She sent a messenger last night, but I didn't want to, um, disturb your evening.” 
 
    “That was very considerate of you, Karyn, thank you.” He smiled, remembering her previous untimely interruptions. “I'll go to see her at once.” 
 
    “Alone, Your Highness?” asked the other servant. 
 
    Koa sighed. It would be a pain to have to gather enough guards to effectively protect a king just to make a trip to Rose's tailor shop. He rubbed a hand against his chin and contemplated simply waiting for her to come to the castle, but that felt far too passive for his current mood. 
 
    “No, not alone,” he said. 
 
    He went outside into the castle courtyard and sat underneath a tree in the early dawn light. The guards and servants seemed accustomed to his eccentricities and gave him a polite berth. He stared up at the cliffs and Coldwater Bastion, sensing that he wasn't alone, despite seeing no one around. 
 
    “Do you remember tree climbing in Harvestglade?” he asked. 
 
    The rustle of dust came from beside him. “I remember you attempting to get a view of the stained glass in a tower. Something about a scene with a goddess with a perky nipple.” 
 
    “Feels like ages ago,” muttered Koa. “Why did you help me?” 
 
    “We're friends. Aren't we?” 
 
    “I don't think that's the only reason,” said Koa. “It doesn't take a king to speculate that you have an agenda of your own.” 
 
    Brin let out a long, gravely chuckle. He was sitting against the massive tree's trunk, but perpendicular to Koa, just out of his field of view. 
 
    “Sabantius,” said Brin. “I have to go back, just as you plan to. Our goals align, King Makoa. It's in my best interest to keep you alive and aimed in a common direction. This is all in addition to the fact that we're friends, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” echoed Koa. “Well. I'm headed into town. Be my shadow?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He wore a heavy cloak, hood up, and ordered the guards at the side gate to expect him back within a couple of hours. Twinfalls was far more active in the morning than Harvestglade would have been. He got the distinct sense that the city had let its breath out, found a moment to rebalance itself after the recent tension and turmoil. 
 
    Assuming he could trust Rose, it would be safe without him after his return to Harvestglade. He wondered how much of an assumption that would need to be, doubly so as he approached Stitch and Fix. On the off chance that Rose did have the urge to betray him, this would be near a perfect setup to get him seemingly alone and unguarded. He knocked on the door, seeing a lit lantern through one of the windows. 
 
    Rose opened it after a moment, smiling as she took him in. She was barefoot and wore only a small silk sleeping robe, hair down and still unsettled from sleep. 
 
    “King Makoa,” she said. “I expected you later in the day.” 
 
    “I wasn't sure you'd be here,” he said. “Long night?” 
 
    “Long, but productive,” she said, taking a step back. “I think the morning might follow in the same fashion.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Very much so.” She undid the sash of her robe even as Koa was closing the door. Her nude body was half lit by a sunbeam through the window and half in shadow, full breasts and pale skin holding Koa's attention immediately. 
 
    They didn't say anything more to one another, at least not with words. Koa pulled Rose to him. They eventually fumbled their way to her bed upstairs within the shop. Koa stripped naked and thrust into her with the speed and vigor of early morning lovemaking. His third underqueen in half a day. He was enjoying the perks of being king. 
 
    “Faster!” cried Rose, digging her nails into his back. “Oh, fuck! That's it!” 
 
    “You're serving me well already, Rose.” He pumped into her faster, listening to the bed creaking up a storm. “Glad to see you know an underqueen's duty.” 
 
    “Fuck me, my king.” She scratched at his back again, and Koa needed no further urging to let her have it in full. 
 
    He eventually came inside her, remembering her words about not being able to carry children herself. He wondered if that even mattered any more. He was king, and the underqueens could bare his children if they wanted to, scandal free. There were still political considerations to make, undoubtedly, but he wasn't worried if it did happen. 
 
    “That was nice.” Rose kissed his shoulder and shifted herself off a wet spot on the bed. 
 
    “It was, but I came here at the behest of your message,” he said. 
 
    “Oh. Right.” She rolled onto her side. “You're setting out for Harvestglade, aren't you?” 
 
    “I am. Today, assuming we can arrange everything by the afternoon.” 
 
    “So you'll be holding the crown ceremony in the south, then?” she asked.  
 
    He nodded slowly. “Given the number of new underqueens that Osteanus has taken on, I'm not expecting all of them to be there for it. Better for you to solidify your position here in Twinfalls, Rose.” 
 
    “I think that's wise. And it's not as though we haven't already... come to terms.” 
 
    They had sex a second time, testing the headboard as Koa speared into Rose from behind. He felt somewhat worn out as he made his way back to the castle. Verity met him before he reached the bridge, disapproval clear in her expression. 
 
    “You shouldn't have gone alone,” she said. 
 
    “I wasn't alone, but your concern is noted.” He kissed her and put an arm around her. “You realize that you are now an underqueen, Verity. You needn't make my wellbeing your primary objective anymore.” 
 
    “If anything, being an underqueen only makes it that much more pressing,” she said stiffly. “And as an underqueen, you can't simply order me away anymore.” 
 
    “Oh? Can't I?” 
 
    “Try it and see what happens.” 
 
    He kissed her instead, reaching down to generously grope her butt. It was good to be king. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Koa was somewhat doubtful that the preparations for their departure would be completed in time. It seemed as though Twinfalls's scale also applied to ease of gathering resources, securing food and carriages, guards and servants, for the journey south. His mother and Petra did much of the work, directing the servants to loot the castle of all resources better suited for Harvestglade as much as preparing their caravan. 
 
    “What are we taking with us, exactly?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Weapons, armor, various paintings and silks that should stay with you, as the king,” said Avina. “I'd like to take what's left of the gold, as well, but I worry it might make us a target on the road.” 
 
    “Worry not.” 
 
    He set about loading the gold and whatever else came to mind into his pocket realm. He thought about taking the king's massive bed, which he'd grown to like, but decided against it. Coldwater Bastion was still his castle, and he would need a place to sleep that suited a king for his visits to Twinfalls. 
 
    Zaratafenia was waiting by one of the carriages with some of her men as they prepared to leave. She smiled at Avina and Petra and moved in close to speak with them quietly, just outside of Koa's earshot. 
 
    “What's this now?” he asked. He wasn't fond of the emerging trend of his underqueens talking around him, rather than to him. 
 
    “Ah. My king.” Zaratafenia smirked as she gave him a bow that allowed her gown to billow downward enough to show a generous hint of cleavage. “We were discussing our travel arrangements. I suggested that it might suit you to share a carriage with me for at least this first leg of the journey. I would like to discuss a few matters with you as an underqueen.” 
 
    Avina cleared her throat, exchanging a slightly annoyed glance with Petra. “It's Makoa's decision to make.” 
 
    “I think that is a brilliant idea, Underqueen Zaratafenia.” 
 
    He kissed Verity, Petra, and his mother, gave Horny some scratches on his neck, and climbed into Zaratafenia's carriage. They made it over the bridge into the city before they began undressing each other within the privacy of the carriage. Koa heard numerous people in the street calling out to him as they made their initial passage. He waved and smiled to them all while Zaratafenia slowly sucked his cock, only just out of sight below the carriage's window. 
 
    “Get on my lap,” he said, pulling her up as they passed out of the city. 
 
    “You do not make demands of me.” She moved to do it, regardless of her words. Koa pulled her gown up, panties down, and let his cock sink deep into her womanhood. 
 
    The bucking carriage did most of the rest. He had no problem taking his time after his exertions the previous night and morning. It was Zaratafenia who was moaning and panting for breath. She kept trying to close the window, but Koa caught her hand and twisted her away each time. They were fully clothed from the waist up, and it amused him to see how flustered and pleasured she became whenever someone glanced their way. 
 
    They slowed down, but never stopped throughout the afternoon. Zaratafenia looked somewhat disheveled when they finally found a spot to make a camp. Koa knew the carriage must reek of sex as he climbed out behind her, noting the somewhat disapproving glances from his mother, Petra, and Verity. 
 
    He gave Verity special attention that night, after they'd eaten and were retiring to bed. Zaratafenia was already asleep. His mother and Petra politely inquired about his intentions for the evening, noting that they would all need to travel early but not pushing him away from joining them in their tent. 
 
    “I think Underqueen Verity and I need to spend some time together,” he said. 
 
    “Oh.” Verity blinked, almost seeming to have forgotten the title he'd bestowed upon her. “If that's what you wish... my king.” 
 
    “Is it what you wish?” he asked. 
 
    She glanced at Avina and Petra, still seeking their approval or permission, perhaps. Eventually she nodded, blushing so fiercely that Koa almost felt bad for her. He led her to his tent, which was absurdly spacious, and they both drank wine from the same bottle as they sat on his travel cot. 
 
    “We'll have time to rest back in Harvestglade,” he said.  
 
    “I'm looking forward to it.” Verity passed him the bottle. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    Verity furrowed her brow and shook her head. “Fine? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don't know,” he muttered. “After everything. Lassius and Hetrix. Guthren and his dragon. So much has changed and been settled, but ultimately... nothing's changed.” 
 
    “Life is still life,” said Verity. “Love is still...” 
 
    “Love.” Koa set the bottle down and stroked her cheek. 
 
    They made love that night, twice in quick succession, and then a third round midway through the night. Koa had awoken with an erection and been sure Verity was still sleeping. He'd been spooning her from behind and, despite wanting her to get her rest, had struggled to resist the temptation. 
 
    “I'm awake,” she eventually whispered.  
 
    That had been all the urging he'd needed. He'd rolled on top of her and slowly built to a heady, lustful pace with his thrusts. The quilt had been damp with sweat and sex afterward, but someone had harbored the forethought to provide a spare. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Half a year into her return to Harvestglade, Avina was finally feeling as though the peace was durable and trustable. It was late summer, past the hottest and most humid days of the year. Avina sat with Petra on her rooftop balcony, staring down at the familiar courtyard, where the training of a local regiment of Osteanus and Sabantius's fast growing army was currently being trained. 
 
    Koa, Lauric, and Talbot were leading a varied group of men through basic sword drills. There were native Osteans, mostly young Harvestgladers from the local area who'd been too fresh faced to serve in the war.  
 
    There were Sabantians, some of the first arrivals from Zaratafenia's recent foray back to Matragoria. There were even a few espers from Ketsese and Kortata's tribe, some of those who'd remained behind after the siblings had returned to Aklesia with the majority of their people. 
 
    “Keep your legs braced,” said Lauric. “Knees bent. I shouldn't be able to push any of you off balance!” 
 
    He tested one of the young Osteans, who gritted his teeth as he held his position. Lauric gave an approving nod. Koa was on the other side of the courtyard, fencing with practicing blades with some of the other recruits. He was shirtless and sweaty, and Avina could sense how closely Petra was watching him through their bond. 
 
    He made a show of blocking the same attack one of the Sabantians tried over and over again in different, more fanciful ways, teaching his point rather than speaking it. The Sabantian was grinning as Koa scored a touch and he yielded his result. He bowed deeply, despite Koa urging him back to standing. 
 
    “He is quite hands on, our king,” murmured Petra. 
 
    “In all things,” agreed Avina. 
 
    She watched as Koa stopped by one of the stables, where Horny was grazing next to a heavily pregnant female hookhorn. Avina was keen to see whether the hybrid would be viable, though reports from the stablemaster suggested that it was already kicking. Horny had been quite eager to render the mare with child, not unlike his master in his enthusiasm. 
 
    Avina felt her face flush as she thought about the previous night. She and Petra had welcomed Koa into their bedchamber, as they often did. They hadn't gotten much sleep for all the best and worst reasons.  
 
    Avina had worried that Harvestglade, comfortable as it was, might be too small for a heralder king and all of his underqueens. In truth, there was still extensive work to be done. Zaratafenia, currently away, split her time between Harvestglade and Sabantius. Rose rarely left Twinfalls, though she'd been sending Koa lewd but artistic boudoir illustrations of herself on a monthly basis. 
 
    It was just Avina, Petra, and Verity sharing Harvest Castle. Verity had been named underqueen of Cloister Andrenia, but the deal that would place her in the territory properly was still being finalized by letter with Esanor and Austin Sailcloak. They were both amenable to ceding the lands, but Osteanus would pay a hefty price. 
 
    Underqueen Genevieve had written Koa a few times, but still hadn't returned to Osteanus from the Outer Islands. Koa had suggested to Avina that he'd give her the rest of the year before deciding anything, which seemed fair.  
 
    Underqueen Lassius had been all but written off as a true vassal by Avina. They'd in fact been using the Puzzle Islands as a bargaining chip with Estoria, offering them the territory for a price that would neatly fund their purchase of Cloister Andrenia if it went through. 
 
    Koa had sheathed his sword to take a break. He walked toward a sunny portion of the courtyard, took his boot off, and let the roots of his root leg sink into a soft patch of soil. Ves was still in Aklesia, helping the espers tame their world tree, but Koa had explained that caring for the roots had been her advice for them. 
 
    “They need everything a tree needs, apparently,” he'd told Avina. “Easy enough to oblige my woody toes in that.” 
 
    He spoke with Lauric for a moment afterward and moved to head into the castle. Avina sipped her tea and glanced at Petra. 
 
    “Should we head down to him?” asked Avina. “He still hasn't given us an answer about Vestus.” 
 
    The town, previously destroyed by the dustwalker, was now rebuilt and seeking to hold a ceremony in honor of its first tax payment to the new king of Osteanus. Koa seemed lukewarm on the idea, disinterested in having to present himself formally for, in his words, a “needless celebration.” He'd delegated as much responsibility as he could onto his underqueens, but a significant number of matters required the king's personal appearance. 
 
    “We should wait for him to come to us,” said Petra. “He will.” 
 
    She was right. Koa arrived with Verity in tow. Verity's face was flushed, which meant he'd more than likely been kissing and teasing her on the way up. She smiled and seemed to relax, taking a seat alongside Avina and Petra. Koa strode to the edge of the balcony and peered down at Lauric and the recruits much as they'd been doing just a moment earlier. 
 
    “Mother,” he said. “Petra. How are you both this morning?” 
 
    “We're well, Makoa,” said Avina. “Nothing major came up in the audiences.” 
 
    Avina had returned to taking them personally, back in Harvestglade as she was, and Koa had made no objection. It felt, in some ways, like an affirmation of her greatest hope. Koa was now the heralder king with all that entailed, the power, the intimacy, but he was still her son. He still trusted her and respected her and usually let her win arguments. 
 
    “We should speak about Vestus, Makoa,” said Petra. 
 
    “I'll go,” he said, chuckling. “I was always planning on going. I just wanted to barter them down to a daytime ceremony rather than losing an entire weekend to the original proceedings they had planned.” 
 
    “Not an unwise move,” said Avina. 
 
    Koa walked over to the table and took a seat. He looked at Avina and Petra with more concern in his expression. 
 
    “How are your seal brands?” he asked. 
 
    Avina shared a glance with Petra. It was no secret anymore, to Koa or Verity, at least. Koa had been helping adjust their seal brands, reapplying them as needed and shifting the formula of the body paint used as a medium. 
 
    “No new changes, as far as our bond is concerned,” said Avina. “Thank you, Makoa.” 
 
    The swaps had stopped entirely. Avina's passing trances that allowed her to see and hear through glass in much the way the espers of Aklesia had mastered had also, unfortunately, ceased. She had explained to Koa about how it might be a useful ability to maintain, and they'd set achieving it without dire side effects as their target. 
 
    It was in this that Koa had found new common ground with his grandfather, Hazafallius. Haza had returned to Harvestglade along with everyone else, despite still being a pariah in the eyes of most. Koa was the only one who spoke much with him, in truth, and their conversations were tenser than they'd once been. 
 
    It made Avina's heart ache to see just how frayed their once strong relationship had become. But that was the reality of family, so much of the time.  
 
    “We'll keep trying in that case,” said Koa. 
 
    Avina nodded. She heard footsteps from the stairs and turned to see Beatrice hurrying up. The servant was breathless, which immediately set Avina on edge. Beatrice had been, in some ways, a spy for her in recent months. The dustwalker, Brin, as Koa thought of him, had also returned to Harvestglade. 
 
    Beatrice had accepted the monster as the man he'd once been, which worried Avina, but also provided ample opportunity for her to have regular updates on the dustwalker's movements. She was all but certain that the monster had done something horrific as she looked at her breathless handmaiden. What else could have garnered such fear and haste? 
 
    “Lady Underqueen, King Makoa.” Beatrice sketched a quick bow. “The esper. Thunderclaw. He's arrived seeking an audience with... both the king and his magus.” 
 
    Koa looked at Avina, brow furrowed. It was one of those decisions that needed to be made jointly. She gave a shrug with one shoulder, and Koa nodded. Thunderclaw was a problem, but one that would be more efficient to deal with up close than from afar. 
 
    They all hurried down to the throne room. Avina took her throne with Koa standing to one side of it and Petra to the other. Haza arrived a minute later, coming in through the chamber's back entrance and also standing beside Koa, though she would have normally preferred him off the dais.  
 
    “Do you know what this is about, sorcerer?” asked Avina. 
 
    “I do not.” Haza looked tired, but relatively healthy. “I've been keeping Makoa informed of Thunderclaw's position.” 
 
    “We knew he was close,” said Koa. “I didn't want to alarm anyone until I was certain of his intention. The fact that he's here now makes it a moot point.” 
 
    “I'd like to be informed of such matters next time.” 
 
    “I'll make sure you are,” said Koa. “Assuming there is a next time. Send him in.” 
 
    The guards opened the door. Thunderclaw entered slowly, looking strong, though still affected by his injuries from the war. He was missing an eye and favoring one leg but seemed no less proud because of it. The golden-haired esper stared at Haza first and foremost but bowed to Avina and spoke to the room. 
 
    “Heralder King Koa,” he said. “Underqueen Avina. Hazafallius.” 
 
    “Thunderclaw,” said Avina. “Please. Do explain your reason for coming here unannounced as you have.” 
 
    The esper held up a hand. “I am not here to stir old grudges and rekindle our animosity. I seek only what Hazafallius once promised me.” 
 
    “I gave you what you were promised, Thunderclaw,” said Hazafallius. “The girl and the gold. I gave you an army on top of that, passage to Aklesia.” 
 
    “It is that passage I seek once more,” said Thunderclaw. “Osteanus holds nothing for me now. I wish to live my life in Aklesia and better understand the realm from which my people herald.” 
 
    Avina raised an eyebrow. It seemed like a convenient request for them, to have a chance to give their enemy an exile he sought for himself. Koa was frowning, however, and Hazafallius looked even more tired. 
 
    “That... would risk severing the connection between us, Thunderclaw,” said Haza. “Over time it would weaken and dissolve completely with us separated across realms.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the golden-haired esper. “Which is why I bring this request to you.” 
 
    Haza scowled and worked the fingers of one hand over the fisted knuckles of the other. Koa shook his head. 
 
    “This is foolish,” he said. “What you're asking for amounts to asking my magus to kill himself alongside you.” 
 
    “Not if I go with him,” said Hazafallius. 
 
    Silence held over the chamber for an empty, lingering moment. Koa blinked, looking at Avina. She felt gutted by the depth of emotion she saw in his expression. In her honest opinion, his grandfather didn't deserve to have Koa care so much. 
 
    “What of Savantra?” asked Koa sharply. “You spend half your time with her in Eaglechill Point.” 
 
    “I'd invite her to come along,” said Haza. 
 
    “I would bring Lady Tessalin along with me,” said Thunderclaw. “She and Savantra are close. They would not be unhappy.” 
 
    “What of your duties to Osteanus?” snapped Koa. “To your king?” 
 
    “Is this not the culmination of them?” asked Haza. “Thunderclaw can't stay here in this realm, living indefinitely as long as I draw breath. He is a tiger, wounded, but not declawed. I... would like to do this for you, Makoa. I'll take him to Aklesia, and we'll live out our days and bring an extra measure of peace to your realm.” 
 
    Koa shook his head, but eventually sighed and sagged at the shoulders. “I can't stop you.” 
 
    “You might be able to,” said Haza. “You've grown more powerful than I think you know.” 
 
    “Fine. I won't stop you, Haza.” Koa set a hand on his grandfather's shoulder. “We had a complicated relationship.” 
 
    “Too complicated for my liking. I'll miss you, Makoa.” 
 
    “I don't know if I'll miss you,” said Koa. 
 
    They both laughed, and Haza pulled him into a hug. Avina had to look away, feeling tears cresting in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Will you leave immediately?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Not immediately,” said Haza. “I need to hike up to Savantra and see what she wants to do, but I think the adventure will appeal to her.” 
 
    Haza and Thunderclaw spoke for a moment longer, mostly about the details of their journey, what they'd take with them, and when they'd leave. Avina, Koa, and Petra remained in the audience chamber after the sorcerer and his esper and all others had left. 
 
    “So much has changed, and it seems as though it's just the beginning,” said Koa. 
 
    “The beginning of your rule,” said Avina. “In some ways, the hard part is only just beginning.” 
 
    “We'll see about that.” Koa laughed and sat down in front of the throne, leaning his head back.  
 
    Avina reached down and ran her hands through his hair. Petra stood behind them both, letting one foot come loose of her slipper for Koa to take into his hands and fondle. 
 
    Osteanus had a worthy king. Avina felt satisfied and happy. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    And that’s it! For the time being, this is where the series will rest (but perhaps not end). What’s next for this particular fantasy erotica author? Good question! Stay up to date on my work at www.anyamerchant.com. There should be a status update somewhere near the top and if there isn’t, message or email me and I’ll happily oblige you with my current plans. 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list.  
 
    Many thanks to my supporters on Subscribestar who help make all of this possible! Patron extras include access to my old/removed books, lore friendly NSFW artwork of my characters, audiobook codes, early access to new releases, and the occasional exclusive erotic short story.  
 
    Thanks for reading, 
 
    Anya 
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