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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The tree was a towering old boy, but Prince Makoa was determined to climb higher. He tested the next branch with a healthy dose of prodding from the pad of his foot, making sure it would take his weight. He was high enough up now that a slip or a fall could easily spell his end. 
 
    A leaf brushed across his cheek as he committed to the step, pulling himself up and shifting forward. At long last, he had an unimpeded view of what he’d been searching for. The bet could be settled. 
 
    Perched on the corners of Harvest Castle’s outer walls were four turret towers. It had been decades, probably more than a century since they’d last served their defensive purpose. So long, in fact, that the largest of murder holes of each one had been refilled with stained glass by some busybody predecessor of his grandmother, the current governing underqueen. 
 
    Three of the turret towers’ stained-glass scenes depicted beautiful but mundane historical happenings. The fourth had a tit in it. And Koa would be damned if he wasn’t going to use this chance that he’d literally climbed a tree for, risking life and limb, to prove it. 
 
    He and Brin had a wager, after all. It was near impossible to get the right view to see this particular window from ground level or even from the castle’s wall. The turret towers themselves were locked up tight – he’d tried and failed several times to track down the key.  
 
    Koa leaned forward, and the past half hour of increasingly sweaty-palmed climbing was instantly worth it. He could see the stained-glass window, and moreover, the angle of the sun illuminated the scene in all its glory.  
 
    A woman, undoubtedly one of the Nameless Gods, held a candlestick in one hand and a chalice and the other. She was clad in a loose robe, the front billowing open to reveal a generous amount of cleavage… and a little more. 
 
    He’d been mostly right. There was a hint of nipple there, enough for him to at least argue the point to Brin over beers and bluster. His memory of the only up-close view of the window he’d ever gotten came from early childhood, his great-grandmother’s time, when the turret towers had still been accessible, and the temptation of a high up place had been irresistible to his young, adventurous spirit. 
 
    Koa pulled his sketchpad out of one pocket and a charcoal pen from the other. It seemed a shame to flatten the colorful and subtly erotic portrait in front of him down to black and grey and white, but if he took his time, he could at least do the details justice. 
 
    Something brushed the top of his ear. He waved a hand across the side of his head, wary of the danger of stinging insects within the forest surrounding Harvest Castle and Gladetown. A giggle came from far below, and as he turned to look, an apple core struck him right above one eye. 
 
    It was his own annoyance, rather than the force of the blow or even the distraction of it that made him lose his grip. It happens to be very easy to miss a hand or foot placement in the rush to reply to a thrown object with a vulgar gesture. 
 
    He had time to gasp as he tipped forward, chest colliding with a thick branch that he realized he should have grabbed onto the instant after he slipped past it. Another branch greeted him below that, and another one after that. A familiar shout of panic filtered up from the ground below in between snaps of wood and grunts of pain. 
 
    He did eventually hit the ground, sporting numerous scrapes and bruises and a healthy amount of disappointment. He and Brin took their bets seriously and he’d literally had victory staring him in the face, a beautiful, erotic victory in the form of a goddess’s peeking nipple. 
 
    I suppose I could still finish it from memory, he thought. It’s not as though that lazy bastard will repeat the climb for verification.  
 
    “Koa!” A familiar, panicked wail came from a few steps nearby. “I am so sorry! I was just trying to get your attention! Koa! Makoa? Are you all right?” 
 
    He was, but feigned otherwise for the benefit of Ruby, his oldest servant and most annoying friend. She’d been his tagalong for the past twelve years, since he was nine and she was six. He loved her dearly and as such, took every chance presented to tease and torture her. 
 
    “Koa?” Ruby shook him by the shoulders, voice taking on an even more panicked tone. “Koa!” 
 
    She shook him harder and took a ragged breath. Koa kept his eyes closed, trying to sense where she was. He waited until he was sure her face was as close to his as it could be without them bumping foreheads. 
 
    “Boo.” 
 
    Ruby was too easy. She flinched and fell backward, and then immediately slid in close again with a furious growl. 
 
    “You ass!” she cried. “I was worried about you!” 
 
    “You’re the reason I fell,” he said, smiling and pushing her shoulder. “You expect me to let you attempt to assassinate me without having a little fun in return?” 
 
    “I was only trying to get your attention.” She folded her arms, her face and expressive mouth scrunching up into an impossibly cute pout. 
 
    She was dressed like a boy again: trousers and a long-sleeved tunic. Her hair had been too long for her to pull the ruse off for a couple of months now, red locks falling to her shoulders in a wild mess of sunlit tangles. 
 
    According to Ruby, the look was effective at discouraging the comments of leering men when she was on business for the crown in the city. Even if she’d tied her hair back into a swordsman’s tail, the way her modest chest showed through the tunic’s fabric would have given her away, not to mention her hips and butt. 
 
    A single glance at her face, her freckles, her smile, would likely be enough. 
 
    “Did my mother send you to find me?” he asked. 
 
    “I was already looking for you, but yes.” Ruby picked a twig out of his hair and flicked it away. “What were you doing up there, anyway?” 
 
    Koa reached for his sketchpad, but Ruby was faster, snatching it up and scrunching her face again at the partial sketch. He’d finished enough to give a sense of his focus, what’d drawn his attention to the portrait in the first place. 
 
    “It’s for a bet between myself and Ser Brin,” said Koa. 
 
    “He works at the mill,” said Ruby. “He’s not a knight.” 
 
    “Anyone who has seen him ride before is clear on that point.” 
 
    Ruby narrowed her eyes and brought the pad closer, jabbing a finger at the bust of the goddess. “You truly climbed that high just to sketch a window?” 
 
    “There wasn’t exactly much else going on today, other than whatever errand you’ve no doubt been sent to collect me for.” 
 
    “You could have simply stayed on the ground and gotten someone to pose for you,” suggested Ruby. “I might have been willing, if you’d asked me nicely.” 
 
    “I see you all the time, Ruby. What reason would I have to draw you? Besides, the bet was related to this specific window.” 
 
    Ruby’s scowl deepened, and she shook her head. Her eyes glanced back to the portrait as she started to pass it back to him. “You drew her nipple! Koa, you pervert!” 
 
    “It’s an accurate sketch of the artist’s original vision!” he said, forcefully. “You’re welcome to climb the tree yourself if you want confirmation on that point.” 
 
    Ruby scooped up a handful of grass and tossed it into his hair. Koa grabbed some nearby leaves, pulled the front of her tunic open, and shoved them down the front. She snarled and hit him in the leg with a stick, standing up to shake herself clean. 
 
    “Shall we get on with it, then?” he asked, stretching as he also rose to his feet. “I assume my mother wishes to see me before I depart?” 
 
    “She does,” said Ruby. “I’ll be going with you to remind you of your duties.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come along, but it’s not as though I haven’t visited the villages of Harvestglade on my mother’s behalf before,” he said. “No doubt it’s some property squabble or a request for easement of taxes. Perhaps a marriage scandal, if I’m lucky. Those are always entertaining.” 
 
    “Heartbreaking, you mean.” 
 
    He waved a dismissive hand at her as they started walking along the castle’s outer wall toward the gate.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Harvest Keep was small by the standards of castles within the realm of Osteanus, housing Makoa, his mother Avina, a few dozen servants and around fifty guards. A modest castle was fitting for the southernmost queendom, far removed from the skirmishes of the borderlands or the politics of the north. 
 
    Koa slowed to a stop as he rounded the corner leading to the hallway outside his mother’s chambers. Petra, his mother’s esper, was speaking to Captain Lauric in hushed tones. The guard captain saluted to her and then nodded to Koa on his way by. 
 
    “Makoa.” Petra flashed him a wry smile, dark lips curling into a half moon. “You have a vital glow about you this morning.” 
 
    She’d always had a way of giving him unusual compliments. Koa had known Petra all his life, and she’d been nearly as much of a presence and factor in his upbringing as Avina herself. 
 
    Like all espers, Petra looked as much a monster as human. Her skin was an unusual but not unappealing pale purple tone, and her hair was midnight blue in color, with branching horns poking out from underneath.  
 
    She was tall, about the same height that he was, curvaceous and beautiful in a way that made her seem dangerous even setting aside her vast magical power. Though given her bond to his mother and his mother’s temperament, it was power she rarely applied directly. 
 
    Needless to say, she was incredibly popular amongst the bards and minstrels of the surrounding lands. The only more desired woman within Harvestglade was, unsurprisingly, Princess Avina herself. 
 
    “Petra.” He grinned back at her. “Is my mother ready for me?” 
 
    “She waits inside her room.” Petra took a step back, pushing a lock of hair into place behind one of her horns. Her eyes were the color of mist, with pupils that she seemed capable of materializing and dissipating at will. 
 
    Koa glanced at Ruby, who moved to stand on the other side of Petra. He swung the door open and stepped inside. 
 
    “I’m set to leave at any time, mother, if you had any concerns about…” 
 
    She was naked, standing by her window, short blonde hair still scraggly and wet. She spun around to face him, startled, but only moving to cover herself after he’d already seen everything there was to see. Princess Avina Gladefoot, his mother through the Ostean tradition of adoption if not birth, completely unclothed, face still flushed from the heat of the bath. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were…” He winced and spun around. “Moreover, Petra didn’t tell me you were…” 
 
    He half expected a giggle from the esper in the hallway, but Petra rarely laughed. Ruby was probably struggling to contain her own mirth, but she was always on her best behavior in front of her princess. 
 
    “It’s all right, Makoa,” said Avina. “I was in the middle of grabbing a robe. This won’t take long.” 
 
    From where Koa was standing, it hardly mattered how long their exchange would take. The damage was done. The image was burned into his mind as surely as any could be. He wondered if his eyes had still been in that open, detail-oriented state he often used for sketching, primed by his earlier glimpse of the goddess’s suggestive posture. 
 
    His mother was short, but with a figure fit for a princess, full and firm in spite of her being but a few months from her fortieth birthday. Her bond with Petra was a contributing factor. Most Osteans capable of the bloodline summoning magic aged far more slowly while connected to their espers. 
 
    The sight of her breasts, pale skinned with nipples the color of pink carnations, would never leave his memory, regardless of whether he wanted it there or not. Never. She had a birthmark under her left breast in the shape of a halfmoon, another little fact that would be forever etched into his mind. 
 
    “Koa?” she called out. “I haven’t scarred you over much, have I? I’m a princess in name, but I’m well aware that I’ve long since acquired the body of a queen.” 
 
    She’s such a smooth liar, he thought. Doubtless she notices the way men still see her. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” he lied. “Tell me when you’re decent.” 
 
    Avina laughed and Koa heard the sound of rustling cloth. “You can turn back around. This won’t take long. I simply wished to check in with you before you set out to Vestus.” 
 
    It was easier for him to fit her back into the neat and safe box a mother belonged in as he faced her with a robe on. Her hair hung only to her shoulders, each blonde strand as straight and silky as her handmaidens could keep it. Her eyes were large, expressive sapphires, always brimming with emotion for him despite seeming as cold as ice while attending to her royal duties. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I assume it’s nothing too unusual. Taxes? I’ve heard a few grumbles of a poor harvest from travelers passing through the taverns.” 
 
    “Not this time.” Avina brought a hand up to stroke the side of her chin, eyes distant. “The mayor of Vestus sent us a request for a guard patrol of the surrounding area. One of the villagers has gone missing under unusual circumstances.” 
 
    “He assumes bandits, then? That seems unlikely, given how calm Harvestglade has been as of late. Monsters even less so. Wolves, maybe?” 
 
    “There’s no way for us to guess without surveying the area ourselves,” said Avina. “Spend a day on it. If you leave within the hour, you can reach Vestus by nightfall. Behave yourself at the inn, spend tomorrow investigating the area, and return once you’ve gotten a sense of the situation.” 
 
    “Behave myself at the inn?” Koa made a face and held out a hand in a questioning gesture. “What, exactly, is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, please. I’ve heard more than enough about how boisterous you and your friend from the mill can be after a few ales.” 
 
    “You’ve met Brin several times before, mother. You can refer to him by name.” 
 
    “I can, but I choose not to.” She smiled and closed the distance to him, eyes full of fondness. “You’re my son and the rightful prince of Harvestglade. All I ask is for you to be your best self.” 
 
    The rightful prince of Harvestglade. Through just those words, Koa felt his heart both rising and falling. She always made sure to remind him of his place, even as the rest of the world made to question it. Lift him up as the rumors tore him down. 
 
    Makoa Gladefoot. The Replacement. 
 
    “I won’t disappoint you,” he said.  
 
    Avina took his hand into hers and gave it a soft squeeze. The motion was small, but apparently enough to loosen the drawstring of her robe, and for the briefest moment, he was afforded a view that nearly mirrored the tantalizing depiction of the goddess in the window. Koa cleared his throat and raised his gaze. 
 
    “Be careful, Makoa.” She pulled him into a hug, something she’d rarely done in the past few years. Koa tried not to feel weird, despite being keenly aware of how little she was wearing, how shockingly womanly her body felt against his. 
 
    “I always am.” He stepped back from her, picking up the faint scent of jasmine soap. Ruby fell into step as he emerged into the hallway. He shot one last parting glower at Petra, who seemed indifferent to the embarrassing encounter she’d orchestrated. 
 
    “Are we setting out?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “Right after I grab a few things from my chamber.” 
 
    He took his sketchpad out of his pocket. He still wanted to finish his drawing of the goddess and knew he might well find a chance during the downtime on his mission. Strangely, he found it hard to conjure the image of the stained-glass window back into memory, the face and hair shifting to resemble someone much more familiar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    “Must you always tease Makoa like that?” 
 
    Avina crossed her arms, frowning seriously at Petra, who was one of a select few within the castle who could withstand her ire. 
 
    “You misinterpret my intentions,” said Petra. “Your Highness, my aim this time was to tease you.” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “To what end?” 
 
    “You seem to have developed the unfortunate habit of cloistering yourself. You are a woman before you are anything else. I was only hoping to assist you in remembering that.” 
 
    “By having my son walk in on me after a bath?” 
 
    “He has developed into a handsome young man,” said Petra. “Though perhaps you have a point. I lack the fine understanding you possess of the structure of Ostean social dynamics.” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “You’re so full of nonsense. I think you knew exactly what you were doing.” 
 
    “Is it different with Makoa, being of the Sabantian bloodline?” asked Petra. 
 
    Avina made a dismissive gesture with her hand, once more finding Petra’s feigned ignorance annoying. Her esper was aware of the circumstances, aware of how sensitive she was in regard to Koa’s adoption. 
 
    Avina had married young, given birth young, and suffered tragedy young. She’d lost her husband, Davos, and her sweet baby boy, Arlan, to the Naked Wasting when she’d still been a teenager, younger than Makoa was now. 
 
    Makoa, in a fate very near the inverse of her own, had lost his mother and father to that same plague. He was of the Sabantian bloodline, technically an heir to a large swathe of the realm now known as the Crumbling Kingdom. There was little he could do with the barren land even assuming the threat of ravaging monsters it currently faced could be tamed, but it was still his birthright. 
 
    Her mother had maintained close relations with Makoa’s birth parents and had orchestrated the arrangement of his adoption during the calm after the plague. Avina had lost her husband and her child, but in Koa, she’d regained her purpose in life. Regained her soul, her hopes and dreams, herself, in truth. 
 
     “This trek out of the castle will do him good,” said Avina. “He’s fallen into reclusive habits as of late. Always reading or scribbling in that sketchpad of his. I once thought the distance between us and the heralder king’s court to be a blessing, but there are so few outlets for his energy here in the south.” 
 
    “From the way he first eyed you upon entering your chamber, he must be overflowing with said energy.” 
 
    Avina scowled at Petra and lobbed her wet robe in the esper’s general direction. Petra neatly brushed it aside with a brush of dark elemental energy. 
 
    “He has to put up with enough without you also joining in on the jest,” said Avina. 
 
    “I will think on that,” said Petra. 
 
    The esper began helping her dress, even going so far as to shade the window with her power to reduce the glare across the window. Avina lifted her arms as Petra fitted a gown over her and carefully began doing up the ties in back. 
 
    “I wonder if I made a mistake by allowing Ruby to go with him,” she said with a sigh. “They are at that age.” 
 
    “She seems healthy enough,” said Petra. “I struggle to understand why you have such reservations about her serving as his mate.” 
 
    “He doesn’t see her like that, for which I suppose I should be thankful,” said Avina. “All it would take is one night of drinking and flirtation and exploration to turn their friendship in a complicated direction. Sometimes I wonder if a brief, messy scandal might be preferable. She’d at least have time to come to terms with finding a husband closer to her station.” 
 
    “Why not simply assign her elsewhere if you harbor such concerns?” 
 
    “Koa would never forgive me,” said Avina, with a sigh. “I suppose I should thank the Herald that he doesn’t see her that way. With the way she clings on to him, I wonder if she’d have the sense to defend her chastity if he decided he wanted her.” 
 
    “Chastity,” said Petra, in a balking tone. “You humans are so antiquated.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll hear no rebuttal from me on that.” Avina lifted a leg to playfully kick one of Petra’s muscular calves. “Get my slippers for me. And my crown.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Princess Avina’s attendants were in their usual positions as she entered her audience chamber. Captain Lauric stood to one side of the dais upon which her throne rested, his scarred face looking as dour and serious as always.  
 
    Magister Argon was sitting in one of the chairs alongside the chamber’s edge usually intended for larger groups of petitioners, resting his back as men of his advanced age often preferred. He snorted awake as she settled into her chair, hurriedly rising to his feet. 
 
    “Princess Avina,” said Argon. “Apologies for my impertinence, Your Highness. I have drafted a summary of today’s petitioners. Lord Willis arrived first, and a representative from the Filet River Caravan is queuing behind him.” 
 
    “I take it Lord Willis is still raising a fuss about the unclaimed Wetford Farm inheritance?” asked Avina.  
 
    Magister Argon nodded. Avina gestured for the young nobleman to be allowed entry. He’d been prattling on about exercising his right to eminent domain over a farm whose owner had passed away without a true heir. It was a claim that, after three years, he did have the right to exercise, but only a few months had passed and Avina was far from comfortable with allowing him to simply name the property as his own. 
 
    She watched the door open, and she recognized the tenor of the frown on Lord Willis’s face. Another man, clothes streaked with dirt from the road and still wearing riding pants, attempted to push by him. 
 
    “Princess Avina!” called the man. “I bring news of the highest urgency for your ears only!” 
 
    “This is preposterous!” said Lord Willis. “There is a way of things in the court of Harvestglade! Take your place in line, cretin!” 
 
    “I doubt this will take long, Lord Willis,” said Avina. “Be patient.” 
 
    She waved the messenger in and ignored the baleful glare of her vassal as the guard gingerly closed the door in his face. The messenger hurried forward, dropping to one knee in front of her throne and taking a steadying breath. 
 
    “The tidings I bring I deliver with the heaviest of heart, Your Highness.” He looked up, face etched with emotion. “Your mother, Underqueen Tamara Gladefoot, has passed away.” 
 
    “That’s…” Avina blinked, mastering her initial reaction. 
 
    That’s not possible, she finished in her head. My mother was in fair health! She was on the fresh end of her sixtieth year, not some withering biddy prone to sickness. 
 
    “I am so sorry, my queen,” said the messenger. “I wish I could have brought any other news than the words I now deliver.” 
 
    The revelation struck Avina hard, but in a vague, uncertain way. She’d never been all that close to her mother. That was part of the reason she’d worked so hard to maintain a close relationship with Makoa, a simple desire to do better. Now, she realized that closeness wasn’t always required to feel the true depth of a loss. 
 
    She would be the new underqueen. More than just inheriting the queendom of Harvestglade, she would now be a consort to the heralder king of Osteanus himself. King Kendall was an old man even by the long-lived standards of Osteans, and while she doubted he would pursue his right of succor and take her to his bed, it was still a distinct, uncomfortable possibility. 
 
    King Kendall will also die one day. His heir, elected by both the Council of Queens and the Council of Lords, may bear stronger desires. 
 
    She could feel Petra’s eyes on her, almost sensing the similar path of their thoughts. Petra had once promised her, as a girl, that if Avina desired it, her esper would stand with her against the entire realm rather than letting a king force himself upon her.  
 
    Of course, King Kendall had an esper of his own, and to make such a decision would be selfishness of the highest degree. It would cost many people their lives, moreover, regardless of the outcome. 
 
    It would all be so much simpler if Makoa stood a chance at succeeding the current king. Young and impulsive as he was, at least he would never seek to bring her to his bed. The edge of her mouth twitched as she remembered how he’d looked at her earlier, eyes lingering at length. He’d just been surprised, no doubt.  
 
    Regardless, it was an empty hope. Harvestglade was far from an influential queendom, and though she could commit her own outsized vote as an underqueen to her son and perhaps wrangle up a few more from council lords who owed her family favors, it would simply never be enough. Most of the court knew him only as the adopted Sabantian son of a backwater princess.  
 
    “Milady,” prompted Captain Lauric. 
 
    “Allow her a moment.” Petra rarely spoke within the audience chamber, but when she did, everyone listened. 
 
    “…Thank you for delivering me these tidings, dark as they may be,” said Avina. “Captain Lauric, find this man lodgings and food within the castle to recover from his journey. And dismiss the rest of the petitioners until noon.” 
 
    Captain Lauric and Magister Argon both nodded and obeyed, revealing another new truth to her from the fog. She was the underqueen now. She had the resources of the entire queendom at her disposal, and she was much more creative and much less beholden to tradition than her mother. 
 
    “How do you feel?” asked Petra, once they were alone in the chamber. 
 
    “Ready.” Avina smiled and steepled her fingers, elbows balanced on the arms of the throne. “I feel ready for this.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    On the rare occasions Makoa was called upon to serve the duties of a prince in public, he did go through the effort of dressing up. He put on a fine blue jacket over one of his normal grey tunics and belted on the ceremonial blade Lauric had once told him was “a sword for wearing rather than wielding.”  
 
    He made a brief, orphaned effort at getting his dark curly hair to seem presentable that was objectively counterproductive. Despite that, the young man staring back at him as he gazed into the mirror almost seemed to look the part, for once. Authoritative and confident, if not quite of the appearance of a native born Ostean prince. 
 
    Ruby was waiting for him outside his door, making little attempt to disguise her boredom. She’d grabbed one of his old sketchpads and was browsing through his random scribbles.  
 
    The page she had open actually reminded him that he had, in fact, drawn her once, spying on her from his window while she’d been attending to a nobleman whom they’d hosted. She’d been waiting while he penned a letter and sneakily stealing grapes from the bowl on the platter he’d taken out to the gardens with him. 
 
    “I don’t look like this,” said Ruby, holding the drawing up with a frown. 
 
    “Well, you were a year or two younger at the time. And it’s just a sketch. I didn’t revise it at all.” 
 
    “You made me look like a boy!” 
 
    Koa laughed and snatched the sketchpad from her. “You were trying to look like a boy.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you should just… go and draw me as one.” She gave an irritated shrug as though even she wasn’t sure what her point was. 
 
    “To be honest, I really liked how it turned out,” he said, with a wistful smile. “It’s the only reason I kept this pad. I thought I managed to capture the mischief in your eyes.” 
 
    “Now you’re making it sound like I’m some kind of brigand.” She attempted a pout, but a smile snuck through. “Have there been other times when you’ve drawn me without my knowledge?” 
 
    “Loads.” He gently tapped her on the head with the sketchpad as he started down the hall. “If you’re coming with me, I’d appreciate it if you’d run ahead to the stable and make sure they have the horses ready.” 
 
    “You could say please, at least!” snapped Ruby. “And I already did.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    They left the castle, passing a road-weary messenger on the way. Makoa wondered about what had the man in such a hurry, but he and Ruby reached the horses a moment after and he turned his focus to saddling up. 
 
    His own mount was a willful stallion that he’d practically grown up alongside named Lazy, dark brown with a messy mane. Ruby usually rode an old mare named Lip, who had a habit of spitting. The two guards Princess Avina had insisted on sending along were waiting for them nearby, silently falling into place to ride behind Koa and Ruby as they set off. 
 
    Gladetown was little more than an oversized village, only holding the status of a city due to it being the capital of Harvestglade. It held a pair of inns, one near the road, one near the docks. A single true tavern with space enough for crowds stood across the way from a rather circumspect brothel. Most of the common people worked as artisans, lumberjacks or fisherman, living off the abundant resources of the region. 
 
    The buildings were squat, thatch roofed structures packed surprisingly tightly together for their number, as the town’s eponymous glade only had so much room. The edge had been creeping outward, steadily expanding as trees were felled, but Koa had been watching that process since he’d been a boy, and it was indeed a slow one. 
 
    The castle overlooked the docks, which marked the southernmost point of Osteanus, where the Strait of Karst met the Stormtrench Ocean. The town was arranged in a manner that a trip down the main road would run a person by every place of interest on the way through.  
 
    Koa and Ruby used to run up and down that road with the other children when they were younger, in the days before most of the young men sought their fortunes in the livelier queendoms and the young women became brides or mothers.  
 
    Whenever a traveling party left the castle, the procession became an affair that always drew a certain amount of attention. Today was no exception. Prince Makoa and his small entourage were greeted by a growing crowd as they headed for the city’s outskirts, enough people gazing upon them to leave him wondering what work was being left undone by their presence. 
 
    “Mind your posture, Koa,” whispered Ruby. 
 
    “You sound like my mother.” 
 
    “That’s sweet of you to say. I admire your mother.” 
 
    He scowled, and despite himself, sat up a little straighter in his saddle. He had on his princely jacket and his pointlessly ornate sword. He supposed he could at least try to act like the prince he technically was. Lifting a hand, Koa began to wave to the crowd. 
 
    Most of the people waved back. There was a mixture of admiration and scorn from what he could see of their faces, but it’d been a tough few seasons. His grandmother, the underqueen, had a notoriously gentle touch when it came to levying taxes, but it was early autumn, a generally unpopular time of the year for nobility in temperate climates. 
 
    And he wasn’t exactly popular to begin with. He’d accepted it years ago, during his first taste of true self-awareness as an adolescent, really. Underqueen Tamara and Princess Avina, his grandmother and mother, were both natives to the glade. Anyone who looked at him, took in his dark eyes, curly hair, the ease of his beard, knew him to be foreign. 
 
    “Makoa of Sabantius, strolling through his vast holdings,” called a mocking voice from somewhere within the thick of the crowd. 
 
    “The whelp from the Crumbling Kingdom!” came another shout from near the first. 
 
    “The replacement prince!” This time, the voice came from within a building, perhaps from the safety of a windowsill. Still, it struck Koa the hardest.  
 
    He could brush off or refute the other barbs, but he’d always known the truth of that unfortunate nickname. The Replacement Prince. His mother had taken him in after the death of her trueborn son. He’d never be able to counter that particular accusation… because it was based solidly in truth. 
 
    He was not a true Ostean prince, at least not in every way that mattered. Without the Ostean bloodline magic, he’d never be able to bond with an esper. Without an esper, he’d never be taken seriously as a factor in politics or war. He was the replacement, and an inferior one, at that. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it seem unnatural if they had nothing but praise for you?” asked Ruby.  
 
    Her voice was small. He could see the pain in her expression, as though the men were jeering at her alongside him. 
 
    “It’s not a matter of needing their adulation,” he said. “I just feel as though their venom over my heritage is an unfair thing. I didn’t choose where to be born or whether to be adopted. I can do nothing to change what they fault me for.” 
 
    “Then why worry about it?” Ruby let go of her reins to reach over and touch his arm. “Just do your best and thumb the rest.” 
 
    He forced a smile and nodded at her sage advice. He was about to start waving again when something flew through the air, descent arcing downward toward Ruby’s head. Koa caught it on reflex, only realizing what it was after his hand had already closed on its scruff. 
 
    A hookhorn doll. The desert mount that Sabantians are so often mocked for. 
 
    Moreover, it was covered in something, likely horse dung from the smell and texture. Koa bared his teeth, fingers digging into the rough cloth of the doll’s exterior. He pulled his arm back in a fury, readying it for a throw back in the general direction it’d come from. 
 
    Ruby stayed his hand. “I think it’s cute.” 
 
    “Ruby, it’s covered in—” 
 
    “I’ll clean it off.” Her fingers squeezed, and she gave him that stubborn look of hers. “It would look nice on my bed table.” 
 
    “You realize that hookhorn is used as an insult? For… Sabantians.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Ruby took the doll from his hand, holding it from the head where it was relatively clean. “I’d take one of these over a horse any day. No offense, Lip.” 
 
    The oblivious mare trotted on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Underqueen Avina ran her fingers over a choker her mother had given her years earlier, for her thirtieth birthday, in fact. She’d thought it ostentatious at the time, a silver chain brooch inset with rubies that demanded so much attention that the only way to wear it would be to build an outfit around it. 
 
    Did I ever wear it? I don’t think so. I will now, without fail. 
 
    She would have to make an appearance in the capital, not just to survey the Gladefoot’s holdings there, but to meet with King Kendall. Was her assumption that the old man would hesitate to bring her to bed a fair one? Very likely… almost definitely, but regardless, the question of whether Avina would let him was one with a singular answer. A strong but firm no, royal responsibility be damned. He was old enough to be her mother’s grandfather. 
 
    There was also the question of what’d happened to her mother’s esper, Tessalin. Normally, espers were passed down within the family upon death. Avina had barely any living relatives to mention, other than her great aunt, Krysana, who she hadn’t seen in years, and of course, Koa, who couldn’t bind an esper himself. That fact tore at her sometimes, the unfairness of his situation, but she couldn’t think about it just yet. 
 
    Tessalin might have died alongside her mother. The bond between an Ostean and their esper was such that, unless both were extremely careful during the passing of their partner, the wounds were often reflected through the link. If Tessalin had survived Tamara’s death, would she not have been the one to bring Avina the news of her mother’s passing? 
 
    Though, it was just as possible that the esper had returned to her true home, whichever realm that might have been. Espers, including Petra, were intentionally vague about their backgrounds. Avina had questioned her about why that was before and never received an understandable answer. 
 
    Running her fingers along the choker’s silver chain, Avina gave the centermost ruby a caress with her thumb and tried to martial her focus. She still needed to meet with the lord and merchant representative she’d sent away earlier. She still had a castle to run, a queendom to look after. 
 
    “Petra,” she called. 
 
    The esper appeared from the shadows within the corner of the room. “Yes, Avina?” 
 
    “Ask Reese to prepare the dining hall for a formal lunch. The two petitioners I sent away earlier will both be invited to attend.” 
 
    “I will do so.” 
 
    Petra exited through the door, and Avina put the choker away, along with a few other pieces of jewelry she’d taken out. A minute or two later, Petra returned. 
 
    “Reese was not at her post in the handmaiden’s hall,” said Petra. 
 
    “Hmm. She must be in her room.” 
 
    They went together to check, finding no trace of the young handmaiden in her chamber. Avina found that quite odd. Reese was generally one of her most reliable servants, and given the immensity of the news Avina had just received, she would have known to be waiting to attend to her. 
 
    Avina queried the two guards at the castle gate. They’d seen Reese leave earlier in the day, but not return. Sighing, the new underqueen of Harvestglade climbed into her carriage to make the short trip into the city in search of her wayward handmaiden. 
 
    She didn’t expect it to be a difficult or thorough search. The carriage was loud enough that, assuming Reese was on an errand at a shop off the main road, she’d simply hear it as it passed by and hurry along. 
 
    “Your mother was not in poor health,” said Petra. 
 
    “She was not.” 
 
    The esper tilted her head on the diagonal, not needing to say anything. 
 
    “The messenger was not privy to the details of the body,” said Avina. “He could tell me only that she passed during the night. I suppose it’s possible that a natural malady took her.” 
 
    “Possible, yes. Probable?” 
 
    “I need more information.” Avina folded her arms and shifted on the bench. “Even then, I need to think very carefully about my moves now. I wasn’t keeping abreast of the motivations and political endeavors of the underqueens or the heralder king. I hesitate to even assume about where to begin.” 
 
    “Begin with the facts,” said Petra. “Your mother is dead.” 
 
    “How very helpful, Petra.” 
 
    “You are ambitious and crafty, Avina. Even starting from a place below parity, I see you as one not to be underestimated.” 
 
    The carriage slowed its pace, and Avina leaned forward to peer through the gap in the partition, looking at the driver. He glanced back at her and motioned with his hand. A boisterous group of men outside Gladewater Tavern were lavishing a familiar young woman with unwanted attention. 
 
    “Come on,” boomed one of the men. “Don’t be that way, lass! Sit on my lap for a bit. Take a load off. The princess can wait for you to wash her underthings, or whatever task you’re about.” 
 
    “Mind his dagger if you don’t want to get poked!” laughed another. 
 
    “Petra,” said Avina, with a cold smile. 
 
    “You’re sure?” asked Petra. “There is a risk at this time of day.” 
 
    “Every move I make from here on out comes with risk. I will not stand for this.” 
 
    The esper opened the door of the carriage and climbed out. The sun had traveled far enough in the sky to render the better half of the road in shadow, but Avina realized Petra would likely not even need to draw from her darkness elemental magic to handle the men. A portion of the rowdy bunch shrunk into the background as they saw their princess’s esper, nay, their underqueen’s esper approach. 
 
    “She’s here of her own volition!” shouted the loud man. “I’ve had her before, I’ll have you know!”  
 
    He pushed Reese aside as Petra continued toward him at the same stride. The handmaiden stumbled and fell at a hard angle, gasping in pain as her arm twisted in the wrong way. Avina could only see Petra’s back, but the nature of her expression was reflected in the sudden rise of fear in the men’s own faces. 
 
    The fight, if it could be called that, was over in an instant. Petra moved with inhuman speed and strength, slamming two of the men together with a brush of her arm, flinging another to the ground and stepping on his chest. The main instigator she saved for last. 
 
    “Reese!” said Avina, attending to her attendant. “Your arm…” 
 
    “I… I think it’s broken,” cried the handmaiden. “Your Grace. I’m so sorry!” 
 
    Avina turned her gaze toward her esper. “Petra.” 
 
    It was another moment where she needn’t have spoken her intentions. The loud man took a hesitant step backward and then spun around in an attempt to flee. Petra was far faster, seizing him by the wrist and shoulder. 
 
    “No!” he cried. “No, no… Ahhhhh!” 
 
    The deep echo of snapping bone stole the attention of everyone near enough to bear witness to the scene. Avina helped her handmaiden to her feet and into the carriage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    The road leading north out of Gladetown was in dire need of re-clearing, with branches marring the way in places and bramble bushes lining either side. It meant Prince Makoa and his entourage had to travel more slowly than usual, which did little to improve his already dour mood. 
 
    “Do you think those berries are edible?” asked Ruby. 
 
    She’d tried a couple of times to get him talking again in the hour since they’d left the city, to no avail. He just wasn’t in the mood. It didn’t help that the hookhorn doll was still dangling from her horse’s harness, even if she’d adopted it out of a rehabilitative impulse. 
 
    “Maybe I should try one and find out?” ventured Ruby. 
 
    Koa sighed. “Those are stoneberries. We both know that they’re poisonous. The herbalist taught us that they were poisonous. I remember the day when he took us out and showed us.” 
 
    “I know that stoneberries are poisonous, but that’s not what these are.” She plucked one on the way by and rolled it between thumb and forefinger. “Doesn’t feel like a stone to me!” 
 
    Koa only shook his head. He was in the mood to ride, to run away, really. To just have a moment to sulk in peace and recognize how unfair parts of his situation in life truly were. 
 
    “I wonder what it tastes like,” said Ruby. 
 
    “Did you not hear what I just said?” snapped Koa. “Don’t eat that.” 
 
    “It’s such a nice color of red,” muttered Ruby. “The skin is flawless and it looks so juicy. I think I’ll try one.” 
 
    “Would you stop being ridiculous?” 
 
    “What? I’m hungry, and the sides of the road are full of these bushes.” 
 
    She made to pluck the berry into her mouth. Koa reached out at the last second to yank it from her. She gasped playfully and tried to get her tongue out toward the berry, the wet tip of it brushing his finger for an odd second. Koa shook her wrist, knocking the berry to the ground. 
 
    “I’ll just grab another one,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    He could sense what she was doing, and a petulant part of him hated that it was working. “Maybe I will, as well? Maybe I’ll eat a whole handful!” 
 
    He angled his horse toward his side of the road and stripped the end of one of the bushes of its offering of stoneberries. Ruby looked at him with uncertainty. 
 
    “You are sure these are edible, right Ruby?” He smiled and popped one into his mouth, enjoying the way her eyes bulged.  
 
    “No!” she cried. “Koa, I wasn’t being serious! Spit it out! Spit it out! I was only teasing you!” 
 
    He stuck his tongue out, revealing the intact berry on the tip of it. Plucking it between two fingers, he threw it at her with decent aim, striking her cheek as it bounced away. 
 
    “You jerk!” Ruby drew closer to him, slapping his shoulder.  
 
    Koa retaliated by flicking another berry at her, and the two had a moment of childish back and forth. They went silent after a time, but it was a soft silence rather than a sulking one. 
 
    “This is nice,” said Ruby. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Just riding like this. It feels like we never get out of the castle anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not really true. I was studying in Twinfalls just last month. And you regularly carry messages between the local villages and Harvest Castle for my mother.” 
 
    “Together, I mean,” said Ruby. “Without your mother or some other minder of a sort peering down on us.” 
 
    She shot a glance back at the two guards, but they were a ways back and entirely disinterested with the actions of their charges. 
 
    “You have a point there,” he said. “My mother has got some weird ideas in her head about the two of us.” 
 
    He chuckled as he thought about the ridiculousness of it. He and Ruby were closer to siblings than anything else, having been so near one another for so long. He glanced over at Ruby, who wasn’t laughing. 
 
    “I think the whole mess between me and Katlyn was the catalyst for it,” he said with a fond sigh. “I still don’t understand how she found out.” 
 
    Ruby pulled her horse ahead of him, saying nothing and looking distinctly annoyed. Koa shrugged, remembering how she and Katlyn had been friendly with each other.  
 
    Katlyn was the middle daughter of Lord Willis, a young noblewoman, but not necessarily one of high importance. He hadn’t mistreated Katlyn in the slightest, but the fallout of their coupling had been messy, and he could understand Ruby not having a bright perspective of the whole affair. 
 
    “You aren’t eating more berries up there, are you, Ruby?” he called in a teasing voice. 
 
    She’d brought her horse to a stop and she glanced back at him, mouth open in surprise. “There’s… some kind of dust squall ahead of us. I almost can’t see through it.” 
 
    She raised a hand as a dirty punch of wind fluttered her hair. Koa drew up next to her, squinting as he saw just how bad it was. 
 
    “That’s strange,” he muttered. “The road doesn’t usually get this kind of weather. Normally just rain this time of year.” 
 
    He turned back to look toward the guards, furrowing his brow as he saw one of them had already dismounted. The guard on foot had his sword drawn and was slowly moving into the trees. Makoa whistled, wanting an answer about what was going on. 
 
    The wind changed directions and he had to shield his eyes as the dust swirled past his and Ruby’s horses. Still looking at the guards, he saw the one with their sword out stumble back from the trees. A new figure emerged from the forest, from the swirling dust, in truth, bearing down on the guard with domineering posture. 
 
    “Herald’s blood, Koa!” hissed Ruby. “What is that?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea.” 
 
    It happened so fast that there was little else they could do but watch. It took Koa far longer than it should have to realize he was not looking at a man coated by the dust, but dust made into a man. An entity a head and a half taller than his guards, who held their positions in no small part due to their imposing size.  
 
    One of the dust monster’s hands closed over the face of the guard with his sword out. A muffled scream was cut off as the dust hand expanded to encircle the guard’s entire head, his limbs flailing desperately as he tried and failed to pull away. There was a horrible crack as the monster’s hand jerked sideways, twisting the man’s skull at an improper angle. 
 
    The other guard, still on horseback, stared at his fallen partner and then took off at full speed back toward the city. Koa pulled his own mount in as it bristled nervously, heart pounding as he tried to work through what to do.  
 
    He drew his sword, cursing at the ornate hilt’s horrible fit within his hand. The weapon felt like it might fall apart on first contact, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Ruby!” he shouted. “Let’s put some road underneath us!” 
 
    She was already turning her horse around as he spoke, and he was quick to get Lazy heading in the same direction. Glancing over his shoulder, Koa saw the monster gaining on them with horrifying speed. It wasn’t just approaching, but growing larger, the combination feeling like a trick to his eye.  
 
    They wouldn’t escape it, not even at a full sprint. Koa made sure Ruby was still set on her course into the distance and pulled his mount around, breathing out hard as he swung his sword into an anticipatory chop. Gods, the thing was nearly at eye level with him on horseback… not that it had any eyes to speak of. 
 
    His blade seemingly connected and continued straight through the dust man at neck level, bucking only slightly as though he’d slashed into a dirt clod. There was a rush of air as it reached a hand toward him, dust flooding his face and eyes. Lazy bucked underneath Koa, and then they both tipped sideways. 
 
    He was lucky to fall clear of the horse, but the onslaught of dust continued unabated. His mouth and nose were covered by the torrent of particles. It was like drowning, but worse. It was like being buried alive, but worse. An active assault of grit and dust and irritants that consumed every facet of his existence. 
 
    He couldn’t even shout for Ruby, though whether he’d call for help or yell for her to get away was an open question. It was all Makoa could do to curl into a ball and cover his face. His lungs burned for lack of air. He knew he was going to have to breathe at some point, and when he did, he’d be breathing dust. 
 
    Then, for no discernable reason, the chaos came to a stop. He sucked in breath after breath, nearly hyperventilating in his haste. His eyes were crusted shut and he had to scratch at the lids to get them open. Tasting dirt on cracked lips, Koa sat up and began looking around. 
 
    “Ruby?” he called, coughing out a plume of dust. “Ruby!” 
 
    It was dark out. Koa began to question how long his ordeal had gone on for, but stopped as he looked up and bore witness to the smoke-grey sky overhead. There was no sign of Ruby or the other guard, but one of the horses lay dead on the ground nearby. 
 
    He felt a stab of fear for Lazy as he hurried over, which morphed into something even worse as he realized it was Lip, Ruby’s horse, with the stupid hookhorn doll still tied onto the side. The animal’s eyes were open, though caked with dirt, but it drew no breath. 
 
    “No…” he muttered. “Oh gods, no!” 
 
    She couldn’t have gone far without her horse, a fact which sawed into his hopes like rotten wood. He shouted her name again. He had to save her. It was probably already too late to save her. Why hadn’t he been more alert? How could such a monster exist within the glade to begin with? It’d been decades since the last serious outbreak of nether foes inside their queendom. 
 
    He pushed all thought from his mind and forced himself to move. The ceremonial sword was still laying in the road. He scooped it up. It was still a sword, regardless of how ostentatious it was. He was still a man, a prince, regardless of his birth or reputation. 
 
    I will find you Ruby, he thought. No matter what. 
 
    A dark truth hid behind those last words, one that made him fear what he’d find as much as hope for a happy ending. He raced onward, first down the road, then cutting into the forest at a spot where the underbrush had clearly been disturbed.  
 
    The woods were thin enough to move easily through, but he had to slide to a stop in front of a different obstruction. A wall of swirling dust, the same dust that arced upward to cover the sky, blocked his path deeper into the trees. The monster had trapped him in an ensorcelled dome? Ominous, but assuming Ruby was inside along with him, it would mean he was at least searching a defined area. 
 
    He started running along the dust wall, shouting her name. He veered inward as the curve of the wall threatened to bring him through a dense, impassable thicket. A branch cracked back and to his left and he whirled around, sword ready. 
 
    The monster was standing next to a fallen log, body shifting and bulging as the dust composing it danced like steam. Jutting out from behind the log was a naked foot, pale and bare, lightly freckled. 
 
    Ruby… Oh gods, Ruby! 
 
    The pain of the inevitable lanced through him. So much left unsaid in that last conversation. Why had he always taken her for granted? How had he never noticed her in the way she truly had deserved to be noticed? 
 
    He screamed out his rage and charged. The monster seemed to flinch back slightly at his first sword slash, but it dodged the second and then countered with a swirling arm of dust. Koa turned his face, trying to barrel into the thing with his shoulder. 
 
    He spat out dust as he fell back, wondering if he could even hurt his obscure opponent with a conventional weapon. The dust man grew in size again, towering over him like an adult next to an infant. The dust dome swirled faster and seemed to contract inward slightly as though reflecting the being’s narrowing focus. 
 
    “You bastard!” screamed Koa. “Grah!” 
 
    He leapt forward, aiming for a stab through the center of the monster’s torso. A cough came from his left and he froze, time stopping on the edge of his hopes. 
 
    “Koa!” cried Ruby, in a creaky voice.  
 
    He nearly dropped his blade. The monster attacked again and he got out of the way in as much a rush to get to Ruby as in proper evasion. She was still laying behind the log, alive, but in a similar state to how he’d been earlier. Her face was streaked with dirt and her eyes and ears were caked with it. 
 
    He put himself in between her and the monster, prepared to make his stand. There was a horrible crack of dark, ominous magic overhead loud enough to reverberate through his bones. 
 
    Magic, he thought. No… That’s thunder! 
 
    The monster let out a clicking noise and took another step toward them, arm extending toward Koa’s face. There was another crack and then all at once, the rain began falling, bleeding through the dust dome unperturbed. The monster hissed and hesitated as the rain built into an unseasonal deluge, and then… it drew back. 
 
    Koa grabbed Ruby, half shielding her with his body as the dust dome collapsed down on them in a poof of chalky dirt. She was shaking, and her ankle was swollen, but she held to him, alert and aware. 
 
    “Koa…” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re all right!” He laughed and touched her cheek. “Bloody hell, Ruby! I thought the worst. Your face… and your hair. We’ll get you all cleaned up.” 
 
    He began wiping at the dust with clumsy movements. 
 
    “Ow, Makoa!” she giggled. “You need to trim your nails.” 
 
    “I’ll have you bring me my royal file as soon as we get back.” 
 
    He laughed and hugged her, and she sobbed and hugged him back. The sound of horses on the road in the distance signaled that help was on the way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    The castle healer was an attentive old matron named Cathelia, who Avina had always shared a fondness for. She was gentle with Reese, her injured handmaiden, carefully splinting her broken arm and whispering assurances about the nature of the injury. 
 
    “A few months, and it will heal to new,” said Cathelia. “You should thank the fates that you’re breaking it now, while you’re still young and pretty, lass.” 
 
    “I… won’t be able to perform my duties, then?” Reese’s face pinched up with worry. Avina set a gentle hand on her good shoulder. 
 
    “You’ll still have a home here in the castle,” she said. “I may need someone new to cover your responsibilities, but your place in my entourage is secure. I promise you this, Reese.” 
 
    “Oh, Your Highness, you’re too kind!” 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” said Avina. “Especially now. An underqueen needs more attendants than a princess, after all. I might even need you to help train some of the fresh-faced handmaidens while you’re still resting.” 
 
    “Of course.” Reese dropped her gaze, hesitating before her next words. “Um… The man who pushed me down. I know how bad that spectacle must have seemed, but it was really just a misunderstanding. One which got out of hand with the aid of drink and bluster. He’s not usually like that.” 
 
    “Three days in the dungeon, followed up with a probationary period while he makes fair restitution toward you?” 
 
    Reese smiled and nodded. Avina gave her good shoulder one last squeeze as she stood to leave. Petra fell in step beside her as they entered the hallway, but they’d barely gone three steps before one of her guards came rushing up. 
 
    “Your Highness!” said the guard, rushing his bow. “There’s been an incident.” 
 
    “An incident?” 
 
    “It’s Prince Makoa,” said the guard. “He never made it to Vestus.” 
 
    Avina’s heart skipped a beat and she felt herself hovering on that horrible precipice that only mothers can understand. The guard kept talking, and it took several moments of breathing and forced calm to take in the rest of his words. Koa was alive and within the castle, despite his troubles. 
 
    “A storm seems to have overwhelmed his party while they were still traveling on the road,” said the guard. “One of the men with him took an odd fall and regrettably, broke his neck. His servant’s horse also seems to have perished through some additional accident. It seems he and his servant panicked and became lost within the woods.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly but wondered at the account. Koa was not prone to panic, especially not in the woods surrounding the city, which he knew as well as anyone. Beyond that, how exactly does a guard with years of experience on horseback suffer a fatal fall on such a relaxed outing? She shared a quick glance with Petra, the esper clearly sharing in her confusion. 
 
    “How did he arrive back?” asked Avina. 
 
    “One of Underqueen Lassius’s scouts found them and helped them along the road to Gladetown.” 
 
    Avina paused, reordering her questions at that new revelation. “Underqueen Lassius is on her way here?” 
 
    “I would assume so, Your Highness, but I’ve heard nothing of the details of her visit.” 
 
    “Thank you. You may return to your duties.” 
 
    She immediately turned and headed in the opposite direction down the hall, Petra matching her pace at her side. The unannounced arrival of another underqueen was perhaps not as surprising as it might have seemed, given the recency of her mother’s death. No doubt Lassius was interested in seeding politics in a freshly tilled field. 
 
    Koa takes priority. Now and forever. 
 
    She made her way up to the castle’s second level, found Koa’s door, and opened it without breaking stride.  
 
    “Mother!” Koa was fresh out of the bath, a drying cloth hanging from one hand, eyes wide with surprise.  
 
    Avina only cared that he was alive and in good health, as far as she could see. 
 
    Very good health. She hadn’t realized he’d put on so much muscle. She snapped back to the moment and spun around in a fluster, unable to quite clear the image of the muscle definition of his stomach and… certain parts directly below it from her mind. 
 
    “Sorry!” she called, shuffling back out the door. “Um… We’re even now?” 
 
    Koa laughed and let out a long sigh. “Yes, I suppose we are. Give me a minute to dress and make myself decent, and then we can talk.” 
 
    She waited, not closing the door all the way, feeling oddly reassured by the rustle of clothing within. Koa came to the door and pulled it wide, grinning as he leaned against the doorframe. Avina smiled and touched the front of her tunic, shaking her head with a small motion. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “You might want to sit down for this,” he said. “I hardly believe it myself.” 
 
    She did, taking the chair tucked at his desk, which Koa sat atop, hands clasped. He frowned slightly as he began, and she completely understood why as he got into the details. 
 
    “We were attacked by a man… a monster, made of dust,” he said. 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow. “A monster? Here in Harvestglade?” 
 
    “Ruby will back my account up with her own observations,” said Koa. “As will the guard who fled the scene. As an aside, I would consider relieving him of his post.” 
 
    Avina nodded, though she knew she needed all the guards she could hire and then some after the recent change in her station. “Explain to me exactly what you endured. Leave nothing out.” 
 
    Koa was thorough, so much so that Avina felt her heart tying itself into knots at various points throughout his story. He’d come so close to death out of nowhere and faced off against something that bucked understanding. 
 
    “Ruby and I attempted to explain to Underqueen Lassius’s entourage what’d happened, but we were still shaken from the incident,” he said. “I don’t think we were clear enough to get the details across. I cared only for getting Ruby back here at the time.” 
 
    “A dustwalker,” whispered Petra. 
 
    Avina and Koa both turned to look at her. Avina gestured for her esper to continue. 
 
    “Creations of the Sabantian magi during their peak as a high-magic realm,” said Petra. “The dustwalkers were powerful and dangerous monsters of the variety that threaten widespread destruction rather than simply posing a nuisance.” 
 
    “Were they related to the downfall of Sabantius?” asked Koa. 
 
    Avina could hear the curiosity in his tone, always eager for information on his bloodline, his lost inheritance. 
 
    “Not directly, no,” said Petra. “They never caused anything resembling the chaos of the Sabantian civil war, The Unleashing. But perhaps that was only due to the immense power the Sabantians wielded in their prime. In the time since, much of the barren land of the Crumbling Kingdom has been claimed by these monsters, specifically.” 
 
    “The monsters within Sabantius almost never venture beyond the kingdom’s natural confines,” pointed out Avina. “What’s this one doing on our side of the Strait of Karst?” 
 
    “That is the question of the day,” said Petra. 
 
    “We have to get word of this to the heralder king!” said Koa. “Or at least to Underqueen Tamara.” 
 
    Avina winced. “It pains me to have to add this to the weight already on your shoulders, Makoa, but your grandmother… has passed away. I only just received the news this morning.” 
 
    “…Oh.” The surprise in Koa’s expression faded almost immediately to concern. “Oh gods, Mother. Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said with a sad smile. “It’s been a long time since we were close.” 
 
    “She was so young, by Ostean standards.” Koa’s eyes flicked from Avina to Petra. 
 
    “I plan on reaching out to her entourage for more information on the… circumstances of her death.” 
 
    “On the matter of the dustwalker,” said Petra. “I think it might be prudent to avoid talking about it openly just yet. It would be regrettable if we stirred a panic, after all.” 
 
    Avina nodded, but she noted the hint of a smirk at the edge of Petra’s dark lips. In the borderlands, it was not uncommon for certain monsters to be captured, for study and sometimes for training. There were potential advantages to attempting to turn such entities into assets, especially for a low-magic queendom like Harvestglade. 
 
    “I can see the logic in that,” said Koa. 
 
    Avina stood up, attention turning toward something she hadn’t noticed next to his bed. A small stuffed doll, dripping wet as though recently scrubbed, was drying in a sunbeam.  
 
    “Is that…?” She frowned, recognizing the creature it was apparently supposed to be. “Oh, Koa. Did someone give you this in poor taste?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” he said, with an odd smile. “But sometimes a gift is given one way and received in another.” 
 
    He nodded to Avina once and then to Petra, and somewhat dumbly, the underqueen of Harvestglade realized she’d just been dismissed by her son. She followed her esper out of the chamber, equally proud and amused. 
 
    “He seems well,” commented Petra. 
 
    “Beyond well.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Most of the servant’s chambers, including Ruby’s, were on the castle’s first level, nestled behind the dining hall and alongside the kitchen. Koa inhaled the heady scent of fresh baked bread and a spicy lunch stew as he passed through the intervening chambers. 
 
    He gave the hookhorn doll a quick fluff before knocking on Ruby’s door. There was a pause, and he was left wondering if perhaps she’d been so exhausted that she’d gone to bed early. 
 
    “Yes?” she finally called, from within. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    He opened her door and poked his head in, half-expecting her to be exposed based on recent mishaps. She was sitting on her bed in a plain cloth bathing robe, looking comfortable and clean. He smiled as he came into her chamber, which was small, barely wider across than her bed. 
 
    “What do you have behind your back?” she asked. 
 
    He pulled the doll out. “Your surprise. I’ll have you know I cleaned it myself.” 
 
    Ruby grinned and accepted it, running her hands across the still damp exterior. “That must have been quite the ordeal for you, Your Highness. Getting down and dirty in a wash basin. Hard for me to picture a prince of your stature engaging in such work.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll keep it for myself, just out of my ample princely spite.” 
 
    He tried to pull the doll back from her, and Ruby’s eyes bulged as she got a better grip on it. 
 
    “Koa!” she cried. “You’re going to tear it!” 
 
    “It’s actually quite well made,” he said, still clinging to one of the doll’s legs. “The tailor who sewed it deserves a commendation.” 
 
    “She does,” said Ruby with a smile, staring at him. 
 
    They stayed like that for a couple of seconds. Ruby hugged the doll, unconcerned by the damp. 
 
    “Did you check in with your mother?” she asked.  
 
    “She burst into my room a few minutes ago. Before I’d finished dressing, in fact.” 
 
    “Neither of you have any boundaries with each other,” said Ruby. 
 
    “True enough.” He sat down on the bed next to her. “She told me that my grandmother, Underqueen Tamara, has… apparently passed away.” 
 
    Concern flickered across Ruby’s face, but she knew Koa well enough to know he and his grandmother had never been all that close. “…Does that mean you’re an underprince, now?” 
 
    “You know that’s not a thing.” 
 
    “I suppose not. Sorry, Koa. That is a lot to take in across one day.” 
 
    “I’m mostly glad that I’m still alive to take it all in,” he said. 
 
    Ruby nodded slowly. “I’ve decided that I’m simply going to shut my mouth about what happened on the road. What actually happened. The men who found us didn’t do a good job containing their laughter when we started talking about a man made from dust. I, for one, am not interested in gaining a reputation as the prince’s hysterical servant.” 
 
    “That may be for the best.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Not the reputation, you dolt,” he said. “Keeping our mouths shut. My mother and her esper mentioned not wanting us to start a panic. It might be in everyone’s best interest for us to just play along with the story that’s been going around.” 
 
    Ruby let out a huff. “I said I wanted to keep silent, not lean into the lie. You’re all right with that?” 
 
    Koa put an arm around her waist. “There are… more important things than correcting people’s assumptions. Gods, Ruby. For a few minutes when we were separated out there, I thought…” He took a breath, searching for the words. 
 
    “You thought what?” Ruby turned her head toward his, blinking a bit. 
 
    Koa flashed a grin, grabbed the doll and bonked her on the head with it. “I thought it was ridiculous that you insisted so stringently on saving this silly, dung covered doll. You’re such a little girl on the inside.” 
 
    “I was saving your pride as much as the doll, Your Highness.” 
 
    He bonked her on the head again. Ruby tried to wrestle the doll away from him and they slapped hands over it for a second or two, and then hugged each other fiercely. Koa held her tight in his arms, so tight that it felt like they were on that road again and he was trying to shield her from the inevitable. 
 
    They stayed like that for a moment and then pulled back as though nothing had happened, Ruby shielding the doll as though expecting him to steal it again. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll get plenty of rest tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “I will.” He stood up, smiling. “After I take care of a few things.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The foremost on the list was celebrating the fact that he was still alive in the only way that seemed appropriate — a trip out to the tavern for an ale or two. Or three. The castle’s guards had standing orders from his mother to only allow him into town at night if he was accompanied by at least one guard. 
 
    “What’s your name, ser?” he asked of the guard that Captain Lauric brought out for him. 
 
    “Byers, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Byers. I don’t recognize you. Have you served here for long?” 
 
    “I have not, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Good. If my mother asks, you will tell her I was back in my chambers a short time after sundown.” 
 
    Byers gave an uncertain nod, which was honestly more initial loyalty than Koa had been expecting. It takes time to build trust and rapport, especially with the kinds of men vetted into the castle’s guard by his mother since she took over hiring from Underqueen Tamara. 
 
    He mourned his grandmother in silence as he and Byers set out along the road into Gladetown. She’d been an intelligent, if rather grumpy woman. He still wondered about the circumstances of her death. The times were fast becoming dangerous on multiple fronts. He had to stay vigilant about his own safety, and he would… starting first thing in the morning. 
 
    The Gladewater Tavern was at half capacity as Koa arrived. He pulled the hood of his cloak up, which suited the active chill of the mid-autumn night air. The inn’s proprietor, Ashton, had long ago gotten used to having a prince attend his modest establishment and greeted Koa with a smile and a nod. 
 
    “Your usual table is open, ser,” said Ashton. 
 
    “Thank you, my goodman.” Koa had an ale poured for himself, politely dismissed Byers with his blessing to have a few drinks at the bar, and took his seat. 
 
    What he appreciated most about the Gladewater Tavern was that despite most of its patrons knowing exactly who he was just out of the usual familiarity of regulars, there was never any fanfare at his arrival. No fanfare and no jeers. None of the pomp and expectation of his outings on horseback or carriage down the main road. Just a man in a cloak drinking ale with a birthright that had no relevance to the act of getting drunk. 
 
    He’d promised Ruby, however. He had no intention of having more than a few beers before heading back to the castle. He eyed the common room, nodding to a few faces he recognized, ignoring a pretty young lass a year or two younger than him who offered a flirty wink. Ruby would really kill him if he didn’t make it back to his own bed that night. 
 
    Brin was in attendance at another table, busy talking up a pair of women who appeared to be sisters, if not twins. Neither was Beatrice, Brin’s steady girlfriend, but that wasn’t unusual. Koa wished he’d thought to bring the sketch he’d drawn to settle their bet, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember where he’d put it. 
 
    Brin grinned as his eyes passed over Koa and excused himself from the ladies. It’d always amazed Makoa that, despite being a prince, Brin seemed to always manage to be a step or two ahead of him when it came to getting to know each and every available young woman in town. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” said Brin, in a mocking tone of respect. “You’re looking well.” 
 
    “Well enough, all things considered, Ser Brin.” 
 
    Brin was a short, muscular man with the kind of jawline a boxer would be envious of. He kept his hair tightly cut, barely a dusting of black across his scalp, but he always wore his shirts and tunics with the top undone enough to hint at his prodigious chest fluff. 
 
    “I heard there was a bit of a dust up on the road involving you and your party.” Brin stated it, though his words had an edge of a question, along with a fair amount of concern. His phrasing caught Koa’s attention. 
 
    “What did you hear, exactly?” 
 
    Brin shrugged and took a seat. “That a guard had an accident of sorts during the storm earlier today and you and Ruby were lost in the confusion.” 
 
    Koa so badly wanted to tell him the truth, but he knew his mother probably had the right idea in keeping quiet until they understood the situation better. “That’s near enough to what happened, I’d say.” 
 
    “Near enough?” Brin tapped a finger along the edge of his mug. “Interesting that you’d put it that way.” 
 
    “It was a bit of a situation,” said Koa. “That’s all I will say.” 
 
    “A situation involving you and Ruby, lost in a storm, cold and wet and perhaps clinging to one another?” 
 
    Koa took a sip of his beer instead of taking the bait. “You’re welcome to run your imagination as wildly as you run your mouth. I’ll say no more.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Brin held his hands up in surrender. “I suppose you’ve had enough else on your mind, what with Underqueen Tamara’s death and all.” 
 
    “To be honest, I wasn’t all that close to her,” said Koa. “I’ll mourn her passing along with everyone else, but I don’t see it changing much. My mother was already making most key decisions here in Harvestglade.” 
 
    “If you say so,” said Brin. “In truth, it was your mother I had on my mind when I first heard the news. She’s the new underqueen, no?” 
 
    “She’s her mother’s only daughter, so yes, obviously.” 
 
    “So the heralder king now gets to plough her as much as he wants, then?” Brin made a whistling noise that, in Koa’s opinion, had no business being used in any matter related to his mother. 
 
    “No!” snapped Koa. “I mean, not as such. King Kendall is legitimately old, even by Ostean standards, and known to be eccentric. I doubt he has much drive in that way.” 
 
    “He is old, but doesn’t that smack right down on my point? There’ll be a new king long before your mother passes out of her prime, especially with her bond to her esper.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s a possibility, but—” 
 
    “And your mother is, and I mean this in the politest possible way, rather comely. She’s got that confidence, too, and the poise of an older woman. Doesn’t matter if the next king is older than her or younger or if he even normally prefers men. I mean, who would pass on that?” 
 
     “Brin could you do me a favor and—” 
 
    “I mean, who hasn’t had a vixen’s visit from the mighty Princess Avina in their dreams? She went ahead and locked me up in the dungeon, but oh, she did more than just throw away the key!” 
 
    Koa slammed his mug down on the table hard enough to draw most of the barroom’s attention. “Remind me again how you ended up being my closest friend?” 
 
    “Lack of suitable alternatives, I suppose.” 
 
    “Herald’s blood, Brin. Why would you do me the disservice of putting this all in my head right now? I’m trying to celebrate my continued survival!” 
 
    Brin quirked an eyebrow at that but pressed on to answer his question. “To motivate you, Makoa. You still have a chance to become the heralder king’s next heir. It might be a minuscule chance, probably less than a goat’s chance in a den of wolves, but a chance, no less.” 
 
    Koa sighed and waived one of the serving girls over to trade his mug out. “It’s not as though I haven’t thought about it before, but it simply isn’t realistic. I’m not even Ostean born. It would take a truly incredible series of events to land Koa of Sabantius on the Heralder throne without so much as an esper to his name.” 
 
    “In my opinion, that’s all the more reason for you to start now. The alternative is having to sit back and watch while your mother suffers. It isn’t just about the royal ploughing itself. What if this new king desires her to bear his child against her will? What if he’s the rough sort in private? What if it’s all too much for your poor mother to handle and she flings herself from the high ramparts, arms out toward the sun in one final plea for release from her tragic fate?” 
 
    Koa massaged his temples as he felt the stirrings of a headache. “You’re an awful friend.” 
 
    “I’m your best friend. And I want you to become king.” 
 
    “My first royal edict will be to have you conscripted into the borderlands army.” 
 
    “Cruel of you to even jest about that!” 
 
    Koa flashed a cold smile. “Keep talking about my mother getting ploughed, and you’ll find out if it’s a jest.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Avina found herself in a rush the next morning, as was often the case when Harvestglade received a high-profile guest. Next to the heralder king himself, Underqueen Lassius was perhaps the most powerful person within the realm. Avina did not miss the significance of the fact that her visit was so short in time after her mother’s passing and the political opportunity it presented. 
 
    The rush was made double by Reese’s injury. Avina had come to rely on her for a range of tasks, and much of the early organization of the day was focused on figuring out who could replace Reese for each objective. 
 
    Avina was in her audience chamber, attempting to formulate a meal plan for the dozens who’d be in attendance based off what meat was available in bulk from the city’s butcher, when the guard at the door rapped his spear, announcing an arrival. One of Underqueen Lassius’s handmaidens, judging from the embroidery on her shawl, lowered herself into a curtsy with a smile. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said the foreign handmaiden. “I am here on behalf of my liege, the esteemed Underqueen Lassius Anelscion of the Puzzle Islands, to request a formal audience in acknowledgment of your recent elevation in status.” 
 
    “I will do her one better,” said Avina, with a gracious smile. “Tell your liege that she may join me at a banquet tonight held in her honor. It’s so rare to have such an honored guest here in the south.” 
 
    Gods, let’s hope it remains a rare occurrence, indeed! I’m practically tearing my hair out at the logistics of this mess. 
 
    “I will inform her of such,” said the handmaiden. 
 
    Avina exhaled as she left, glancing at Petra, who had been unusually quiet that morning. After giving Magister Argon a few instructions on how to continue the preparations for the evening, she left the audience chamber. 
 
    “Handle things here in my stead?” she asked Petra. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll do what I can,” sighed her esper, in her infinite patience. 
 
    Avina headed straight to the castle library’s back room, which in truth, had been a private space reserved almost entirely for her mother’s reading and writing. She’d respected Tamara’s claim to the chamber even after the reigns of the queendom of Harvestglade had mostly fallen into her hands. It’d always seemed like it would have been an invasion of privacy to use it for herself in the time before. 
 
    Now, it represented perhaps her only hope in gaining an understanding of the current political situation between the underqueens. Avina’s mother, in some ways, had been derelict in her duty of preparing Avina to take her place. She didn’t blame her mother for it. How could she have anticipated her own death to such a degree? 
 
    There’s no changing the past, she thought. I must simply prepare myself for the future. 
 
    She began her examination at her mother’s writing desk, a beautiful piece of furniture made from polished cherry wood that was likely more expensive than most houses within the city. It smelled of her mother, the real woman underneath the pomp and pamper, ink-stained hands and old leather bound books and that faint, not unpleasant paper staleness. 
 
    The desk was locked, but it didn’t take long to find the key. She’d been hoping to have everything she needed in a nice, accessible, organized pile, but of course it wasn’t that simple. Tamara’s notes were both out of order and out of date, the newest being from more than a decade earlier, when she’d last lived in the castle full time. 
 
    Avina just needed a hint, a clue, as to the relationship between her mother and Lassius. It was the sort of question that should have had a simple answer, a yes or a no, a passing sentence. That’s all she would have needed, had she been able to ask her mother in person. 
 
    The loss ached so much deeper in that moment, emotional and practical at the same time. She read through the notes that she could find, but the first few related only to the queendom’s finances from years earlier.  
 
    A packet of tightly rolled scrolls expanded on an aborted plan to send an expedition to Sabantius, though the purpose behind it was unclear. Another thin booklet was filled with Tamara’s favorite recipes. Avina smiled and tucked that one away somewhere she’d remember to find it later.  
 
    Petra knocked at the door and poked her head in a few minutes later. “Avina? Are you busy?” 
 
    “Not as busy as I’d like to be,” she muttered. “What is it?” 
 
    “I have several new handmaiden candidates for you to meet and make a decision on.” 
 
    “Already? That was fast.” 
 
    “The news of your mother’s death has already spread into town and drawn out those in search of new opportunities in life,” said Petra. “Shall I send them in?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Avina didn’t bother trying to stand and greet each one with an underqueen’s posture, instead simply continuing her investigation. Better she see each candidate’s reaction to her in motion, rather than giving them a filtered idea of the woman they’d be serving. 
 
    If only I could have had their first impression of me while I was riding or fencing, even. 
 
    The first was an old woman, too old at a glance. Avina was kind to her, but knew just from the tremble she could see in the woman’s fingers that she would make a poor fit. She politely explained as much, but dangled the option of allowing her a place among the castle’s wash women, which the matron gratefully accepted. 
 
    Avina grinned at the second candidate, a tall and broad-shouldered woman who eyed the door frame as she entered as though used to having to duck to avoid hitting her head on such nonsense. She answered all Avina’s questions about experience with court politics, fashion sense and cosmetics in the negative. She hesitated when Avina asked if she could read or write and answered in a way that all but begged the question how much. 
 
    “Can you start tomorrow?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Um… Yes, Your Highness!” The huge woman bowed instead of curtseying with martial intensity.  
 
    Avina smirked as Petra escorted her from the room, pausing as she closed the door to eye her bonded partner. 
 
    “She’ll be handy to have on hand,” said Petra. “A guard in a lady’s guise.” 
 
    “Exactly. Last candidate?” 
 
    Petra sent in a girl with raven dark hair who couldn’t have been older than perhaps nineteen. She seemed nervous and a little shy as Avina began asking her questions, though she gave sufficient answers to all of them. She was the prototypical handmaiden, a perfect understudy for Reese. 
 
    “And your name?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Verity, Your Highness.” 
 
    “One of my handmaidens recently broke her arm,” said Avina. “You’ll be training under her to begin with.” 
 
    “I… am to be a handmaiden, then?” 
 
    Avina smiled and nodded. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    There was an immediate practical effect to having an additional pair of handmaidens to help with the preparations for the banquet. Avina had Reese giving instructions to both Verity and the powerful woman, whose name she learned was Mav, stepping back once she trusted the setup to be handled. 
 
    It left her with Petra on hand to help her dress and make herself up, a role which the esper had grown well familiar with over the years. Avina opted for a black and gold dress that had been initially sewn for her mother, though Tamara had never worn it. It had a long slit running down one leg and an accent of dark panther fur around the neckline for a distinctly southern flair. 
 
    Petra made a few adjustments to the bust and waist, tailoring using hands of darkness to work the needle and thread with inhuman precision. Avina stripped out of her clothing and tried it on as soon as it was ready, admiring herself in the mirror. 
 
    “I like it,” she said. “It makes me look unpredictable.” 
 
    Petra let out a teasing laugh. “Oh, you are that regardless of what you wear, Avina. Be careful to not be so unpredictable as to stray from the path forward.” 
 
    “That would be a challenge, as I have no idea where I’m going.” 
 
    She went to see Makoa next, as he’d also be playing a visible, if not central role in the banquet. Underqueen Lassius would undoubtedly have either her daughter, Princess Rebethia, or her slug of a son, Prince Harriston, with her. 
 
    “Come in,” he called when she knocked on his door.  
 
    He grinned at her as she entered his chambers in a way that harkened back to the way she’d burst in on him naked the previous day. The thought made her cheeks flush, but there was probably no chance of him noticing with her face powdered as it was. 
 
    “I wanted to check on your preparations for the banquet,” she said.  
 
    “Almost complete.” He turned around from the mirror and struck a pose with his arms out. “What do you think?” 
 
    What she thought was that he was her perfect, handsome son, who would look dashing in just about anything. Or just about nothing, as she’d discovered the previous day. But the jacket he had on… 
 
    “Koa, you’ve worn that jacket far too much across the last year,” she said. “It’s practically threadbare. You have nicer clothes than that.” 
 
    “True enough. But I think a prince’s clothing should reflect his heart. This coat is expensive, but also practical. I could wear it to a banquet as easily as into battle.” 
 
    “That is a beautiful sentiment,” said Avina, smiling. “But you still aren’t wearing it. I’ll send one of my handmaidens up to help you pick out a few nice alternatives.” 
 
    Koa let out a patient sigh but didn’t overly seem disappointed. “Fair enough. Ruby can handle it.” 
 
    Avina almost nodded on reflex, but there was something in her son’s tone that gave her pause. She’d been increasingly wary of the way he and Ruby had been around one another in recent months. Nothing she could point her finger at exactly, more of just a vibe, a familiarity, a tension even, between them. 
 
    “Ruby’s tastes in fashion are only a step above yours,” she said. “She’s always dressing like a boy.” 
 
    “That’s an active choice on her part. She knows enough. Besides, I heard something about your handmaiden, Reese, breaking her arm? If you’re short staffed, I’ll simply have Ruby come up to my room.” 
 
    “I just hired two new handmaidens,” insisted Avina. “I’m sure one of them can follow Reese’s instructions well enough to make appropriate choices.” 
 
    She expected Koa to push back and it looked like he might for a moment.  
 
    But in the end, he controlled himself carefully, nodded, and said, “Well enough.” 
 
    Again, Avina found herself examining his reaction, how strategically he’d accepted her edict. Almost as though there was something he had to hide, something he couldn’t risk having her press him on. She wondered at his dramatic encounter with the dustwalker, if perhaps there’d been more to that story than he’d revealed. 
 
    “Koa…” She sighed, choosing her words carefully, but not holding back. “There may be a time in the near future where I might need to move Ruby into my service.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Every path for advancement for her here in the castle as a young woman leads to serving her underqueen directly,” said Avina. “She won’t have the same opportunities in your service.” 
 
    Koa took off his jacket roughly and tossed it in the direction of the wicker basket he used for his spent clothing. Avina pressed on. 
 
    “There’s also the matter of appearances. When you start courting a suitable wife, how do you think it will look to have a pretty, freckled tomboy tailing in your wake?” 
 
    “Mother,” said Koa, in a controlled tone. “I have nothing but love and respect and trust for you…” 
 
    “…But?” 
 
    “But…” He turned to face her and there was a hardness to his expression that nearly stole her breath. “I will never forgive you if you take Ruby out of my service.” 
 
    She had such a conflict of emotions as she heard his words, saw his eyes. He was so frustratingly headstrong, but he looked so much like the prince she’d always dreamed of him growing up to be in that moment of confident abstinence. 
 
    “Oh, Makoa,” she said with a sigh. “Have the two of you…?” 
 
    “No!” he snapped. “Of course not. She’s as a sister to me. As a friend, my truest and oldest. I would never. I may be foolish on many subjects, but I know how cruel it would be to take advantage of her like that.” 
 
    “Does she know that, as well?” 
 
    Koa stayed silent. He turned away from her. Avina walked over to stand close behind him, first touching his shoulder, and then pulling him into a soft hug, her arms around his chest from behind. Gods, he’d gotten so tall. 
 
    “Ruby can stay in your service for as long as you can maintain that mentality,” she said. “I’m sorry for pressing the point.” 
 
    “It is a valid point.” He set his hand atop hers. “She deserves the world, you know. I suppose her being a handmaiden to her underqueen, with all the status that represents, may one day be a part of that.” 
 
    “You have such a good heart, Makoa.” She squeezed a little tighter, inhaling his clean, masculine scent. “I’ll send one of my new handmaidens, Verity, to help you with your decisions on attire.” 
 
    He nodded and for a few seconds, Avina matched her breathing to his. The world was changing around them both. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    He knew it was unbecoming for a prince to sulk, but sulk Koa did. He was mad at the world, rather than at his mother. Everything she’d said was precisely the truth, a facet of reality which he’d made an effort to avoid thinking about. 
 
    Maybe Ruby is on to something with dressing as a boy, he thought. If she bound her breasts and cut her hair… perhaps wore a sword. Could I pass her off as my bodyguard? 
 
    The thought was as desperate as it was ridiculous. Koa sat down on his windowsill, feeling an echo of the suffocating loss that he’d experienced out in the woods, assailed by the dustwalker. He truly despised being a prince at times. 
 
    His mother was clearly empathetic, but she didn’t truly understand how much Ruby meant to him. Avina had always had Petra at her side, from near to the same age Ruby had first entered his service. It felt so cruel for this looming disappointment to be heaped atop the already substantial pile of harsh truths he’d been forced to accept as an Ostean prince of Sabantian bloodline. 
 
    A soft knock came at his door. He rushed to open it, expecting Ruby, only remembering what his mother had arranged with her new handmaiden as the unfamiliar face came into view. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, frowning. “Right. Come on in. Your name is…?” 
 
    “Verity, milord.”  
 
    “Verity.” He smiled and took her measure. She was young and pretty, older than Ruby but by no more than a year. Dark hair with a tannish cast to her skin. Dressed in one of the plain dresses the handmaidens wore, similar in style but varied in color. “You’re here to make Reese’s choices?” 
 
    “She explained to me what would be appropriate and asked me to decide for myself.” 
 
    “Sounds like she has a great amount of faith in you, right off.” 
 
    Verity nodded, but didn’t smile, as though the assertion weighed on her. He was fairly certain she wasn’t from Gladetown. He would likely recognize her from his time playing with the town kids with Ruby during his younger days. 
 
    “The black and gold jacket,” said Verity, quietly. “With a white undershirt. Over the grey slacks.” 
 
    “Ah, but a bright contrast between top and bottom is considered out of fashion at the moment.” Koa moved to stand behind her, a little close, almost like he would with Ruby. 
 
    “I meant the darker grey pair on this side.” She leaned forward and pointed, and he caught a hint of a smirk as she pulled them loose from the stuffy wardrobe. 
 
    “Well, I suppose there is always the darker pair,” said Koa, smiling back. “Reese’s trust was well placed. You’ve assembled a bearable outfit for me.” 
 
    “I was aiming for dashing, but bearable will do.” She still had that odd smile on her face, confident but somehow minimal, as she held the jacket up in front of him, fingers brushing his shoulders. 
 
    “Was the extent of your instructions to simply pick the clothing out, or are you here to dress me, as well?” he teased. It’d been years since a servant had given him that much help, aside from a few times in his mid-teens during rebellious phases, at the behest of his mother. 
 
    Verity looked shocked, and then her smile returned. “I am here to serve, milord.”  
 
    Ruby would have managed such an utterance with dripping mockery, he thought. This girl… teases in a different way. 
 
    He’d waited too long for a clever reply now, so instead, he took the jacket and made a show of holding it up to the sun. In the near future, he might need to dress in his princely best every day.  
 
    It was inevitable if his mother ended up being pulled into the greater sphere of Ostean politics as the underqueen. He would become the governor of Harvestglade, and she and Petra would leave for Twinfalls, the Ostean capital. 
 
    It was not unlikely that all three of them might leave his life in a practical sense, only to be seen a couple times a year in short visits, if and when Ruby became one of his mother’s handmaidens. He was on the cusp of losing them all. Koa had never cared much for the realm’s politics, but it was hard not to when the consequences were so raw. 
 
    The shatter of glass came from the corner of his room. Koa glanced around, finding Verity standing next to his bed table staring at a broken cup in abject horror.  
 
    “I am so sorry!” said Verity, already stooping to her knees. “I wasn’t paying attention, milord, and I seem to have…” 
 
    She tried to sweep the broken shards up with one hand and winced as the edge of one of them sliced along the side of her palm, not deep, but enough to draw a sliver of blood. Koa stooped to wave her away. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said. “I’ll sweep it up.” 
 
    Or perhaps get Ruby to do it. 
 
    “It’s my mess,” said Verity. “I should—” 
 
    “Focus on your other duties,” he said with an edge of command. “It’s just a cup.” 
 
    Verity nodded slowly, pulling her hands back. She didn’t rise back to standing immediately, instead looking up to meet his gaze, her expression a cluster of fears and hopes and tension.  
 
    “This opportunity that your mother… the underqueen… has favored me with.” She shook her head, mouth open, lacking words. “I’m scared I’ll fail at it. I know I’ll try my hardest in all capacities, but what if the opportunity is simply too large for me?” 
 
    Koa pulled out his pocket cloth and pressed it against her bleeding hand. “That’s a common apprehension. You might not believe me when I say this, but I know how you feel. Very much so, Verity.” 
 
    She blinked, almost looking annoyed, or perhaps disappointed. 
 
    “Heard that one a few times before, I take it?” he said, smirking. “On your way now. Don’t worry yourself over a broken glass. My mother has larger problems to hoist upon your slender shoulders than just that.” 
 
    “Yes, milord.” She stood up, bowing and smiling. “Thank you.” 
 
    He took his time getting dressed and headed straight down to meet his mother for the banquet’s opening reception. Avina stood within the castle antechamber, Petra on one side, Captain Lauric and Magister Argon on her other, with a space to one side undoubtedly reserved for him. 
 
    “Nice,” said Avina, smiling as she looked him up and down. “You should wear that jacket more often.” 
 
    She brushed a bit of lint off one of his shoulders. Koa resisted the urge to swat her hand away playfully. 
 
    “I like your new handmaiden,” he said. 
 
    “Which one? Mav?” 
 
    “Verity. Reese had sent her to choose in her place.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly, not seeming overly thrilled by his interest. “She’s very quiet around me.” 
 
    “I probably got more out of her than you did, in that case. I approve.” 
 
    Avina’s smile thinned, but she said nothing more. Koa wondered in mischief if perhaps he could alter Avina’s opinion on Ruby being his favorite servant if he suddenly took an intense liking to one of her handmaidens.  
 
    Perhaps Ruby, predictable and long trusted, might seem like the safer option? 
 
    The castle’s gate creaked open, pulled by two burly guards who’d held the responsibility of opening it during formal functions for several years now. Underqueen Lassius and her entourage entered the antechamber, taking the time her position respectfully dictated. 
 
    Lassius was a strikingly attractive older Ostean woman, a perfect example of the preserving effect provided by an esper bond. Her hair was all white, though adorned with ribbons and ties in a manner that belayed its color. Her face and body seemed no older than perhaps forty or forty five at most, though Koa knew her to be around twice that age. 
 
    She looks no different than from when I was a boy, he thought. Beauty and wisdom projected in equal measure. 
 
    Lassius’s esper, Zentallion, walked alongside her. Koa had, rather unwillingly, been forced to memorize the names and known facts about dozens of important espers and nobles within Osteanus as a boy.  
 
    Zentallion’s power was a closely guarded secret, as was the case for most espers, with King Kendall’s as the notable exception. She was human-esque in general appearance, with pale red skin, dark black hair, and a shining gem-like protrusion on her forehead that seemed to shift from one color to another. She was perhaps less attractive than Petra in the conventional sense, but still beautiful, tall and thin and intriguing. 
 
    Princess Rebethia followed after her mother, in a literal sense rather than in terms of appearance and demeanor. She was pudgy — chubby, rather than fat — with dark brown hair and a bubbly, expressive round face. Odd that she was alone, without her esper, whose name Koa either couldn’t remember or had never learned. 
 
    He glanced at Avina, who looked his way in the same instant. She’d been reminding him ever since he was little how important it was to make nice with the other princes and princesses of the kingdom. He and Rebethia had shared a few playdates as children, back when Underqueen Tamara was still handling Harvestglade’s business, but hadn’t seen each other in the time since. 
 
    No great loss, he thought. She only cared about eating and ordering around her servants. 
 
    Prince Harriston, Queen Lassius’s son and the rumored heir apparent to King Kendall if current alliances held and the vote majority was delivered as expected, was absent from the visit. Which Koa was rather happy about. Prince Harriston, Rebethia’s twin, loud and pudgy and arrogant, was one of his least favorite people in the realm. 
 
    And perhaps soon one of the most powerful, he silently conceded. On course to inherit not just the realm, but the underqueens. 
 
    He looked at his mother, Underqueen Avina, and saw a sudden mental image of writhing, naked bodies that he neither wanted nor needed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Avina wasn’t nervous, but she didn’t feel the full extent of her usual confidence. She smiled at Underqueen Lassius as the older woman came within speaking distance. There was so much she wished her mother would have told her ahead of this meeting, with arguably the most prominent and influential of the underqueens. She wasn’t ready, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    “Lassius,” said Avina, with perfect grace. “It’s so good to see you again. I only wish it were under more joyful circumstances.” 
 
    “Avina!” Lassius swept forward, pulling Avina into a hug that caught her completely off guard. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through right now. I had to call off my entire agenda for the day when I first heard of your mother’s departure.” 
 
    “That’s… kind of you to say.” Avina hugged Lassius back, though she felt the embrace on the level of a power play, rather than an emotional gesture. 
 
    “We’d grown very close across the past few years, as old crones so often do,” said Lassius. “I spent more of my time in Twinfalls than I did back in the Puzzle Islands. Your mother and I were both highly favored by Ken, as I’m sure you know.” 
 
    Avina had suspected, but she and her mother had never talked much about it. The topic had always been too sensitive for her to bring up uninvited. 
 
    Dearest mother, she imagined herself saying. Are you at the top of the king’s harem? Does he take you to bed in turn, or do you all service him at once? 
 
    In truth, it was the last thing she wanted to think about, then and there. She was the underqueen of Harvestglade now. She’d inherited her mother’s status, queendom, and problems. 
 
    “Princess Rebethia,” said Avina, continuing her greetings as the embrace finally ended. “You’re looking as beautiful as ever.” 
 
    “Oh, you are simply the sweetest!” said Rebethia, with a dimpled grin. “I’ve heard one of your songs, Princess Avina. It was so delightful!” 
 
    “Underqueen Avina,” corrected Lassius. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” said Rebethia. “I misspoke.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that Harriston was busy with various governing responsibilities in the isles and couldn’t make it,” said Lassius. “Issues with the roving monsters that cross the channel from the borderlands. Is that Prince Arlan I see behind you, Avina?” 
 
    Hearing the name of her long dead son, her sweet baby boy, gave her a moment of ridiculous hope, as though he might come striding out from one of the adjoining hallways behind her. A ridiculous impulse, but one that had nearly consumed her in the months after his death. 
 
    Arlan was dead, and Lassius was simply confused about Makoa. Avina felt a horrible twinge in her heart as she saw the waver in her son’s expression. Arlan would always be her little baby, preserved forever in memory. Koa was her son, however, as true and beloved in that capacity as a child of her own body ever could be. 
 
    “It’s Makoa, Your Highness,” said Koa, smiling with that unassailable confidence as the pain still shone in his eyes. “Arlan, my brother, unfortunately passed to the Naked Wasting.” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Lassius snapped her fingers and looked both amused and apologetic. “My memory is not what it once was. Arlan and Rebethia would have been similarly close in age, and I suppose the name carries prominence in my mind.” 
 
    Koa gave a small nod. Avina’s heart ached solely for him in that moment. She knew how hard he tried to live up to his responsibilities as a prince, the way the cruelty of the Ostean nobility expressed itself toward anyone unfortunate enough to be different. She’d heard the names the fools called him behind his back, confronted people on their usage of them herself, even. 
 
    But Koa was strong, stronger than perhaps he even knew. He fell in to step next to Rebethia, still all smiles and charm, tall and tanned and handsome. Avina walked with Lassius to the queen’s table within the dining hall, and servants hurried to begin serving the room. 
 
    She was nervous — a rarity, in recent years. Depending on how the next few hours proceeded, she might make an ally or an enemy of an entire queendom. The stakes were as high as they’d ever been in Avina’s life, and she didn’t really know what she was doing. 
 
    Petra was also at the Queen’s Table, as was Lassius’s esper, Zentallion. Avina felt a pulse of reassuring ease through her bond with her esper, and Petra added to it with a faint smile and a small nod. She had Petra’s faith and support. She could do this. She was the Underqueen of Harvestglade. 
 
    “Lassius,” said Avina. “I suspect the timing of your visit to my humble queendom is not by chance.” 
 
    “Do you truly hold such suspicion, Avina?” asked Lassius, with a smile. 
 
    “The timing of your arrival, given how recently I received news of my mother’s death, speaks loudly,” said Avina.  
 
    “All voices sound loud when we listen closely.” Lassius sighed and eyed the servants, who were still bringing out and unveiling their payloads of food. “After so long on the road, my dear, my mind is all food and no substance. That’s not even bringing to mention my intense craving for some of that famous Harvestglade wine.” 
 
    Avina narrowed her eyes. “I’m not interested in dancing around the current tapestry of events.” 
 
    “Dancing!” Lassius snapped her fingers and lightly slapped the table. “Now that is an idea! I still have a deep love for it, no less than when I was of an age with you. How is Arlan on his feet?” 
 
    “Makoa,” said Avina, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Makoa, yes of course.” Lassius stared her straight in the eyes. “Is that wine I spy the servants unveiling?” 
 
    Avina tried twice more to draw her fellow underqueen into substantial conversation with no success. The wine was poured, the food was served, and Avina ate delicate bites of chicken and roasted potatoes and candied carrots, all of it tasting like sawdust against her current mood. 
 
    She glanced toward Makoa at the prince’s table early on but wasn’t surprised when he appeared to have retired to his room or elsewhere midway through the meal. That was fine and when Avina noted that Princess Rebethia was also absent, she had to suppress a smile and a faint hope. 
 
    She doesn’t seem like his type, but it would make for a powerful, if unlikely match. 
 
    “My daughter tends to wander a bit,” said Lassius. “I hope you don’t mind if I send my own esper after her?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Avina glanced toward Petra, who blinked once, silently reading her intentions. She would wait a few minutes and then go after Zentallion. The idea of giving her fellow underqueen’s esper free roam of the castle was a mistake that even she could recognize, new as she was to her role.  
 
    Lassius took a sip of wine and finally seemed to look at Avina fully. “Avina. My fellow underqueen, fellow sister. Other than the passing of your mother, what news have you heard from Twinfalls?” 
 
    “Harvestglade, as I’m sure you know, is somewhat removed from events, so far south as it is,” said Avina. “I’m afraid I’ve heard little of note across the past few months.” 
 
    It was an exaggeration, rather than an outright lie. Avina’s mother had done her a disservice in not discussing relevant politics in her letters. Most of her knowledge of current events came from secondhand sources — merchant caravans and occasional correspondence with other nobles whom she was on friendly terms with. 
 
    “Tactfully stated.” Lassius grinned, seeming to read her thinking. “I’ll be more specific, then. What have you heard of the current situation in the borderlands and The Long War?” 
 
    The Long War was, in truth, more of a dormant conflict with occasional flare ups. Osteanus and its western neighbor, Estoria, had been embroiled in a feud for generations now, though few true battles had been fought in recent years. 
 
    “I know only the common story, along with what little I glean from travelers from the west,” said Avina. “The Estorians have a vast army, but King Kendall and the espers of Osteanus represent a power great enough to give them pause.” 
 
    “Until recently.” Lassius tapped a finger on the table. “They’ve begun taming and using monsters to suit their purposes, training them as mounts and war beasts of a sort. Quite unsettling. I have firsthand reports from my scouts that some of these behemoths are as prone to attacking their own as fighting us!” 
 
    Avina reacted as though it was new information, but she’d heard rumors of this, as well. It was in part what intrigued her about the dustwalker her son had encountered. Any idea of capturing it and trying to use it for her own purposes was still theoretical in nature, but perhaps Petra might have a sense of the means through which they could… 
 
    A sudden pulse of excitement came through the bond that caught Avina completely by surprise. She was familiar with all of Petra’s moods, the usual range of her emotional landscape, and the echo of what her esper was currently feeling lay completely outside of the norm. 
 
    She’s intrigued, thought Avina. No, not intrigued. Aroused? But… how? 
 
    In the three plus decades in which Avina had been bonded to Petra, the esper had never, to her knowledge, taken a lover. By esper standards, it was a little abnormal, but Petra, serious and slightly neurotic in her intelligence, had never seemed to need attachments of a romantic nature. 
 
    The emotion of the bond deepened, as though Petra had skipped several steps forward, through fluttering arousal to something more physical and base. Was she…? No, she couldn’t be. But the rawness of the passion, the spiking heat, it was all there, confusing and undeniable. 
 
    It felt almost like an echo of when Avina had first lost her virginity. Or more accurately, the first time she’d had good sex, an encounter with a certain guard of her mother’s who’d long since moved away and ran an inn somewhere in Andrenia if she remembered correctly.  
 
    How? Moreover, why? What is Petra doing right now, and with whom? 
 
    “It is shocking, I know,” said Lassius. “Such debauchery from our enemies is not something we can ignore. That’s part of why I came to meet with you, dearest Avina. We must stand united in the face of these troubling dark clouds on our horizon.” 
 
    Avina managed a nod. The emotion coming through her bond was pure sensation now, a tickling up her thighs as pleasurable as it was distracting. Gods, was Petra really that reactive? Again, she wondered about her esper and what could possibly be happening to her. Avina wasn’t even entirely sure whether Petra preferred men or women or other espers or if the distinction mattered at all. 
 
    “You… speak of union between Harvestglade and the Puzzle Islands,” managed Avina. She was aware of the significance of Princess Rebethia’s presence at the banquet. 
 
    “I do, as I often spoke of such a union with your esteemed mother.” Lassius sighed. “Rest her eternal soul.” 
 
    Avina kept her face steady as emotions and sensations shook her like the waves of a stormy sea. Her heart pounded at a cadence she hardly recognized, and she had an urge to rub her thighs together, grab the table for purchase, even.  
 
    Perhaps it was because of how unprecedented as it was for Petra to be indulging in a passionate engagement that the sensation hit her on such a deep level. A craving stirred to life that was near impossible to ignore. 
 
    Oh, Gods, Petra, she thought. Why now? Did it have to be on this night, of all nights? 
 
    “I would be… quite interested to know more of your and my mother’s conversations,” said Avina, barely hearing her own voice. 
 
    “Oh, I’d be more than happy to tell you all about them!” Lassius smiled in a way that was only helpful in how clearly it highlighted Avina’s obvious misstep to her. “One such topic which we spoke of many times was how to orient our sibling queendoms in the direction of a king strong enough to succeed Kendall without breaking stride.” 
 
    “Kendall’s… heir,” muttered Avina. She gripped the edge of the table, suddenly aware of how far-gone Petra really was. Her esper… was on the verge of coming. She would have thought it impossible even just a few hours earlier, but it was happening and at such an unfortunate time. 
 
    The bond is too strong, she realized, fascinated and horrified. If Petra comes, I just might… follow behind her. Oh Gods, Petra! Mmm… 
 
    “It is a matter which we must be unified on,” said Lassius. “Sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    “This all seems… rather premature,” said Avina, voice raspy. “Too early for such matters to come into play. King Kendall is still in vital condition.” 
 
    “It is such a shame that you and your mother were not more regular in your communications.” Lassius made a tutting noise and leaned in closer, as though to share a secret. “King Kendall’s health has been a matter of question for the better part of a year. Tamara and I came to an arrangement with one another in response to what we both suspected was to come.” 
 
    “An… arrangement?” Avina rubbed a hand across her mouth to hide the way she was biting her lip. As furious as she was with Petra for the distraction of the bond’s intense pleasure, she couldn’t deny that it felt good. Better than good. Like a reminder of what she’d been missing. 
 
    Why now? Dammit, Petra! There will be… consequences for this. A punishment to be levied. 
 
    “You heard nothing of the debts I absorbed on your queendom’s behalf?” Lassius frowned with overflowing sympathy. “Oh, my dearest, Avina. Tamara truly has done you a great disservice by keeping you at arm’s length.” 
 
    “You have… records of these debts?” 
 
    Focus, Avina. Tend to your body’s needs later, as much as needed. 
 
    “We both do,” said Lassius. “I’m sure you’d find them with just a cursory search of your mother’s estate in Twinfalls. As I said, it’s critical that the queendoms stand united. You mother was in agreement and gave me her firm commitment in support of my son, Prince Harriston’s campaign to succeed King Kendall.” 
 
    There it was. The choice, the trap, the opportunity, perhaps. Her first real decision as an underqueen and she could barely think around the heat burning in her loins. She let her uncertainty show on her face, leaning into the truth as an effective shield in context. 
 
    “You’ve given much to think about, Lassius,” said Avina. 
 
    Lassius chuckled and, unbelievably, reached the table to rub Avina’s knee. The tiny touch of contact seemed to reverberate through her, leaving her body craving so much more. 
 
    “You are, indeed, your mother’s daughter,” said Lassius. “You should know that I knew her very well.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Koa was bored out of his mind, which wasn’t at all unusual given his previous experience with formal banquets. They were occasionally made bearable by the company of his mother or Ruby, but the former was at the queen’s table and the latter had been recruited into the castle’s serving staff for the evening. 
 
    The situation wasn’t made any better by the fact that he was seated across from Princess Rebethia as though on a damned courting outing. Rebethia talked nonstop about the most irrelevant things, fashion and horses and jewelry and of course, above all else, food. 
 
    “These candied carrots are delightful!” said Rebethia, smacking her lips. “I’ll have to ask Mummy to request the recipe from your kitchens! I love anything candied. Don’t you, Prince Makoa?” 
 
    “Not much of a fan of sweets,” he said. He tried to catch Ruby’s gaze as he saw her carry a platter of wine glasses across the dining hall but didn’t manage it. 
 
    “Candied cherries are my favorite!” exclaimed Rebethia. “Have you tried them before? I find it hard to believe anyone could claim not to enjoy them. Candied cherries with fresh sweetbread, oh what a delightful combination.” 
 
    Can she really be as vapid as she seems? What happens if I ask her a real question? 
 
    “I notice that your esper is not with you, Rebethia,” said Koa. “That’s unusual, is it not?” 
 
    “At least I have one!” Rebethia’s eyes glinted in a way that very much reminded Koa of Lassius. “Though I envy you some in that. Coras is a ninny nanny with her constant prattling. She’s back at our lodgings, if you must know. It was my mother’s idea.” 
 
    There was a finality to her tone that left Koa with the knowledge that he’d get little else out from her on the subject. He’d encountered Coras before, an odd blue-skinned esper with long tendrils in the place of hair that hinted at an aquatic power. He wasn’t sure what the esper might be capable of. Admittedly, his only encounter with her had been when he was much younger, before he’d cared enough to pay close attention to political matters. 
 
    “My horse’s name is Peaches,” said Rebethia. “I wanted to name her Cherry, but my riding instructor told me there was already a horse named Cherry in the stable and I thought it would be endlessly confusing.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Koa. 
 
    He looked for Ruby again and found her speaking with one of the guards from Underqueen Lassius’s entourage. The two of them were trying to be inconspicuous, standing together, both ostensibly on duty, but Ruby laughed at something the man said and Koa felt a sudden stab of… 
 
    Of what? Jealousy? She’s your friend, not your betrothed. 
 
    She was closer to a sister than a friend, even, and he forced himself to look back at her and the guard. She’d already moved off and another servant was standing in her place, laughing at what might well be the very same joke. 
 
    “Makoa?” said Rebethia. “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Your horse’s name,” said Rebethia. “I think it says a lot about a person, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded but couldn’t make himself care if he tried. “Would you excuse me for a moment, Princess Rebethia? Nature calls, I’m afraid.” 
 
    He left without waiting for her reply, sweeping his gaze across the dining hall in search of Ruby. He told himself that he was going to seek her out in search of a friend. It felt like a lie, but one he wanted to make true. It was true enough, wasn’t it? Ruby was Ruby, and that was all she ever needed to be, as long as he could keep her close. 
 
    She wasn’t in the kitchens, though the castle’s head cook gave him an ominous shake of the head as he approached the entryway that dissuaded him from investigating past a glance. She wasn’t in her room, unless she was ignoring his knock. 
 
    He found more wine, an entire bottle in fact, that a passing servant allowed him to liberate from a platter with a patient sigh. His urge to find Ruby bordered on a momentary obsession, especially as he turned over the events earlier in the day. She might only be the first to leave his life, taking up with his mother as a handmaiden just as she set off to play politics in the Ostean capital. 
 
    It’ll just be me, alone and bored, back here in the castle, he thought. 
 
    He then considered that perhaps self-pity had started to come to him a little naturally and stopped himself from being the prophet of his own misery. The wine helped with that. He fell on the happier side of drunks, which was convenient. 
 
    He made one last detour for the sake of his search, dipping through the castle gardens, pleasantly inebriated and hopefully not missed at the banquet. Everyone was still inside, enjoying the banquet, save for two familiar figures facing off under the light of the stars. 
 
    Petra and Zentallion were seemingly just staring at one another, but Koa recognized an intensity within the scene that evaded his understanding. He blinked, wincing and squinting as an odd pain stole through his eyes and skull. 
 
    He could suddenly see more than just the two espers, a collage of violent, colored movements in a swirl around their bodies, stabbing toward each other. His first thought was that he’d never seen anything like it before… except he had. 
 
    It hadn’t been Petra, but Tessalin, Tamara’s esper, at a formal function not unlike the one they were hosting currently. Tessalin… and Thunderclaw, the esper of Heralder King Kendall, himself. He’d seen a blaze of power and colors, spells in the imagined sense.  
 
    He’d told his mother, but she’d been right there with him and seen nothing. She’d listened to him with concern, but that night had been an important one for her, and the incident had fallen to the wayside.  
 
    What he was watching now was on that same level. Petra had a swirling aura of dark power, as though she was the center of a dark, spherical ocean. Zentallion was pulsing, sun bursts of sorcery swirling around her. 
 
    All of it was there in front of him, but simultaneously insubstantial, ethereal against the certainty of true physical reality. He saw one of the sunbursts channel into a long dagger of heated power, rushing out from Zentallion near enough to tickle the edge of Petra’s hair. 
 
    Zentallion hasn’t seen me, he realized. I have to do something! 
 
    He gripped the wine bottle tighter in his hand, briefly considering throwing it. It was half empty, however, and that missing half likely gave him undue confidence in his aim while simultaneously undermining his coordination. 
 
    Koa rushed her instead, heart pounding, unsure if he was making the right decision but committed to it regardless. Zentallion took a while to notice him, only blinking and swinging to look his way at the last second. 
 
    “Ah…” She smiled menacingly at him. “The Replacement Prince.” 
 
    There were few words that could have steeled his resolve more, few barbs that could cut him deeper. Koa bared his teeth as he tackled the esper, surprised at how light and insubstantial her body felt underneath his own weight. 
 
    They hit the grass hard, rolling together once before coming to a stop. Koa raised the bottle high above his head, still intent on using it as a weapon, if only up close. Zentallian’s eyes burned white and a shock of superheated power struck the bottle before he could do anything with it. The wine evaporated to steam that hissed and burned within his hand. 
 
    He still brought his hand down, not daring to make a fist for all the broken glass likely clinging to his hand. Zentallion dodged the blow. Petra called out from across the gardens, her words lost in the chaos of the moment. The red-skinned esper underneath Koa bucked her hips wrapping her legs around him and brought her head forward into… a kiss? 
 
    It caught him so off guard that he made to gasp, which only sucked her mouth more tightly onto his. Past and future seemed to shrink into the shadow of the pinpoint present, Zentallion’s lips against his. Zentallion’s slender, strange body underneath him, clad only in a thin black robe with all the curves and allure of a woman underneath. 
 
    What… is this? This kiss… This desire? 
 
    The urgency of the fight still pounded through him, but the battlefield had changed completely. He tore at the front of the esper’s robe, falling upon her in a manner so aggressive and desperate that it made him feel like a jackal instead of a prince. 
 
    Everything seemed to feed into it, from the ambience of the starlit gardens, all but primed for a rendezvous, to his desires and insecurities, the fact he would never have an esper of his own. He could have Zentallion, here and now, on a level just as real and compelling as any magical bond. 
 
    “Prince Makoa!” Petra’s voice came to him from across a void.  
 
    Zentallion’s long tongue probed into his mouth and one of her hands rubbed between his crotch, stirring his loins to life. Not that they needed much encouragement. He palmed one of her buttocks and pulled her thigh sideways, feeling her react to him. He sensed how badly she wanted to be taken, a ripe fruit begging to be plucked and tasted and savored. 
 
    Petra yanked him backward by the shoulder, all but flinging him off the esper with her strength. Koa had an instant of clarity, but it was as the sun, poking through the clouds, only showing its face before being cast over once more. 
 
    “Petra,” he said, trying to sit up. “You don’t understand! I have to…” 
 
    Have to… what? Fall into this esper’s arms and mate with her in full view of the castle’s windows? 
 
    Zentallion was already retreating in haste, moving with such speed that by the time Koa tracked her path with his eyes, she was around the corner. Petra helped him up, steadying him with such fear in her expression that it made the danger real. 
 
    “Come,” said Petra. “We need to get you away from here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Petra brought Koa to his bedchamber, which he decided was preferable to being thrust back into the banquet. He had an erection, one of the most pressing and painful of his life, and his thoughts seemed slow and singular. The image of Zentallion, robe half open, stretched on her back across the grass of the garden, kept stealing into his mind.  
 
    “Sit,” said Petra, pushing him toward his bed. “You need to listen to me carefully, my prince. You’re under the effect of one of Zentallion’s powers. She is an esper of the delirium element, which means… Makoa? Focus!” 
 
    He was trying to, but it was hard. By the Gods, it was hard! His thoughts raced alongside his pounding heart, flitting from Zentallion’s distilled seduction, to Ruby. Sweet, beautiful, innocent Ruby. He needed to go look for her again, bring her back to his bedchamber, push her down across his mattress and just… work through their recent tension. Ruby, with her full lips and freckled cheeks. 
 
    Petra began snapping her fingers in front of his face, but even that felt like a secondary thing, distant and annoying. 
 
    His mother would never allow him to be with Ruby intimately and openly. He felt a stab of anger at his new underqueen, her insistence on controlling every facet of his life. She was his mother, but she was just a woman, not all-knowing and certainly not all-powerful. He thought of the moment he’d seen her naked in her chambers again. Yes, she was definitely a woman, one that the bards were justified in lauding as they did. 
 
    “Koa.” Petra set a hand down on his thigh, staring at him. “There we go. Focus on me to the best of your ability. It may not seem as such, but you are still in grave danger.” 
 
    He took a breath, letting his eyes focus on Petra’s strange but beautiful face, the expressiveness of her mouth, the curves of her breasts underneath her flowing gown. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. “Petra, I saw… a battle of sorts. Between you and Zentallion.” 
 
     Her eyes went wide. Koa was still half-crazed by his lust and he shifted forward, letting his erection make grazing contact with her hand. She barely seemed to notice, still processing his words. 
 
    “Tell me exactly what you witnessed,” she whispered. 
 
    He shook his head, breathing, trying to force rationality through both his mind and his loins. “You were both attacking each other… but it was faint. Like the afterimage of something bright, or a reflection in a window. I saw it, but it didn’t look real.” 
 
    Petra nodded slowly. “That confirms what I suspected. For reasons I do not understand, Makoa, you can see into the realms beyond the veil. Perhaps it lies in the nature of your Sabantian bloodline, or… Makoa?” 
 
    He’d begun to rise again, once more thinking of finding Ruby or his mother, or that new Verity, or Gods, even Zentallion. He couldn’t sit still with this energy pulsating through him, pulling on the tip of his hardened manhood like the cord of the fates.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Petra, but it’s… hard for me to hear you just yet,” he muttered. “Later, we should speak more on this. But I must go and…” 
 
    “Makoa.” Petra stood up, leveraging her speed as an esper to come around to the other side of him. “I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to leave this room. I will need you to calm down and aid me in undoing the delirium that Zentallion has infected you with.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head, even though he recognized the truth of her words. Infection carried such a negative connotation. It was more as though Zentallion had stirred to life what was already there, reminding him of his emotions, his nature as a man, in its truest form. Truest and perhaps grossest form, but the sensation was not one he could deny. 
 
    “Her power, in part, allows her to paint emotions upon the soul in broad strokes,” said Petra. “Fear or anger, or in your case, desire. It is not a subtle ability, but it can be… tremendously effective. Makoa, please sit down!” 
 
    “Petra, I have the utmost respect for you and all that you’ve done for myself, my mother, and our family,” he said. “But I must now order you, as your prince, to step out of my way and let me… go find Ruby. Or Gods, even Rebethia! Well… perhaps not Rebethia, but there were a few pretty faces among her entourage and—” 
 
    “I would be betraying your mother’s trust if I let you out this door.” She set a hand on his chest, trying to gently push him backward. “Focus on breathing deeply. In… and out.” 
 
    On some level, he knew she was trying to help him, but that fact did nothing to alleviate his annoyance. He sighed and tried to simply push past her. Petra was quick to reset herself into the doorframe, and as Koa tried to slip by and grab at the door handle, all he managed to do was press his body into hers. 
 
    She tried to push him back, and they briefly grappled with each other. Not in a violent manner, more like a couple persisting in a dance after far too much wine. Petra tried to get her leg around his, perhaps intent on tripping him, but it only brough Koa’s erection into blatant contact with one of her thighs. 
 
    “Oh!” Petra’s eyes widened and she froze… leaving him with an opening.  
 
    He set his leg and twisted much the way that she had, thinking he could toss her behind him and be out the door in a series of motions. 
 
    Petra didn’t release her grip on his shoulders, and they fell onto the bed together in a tangle of limbs. She let out a hiss of annoyance as they continued their wrestling, both angling for a position that might allow them control of the situation. 
 
    “I will tell your mother about this spat of bad behavior, Makoa!” she growled. 
 
    Koa twisted, grabbing Petra in a full body hug from the side. “Tell her whatever you like. I’ll make the proper sounds and all will be forgiven.” 
 
    “You… are a spoiled little princeling!” snapped Petra. 
 
    “And you’re an interfering esper!” he shouted. “I’m not about to let you stop me from…” 
 
    He twisted in the same instant Petra did, putting them in an interesting, borderline compromising position. Her robe had ridden up and his lower half was pressed into hers. She wore a very small pair of girl shorts that were fascinating to witness on an esper’s body, but it was the point of his cock spearing into her crotch, blocked only by a couple of thin layers of clothing, that truly stole his attention. 
 
    Petra… is gorgeous, he realized, not for the first time. By the Gods! 
 
    “You know… I could stay right here in my room.” He rocked forward, humping more than wrestling, breathing the words against her neck. “I think you may yet convince me.” 
 
    An odd, sighing laugh escaped Petra’s lips. “Prince Makoa.” 
 
    It was the same tone that his mother occasionally used on him when he was being stubborn. He found it hard to decide whether it was annoying or intriguing to hear that voice coming from her at that moment. He knew he wasn’t thinking clearly, but knowing something was a bad idea and stopping it from happening were two very different things. 
 
    He kissed Petra, remembering how Zentallion’s mouth had tasted and unable to stop himself from contrasting the two. Petra tasted like sweetened wine. She stole a breath and touched his shoulder. 
 
    “You are not yourself right now,” she said. “I’ve watched over you since you were an infant. Always, Makoa, I’ve looked out for you, near as closely as your own mother.” 
 
    “Who better to save me in my time of most dire need?” He kissed her again and slid a hand inside her robe. She could have stopped him if she’d wanted to. Gods, she could have flung him across the room with one arm, strong as she was. 
 
    But she won’t. She cares for me far too much. Is this insanity, or a stroke of horny genius?   
 
    “This is not a genuine stirring of your lust,” whispered Petra in between kisses. “Zentallion’s… power. It clouds your desires.” 
 
    He gently pulled her hand downward to rest on his erection. Petra glared at him over a blushing smile and gave it a squeeze. It was all the encouragement he needed. Again, the audacity of what he was doing almost made him hesitate even through the intensity of his lust. 
 
    “Makoa,” said Petra, stroking him now even as she made a last plea. “The bond between your mother and I. This is not as simple of a thing as…” 
 
    He ran two fingers across her girl shorts. Petra let out a stifled whimper, surprisingly sensitive. Or was she? Koa honestly had no idea how espers worked when it came to acts of passion. As far as he knew, she’d never taken a lover in her time bonded to his mother. 
 
    He threaded his fingers into her girl shorts and yanked downward. Petra’s womanhood was a flower of dainty, dark purple lips with a perfect canal of pink, a match for her unusual skin color. Koa ditched his own trousers and undershorts, and the two of them stared at one another for a moment. 
 
    “I’ve… allowed this to go too far,” said Petra.  
 
    “Save those sorts of thoughts for when we’re finished.” He ran a hand up her thigh and let a finger press into her womanhood. Petra gasped, hips raising upward for him.  
 
    So sensitive. Let’s see how she handles something a fair bit bigger. 
 
    He positioned himself between her thighs and pressed forward. He felt the tightness and wetness of her cunt enveloping his member… but only for an instant. Petra let out another rather uncharacteristic noise of passion and moved with inhuman speed, almost seeming to snake around him as she twisted and changed positions. 
 
    He felt something wet glide across his cock and realized, belatedly, that it was Petra’s tongue. He spent a moment trying to determine which was more lurid — the sight or sensation, before calling it a draw. 
 
    Petra’s tongue had never seemed larger or longer than a normal human’s, but she’d managed to wrap it partially around his member, not quite completing a tight circle, but curving and cradling his shaft. One of her hands held his thigh firm, and as she slowly licked upward, she pushed off that leg as though needing the purchase. 
 
    It was unreal. If delirium had been Koa’s experience under Zentallion’s power, this was a step into true madness. He never could have imagined Petra doing such a thing. Gods, it would have shamed him to even make an attempt at imagining it, as though betraying his closeness and relationship to her. She was a part of his family. She was his mother’s esper. 
 
    Her lips formed a perfect circle as she took the head of his cock into her mouth. Koa let his head fall back, pleasure making some of his muscles tense as though attached to drawstrings. Petra was laying diagonal across the bed, next to him rather than entirely on top of him, but she was still near enough to grab and touch. 
 
    He ran a hand down her back, fingers sliding across the delicate smoothness of her violet-toned skin. She froze in mid-suck as he palmed one of her buttocks, and then stopped to let out a breath as he found her womanhood again. 
 
    For an instant, Petra seemed caught between closing her legs and spreading herself open for him. Koa didn’t give her a chance to do either. He pulled on her thigh, urging her over toward him, and she allowed it, lifting one leg to straddle his face. 
 
    He couldn’t see what she was doing with her mouth and tongue anymore, but what the illicit view had been replaced with was just as erotic and fascinating. Petra’s crotch was bare, hairless, really, but her womanhood was… glowing. 
 
    What in the Herald’s name is that? 
 
    A tiny violet pinprick of light pulsing to the rhythm of a racing heart illuminated Petra’s cunt from the inside out. It was only visible from about that angle, which made Koa wonder how many others had seen it, if perhaps he might even be the first. 
 
    Petra brought her mouth down on his cock, engulfing the better part of it, and Koa’s sense of trailblazing discovery morphed back into a strong desire to hump her mouth. He brought his own tongue forward, licking Petra like one of the sweet fruit sorbets the cooks made and stored in the castle cellars during the fall and winter months. 
 
    “Mmm…” she moaned. “Makoa. My… own desires are… not the focus here.” 
 
    “They’re entirely my focus.” He planted a kiss on the edge of her thigh, and then the lips of her womanhood. “Your body is telling me you need attention.” 
 
    He didn’t rush, teasing more than outright pleasuring, feeling her needs building like the glow of the rising sun. There was a balance to it almost perfectly illustrated by the stack of their bodies, an even back and forth. Koa would raise his hips, letting her sink and suck downward with her mouth. Then he’d kiss and lick, hear her make a vulnerable and erotic noise, lose her focus on his member. She’d regain it and suck again in a perfect cycle of shared rapture. 
 
    The violet glow between Petra’s legs intrigued him so, but he couldn’t quite reach it with just his tongue as far inside her as it was. He made to shift, to roll Petra around and see if a certain other part of his body might have better luck, but she gave him a long suck and cupped his manhood in a way that made him keen on the idea of staying right where he was. 
 
    He watched the glow speed through its pulses faster in response to his efforts, which to be honest, was rather encouraging to his ego. Petra moaned, and he lavished her womanhood with more kisses, tongue flitting out for one more long lick that made her suddenly jerk. 
 
    “Ma…koa!” Petra seemed to curl inward after the initial moment, the violet light pulsing so bright that he almost had to look away.  
 
    Again, Koa wished he could bury his cock right up to the hilt inside her cunt, discover if the sense of warmth he thought he could feel was real, or just the heat of the encounter. 
 
    But Petra was still sucking, her head bobbing faster and faster now. He grabbed one of her thighs like he might hold one of the railings along the castle stairs, hips flexing as she brought his full length into the hot, wet swirl inside her mouth. Her tongue was still moving, and the seal of her lips was so tight that he could feel the tiny noises she was making humming through his member. 
 
    He felt himself going over the falls, so to speak. Katlyn had always gotten irritable when he’d reached his busting point without warning her so she could grab a towel for the mess. Petra seemed to ignore him as he tried tapping her on the small of her back, still sucking with that same eager, loving intensity. 
 
    “Petra,” he muttered. “I’m… about to…” 
 
    He both heard and felt her laugh slightly. The pleasure rocked through him a moment later, so intense and overwhelming that his body went through a series of spasms. Petra kept her mouth right on his cock from start to finish, the pull of her lips even taking on a more determined quality as she sucked in time with his release. 
 
    Perfection. Bliss. There wasn’t a word to describe it, not that he felt much like talking over the pleasure, over the gallop of his pounding heart. He blinked, still feeling Petra slowly sucking as his erection softened in her mouth. 
 
    The first thing he became aware of, aside from the obvious, was how dark the room was. The glow between Petra’s legs had faded and he questioned whether he’d truly seen it in the first place. He knew he had, but it was so bizarre and unexpected that it made him doubt the true extent of his knowledge on espers. 
 
    Petra shifted, sliding up to lay next to him on the bed. “Are you calmed, Prince Makoa?” 
 
    “I… suppose I am.” He laughed and slid a hand down the side of her face.  
 
    She kissed his thumb, but gently brushed his touch away. 
 
    “I dispelled the effect of the delirium during our… interaction,” she whispered. 
 
    “Was that the glow I saw within you?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” She said the word in a way that immediately told him it wasn’t a matter she wished to explain or discuss. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Better. Clear headed, I suppose. This delirium that Zentallion infected me with seems like a truly powerful and dangerous bit of magic. She could bring down a queendom if she applied it with a subtle and intelligent touch.” 
 
    “Quite easily, if not for the existence of other espers.” She slid in closer to him, explaining in a soft, knowledgeable voice. “It is, in part, why Ostean nobility is so beholden to the practice of bonding with espers. It takes an esper to counter an esper, most often.” 
 
    “I suppose it also makes it clear why espers are so feared outside of Osteanus. Why the Estorians ban them from most of their cities and during diplomacy.” He looked at Petra seriously, caught by the immensity of the moment with her still naked against him. “Explain to me again what it was that I saw within the gardens between you and Zentallion.” 
 
    Petra’s mouth slowly shifted into a pleased, proud smile. “I am still impressed that you witnessed that, Makoa. The word for it within my brethren’s languages is ezalkamada, which roughly translates to skirmish in the Ostean tongue. We were in the midst of a skirmish for advantage over one another, but in a realm beyond the veil.” 
 
    Koa shook his head. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Espers are not simply from a faraway land, Makoa, but a place which cannot be reached through conventional means. We come from a wide range of different realms beyond the veil, but all make the choice to ground ourselves here in the mortal realm, the realm of slow advancement.” 
 
    “Why? Why do you choose to come here?” 
 
    “I can only answer for myself,” said Petra. “I… had nothing left in my home realm.” 
 
    “How did you get from there to here?” He touched her face, wondering about her as he rarely had before. She’d always just been Petra, present and reliable, strange but familiar. 
 
    “There are places where the veil is thin, even here in this realm of logic,” said Petra. “Glass Tree Grove, where the Osteans of the bonded bloodline take their pilgrimage, is both an intersection of many realms and a place where the veil is thin enough to be passable.” 
 
    “Is that why I could see you and Zentallion tonight?” he asked. “Are the castle gardens another such point of weakness?” 
 
    Petra shook her head. “The veil is of moderate strength here, weak enough for a skirmish but far from allowing any eye to perceive our actions in another realm. I suspect your ability to witness it is due to your Sabantian background, my prince. 
 
    “The wild magic of the Sabantians,” he said, with a touch of derision. 
 
    “Why would you speak of it in such a tone?” 
 
    He hesitated, considering the question instead of giving in to a dismissive reflex. “I suppose… all of the stories of the Crumbling Kingdom have left a poor taste in my mouth. The tragedy of mad sorcerers destroying all they’d built through their own folly. It left me thinking that any bloodline magic I might have within my veins would be more harm than help.” 
 
    “It is still a part of you, Makoa. Whether you understand it or not. Whether you choose to apply it or not. Never forget that.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure he understood everything she was telling him, but he didn’t have to understand, not just yet. Petra rubbed a hand across his chest and slowly rose from his bed. He didn’t stop her and in fact, realized how her absence would likely worry his mother. 
 
    “What happened here between us must never be spoken of,” she said as she quickly dressed herself. 
 
    “My lips are a locked door.” 
 
    “I am serious, Makoa. The bond between your mother and I allows for strong emotions to pass both ways. She may already suspect what has happened here, though without the knowledge of with who. If she ever discovered this, she might perceive it as a betrayal of her trust.” 
 
    She absolutely would, he thought. And she’s no idiot. She may yet figure it out. 
 
    “I won’t tell her, Petra,” he said. “But if she ever asks me directly…” 
 
    “…There would be no getting around it, in that case.” Petra sighed and then let out a small chuckle by his door. “She is much like you in how stubborn she can be when she gets an idea into her head.” 
 
    “That she is. Have a good night, Petra.” 
 
    “You as well, my prince.” She waved her fingers at him. “You should rest up.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Avina let her esper sleep in the next morning, despite an overwhelming urge to shake her awake and demand answers. The previous night had left her with too much to think about in all directions. 
 
    She fought the impulse to give in to frustration by dressing in a tunic and slacks and seeking out her newest handmaidens. She had Verity serve her breakfast, while summoning Mav to her private training room in the castle underworks for some fencing practice. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, milady?” Mav held one of the training rapiers in her hand, looking distinctly uncomfortable with the prospect of fencing her new liege. 
 
    “I am always specific in my requests, Mav,” said Avina. “Put your steel up.” 
 
    Mav had clearly had only the most basic experience from the way she countered Avina’s first few attacks, but her size and range made up for it to a certain degree. Verity watched on from the side, occasionally letting out tiny little breaths in response to her liege’s ferocity. 
 
    It was a one-sided battle, all attack from Avina and defense from Mav, but that was fine. Avina didn’t need a challenge, just a distraction to help her sort through her thoughts.  
 
    She kept glancing at the door, expecting Petra to slink in looking apologetic, and every moment across which it didn’t happen pissed her off rightly. Her esper had bedded someone last night! Her own esper, without informing her ahead of the fact or immediately afterward, had given herself to another. 
 
    This is jealousy and you know it, she thought. Part of you is aggrieved that she’s having fun while you’re stuck playing politics. 
 
    There was some truth to that, though she loathed to admit it. Avina hadn’t exactly been afforded a wealth of opportunities to gallivant around with men over the course of her life, especially with how she’d eschewed courtship and marriage. 
 
    It had been five… no, seven years since she’d last kissed a man. Longer than that since she’d done more, though she didn’t care to verify the math. There was an unfairness to inheriting an entire queendom upon becoming the underqueen and still having such limitations flaunted to her face, by her own esper, no less. 
 
    “I yield, milady!” cried Mav. “I yield!” 
 
    Avina realized that she’d been battering her handmaiden’s rapier with a touch too much ferocity for the past half minute and relented. Her own practice weapon had a slight bend to it that hadn’t been there before. She wiped her forehead and turned toward the door, finally spotting Petra. 
 
    “My queen,” said the esper, with a guilty smile. “Apologies for my absence across last night and this morning.” 
 
    “Give us the chamber,” said Avina. 
 
    “Of course, milady!” Verity all but scurried from the training room with Mav following in her wake.  
 
    Avina hung her practice rapier on one of the hooks along the room’s wall and folded her arms. “Would you care to explain where you disappeared to last night during the banquet and where you’ve been since?” 
 
    “I encountered Zentallion after following her into the castle gardens.” Petra gave a one shouldered shrug. “We had a skirmish that led in an… unusual direction.” 
 
    “Ah.” Avina worked her mouth side to side around the divulgence. “I see.” 
 
    The image of Petra and Zentallion, naked and engaged, flitted through her mind, making her blush like a virgin. There had been a time as a little girl when Avina had harbored what she thought to be a crush on Petra, but it had mellowed into admiration as she’d grown older. 
 
    “Well?” asked Avina. “What did you glean from the encounter?” 
 
    “I obtained verification of Zentallion’s element, delirium. Beyond that, it seems clear now that Lassius is confident, perhaps overly so, which leads me to suspect that she has yet to play all of her cards.” 
 
    “Delirium.” Avina was familiar with the element from her lessons on espers as a girl. “Did she apply this power as a means of… gathering your attention?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” said Petra. “I must admit that I was a willing participant in the events of last night. She did not force herself upon me.” 
 
    “Good,” said Avina. “I’m… glad of that.” 
 
    She was… wasn’t she? The alternative was her esper having been forced to submit after a battle of wills across the veil of realms. It might have softened the blow to her ego to think that Petra had no choice in the matter, no opportunity to check in with her first, but it would be at the expense of Petra’s agency as a woman. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Petra came up behind her and began rubbing her shoulders. “We can talk more about this if you’d like. Truly, I never meant for the evening to play out as it did.” 
 
    “I’m not some jealous teenager, Petra,” muttered Avina. “I’m glad for you, especially if this encounter can be leveraged to suit our purposes.” 
 
    “That… may not be the case here. I believe my actions may have inflamed a certain amount of animosity between Zentallion and I.” 
 
    Avina sighed, not really wanting to ask what she meant by that. “Enough. Let’s speak of other things.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want. How was dinner with Underqueen Lassius?” 
 
    “I found it somewhat of a struggle to focus, if I’m being honest,” said Avina. 
 
    Petra smiled and gave a slightly apologetic shrug but said nothing. 
 
    “Lassius claims that my mother was in debt to her.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Petra. “Your mother had taken out several substantial loans. That’s true enough.” 
 
    “It is, but I find it hard to believe that she’d ever accept debt relief from someone who could be construed as a rival for power. Lassius also claimed that my mother agreed to support Prince Harriston’s campaign to eventually succeed King Kendall.” 
 
    “That is… concerning.” 
 
    “Very much so.” Avina shook her head slowly, glancing across the weapons along the wall of the training room. “Regardless of whether or not it’s the truth, we both knew of my mother’s feelings on Makoa.” 
 
    “She was cold toward everyone. She did love him, Avina, in her own way.” 
 
    “She did, but she was also a practical and ruthless woman,” said Avina. “It’s not as though he has a likely path forward toward gaining the throne. The possibility that she decided to leverage our queendom’s votes in exchange for debt relief, an alliance perhaps, is one that I can’t dismiss as of yet.” 
 
    She chewed her lower lip, tasting the sting of betrayal. Worse still was the thought of how Koa would react if and when he found out. To know that his own grandmother had so little faith in his future would cut him where he was already weak. 
 
    “Should I tell him?” asked Avina. “Gods, it’s a piece of information that will land so hard, but at least if it’s coming from me I could… soften the blow.” 
 
    “It is dangerous, that knowledge,” said Petra. “Some truths are always better buried than shared.” 
 
    Interesting choice of words, considering last night. 
 
    Avina stared at her esper and Petra met her gaze full on. It felt a lot more like trying to read a fellow underqueen than the way she usually found a sense of her best friend, closest companion, and soul-bound partner. 
 
    Fast footsteps drew their attention to the door, where a breathless Verity had just slid to a stop. 
 
    “Your Highness,” she said quickly. “An urgent matter requires your attention. A caravan was attacked outside of Vestus.” 
 
    Avina shared another, more productive glance with Petra, and the two of them hurried after the handmaiden, who led them to the castle’s infirmary. A balding man was groaning on one of the beds, still wearing his traveling cloak and swordbelt.  
 
    Avina blinked in surprise as she realized that one of his arms wasn’t tucked behind him, as she’d first assumed, but missing entirely. His shoulder ended in a fat stump, but no blood dripped from it. It looked as though it was coated in a thin layer of dirt, like an old, healed wound recently dirtied. 
 
    Not old and not dirtied. Dusted. 
 
    “I am Underqueen Avina of Harvestglade,” she said. “Tell me what’s happened to you, ser.” 
 
    “I—” The man broke off almost immediately, coughing up a substantial amount of dust, much to the horror of the castle healer. “Apologies, Your Highness. I’m a mercenary from Ferntusk. I was hired to guard a caravan along the southern run, through Vestus, ending in Gladetown. We were attacked by…” 
 
    He shook his head, as though he didn’t have the words.  
 
    Avina touched the hand he still had, quietly prompting him. “Ser. Were you attacked by something inhuman? A monster of dust?” 
 
    The man nodded. There were two clean lines on his face, trails running down from either eye. “My son. He’d been on a few jobs before with me, but never… this far out.” 
 
    “Give him a room, food, wine, whatever he needs for as long as he needs it,” said Avina. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” Verity bowed and hurried to obey. 
 
    Avina looked at Petra and saw her own thin smile reflected in the esper’s face. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Koa woke up late the next morning and felt no immediate desire to climb from his bed. He stared at his room’s ceiling, sorting through the events of the previous night like an unusually vivid dream. 
 
    Zentallion and Petra, skirmishing in the garden. His interruption leading to that first kiss from the foreign esper. Petra ferrying him back to his bedchamber, concerned and curious, and… the two of them writhing together on his bed in mutual pleasure. 
 
    His sheets still had that lingering smell of a new woman, which would have made him smile if the woman in question had been anyone other than Petra. Not that he was at all displeased by what’d happened, simply stunned. Simply aware of how much of a secret they’d created. 
 
    Their relationship to one another would never be the same, and nobody, least of all his mother, could ever know of what they’d done. He felt his heart beat a little faster, blood pumping to all the usual places. He started to get aroused, the memory flitting through his mind once again like a dream that refused to be banished by the light of day. 
 
    And there was a fair amount of light— he’d slept well into the day. It was nearly lunchtime when he’d finished pulling on his shirt and slacks, and he decided to take the meal in the dining hall. 
 
    Ruby found him on the way. She’d pulled her short red hair back into a slightly silly seeming red bobtail, a few strands dancing loose to frame her face like wild strands of fire. She didn’t smile as their eyes met. 
 
    “Ruby,” he said. “And how are you this morning?” 
 
    “Fine.” She glowered at him slightly, but her gaze pulled to the side. 
 
    “Well… that’s good,” he said. “How was last night on your end?” 
 
    “Fine!” she snapped. 
 
    “…Have I done something to offend you again?” 
 
    She worked her lips through a pout before speaking. “Your mother wanted to see you as soon as you were up.” 
 
    “Tell her I’ll be in the dining hall,” he said.  
 
    She seemed most eager to storm away from him, so he didn’t force the point, not yet. He could make several guesses as to why she might be annoyed with him, but he’d wait for her to explain. And doubtless she would explain. Ruby had never been the sort to let a grievance burn itself out. 
 
    There was no active meal ongoing in the dining hall. The cooks were in the midst of prepping a stew for dinner, but there were plenty of leftovers from the night before that some of the guards were picking at. Koa loaded up a plate with chicken and carrots and took a seat in the empty hall. 
 
    Avina and Petra, tailed by one of the handmaidens and Ruby, swept into the chamber as he was about halfway through his meal. His mother looked tired, but busy in that mindful way she often had about her, taking fast, purposeful steps. Petra acted completely normal, following a pace behind Avina as she usually did.  
 
    “Good, you’re up.” Avina took a seat across from him at the table, Petra and Ruby also joining on either side. “How was your evening?” 
 
    He judged from his mother’s tone that it wasn’t a trap or trick question. “Well enough. I made small talk with Princess Rebethia for as long as my ears could endure and retired to bed early.” 
 
    “I do hope you were polite to her, Makoa,” said Avina. 
 
    “As polite as I could be to someone obsessed with horses and candy, sure.” 
 
    Avina gave him a small, but fleeting smile. “This is politics. You were not seated next to her for a mere social engagement. Her opinion of you could end up mattering a great deal.” 
 
    “I didn’t offend her,” he said. “To the best of my knowledge. How was your meal with Underqueen Lassius?” 
 
    “It was… interesting.” Avina touched his hand. “Makoa. There is a very real possibility that we may come to be, or already be, indebted to the Puzzle Islands.” 
 
    “Indebted as in… how much?” 
 
    “A significant sum,” said Avina. “I still need to see the documentation for myself at our estate in Twinfalls, but this could mark an unfortunate turning point for our family’s political standing.” 
 
    He sighed, annoyed on two levels. It wasn’t as though he’d expected to have the full support of Harvestglade behind him if he ever did decide to mount a succession campaign, but hearing that his grandmother had promised Underqueen Lassius favors made it unlikely for him to receive any support or even hands-off encouragement. 
 
    Alongside that, his mother leaving for Twinfalls to examine the documents might well lead to a much longer visit, now that she was officially the head of their family. Officially an underqueen, beholden to the king’s whims and desires. 
 
    “Gods,” he muttered. “This is a mess.” 
 
    “Quite so.” Avina squeezed his hand, smiling sadly. “We will find a path forward, Makoa. You must trust me.” 
 
    “I do trust you, Mother. For better or for worse.” 
 
    “I’ll take that. Petra is going to help you draft a letter to Princess Rebethia stating you had the most wonderful evening in her company.” 
 
    “She’s… what?” 
 
    “I need you to do me the favor of acting like you wish nothing more than to marry this young woman,” said Avina. “I need you to act like you’re smitten with her and would happily sire upon her a half-dozen healthy babies.” 
 
    Koa gaped, but it was Ruby who let out an audible reaction, a tiny, annoyed scoff that drew more attention her way than she’d probably desired. Petra also let out a small chuckle. 
 
    “Since when do my duties extend to helping the young prince draft love letters?” she asked Avina. 
 
    “He’ll draft the letter himself,” said Avina. “You’ll simply act as the last line of defense in case he oversteps his… language.” 
 
    “Oh, now this could be fun!” Koa grinned at Petra, still holding his mother’s hand. “Petra, what’s a flowery way to a describe a rough romp in a bouncy carriage?” 
 
    “Oh, I think it would be wise to save the romping around for more suitable females, my prince.” Petra flashed back a smile that had an intriguing, flirtatious edge to it.  
 
    He could tell she still had the previous night on the mind. The change was subtle, but dangerous, poisoned fruit with the sweetest taste. 
 
    “Ruby, it is now your number one duty to keep Makoa’s… romping in check,” said Avina. “We simply cannot have a scandal. Not now. Not with so much at stake.” 
 
    A prince bedding his mother’s esper, he thought. That’s more than a scandal. That would end up in every minstrel’s song if it ever got out. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Your Highness,” said Ruby. 
 
    “I’m willing to play along with this, but only so far,” said Koa. “Please tell me, Mother, that you would never actually commit me to a marriage simply for the sake of preserving the queendom’s political power?” 
 
    “Never.” She squeezed his hand again, expression so full of love. “At least not without giving you some advance warning.” 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    “This is a card I need to act as though I have in my deck,” said Avina. “But it’s not one I expect to play lightly.” 
 
    She departed with her handmaiden, leaving Koa to stew on his situation while he finished his meal. Ruby and Petra watched him sulk. 
 
    “The esteemed princess did at least have a… curvaceous figure,” offered Petra. “No doubt you could find ways to enjoy yourself with her.” 
 
    “My mother stabs a dagger through my loins and the first thing you think to do is twist it?” snapped Koa. 
 
    “Would you prefer I twist something else, my prince?” she asked with a hint of something wicked in her smile. 
 
    He held her gaze for a second, feeling the air all but wavering with heat. Ruby was still right there next to them, but she seemed lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    “Is it even necessary for you to draft such a letter, Makoa?” asked Ruby. “I’d think you would be a step past that point.” 
 
    “You heard the underqueen.” He pushed his plate away and stood up. “Shall we?” 
 
    Koa felt far more aware of Petra than he should have as the three of them retired to his chambers to begin the drafting process. She had on a black tunic over short leggings, both articles of clothing hugging tight to her body. 
 
    There was no wasted flesh on Petra. It was all slender, feminine muscle overlayed with plump, full endowments. He kept feeling his gaze being drawn back to her during empty moments and she seemed to catch him almost every time, smirking with that haughty, sexy energy. 
 
    He was still staring almost right at her as he sat down at his desk. “It seems I’m running low on ink. Ruby, would you mind running to fetch some?” 
 
    Petra’s eyes glinted and he could almost see the possibility, the danger, reflected in them. “Oh, my prince, I think it would be better if I ran to handle such an errand. Why don’t you and Ruby talk over the general tone of the letter while I retrieve what’s needed?” 
 
    She’ll tease and flirt, but draws the line at being alone with me in my chamber. Smart. 
 
    He watched her head out through the door and then looked at Ruby, who was still sulking. 
 
    “Ruby,” he said. “What’s the matter? You haven’t been yourself today.” 
 
    She folded her arms with a heavy motion and it seemed for a moment like she might not answer him. “I went looking for you last night, Koa.” 
 
    “You went… Oh!” Koa drummed his fingers on his desk. “Well, I was in my chambers.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and decided to go on the offensive. “I didn’t think I’d be missed. My mother was playing politics. You were busy with your serving duties and laughing at the jokes of passing guards.” 
 
    Ruby’s eyes widened, but she quickly recovered. “He was doing an impression of Underqueen Lassius. It was funny, and don’t try to change the subject! I came to your chambers, Koa, and I… heard noises.” 
 
    Noises. If that’s all she heard, I can still step around this carefully. 
 
    “Ah.” He turned his hand up apologetically. “Well, I did have company.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be more pleased to hear that the princess you spent the night ploughing may well be a suitable marriage candidate for you in the future,” said Ruby. “Or perhaps you thought you’d love her and leave her?” 
 
    “The… princess?” He stared at Ruby, thinking furiously.  
 
    If he admitted that it hadn’t been Princess Rebethia in his room with him, she’d want to know who it was, and there was no way he could tell her.  But then again, this was Ruby. Could he really lie to her face like that? He opted for the best compromise he could think of at the moment — a partial truth without naming names. 
 
    He stood up and started poking her in the cheek with one finger. She made a face and brushed his touch away, almost but not quite smiling. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she snapped. 
 
    “Making sure that you’re actually Ruby and haven’t been replaced by a mindless, lifelike doll,” said Koa. “You honestly think that Princess Rebethia is my type? I spent the first half of my evening watching her chew candied carrots with her mouth open.” 
 
    “And the second half of your evening?” 
 
    He took her hands into his, unsure of why the gesture felt so right. “I was with someone, Ruby. But I can’t tell you who, at least not yet. It wouldn’t be fair to her and she’s scary when she’s angry.” 
 
    “Koa…” Ruby swallowed and shook her head, an odd mixture of hurt and relief in her eyes. “What’s been going on with you lately? It’s you who hasn’t been acting like yourself.” 
 
    “I… suppose I’ve become increasingly aware about the opportunity afforded my privilege,” he said, slowly. “Along with what it might take for me to make it a reality.” 
 
    It sounded much nicer than griping about how he suspected he might soon lose just about everyone he cared about, with his mother being ploughed by a king to top it off. But it wasn’t a lie. There was an opportunity, one so lofty that not even the people who believed in him most would think him capable of rising to reach it. 
 
    Think again. I can be resourceful, and when I need to be… ruthless. 
 
    Petra knocked on the door twice before slipping back into the room. “I found the ink.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Can the two of you help me think of an articulate way to compliment a princess on her expansive appetite?” 
 
    “…Why don’t we have Ruby handle the actual penning of the letter?” suggested Petra. “With your input, of course, my prince.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Avina tried to keep her focus on the current moment as she received the day’s petitioners in her audience chamber. Petra was still off helping Koa, which shouldn’t have made as much of a difference as it did. 
 
    She’d come to rely on Petra for the kind of nuanced advice that a queen needed in order to seem as though she treated each and every one of her subjects’ problems like a high priority. Petra was more than a friend, more than a simple esper — a true partner in everything Avina had achieved so far in her life. 
 
    Which made it all that much harder to dismiss the events of the previous evening, along with the somewhat unwanted suspicion that her esper hadn’t told her the full story. Petra would never lie to her, at least not outright. She could feel that through the bond on top of believing it as a fact.  
 
    If I want an answer, I need to ask her directly. But… do I truly want an answer? 
 
    “Your Highness?” Captain Lauric prompted her, and Avina shifted her attention back to the petitioner who’d been in the midst of their appeal. 
 
    “You were saying, Lord Atriall?” she asked. 
 
    “I was saying that I have still heard nothing from the mayor of Vestus on the topic of when the skilled craftsmen I lent him for the addition to his town hall will be returning to my service!” Atriall had never been a quiet man, but he took a breath and calmed down as Avina narrowed her eyes. “It is a simple request. If he is attempting to poach them out from my employ without even taking the consideration to ask me ahead of time, I, I’ll…” 
 
    “Vestus, you said?” Avina leaned back, resisting the urge to glance toward where Petra would normally stand. 
 
    “That’s correct, Lady Underqueen.” 
 
    “I will look deeper into this matter and let you know as soon as I receive confirmation as to the status of your craftsman,” said Avina. “Leave their names with one of my handmaidens and return to your village.” 
 
    Lord Atriall bowed and Avina dismissed him with a small nod. He swept his cloak around with unnecessary flare as he departed the chamber. Avina waited, and when the room went silent, she let herself hope that there were no other petitioners queuing in the vestibule, relaxing her posture on her throne. 
 
    “One more, Your Highness,” muttered Magister Argon. 
 
    She let out a dramatic sigh and waved her hand. “Send them in.” 
 
    The man who was allowed forth by the guards was familiar to Avina, and not exactly her favorite person. Ashton, the proprietor of Gladewater Tavern, was bald and pudgy and business minded to a fault. Avina had never been fond of how he’d almost seemed to court Koa’s presence at his establishment with small gestures: preferential treatment and reserved tables and free drinks.  
 
    A prince is good for business. If he’ll drink the ale, it can’t be that bad… so goes the logic. 
 
    “Underqueen Avina.” Ashton made a show of touching his pale head as he bowed as though removing a nonexistent hat. “You humble me by allowing me this private audience. Truly!” 
 
    “It’s not private, but yes, I do,” she said, indulging the urge to cut him down a bit. “What is your concern, barkeep?” 
 
    “Not a concern so much as an act of… noticing,” said Ashton. “A noticement, if you will. There is a man who seems to have arrived in town along with your fellow underqueen’s entourage who is quite fond of ale and a fresh-born regular at my establishment.” 
 
    Avina’s ears perked up at that. “…Go on.” 
 
    “It would seem as though he’s still here in town, despite the foreign underqueen’s departure,” said Ashton. “Keeping a lower profile, no less. I thought this might interest you and brought it forward as a simple favor from the bottom of my expansive, expressive heart.” 
 
    “…Interesting.” Avina smiled, seeing the not so humble barkeep in a new light. “Thank you, Ashton.” 
 
    “Oh, you are most welcome, Your Highness!”  
 
    “You brought this information to me of your own volition,” she said. “I think that initiative calls for a reward. Perhaps to the tune of, say, three gold caelins?” 
 
    “That would be most welcome, Your Highness!” Ashton grinned and shook his fists winningly. “How willing you are to reinvest in the people is what we all in town treasure most about our golden jewel, our blonde swan, our blooming sunflower, our—” 
 
    “Captain Lauric?” said Avina, with a small smile. 
 
    The guard captain stepped forward, thrusting the coins into the barkeep’s hand and not so gently guiding him out the door. Avina leaned her head back, waiting until the chamber had been officially cleared before finally rising from her throne. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.” Petra emerged from the door of the chamber. “It took… longer than expected to get your son on the right track.” 
 
    “I managed all right.” 
 
    “Did anything come up?” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly, gesturing for her esper to walk with her. They exited into the hallway and walked a short distance before she finally spoke. 
 
    “Two pressing matters,” said Avina. “Firstly, I have a suspicion that the dustwalker is still active around Vestus, perhaps targeting folk leaving or entering by road.” 
 
    “Interesting. We should take a contingent of the guard out to search the area.” 
 
    “That was my initial thought, however…” Avina leaned closer to Petra, lowering her voice. “It’s likely that we have a spy in our midst.” 
 
    “A spy?” 
 
    “One of Underqueen Lassius’s agents is still here in town and trying to maintain an indiscrete guise. She wouldn’t have left him here without reason, and I can’t imagine she’d take much interest in common rumors.”  
 
    Petra nodded slowly. “You think he’s serving as the liaison for someone she bribed here in the castle?” 
 
    “She would have had ample opportunity during her visit to the castle,” said Avina. “Give some disaffected cook or indebted guard a small purse of gold with the promise that her man in Gladetown could provide more for the right information. It’s what I would do.” 
 
    “It’s what I would advise you to do,” agreed Petra. “If the tavernkeeper can identify him, I could easily take him out tonight.” 
 
    Avina thought about it for a moment before slowly shaking her head. “Not just yet. We’ll be careful now that we know. If we can narrow down our list of suspects, it might serve our purposes to feed Underqueen Lassius trickles of misinformation.” 
 
    “Wise. Turn your enemy’s secret advantage into your own secret strength. You’re getting good at this, Avina.” 
 
    “I’ve always been good at this.” 
 
    Petra let out a snort. “That’s debatable.” 
 
    “That’s debatable, Your Highness.” 
 
    Spy or not, Avina couldn’t put off attending to the matter of the road to Vestus and the dustwalker. It would have made far more sense, but also far more noise to involve Captain Lauric and the entirety of the guard regiment. 
 
    She settled for simply grabbing Mav and Petra and treating the affair as a simple ride to get some fresh air and exercise her favorite mount. The sky was overcast to a degree where, if they did encounter trouble, Petra would be more than capable enough to flex her power and protect her. 
 
    “You… have a sword belt on, Mav,” commented Avina, upon seeing her muscular handmaiden’s outfit. “With a sword in it, no less.” 
 
    “I do,” said Mav. “Not the first time I’ve worn one, if you can believe it.” 
 
    Avina chuckled. No apology, no explanation. She’d even forgotten to attach one of the official terms of address toward an underqueen, speaking to her as though chatting with an equal. Avina was starting to genuinely like her, even if she was of remedial skill level when it came to the usual handmaiden tasks of powdering faces and laundering clothing. 
 
    They found their mounts at the stable and set off through town at a casual pace. Avina waved to some children who were out playing and broke off their game to simply stand, awed of her presence. 
 
    “How did things go with Koa and the letter writing?” Avina asked Petra. 
 
    “Oh, he had yet to finish when I left,” said Petra. “It was like trying to polish a rock with a file. I can only hope Ruby has more luck with rounding the general message out.” 
 
    “You left him and Ruby alone to finish writing the letter together?” Avina blinked, a frown tugging at the corner of her mouth. Petra was well aware of the concerns she had about the two of them. 
 
    The esper shrugged. “I sensed that it would be fine. He did not seem to be in search of a… new outlet for his energy. As a man.” 
 
    “It’s not as though he’s overflowing with options for romance at the moment.” Avina let out a sigh. “I was really hoping that planting the idea of courting princesses into his head might help generate enthusiasm for politics straight out of the motivation of his loins.” 
 
    “A cunning plan in its own way. His loins are certainly not lacking motivation… I mean, I would assume not.” 
 
    “Yes, well, there’s always Princess Genevieve of Cloister Andrenia,” said Avina. “Though I have heard rumors that she is not exactly the chaste type.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “Ruby, this does not sound like I wrote it.” 
 
    Koa shoved the draft of the letter to Princess Rebethia down on his desk and flicked it aside with a finger. 
 
    “Who cares?” said Ruby. “According to you, you aren’t even interested in Princess Sweettooth anyway.” 
 
    “The tone is too flowery,” said Koa. “Here and now, I continue to hold you high in my thoughts and in my heart. I can’t imagine ever saying that out loud, let alone to Rebethia. It makes me cringe!” 
 
    “You aren’t saying it out loud,” said Ruby with an annoyed sigh. “It will read differently, I promise. It makes the letter feel personal and private. Trust me.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you. I’m taking it out.” 
 
    He reached for the draft of the letter, but Ruby snatched it away before he could get his hand on it.  
 
    “You can’t!” she said. “Without it, the letter doesn’t take any risks. You need to have some courage, Makoa!” 
 
    “It isn’t about courage, it’s about not wanting to sound like a sickly sweet fop!” 
 
    He tried to snatch the letter away from her, but Ruby yanked it back. He grabbed for it again, bumping into her in his rush. The back of her knees hit the edge of his bed, and she giggled as she bounced once, hiding the parchment behind her. 
 
    “I order you to hand that here,” he said, also climbing onto the bed as Ruby tried to roll away. 
 
    “I can’t follow an order that I don’t think is in your best interest, milord!” She was grinning, clearly enjoying herself. 
 
    And if Koa was being honest, he was kind of having fun, too. He grabbed one of Ruby’s wrists, but she managed to shift the letter to her other hand, holding it out of reach. He pinned her and straddled her, but she levered him sideways with an interesting leg movement. 
 
    They rolled across the bed, bodies coming into closer contact, the draft of the letter getting completely crumpled and ink smeared.  
 
    He finally got ahold of it and pulled it free from her grip, tearing one of the corners. “Got it!” 
 
    Ruby made another grab for it, but he was on top now and easily pinned her shoulders with one forearm. The movement set the edge of his hand against her breast, her larger-than-he’d-ever-realized breast, but Ruby didn’t say anything. She wrapped her legs around him, bucking her hips and twisting for purchase before finally giving up with a sigh. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “You win. It’s all yours, Prince Makoa.” 
 
    “…Thank you.” 
 
    She was breathing heavily, as though she’d worked up a real sweat in her exertions. 
 
    “You… truly don’t mind helping me write this?” The letter was a mess, but it was just the practice draft. 
 
    “I was ordered to by the underqueen, but no, I suppose I don’t.” She shrugged, smiling up at him, still pinned by the straddle of his legs. “I’m used to being flexible when it comes to looking after you.” 
 
    “Even though it’s all romantic bunk I’m spurting to some spoiled princess?” 
 
    “You’re a spoiled prince.” Ruby pursed her lips and playfully punched him in the chest. “Gods, it could end up being a storybook match.” 
 
    “That makes you a spoiled prince’s disobedient servant.” He jabbed a finger against her chest, against her breast, really.  
 
    Ruby cackled with laughter. “Your only servant. If your only servant disobeys, doesn’t that say more about you than it does about her?” 
 
    “I would be careful about goading me too far on the matter of disobedience, Ruby.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” She jutted her chin out with an infuriating smirk. “Or what?” 
 
    Gods, now that was an interesting question. He’d seen glimpses of this side of Ruby more often in recent years. Spunky and confident, willing to push the line just to see what would happen. But underneath that, she was still Ruby. She was still just teasing him and they both knew it. He could tease back or he could give up, or… 
 
    Or. 
 
    He leaned forward, watching Ruby blink a little faster, breathe a little harder. She was right there, so close, lips parted… 
 
    A heavy knock came at the door. They both somehow fell to the floor in their rush to extricate their bodies from one another. Koa stumbled to his feet and cleared his throat before muttering a quick come in. 
 
    Verity, one of his mother’s new handmaidens, apparently also delivered messages in her spare time. “Prince Makoa? Captain Lauric is waiting for you in the training hall.” 
 
    “Gods, that’s right,” he said. “I have fencing practice with him today. Thank you, Verity.” 
 
    Ruby had risen to sit on his bed and was fidgeting with the boyish tunic she had on. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “It’s training,” he said. “Somewhere in between work and fun, if I’m being honest. Mind finishing the letter in my absence?” 
 
    “You’ll probably complain about whatever I come up with,” she said. 
 
    “Probably.” He smiled fondly at her. “Ruby… About last night. I hope you know that it wasn’t what it seemed like with me and… my guest.” 
 
    “Sounded like, you mean.” 
 
    “Whatever. It was unexpected, and very much a one-time thing. I’m not scheduling secret romantic rendezvous in my spare time.”   
 
    “Well, you’ll have a better shot at securing one now that I’m handling the writing of your love letters,” said Ruby. “Do you think Rebethia is more of a rose that never wilts or a sun that never sets?” 
 
    “Why not just drag me down to the dungeon by the ear if you’re so set on torturing me?” 
 
    “Now there’s an idea.” Ruby set the letter down on his desk. “Can I watch your sword practice?” 
 
    “I suppose, assuming you don’t mind finishing that nonsense later.” 
 
    “I could use the break.” Ruby looked at her palms and wiggled her fingers at him. “My hands are covered in ink.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are.” Koa grabbed one of them and just simply held it, the two of them staring at each other for a lingering moment. 
 
    Captain Lauric was waiting for him in the training chamber underneath the castle. Koa warmed up for a few minutes before they began. He was still thinking about the letter, about Ruby, about Petra and his mother. 
 
    There is a path forward, he thought. Thin and hard to follow, but leading to the throne. 
 
    A new idea entered the fringe of his awareness as he and Lauric began exchanging parries and ripostes. Dueling was a time-honored tradition in Osteanus. Many previous kings had been elected in part based off their prowess as swordsmen, though it was usually more of a contributing factor than a determining one. 
 
    “Lauric, are you familiar with Harriston?” he asked, during a short break in their practice. 
 
    “Prince Harriston of the Puzzle Islands?” asked Lauric. 
 
    “That’s the one. How is he with a blade?” 
 
    The fantasy was already blossoming into a vivid picture in his head. He’d challenge Harriston to a duel. Perhaps he’d pick a moment when they were both in Twinfalls together, raise both the stakes and the pressure in front of an audience of the most important nobles within the kingdom. 
 
    “You aren’t feeling inadequate about your swordplay, Koa?” teased Ruby. 
 
    “I gave you permission to watch, not flap your tongue,” he said, with a mocking glare. 
 
    “Prince Harriston is renowned for his dueling prowess, milord,” said Lauric. “I would have thought you’d be privy to the discussion around him?” 
 
    “I am,” said Koa. “I just assumed that it was exaggerated. He was pudgy and round-faced the last time I saw him.” 
 
    “He still is, just taller and with a fair expansion of muscle,” said Lauric. 
 
    “In terms of actual sword skill, what would my odds be against him?” 
 
      Lauric hesitated, wincing into a frown. “I… would not advise you to opt into such a matchup, Prince Makoa.” 
 
    “The good captain certainly knows how to phrase his words around your ego,” chimed Ruby. 
 
    “Oh, shush.” He sighed, raising his sword to let Lauric know he was ready for another round. “I suppose it would be too easy to simply duel the frontrunner to the throne to embolden my own campaign.” 
 
    “Why in the world do you even care so much?” asked Ruby. “You’ve said it yourself that you don’t stand a chance in all the realms of being elected to the throne?” 
 
    He wondered sometimes if Ruby knew how effective her words were at stinging him where he was most sore. He and Lauric had a brief, unfortunate fencing exchange that ended with a point in Lauric’s favor. 
 
    “My mother is now the underqueen,” he snapped. “Is it so strange that I’d prefer the next king to be someone who wouldn’t be eager to demean her? Someone less attached to… certain aspects of the traditions?” 
 
    “Tradition is tradition for a reason, Makoa,” said Ruby. “It’s a little bizarre that you’d be so eager to seek that position for yourself, given what it entails.” 
 
    “Oh, for the sake of the Herald, Ruby! It’s not like I’d bring my own mother to my bed!” 
 
    Even if she is one of the most highly regarded women in Osteanus. Even if the bards will never shut the fuck up about how beautiful she is, along with her enchanting esper. 
 
    “Um…” Captain Lauric coughed and raised his sword questioningly. “Would you like to continue, milord?” 
 
    “I think I’m done for now.” He tossed his practice rapier onto one of the wall hooks and stormed out of the training chamber. Ruby followed after him with fast steps. 
 
    “Why are you so upset?” she called. “You know I was teasing you.” 
 
    “Knowing it and not reacting to it are two different things.” 
 
    “Two sides of the same thing, in my opinion.” She grabbed his wrist, slowing him down, and then dared to hold his hand. “You’ve known that your mother would one day be the Underqueen of Harvestglade all your life, Koa. Why would you let it unsettle you so much?” 
 
    “Again, knowing about something and not reacting to something are two different things.” 
 
    “Two sides of the same—” 
 
    “Ruby!” He pulled her sideways, pressing her against the wall. “Shut up.” 
 
    She blinked and made a strange face that Koa both wanted to see more of and wanted to have all for himself. “...All right.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Avina had always enjoyed riding for riding’s sake. The wind in her hair, the horizon in the distance, the feeling of absolute freedom to go whichever way she pleased. She sometimes let herself believe that there existed the option for her to simply run away on horseback, to pack a bag, climb onto her horse and ride away from all the titles and responsibility. 
 
    Just a fantasy, she silently conceded. If you were going to do it, you would have done it at a much younger age.  
 
    She smiled and looked over at Petra, who’d always been an efficient rider, and Mav. The handmaiden was struggling to the point where Avina had begun to doubt whether she actually had much riding experience. The horse she was on was well trained, however, and all Mav truly needed to do was balance in the saddle. 
 
    Gods, it was nice to be out. Even if they didn’t find anything abnormal in Vestus, she wouldn’t view the attempt as a wasted day. The road out of Gladetown was more or  less a tunnel straight through the trees, with birds and squirrels and even the occasional deer emphasizing just how much more there was to the world then their petty human-level squabbles. 
 
    They left the forest after a couple of hours and Vestus was only a little further along than that. Avina frowned as she looked toward where she knew it should be coming into view. The air was aswirl with dust, the wind kicking up so much of it that it rendered the humble village as a smear of dark and blurry shapes in the distance. 
 
    “That’s… not the most usual weather for the season or region,” she said. 
 
    “No,” agreed Petra. “It most certainly is not.” 
 
    They shared a meaningful glance. Mav let out a surprised gasp as she attempted to pick an apple from a nearby tree and nearly fell out of one stirrup. 
 
    “How do you want to approach this?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Let’s circle around. So much dust in the air is a seemingly ominous sign, but it may just be a fluke of the wind visible only from this direction.” 
 
    “Unlikely, but possible.” 
 
    They took their horses off the road and slowly began moving around the village from a distance. It wasn’t much, with the inn, the mayor’s house and the general store as the only standout buildings. There were several farms further off from the town, though near enough to make the trip over a quick and uneventful walk. 
 
    What Avina noticed was not the buildings, however, but the lack of movement. It became far more pronounced as they came around to the village’s far side and had a clear view down the lane of the main road. 
 
    She could make out the shapes of people within the dust, standing in place like scarecrows, or in the case of few, kneeling or sitting, cowering from danger. She glanced at Petra again and the esper’s expression matched her own worries. 
 
    “We could come back with Lauric and his guards,” said Petra. 
 
    “I’m still not convinced that alerting the entire castle to the threat is such a wise idea.” 
 
    “There is no hiding what took place here,” said Petra. “The existence of this monster will be common knowledge in a day, perhaps two.” 
 
    “Then we have to seize the opportunity we’ve been given.” Avina urged her horse into motion. “Be ready, Petra. Mav, stay close.” 
 
    Their mounts seemed more nervous than they were as they made their slow approach. The windblown dust was more pernicious than Avina had been expecting, and she had to pull the bottom of her tunic up to cover her mouth and keep her eyes locked into a narrow squint. 
 
    No one greeted them as they entered the village proper or reacted in any visible way. Avina shook her head slowly as she took in the scene. Everything was coated in dust. The road and the buildings, but also the people. 
 
    She dismounted even though it made her feel distinctly vulnerable. A person who might have been a short woman or a tall child was stretched out across the steps leading up to the inn’s door. Every inch of the figure was caked with dust, mouth and face, clothing and shoes, even the fine strands of her long hair. 
 
    Avina looked back at Petra and the esper gave a small shake of her head that for once, Avina struggled to read. She reached out, touching the dead woman’s hand with her own. A small brush, no force or pressure, and two of the fingers disintegrated into powdery, insubstantial dust. 
 
    “What madness is this?” shouted Mav. “This entire village… these people. What manner of plague has taken them?” 
 
    Petra hissed her into silence, but they’d already announced their presence. Further within the town, one of the figures began to stir. It was different from the others, too large to not stand out, and lacking the fine details of the other villagers. Its hands had no fingers and its head was smooth, no ears, nose, mouth, or hair. 
 
    “Milady, we must retreat from this… this… fiend!” bellowed Mav. She drew her sword, but the weapon was unsteady in her hand, trembling visibly. 
 
    “What say you, Petra?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Overcast sky,” muttered the esper. “Plenty of dust in the air. It is midday, so I still will not be at complete strength, but I do not feel threatened.” 
 
    Avina nodded slowly. “Mav, guide Petra’s mount for her. We’ll pull back just out of range.” 
 
    “Your Highness, we should all make flight!” shouted Mav. “To leave your esper is… unwise.” 
 
    Foolish was probably the word that Mav had dodged her tongue around. And truly, it would have been had Petra not been what she was. 
 
    Even among espers, Petra is unusually powerful. 
 
    Avina could feel her friend’s thrill at having a chance to flex her strength reverberating through their bond. That thrill had molded Avina from an early age, gifted her with a childhood of limitless curiosity, followed by her teenage years through which she’d been a massive thorn in her mother’s side.  
 
    It was a large part of why she’d always worried so much about Koa, perhaps to the point of over-mothering him at times. He was on his own, unaware of what having an esper truly meant and allowed. Or perhaps he was aware of it and it was made even worse by that knowledge. 
 
    When I get back, I need to summon him for an evening. 
 
    But there would be time for such considerations later. Petra was in motion, slowly approaching the dustwalker, arms outstretched and fingers splayed. The dustwalker, aside from having turned to face them, hadn’t committed to any other movements, aggressive or defensive. Avina wondered if, lacking eyes as it was, it could even see the esper. 
 
    The ground moved in front of Petra, an ankle-high line of dust crossing from one side of the road to the other, like the hedge bushes in the castle gardens. Petra hesitated before stepping over it and the dustwalker finally lurched forward. 
 
    Except… it moved with such grace that the word lurch didn’t fit at all. There was almost no noise as it shifted its weight and in fact, the dust seemed to rise to form the new placement of the monster’s foot and leg as much as it dropped down from what ostensibly composed its body. 
 
     It held its arms out to either side, matching Petra’s posture, though it was hard to tell whether it meant to. Two pillars of dust suddenly rose from the ground adjacent to it, first straight into the air, and then twisting through strange patterns that disintegrated as soon as they’d formed. 
 
    “What is it doing?” muttered Mav. 
 
    “I’ve no idea.” Avina licked her lower lip, which was chapped and dirty. “Petra. Only attack it if it attacks you first.” 
 
    She had a hunch that there was more to the monster’s actions than mere chaos, abject destruction. Gods, if she could find a way to harness its power, it would be like having a second esper, one with an ability that could lay waste to an entire village. 
 
    The dustwalker suddenly rushed forward, the bits of particulate forming its body flowing in a surging mass. Petra didn’t wait for the attack to arrive before defending. She crossed her forearms in front of her face, summoning a curving veil of animated darkness. The dust crashed against the shield of Petra’s power, dispersing into a hazy cloud that made it hard to see. 
 
    She counterattacked instantly, drawing half a dozen arms of darkness from the deepest shadows nearby. An arm reached out from underneath the porch of a building, another from within the inn’s half open door, a third from the gap with a roof awning, all of them striking at once. 
 
    The dustwalker’s body took damage everywhere the arms of darkness struck, losing chunks from its abdomen, shoulders and legs. Petra made a twisting motion with one hand and the arms wrapped the monster in a tight, turning squeeze. Avina had seen her kill a large coyote with that trick once when she’d been a little girl, the beast all but twisted and squeezed into a paste of bone and meat. 
 
    The dustwalker collapsed… and almost immediately began to reform. It thrust its own arm forward, drawing dust into the fist even as the attack picked up speed until the end was the size of a man’s chest. Petra dodged as quickly as she could, only just getting out of the way in time. 
 
    “Perhaps you should retreat a little further, Avina,” she called. “I am not certain I can keep the fight from meandering in your direction.” 
 
    “Pull back with me, Mav,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” 
 
    They took the horses with them. Avina kept her gaze turned back toward Petra, her heart pounding faster and faster at what she could feel coming through the bond. Petra wasn’t scared, but she wasn’t exactly dripping with confidence, either. No, the esper was working through the fight like a puzzle of violence, one she knew she’d just bet her life on. 
 
    Avina felt a twinge of surprise through the bond and it took her a moment to realize that it was Petra reacting to Avina’s own doubts. The bond could, at times, be as much a curse as a blessing. Avina wanted to shout out an explanation, reaffirm her faith and trust, but that would have only distracted her esper even more. 
 
    It was a fear that had been with her all her life, but had only rarely reared its head over the past few years. The fear of losing her esper, not just the power and status that being of the Ostean magic bloodline entailed, but losing her closest, oldest friend. Avina forced out a slow breath, calming herself down more for Petra’s sake than her own. 
 
    The esper and the dustwalker exchanged a series of strikes, fighting each other with abilities similar in flexibility if not form. Petra’s arms of darkness were a weapon with a thousand uses, and the way the dustwalker controlled the dust it was composed of had a similarly wide range of applications. 
 
    A wave of grit and dirt rose up from the road, curling as it crashed downward over Petra. The esper flung herself out of the way, jumping to a second story balcony, which she kicked off from to land on the dustwalker’s other side. 
 
    She moved with speed and confidence as it spun to face her again, drawing darkness from every nearby shadow and crevice. She slapped her hands together, directing the darkness not just into an attack, but an all-consuming blanket.  
 
    It struck the dustwalker and spread across its form like spilled ink blotting over a piece of parchment. Avina watched, fascinated and hopeful, as the darkness wrapped itself around the entirety of the dustwalker’s body, containing the monster and turning its every movement into a struggle. 
 
    Petra’s expression bunched with concentration as she walked back around to Avina and Mav, breathing in a manner that spoke to the level of effort she yet maintained.  
 
    “How long can you hold it like that?” asked Avina. 
 
    “Perhaps… a few minutes,” said Petra, through gritted teeth. “Longer if it stops fighting me.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Avina ran her thumb across the edge of her chin. “I doubt that’s long enough for us to find a proper way to entrap this thing.” 
 
    “You would seek to contain it?” shouted Mav. “Your Highness, I mean no offense by this… but that’s madness!” 
 
    “The power of this monster unto itself is what’s mad,” snapped Avina. “I doubt Petra could destroy this thing even if she tried.” 
 
    Petra gave a stiff shrug. “I could… attempt to crush it. But you speak the truth, Avina. I suspect it would do little more than annoy it for a moment.” 
 
    “Then… what are we to do?” asked Mav. 
 
    “We leave,” said Avina. “Mount up. Petra, keep it held for as long as you can while we pull back.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    It felt like defeat, despite her esper having fought the monster to a standstill. Avina stewed in her own frustration. She was the underqueen now and the first real problem of her reign was one she couldn’t even conceive a solution to, let alone apply her limited resources toward alleviating. 
 
    What now, she wondered. Will I be forced to appeal to King Kendall for help before I’ve even found footing on my own two feet? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” said Brin. “Personally, I think you could take him.” 
 
    Koa grunted and took another sip of his ale. “I appreciate the faith you have in me as a friend, Brin, but I have it on good authority that dueling Harriston wouldn’t end well for me.” 
 
    Gladewater Tavern was abustle with activity, despite the early hour. A caravan that’d recently arrived in Gladetown had stayed an extra day on news of unusual weather in the area, wind and dust unsettling road conditions.  
 
    With nothing else to do, a number of the mercenaries had taken to drinking their day away. Ashton seemed eager to take their coin, the barkeep scampering around with more energy than usual. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Brin was a few beers deeper in than Koa, well on his way toward sloppy drunkenness. “And just… whose authority is that?” 
 
    “Captain Lauric, as it happens,” said Koa.  
 
    “Makoa, you’re the best swordsman I know!” 
 
    “You don’t… know any other swordsmen aside from a few of the guards in town.” 
 
    “You’d dance circles around him!” Brin bumped the side of his hand against his mug as he attempted to draw the shape on their table with one finger, looping around in more of a potato of a shape. “He wouldn’t know what to do! You’ve got those fast feet.” 
 
    Koa smiled, rather intrigued by the picture Brin was painting, unrealistic as it was. “…Go on.” 
 
    “He’d try to stab you!” Brin made the motion, along with a guttural noise, with his arm. “But you’d spin away!” 
 
    He twisted sideways, chair moving enough with him to screech across the stone. Koa laughed and drank some more ale. 
 
    “I’d counterattack after that, I’m assuming?” he asked. 
 
    “You’d try to, but he’d block!” Brin made clanging noises, turning his hand in a pantomime of a series of diagonal sword clashes. “And then he’d sneak one past your guard, tearing open your jerkin enough to give all the ladies and wives in the crowd a real show!” 
 
    “Mmm, yes,” muttered Koa. “With a thin trickle of blood dripping down one of my pectoral muscles. I could see that drawing a swoon or two. But how would I win from there?” 
 
    “Ah, well, on that, I can’t really say.” Brin shrugged and looked at him sympathetically. “I said you should duel him, not that you’d win.” 
 
    “You said I could take him.” 
 
    “As in, take him on for a time. Put up a good show for the crowd. Lose honorably.” 
 
    “Have you ever even seen Prince Harriston duel before?” asked Koa. 
 
    “Irrelevant. Most of taking a man on in an honest, eye to eye fight comes from the feeling in your gut. That personal sense of flair that we all develop and chisel and polish. Aye? You feel me, Makoa?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I feel you Brin.” 
 
    “You have to get in his head!” Brin slapped Makoa’s shoulder with his free hand. “Come out into the arena acting like a wolf! Make him think you’re more beast than man!” 
 
    He let out his best attempt at a canine howl, swinging his mug sideways in the process. Some of the ale froth went airborne, landing upon the chest of a tall man in a heavy cloak sitting alone at the next table over, cowl up and face hidden.  
 
    The man turned to stare at them, revealing a face that left Koa speechless. He was handsome, with grey-streaked hair, a strong jaw outlined by a clean cropped beard. His right eye, however, was deep red, as though someone had poured blood into it. The man blinked once at them, the action out of sync from left to right, but said nothing.  
 
    “Don’t you think it’s a little early for you to be this drunk,” said Koa, forcing his attention back to Brin. 
 
    His friend sighed and played with the handle of his mug. “It is, but it hardly matters. There was an accident at the mill. Just a simple mistake on an order, but it might well be enough to have me replaced by Tristan’s apprentice.” 
 
    “You’re saying you’re out of a job?” 
 
    Brin shrugged. “I’ll know by tomorrow.” 
 
    “The castle is soon to be in need of new guards,” offered Koa. 
 
    “Never been much of a fighter.” 
 
    “What about a scribe?” Koa slapped his friend on the back. “I’m supposed to be searching for a suitable marriage candidate. Ruby’s been doing most of the writing, but you’ve always been good with women. Help me charm one with one of those intriguing and sensual wordplays you always seem so fond of.” 
 
    “Would I get to work alongside Ruby? She’s definitely filled out across these past years.” 
 
    “You know what, I’m rescinding that second offer,” said Koa. “The first on the list is Princess Rebethia anyway. I think your brusque brand of charm might not jibe with her sense of… delicacy.” 
 
    “Princess Rebethia?” Brin let out a long, snorting laugh. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I envy you in so many things, Makoa, but Rebethia is not exactly candy for the eyes. Are you sure it’s not too late to seek out a new princess to court?” 
 
    “Funny you should mention candy,” muttered Koa. “Gods, she’s obsessed with it!” 
 
    “Looking at her, I can somehow believe it.” 
 
    Koa finished his ale and departed shortly after, aware that someone would likely be missing him back at the castle. Even as he tried to orient himself up the road and up the hill, the reason behind why he’d wandered out in the first place began to gnaw at him again. 
 
    Nothing is simple anymore. Why can’t things just go back to how they were? 
 
    He deviated down a side path that led through an old field full of clothes drying lines and continued just out of town. Within sight of the road through the forest leading out of the glade was a small, interesting, shaped hillock that he and Ruby used to claim as their own when they were little. 
 
    A fallen tree covered the hollow side, creating this little hideout they’d called their “secret castle.” They’d played lots of child’s games there, king and queen, husband and wife, mercenary and monster. She’d felt more like a sister than anything, and the way his mother and Petra would occasionally swoop into guest roles within their imagined scenarios had made the two of them feel more like… more like what? 
 
    He was definitely drunk. He sat on the log and sighed and watched the road. An old man with horribly fucked up walking posture was all but scraping his way forward, both arms clutched around a staff that, gnarled as it was, still probably fared better than his spine. 
 
    A branch cracked behind Koa. He felt a smile tugging on his face. It would be just like Ruby to come looking for him here after trying everywhere else. He pushed forward off the log, landing on his feet with a princely flourish. 
 
    “Do you remember all the games we used to play here?” 
 
    “This is no game.” 
 
    That wasn’t Ruby’s voice. Koa spun around, finding not his trusted companion awaiting him, but a tall, broad man in a dark and heavy cloak… with a blood red eye. 
 
    “You’ve taken me by surprise, ser,” said Koa, trying for aloof confidence. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    “You are Prince Makoa, are you not?” asked the man with the blood red eye. “The Sabantian. The Replacement.” 
 
    The man’s tone unnerved Koa, but the ale had a counterbalancing effect. “Who I am is none of your damn business.” 
 
    Reaching into the sleeve of his shirt, the man drew out a long-spiked dagger, pulling it loose like someone might draw out a splinter. “I was excited to kill a prince until I heard it was you. This almost feels like it doesn’t count.” 
 
    Gods, why hadn’t he brought his sword? His and Brin’s ludicrous conversation of the fantastical duel in the tavern suddenly seemed like a farce twice over, so detached from reality and the true stakes at hand. Koa took a step back, his foot dragging as it caught on a bush in the way. 
 
    He could try to run, but escape would be near impossible through the forest surrounding the glade. It was what made Gladetown and Harvestkeep defensible in the first place. The road was the only way in or out by horse, and while the dense woods could technically be traversed on foot, it was neither a fast nor comfortable passage. 
 
    “Who sent you?” snapped Koa. “I’m barely a prince, as you say. Who would see me as a threat?” 
 
    “You can think on it for the last moments of your life,” said the man. “Flattering, in its own way. I don’t show up for small jobs.” 
 
    The man rushed forward, the point of the dagger glinting in a sunbeam as he thrust it towards Koa’s torso. Koa managed to dodge, flinging himself onto and over the log against hillock, but he landed in a sprawl. 
 
    Even as he started to rise to his feet, he knew he’d be too slow. He might manage to stand and try to spin away from the next stab, but not the one after that or any subsequent. He’d walked into this trap, set it up for himself, even dulled his own reflexes through pointless day drinking. 
 
    A crash came from the nearby trees as a new, unexpected figure stumbled forward. The old man Koa had just seen walking along the road had somehow been drawn by the commotion. He wielded his staff like a battle hammer, lifting it high overhead in preparation to dome the man with the blood red eye’s head. 
 
    The assassin let out a considering hmm as he shifted his focus, stepping in preparation to stab the old man, simplify the situation. Koa rushed him in that moment, getting off a push that, in combination with the uneven terrain, knocked his attacker off balance. 
 
    “Why does death pose such an attraction to the unaffected?” whispered the man with the blood red eye. “Unfortunate, but two is still less than I’d been expecting.” 
 
    “Did ya expect this, ya dithering fucking dullard?” The old man let out a high-pitched screech as he swished his staff through the air, not striking the assassin but connecting with something else entirely. 
 
    His staff seemed to tear the air, tear the light, tear through a section of the realm itself. A black opening in the shape of a bulb of garlic hung in the air, glowing strangely at the edges, not that anything about it wasn’t strange. 
 
    Koa yanked the hand that’d briefly been in front of the opening back as cold air stung his skin. The assassin made a surprised noise and took an unfortunate step forward as an unexpected stream of water suddenly rushed out in such quick succession that it reminded Koa of the namesake of Twinfalls. 
 
    The water knocked the assassin back with such force that he struck the log and tumbled over it. It instantly turned to ice everywhere it fell, flash-freezing the grass into brittle strips of white that cold plumes of condensation wafted out from. 
 
    “I’d be leaving now if I was you!” shouted the old man.  
 
    He passed a hand over the back of the strange opening he’d created, wiping it away like a picture drawn in sand. Koa was right behind him as he started hobbling forward, even helping him along as they hurried through the dense thicket. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The assassin didn’t follow and the one glance Koa risked showed him to be still on the ground, with a leg frozen stiff at an odd angle to the grass. The old man was panting and coughing in exhaustion as they reached the road, but they didn’t stop there, only slowing as they drew within sight of the guard tower outside of town. 
 
    “Gods dammit,” muttered Koa. “Who exactly are you? What in the Herald’s name was that?” 
 
    “That was me having my time wasted by some foreign-born upstart with a smarmy way of talking.” The old man’s accent was odd, with all of the th sounds rounded with the heft of a d. “I came out this way to run some simple errands and end up having to pain my back pulling your grits out of the fire. What do I look like to you, huh? Some kind of hero from up in the hills?” 
 
    Koa held back a smile. “No, my goodman. I would not say that’s what you look like. I will say that there’s a reward for what you just did, if you’re interested. Come with me back to the castle and—” 
 
    “Nah, nah, nah, I don’t do castles,” said the old man. “All the stone and men in their matching clothes standing on pins with the sticks up their holes. Pay me now!” 
 
    “Uh…” Koa didn’t actually have much more than a few silver caelins left after his outing with Brin. “Could I at least meet up with you later?” 
 
    “Makoa!” Ruby’s voice cut in from up the road, with a distinct annoyed and impatient quality invading the tone. “Where have you been? The guards were about to start looking for you. Brin said the two of you were day drinking again!” 
 
    “I was and then I went for a walk, and…” He shrugged, feeling a sudden rush of safety and relief. “I was almost assassinated. I was saved by my new friend…” 
 
    He trailed off as he realized he hadn’t gotten his rescuer’s name. 
 
    “Hazafallius,” grunted the old man. “You may call me Haza. This your woman, boy?” 
 
    “What? No!” He winced, realizing he’d put too much vehemence into the word. “She’s my friend and my servant. Her name is Ruby and I’m Prince Makoa.” 
 
    “Oh, I know who you are,” said Haza. “Koa of Sabantius! I wouldn’t have bothered to risk my hide saving you if it weren’t for that.” 
 
    Koa blinked. He had never in his life heard anyone call him Koa of Sabantius and… actually make it sound respectful. Looking more closely at the old man, he noticed the obvious detail he’d somehow missed before. His skin wasn’t just tanned dark from hard years under the sun. He was dark haired, dark eyed, with a deep copper skin tone — a fellow Sabantian. 
 
    It wasn’t as though Koa had never met other ethnic Sabantians before, but they were rare in Osteanus and usually of the lower social castes. Servants and laborers and most often, beggars, with the rare merchant and craftsman interspersed. His mother had done her best to raise him as her son and through no fault of her own, the background of his blood had mostly fallen to the wayside. 
 
    “Koa, exactly how much did you have to drink?” asked Ruby with a sigh. “What, did he save you from a fall into a roadside ditch?” 
 
    He shushed her, staring at Haza with far more respect than he’d had earlier. “Please, good ser. If you have no wish to accompany me to the castle, perhaps we could go wherever you’re staying in the area? I… would very much like to speak more with you, if it please.” 
 
    Haza flashed a grin composed of surprisingly well-kept teeth. “Now this is a fair show of manners, all considered. Follow me.” 
 
    He started off at a rather slow and plodding pace toward the town’s western edge. Koa suspected they were heading to The Battered Blazepot, the only inn located in that direction. Ruby had a skeptical but patient smile on her face as she fell into step beside him. 
 
    “You are too much sometimes,” she muttered. “It’s kind of you to humor this man, I suppose. He looks like he could use some charity.” 
 
    He shushed her again. “I will catch you up on everything that happened later, but for now, please just be silent and try to avoid offending him.” 
 
    “Hey! I—” 
 
    He put an arm around her shoulders and clamped his other hand over her mouth. Ruby made a noise into his palm and then licked it. He pulled back on reflex but was surprised to find he found the sensation of her tongue a lot less gross than he once might have. 
 
    “A lover’s quarrel if I’ve ever seen one!” called Haza. “Mayhap you might need a room at this inn as well?” 
 
    Koa and Ruby both talked over each other in a jumble of words. 
 
    “She’s my servant not my…” 
 
    “…annoying and he drinks far too much and takes me for granted!” 
 
    “…constant nagging on behalf of my mother!” 
 
    “…least princely prince I’ve ever met!” 
 
    Haza cackled with laughter as he made his way up the steps and into The Battered Blazepot. The innkeeper greeted him with a curt nod, but shifted into genuflecting over Koa in a complete about-face. They climbed the creaky stairs up to Haza’s room, which aside from a rough looking bag in one corner was otherwise bare of personal possessions. 
 
    “Sit,” said Haza. “Give me your money.” 
 
    Ruby looked like she really wanted to voice her opinion, but Koa hushed her. He took out his coin purse and emptied every silver caelin and copper penny into one hand, holding them out to the wizened Sabantian. 
 
    “Hers, too,” said Haza. 
 
    “He didn’t do anything for me!” snapped Ruby. “I’m not paying him a copper cent.” 
 
    “Ruby.” Koa touched the small of her back, leaning in to whisper in a serious, desperate voice. “Please. I’ll pay you back twice over! I’ll assign half the work you usually do for the next few days. Please, please, Ruby.” 
 
    She scowled and let out a long, annoyed huff, but emptied her purse as well. Haza laughed again, counting his take in one hand and nodding to them both. 
 
    “I’m sure the two of you will be working this out under the sheets later.” Haza set the money down on the table and shuffled over to his bag. “As it happens, this is a workable arrangement for us all. I needed someone to give my apprentice spellbook away to. Even considered you from the start, Koa of Sabantius, but had you figured to be a right noble fop!” 
 
    “Accurate assessment,” muttered Ruby. 
 
    Koa elbowed her and shushed her again. “You said spellbook? Did I just hear you correctly? You have a book of Sabantian magic?” 
 
    He could see Ruby rolling her eyes from where she was sitting next to him, but of course, she hadn’t seen Haza’s incredible display of power. This was it! Forget dueling or marrying the princess of candy. A book of powerful spells from his homeland, no less. This was his path to building himself into a true prince, and perhaps a man with the potential to be even more. 
 
    Haza paused as he began rifling through his belongings, taking a bit of twine out which he used to tie back his long, grey dreadlocks. He made a tutting noise and rubbed at one knobby elbow. He was incredibly thin and boney, but the vital quality underneath that was not unlike the sense he got from Osteans bonded to espers deep into their extended lifespans. 
 
    “Here we are.” Haza drew forth a battered looking tome with words on the front written in a language Koa didn’t recognize. “In your language, this would be… Pathways of Power or Pathways of Peril. The word used here can mean one or both, see?” 
 
    “I see.” Koa reached for the book, but Haza pulled it back and clunked him over the head with his staff. “Ow!” he cried.  
 
    Ruby burst out laughing. “I suppose that was almost worth losing my spare change to witness, but… ow!” 
 
    Haza hit her, too. “Be quiet! Do not interrupt me. My words could well save your life. Now… where was I?” 
 
    “The title,” said Koa. “Pathways of Power and Peril.” 
 
    “Power or Peril!” snapped Haza. “Not both! Are you not even listening, boy? Clear your head and just listen. Listen from the heart, not the ears! Not the head! Not the heart!” 
 
    “Ah… all right.” Koa gave a small nod and made an effort to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    “Now, see this book?” Haza opened the cover. “See the pages within it? The spells are contained not just within the words, but the vellum itself. You must digest both to access the truth that is held within.” 
 
    He waited until he was sure that Haza wasn’t about to continue or hit him again before replying. “I think I understand. But let’s just… pretend I don’t, for a moment. When you say digest, you mean… in terms of mental digestion?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Haza. “But also digestion of the body. Of the stomach. In through the top, out through the bottom.” 
 
    “Is he… seriously telling you that you have to eat the book in order to pretend at casting spells?” asked Ruby, with an edge of mocking. 
 
    Haza hit her on the head with his staff again. Koa chuckled and Haza hit him, too. 
 
    I’m going to have a lump or two come tomorrow. 
 
    “We… made mistakes,” muttered Haza. “Sabantius was the land of knowledge and discovery. The old land, where we all sought the truest truths and feared no question, shrank back from no answer. We were arrogant. I will admit that, even to the two of you in your ridiculous Ostean clothing. You look like you rolled around in pickled pollen!” 
 
    “You’re wearing a smock,” countered Koa. 
 
    Haza tried to hit him again, but he blocked it with his forearm, much to the old man’s cackling delight. 
 
    “Very good, Koa of Sabantius,” he said, slowly. “Now, where was I?” 
 
    “Something about the arrogance of the Sabantians?” 
 
    “Yes! We took it too far and not just once. Each time we swore we’d never make the same mistakes again, but we never committed to the changes we would have needed to truly pull back from the brink. One such adjustment was to contain our knowledge in a manner only accessible by those willing to study and learn instead of handing it out so freely as we had.” 
 
    “This book, Pathways of Power, is that test?” Koa was salivating, less at the prospect of eating vellum and more at the greater opportunity it presented. 
 
    “The pages are both the test and the key,” said Haza. “But one must be of the Sabantian sorcerer bloodline to make effective use of it, see?” 
 
    “Which I am?” 
 
    “Which you are,” confirmed Haza. “Or at least, should be. You understand, boy?” 
 
    “I think I do,” muttered Koa. “It’s all here. Everything I’d need?” 
 
    “Yes.” Haza sighed, running his hand across the cover. “I originally intended this volume, one of the few rare unused tomes of its kind, for my apprentice.” 
 
    The old man blinked a few times, a forlorn tiredness stealing into his gaze. 
 
    “She passed away?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “No, she was a dirty, cheating, leg-spreading whore!” snapped Haza. “If she can’t tend to the responsibilities of her study, including faithfully meeting the needs of her master, then she’s no apprentice of mine! The mercenary she was sneaking around with can teach her the ways of the sword, for all I care!” 
 
    He continued muttering in a quieter tone under his breath until Koa reached out, touching the edge of the book. 
 
    “Can you teach me in her place, Hazafallius?” he asked, voice as respectful and serious as he could make it. 
 
    “No.” Haza quickly snatched the coins off the table and tucked them away into his pocket. “But the book is yours. Use it wisely, princeling. Deal is final and irreversible.” 
 
    “Hold on!” said Koa. “You could come and stay in Harvest Castle! I’m sure you’d be comfortable there and…” 
 
    Haza had shouldered his bag and was already shuffling out the door. He paused, seeming to blink as though realizing he’d forgotten something. 
 
    “Promise me you will only take the pages from within this book as you understand them,” said Haza. “There is no benefit to consuming magic which is beyond your capacity to understand or control. Take from the pages only as you memorize the knowledge and when you are old and bony and as wise as I am, pass on what’s left to another you find worthy.” 
 
    “I promise.” Koa grinned and shook Haza’s hand. He stayed in the room with Ruby for a moment after the old man had apparently departed. 
 
    “Do you actually believe what he just told you?” she asked. 
 
    “I saw him cast a spell!” he said. “I was attacked by an assassin and he saved me with some type of freezing water conjuration. This is real, Ruby.” 
 
    “I… believe that you believe it’s real,” she said with a sigh. “What now? It’s not written in Ostean?” 
 
    “Probably Sabantian, if I had to guess,” he said. “Time for us to head back to the castle and start copying each and every page.” 
 
    “Do you mean translating?” 
 
    “There’ll be time for that later,” he said. “Once we’ve copied the words from front to back and I’ve finished eating all of the pages.” 
 
    “You just promised him that you’d save the spells you don’t learn to pass on!” 
 
    “It’s my book. I paid for it. I’ll do whatever I please with it, as far as I’m concerned.” He flipped through a few of the pages, looking for any interesting illustrations or chapter headings. “You think I’d be stupid enough to leave something this valuable and powerful as a token for one of my enemies to steal from me?” 
 
    “What enemies?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “Someone just tried to have me assassinated, Ruby,” he said. “Try to keep up.” 
 
    “Makoa! I’m telling your mother about all of this!” 
 
    She means it, too, he thought. I’d better be quick about this in that case. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
     Ultimately, Avina and Petra had no real choice beyond leaving the dustwalker within the ruined village of Vestus. Avina waded through the stew of her own annoyance as they rode back to the castle, feeling as though the outcome represented a minor defeat on their behalf. 
 
    This monster will remain within my queendom, uncontrolled and dangerous. If I can’t find a way to harness it, I must at least discover how to destroy it. 
 
    She immediately pulled aside Captain Lauric upon arriving back and gave him instructions to have a patrol of his guards set up a cordon around Vestus for the time being. 
 
    “Divert anyone who is intent on entering the city toward Gladetown or another nearby village,” she said. 
 
    “And if they insist?” 
 
    Avina shrugged, knowing some would. Those with loved ones within the town, or perhaps those incapable of not simply hanging themselves with their own curiosity. 
 
    “Let them in if they can’t be dissuaded sufficiently,” she said. “Unless they look like they might serve the interests of someone powerful.” 
 
    Lauric nodded. “I’ll get straight on it, Your Highness.” 
 
    He was a solid servant, good with nuance, just the right amount of independence in how he solved problems. Avina sometimes thought that he needed to find himself a wife, but would he maintain such a powerful work ethic with a family and home life to distract him? Maybe, but only maybe. 
 
    She was on her way up to her chambers to take the rest of the evening for herself when she saw Ruby. The girl had an expression on her face and urgency in her step that alerted Avina to the existence of a problem before she’d ever opened her mouth. Which was convenient, since her words were difficult to make sense of. 
 
    “Your Highness!” she said, out of breath. “Gods, I was looking everywhere for you! It’s Koa! He was attacked off the road, and the man who saved him was a Sabantian, but also some kind of sorcerer, and he was given a book of spells which I told him not to eat and now—” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Avina. “Koa was attacked by an assassin? Where is he right now?” 
 
    “He’s in his chambers,” said Ruby. “He’s… sick.” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra, who looked as baffled as she currently felt. They hurried upstairs and into Koa’s chamber. A single glance was enough to alert them to the strangeness of the day’s events. 
 
    Koa was sweaty and shirtless on his bed, taking heavy breaths and twitching slightly, but that wasn’t what stole Avina’s attention. His eyes were glowing, not unlike the way Petra’s did when she committed herself to a particularly taxing application of her power. The irises gave off a faint but definite light that somehow looked both orange and green simultaneously. 
 
    “Ah,” said Koa. “Hello, Mother.” 
 
    “Gods, Makoa!” Avina stomped over to the bed, face bunched with concern. “What’s going on? What’s happened to you? Ruby told us… some, but I am still most confused.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” Koa blinked, the tiny motion making the room seem to dim and then brighten again. “It’s quite the story.” 
 
    It was quite the story. Avina wouldn’t have believed it coming from anyone else. She sat on his bed as he outlined his day, lifting one of his feet to rest in her lap. 
 
    “The… assassin you mentioned,” she said. “The man with the red eye. Did you report him to Lauric?” 
 
    “No,” he said, with a sigh. “It fell to the wayside.” 
 
    “Good.” Avina glanced at Petra, who slowly nodded. 
 
    He is a man we’ll wish to take alive. 
 
    “And this Sabantian sorcerer?” she asked, more skeptically. “You’re sure he advised you to… eat the pages?” 
 
    It sounded ridiculous even after hearing his explanation, but the results were plain as day and on display.  
 
    “One at a time!” chimed Ruby. “He made a point of telling Koa to only eat the pages as he learned each spell!” 
 
    “There was… a certain logic to it,” said Koa, defensively. “If the book truly did contain magic within its pages, and obviously it did, given my current state… Why take the risk of it being lost or abducted? I had the pages copied in advance and opted to store the artifact in the only place I know of where a thing cannot physically be stolen — my own body.” 
 
    “It is with logic which man fashions the noose he later hangs from,” muttered Petra. “A tale as old as time.” 
 
    “You seriously ate all of the pages?” Avina picked up an empty binding of a disgustingly old book next to the bed. “I cannot imagine that was a palatable experience.” 
 
    “Anything is palatable with enough butter and jam.” He turned his face and politely burped into the crook of his elbow. 
 
    Petra was smiling. Avina didn’t find the situation all that funny, but there was certainly an intriguing aspect to it. She looked into her son’s eyes, unnerved and in all honesty, rather impressed by the glow that matched her gaze. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not in pain, if that’s your worry, and my stomach has stopped aching.” He lifted one shoulder. “I have a fever of sorts, however. When I close my eyes, even just to blink, I… see things. Along with that, I sense a distinct creeping madness at the edge of my vision, swirling colors and chaos.” 
 
    “Oh, Makoa.” Avina reached out to feel his forehead with the back of his hand. “Ruby, could you bring me some clean, cool water and a washcloth?” 
 
    “At once, Your Highness.” Ruby bowed and left the room. 
 
    “It might be prudent for me to take a walk through town,” suggested Petra. “The shadows are long after sunset.” 
 
    “I quite like that idea,” said Avina. She met Petra’s gaze, sensing the esper’s eagerness to hunt the man who’d attacked her prince. Petra nodded slowly before slipping out the door, seeming to disappear into the hallway. 
 
    “Are you unaware of how much I worry for you, Koa?” whispered Avina, as soon as they were alone. 
 
    “Your worries are part of what motivates me,” he said. “My worries for you compose the other part.” 
 
    Ruby arrived back with the washcloth and water, setting them both down on the bedside table. “Is there anything else I can do, milady?” 
 
    “Take the night off, Ruby.” 
 
    “I… could wait here, in case you need someone to run an errand?” she suggested. 
 
    “It’s all right, Ruby,” said Koa. “I’m either going to be totally fine or I’m going to die regardless of anyone’s attention or efforts.” 
 
    “Was that supposed to make me feel better?” snapped Ruby. 
 
    “That was supposed to make you laugh, but your sense of humor is the dawn to my dusk.” 
 
    She let out a long sigh and bowed to Avina. “I’ll take my leave then, Your Highness. Koa, if you die before I next see you, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” said Koa. “Don’t stay up all night fretting, you worrywart.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him, bowed once more to Avina, and then left the chamber. It was both impressive and a little worrying how much Ruby clearly cared for Koa. Avina knew she’d put off separating them properly for far too long and now it seemed too late to do it at all. But that was a matter for later. Her son needed her, then and there. 
 
    “Try to rest.” She slid further up on the bed, dipping the washcloth into the water and using it to gently dab his forehead. “Sleep if you can.” 
 
    “I suspect that might be a challenge.” He closed each of his eyes separately, seeming to favor her with fantastically illuminated blinks. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you simply took this man at his word and proceeded to eat an entire book.” 
 
    “He spoke true, apparently.” 
 
    Avina dipped the cloth again, caressing his neck with it this time. “That doesn’t negate the risk of what you did.” 
 
    Koa didn’t say anything. The sun had meandered entirely below the horizon now and the room was dark but for his eyes.  
 
    “Koa,” she said. “I know… how much the fact that you cannot bind an esper has affected you in life. But gambling with your own health on what is, quite literally, Sabantian sorcery, is peak foolishness. You’ve heard the stories of what happened to Sabantius.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this for myself, Mother.” He took her free hand in both of his, glowing eyes matching the intensity of his words. “I’ve begun to think seriously of my place in the world in recent days.” 
 
    “…Since your grandmother died?” 
 
    “Since you became the underqueen.” He swallowed and looked sideways. “It changes everything. You and Petra may well be spending more time in Twinfalls and I would be governor here in your place. And Ruby…” 
 
    He didn’t finish his sentence, but he didn’t need to. They both know the reality of the situation, his justified fear that Avina might put distance between him and his favorite servant. Gods, the only reason she hadn’t already was because she knew how much Koa cared for her. The aspect of the situation that stayed her hand was the very problem! 
 
    “Makoa,” she whispered. “We all have to serve our role in life. Your worries are unfounded. All will work out in the end. You’re much stronger than you realize.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m quite aware of that.” He squeezed her hand, the glow of his eyes shifting directly to her, so bright as to make his gaze hard to meet. “Mother. Would you… support me, if I sought to be elected king?” 
 
    That… was not a question Avina had been expecting. They’d never spoken much on his chances of ascending to the greater Ostean throne, in part because of Harvestglade’s position and reputation within the kingdom. They had only minor influence over the flow of politics and no major alliances to draw votes from. 
 
    “I know my chances would be remote, but if there’s any chance at all, I feel I must take it.” He let out a sigh of frustration and resolve that made Avina’s heart swell. “It isn’t enough for me to simply sleepwalk through life anymore, especially now, after this.” 
 
    “Of course I’d support you,” said Avina. 
 
    She chose her words carefully and even then, she wasn’t sure. She wanted to support him if he was serious, but the reality and the political consequences of such a choice were not to be underestimated. He’d survived an apparent assassination attempt that very day, by the Gods! 
 
    But she wouldn’t lie to her son. She would support him, no matter what, though it might mean something different in the end than what he was asking of her. Koa was a grown man, and she was proud of him, but he would have to be mature enough to realize she was speaking from a place a hope, a place of love. 
 
    “I am going to try,” he said. “I will not simply stand back while Harriston strides forth to his coronation.” 
 
    “I would not ask you to. I think you would make a fine king, Makoa. Wise and fair, but strong enough to make hard choices.” 
 
    “The mere thought of that greasy, overweight slimeball taking you to his bed at his leisure makes me so unbelievably furious!” he said, with surprising passion. “Stripping you naked and putting his hands on you and… all else that comes with it.” 
 
    Avina laughed, both amused and a little pleased by his protectiveness. “You have absolutely no need to worry about such things, Makoa. Here. Lay down in bed.” 
 
    He sighed, but did as requested. Avina put the washcloth down and climbed onto the mattress next to him, sliding into place to gently rub his shoulders from behind. 
 
    “Is this all right?” she whispered. “It will help you relax.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” He chuckled and shifted to give her better access to his back. “Makes me feel like a boy again.” 
 
    “You are still a boy.” 
 
    “Not so.” 
 
    “To me, always, if not the world.” 
 
    Koa set his hand on hers, holding it for a second that made Avina’s heart swell with such love for him. She slid in closer, not asking for permission this time as she pulled him into a gentle embrace from behind. He was taller than her now and it made her feel a little ridiculous to be the one on the outside, but what she’d said before was the truth. He’d always be her little boy, her beloved son. 
 
    “Prince Makoa,” she whispered. “I love the man you’ve become.” 
 
    He let out a sleepy grunt in reply. Avina wished she could still protect him as easily as she’d once been able to. Then again, from what he’d told her, his current predicament came about from his desire to protect her. 
 
    It was a perfect circle of love that contented her beyond words… even if it’d led to him eating a dusty spellbook. 
 
    For the sake of all the Gods… who eats a book? My son, apparently. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Brin’s laughter came to Koa at a distance, as though echoing down a long tunnel. He stirred, fingers rubbing the armrests of the massive throne he was apparently seated on. He pushed a crown up and out of his eyes and took in the sight of the expansive audience chamber in front of him. 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to worry about being assassinated now!” Brin did a cartwheel, the bells on the tips of his jester’s cap chiming as he came back upright. “When are kings ever killed in such a foul manner?” 
 
    “Good point, Brin!” said Koa, smiling and reaching for his wine glass. Where had he set it down again? “Except… haven’t two of the last five kings been, uh… deposed as such?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no… maybe.” Brin hopped from foot to foot, clapping his hands. “But now, you’re the king! You can simply pass an edict banning assassination!” 
 
    “Another good point!” Koa grinned and sipped his wine - there it was. “Why didn’t the other kings think of that?” 
 
    “Because they didn’t have me around to advise them.” Brin pulled out a doll of Koa, complete with a crown and odd colored eyes. “Heralder King Makoa, lord of Osteanus… and Sabantius. Oh, and here are his underqueens!” 
 
    Brin revealed his other hand, which had more dolls clutched within it. Koa frowned, expecting to see Lassius, Patricia, Esanor and his own now deceased grandmother, Tamara. But the faces were different, more familiar and certainly more beautiful. Brin tossed the dolls into the air and they each spun a few times before expanding and enlarging and turning and coming to life. 
 
    “I present Underqueen Ruby, Underqueen Petra and of course, Underqueen Avina!” boomed Brin. 
 
    Ruby stepped forward first, dipping into a long bow that made the cleavage of her tight, fanciful red dress shift in an erotic manner. “My lord, King. I’m a queen now, not your servant, but rest assured that I’m still here to serve.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Koa, nodding deeply. “Ruby! I’ve wanted this for so long, but I never thought…” 
 
    “You wanted an esper, just the same, no?” Petra’s crown was made of polished obsidian and she took it off and held it against her stomach, underneath her plump breasts. “I may not be bound to you, milord, but I am also at your service. Shall we continue from where we already left off?” 
 
     He was still nodding, the crown bobbing stupidly on his head from his enthusiasm. Ruby and Petra began rubbing his chest, his shoulders, his stomach… lower. 
 
    And then, perversely, Underqueen Avina stepped forward. 
 
    “Makoa,” she said in that mothering tone she so often used. “We all have to serve our role in life.” 
 
    “Your role?” He felt his mouth fall open, confused, but not in a bad way. Confused, but in the worst way. 
 
    “I am yours to call upon for anything you might need.” She stepped forward, drawing near him on the throne even as Ruby and Petra continued their erotic petting. “I’m bound by more than tradition, Makoa. You know how much I love you, the lengths I’d go to, all for you.” 
 
    “Mother…” He was harder than he’d ever been in his life. “You would… do this?” 
 
    In answer, she simply reached her hands up to the straps of her dress, pulling them to either side and letting the garment fall to the ground. He stared at her, naked and smiling, dimly aware that he’d seen her in the nude recently. This was what she truly looked like, not some conjuring of his mind. And now… 
 
    “Makoa?” she whispered. “My king. Shall I serve you as well?” 
 
    Ruby and Petra were still rubbing their hands along Koa's body as his lips pressed into his mother's. She tasted of fresh strawberries, more the smell of them still on the vine, a smell that reminded him of the gardens during the summertime of his childhood, his mother chiding him for muddying new clothing. 
 
    That first kiss was the opening of a door, the view atop the crest of a hill revealing a fertile valley beyond. Even the glimpse he'd seen of her naked hadn't revealed this side of her to him, hadn't even hinted at it. 
 
    Ruby began fondling his erection and he reached forward to touch Avina in much the same way, fingers spreading and teasing her womanhood. He groped her butt and took a hungry breath at the perfection of its softness. 
 
    “I… shouldn’t want this,” he muttered. “Even if I am king, it’s still…” 
 
    Wrong. So wrong. She leaned her breasts into his face and that fresh strawberry smell rose to prominence once more, undercut by sweat and sex. The intensity of the moment was almost scary, almost unnerving, lust and emotions and sensations so powerful and uncontrollable. Everything all at once, and all of it wrong. So wrong. 
 
    “It is, but it isn’t,” she whispered. “You are king and I am one of your queens. Love binds us, Makoa, as much as tradition.” 
 
    Her words rang true in a way that pushed Koa over the edge. He couldn’t wait any longer. He pulled Avina to him and kissed her wildly, the two of them falling forward onto the soft plush of the carpet. His crown fell sideways and distantly, he could hear Brin clapping and cheering in a high-pitched jester’s voice. 
 
    Koa spread Avina’s thighs open and pressed forward with his hips. The tip of his cock sank into his underqueen’s womanhood… his mother’s womanhood. She let out a faint but pleased sigh, hands running through his hair, face lewd and horny with an improper flush. 
 
    She didn’t cry out with exaggerated pleasure or call out his name. There wasn’t enough distance left between them for either to be necessary, mere sounds in a moment defined by a deeper, dirtier, incestual connection. Koa pumped deeper into her, getting his cock wet with that first real thrust. She breathed and blinked and rubbed his back, hugging him with firm, but gentle arms. 
 
    “He’s always been this way,” said Ruby, with a giggle. “His mother’s little prince.” 
 
    “Not so little, as of late,” purred Petra. 
 
    Koa thrusted faster, watching Avina’s body jiggle and shift on the expensive carpet. Ruby and Petra seemed content to watch and wait their turn. He sensed they’d be waiting for a while, or perhaps not that long at all, given the intensity of the pleasure, the way it was ebbing with impossible speed.  
 
    Avina let out a squeaky moan, head tipping back and sideways at a dazed angle. Koa groped her breast and pumped faster and faster, the world spinning in pace with his pounding heart. Brin was still laughing somewhere nearby, amused and entertained. 
 
    “As sweet as a dream and not for no reason.” Brin did a flip, the bells of his hat chiming. “But this dream could be realized. This dream could be yours.” 
 
      He didn’t want to wake up, even as he heard the truth in Brin’s words. He hugged Avina tighter, thrusting with small movements as they both shared the embrace in a cocoon of forbidden eroticism. 
 
    “My king,” she whispered. “My sweet Makoa.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina slowly stirred awake, distantly coming back to the moment. She was still in Koa’s bed. They’d swapped places, his arms now around her, his body cupping into hers from behind. Which, as she wiggled slightly, trying to deduce what was prodding into her, suddenly seemed like a fact of great significance. 
 
    Is that…? That can’t be… is it? Oh Gods. Really, Makoa? 
 
    He had an erection and it was nestled against her ass like the pummel of a greatsword. Perhaps the tip of a greatsword might be a better analogue for the way it stole her full attention, but regardless, it was there, impossible to ignore, impossible to miss. 
 
    Her first impulse was to slap his side, whisper his name, but she realized he had to be asleep. His eyes were closed — the darkness of the room all but verified that. The thought of waking him up and sharing the awkwardness of the situation between them both seemed cruel, almost callous.  
 
    Koa let out a low groan and shifted, hips and hardness flexing forward. Avina’s breath caught as she felt her son’s erect cock nudge her womanhood in… just such a way. Gods, it had been a while since she’d felt anything even remotely resembling that, at least anything that wasn’t within the grip of her own hand. Years, creeping on a decade, even. 
 
    It didn’t help that Koa was in his early twenties, possessed with both the physique and vitality of a young man, a young prince. He was not lacking for… substantiality down there, so to speak. She’d already known that from the glimpse she’d gotten of him when she’d accidentally stormed into her room a few days earlier. Knowing and feeling it, however, were two very different things. 
 
    He let out another sleepy, boyish, needy groan and rocked forward again, hand gripping her hips more tightly. Avina felt her breath waver, body responding to his thrust against her own wishes. It felt surprisingly good, and then she fixated on the fact that it was Koa, and it felt so wrong, and then he shifted again and the movement against her crotch brought about an upswell of sensation, and then she remembered it was Koa once more. Such a strange cycle. 
 
    Why couldn’t I be asleep for this alongside him? Dreaming of one of my past flames, dreaming of a more suitable partner. 
 
    She imagined being lost in a dream, her body moving and reacting as his was, unaware of who it was pressed against, and felt herself getting wet. Ridiculous. It would still be Makoa humping her, she’d just be lacking that premier piece of knowledge. 
 
    He rocked into her again and the poke and prod of his member was the cruelest tease imaginable. What a horny little ruffian! Healthy and horny, and certainly well on his way to recovering from the self-induced malady of eating that book.  
 
    Who was he dreaming about, anyway? She hoped it wasn’t Ruby, but knew it undoubtedly was. Koa’s hand slid up her body and unbelievably, palmed one of her breasts. The absolute gall! But he was a prince and that mentality was owed to him. Taking what he wanted, when he wanted it. But still… In bed with his own mother? 
 
    You climbed into his bed. How much is he really to blame? 
 
    It was another thought that fed into her arousal in an unnecessary way. She hadn’t considered the possibility even for a second, not even in passing. Koa had grown out of his misbehavior. The urge to chide him for his actions rose up again, but she’d already decided not to wake him up and there wasn’t much more she could do except lay there and take it. 
 
    Oh, Gods… How long is he going to continue for? 
 
    She was confused in all the worst ways. Koa’s movements were still slow and sleepy, but each and every thrust was straight against her womanhood, an arrow seeking its target. He was grinding into her as though the layers of cloth in between them might simply rub off.  
 
    Avina quivered and sucked in a breath, briefly wondering if he might have woken up if they’d both been naked. He might have… but would he have stopped? Or would he be resolute in finishing what he’d started? 
 
    Koa let out a long, sighing breath and seemed to find his pace across the next series of moments. It was near impossible for Avina to keep from imagining that pace, that rhythm, in the context of the reality. A few things her son had said here and there had tipped her off to the fact that he wasn’t a virgin. How much practice at this did he have? Gods, why would she wonder about that? 
 
    The worst part of it may have been that she didn’t find it that hard to endure. She wasn’t horrified or traumatized, but simply… a little embarrassed for him and aware of how it might seem to others. He wasn’t touching her roughly. It was easy to simply lay there and allow the mistake to play itself out, balanced against the immensity of her love for him. 
 
    Would it not be the same with him as the heralder king? 
 
    Avina was possessed by a sudden urge to hold his hand, as though the question threatened to split them apart. She found it easily enough and in doing so, realized that… there was nothing keeping her in that bed. He didn’t have his arm around her anymore. She could have left minutes ago, in all likelihood. 
 
    Had she just not realized that or did a part of her want to stay, want to see this side of him? It was forbidden to her, as his mother, but she was the underqueen and she’d been a princess before that. When had anything ever been denied her? 
 
    Perhaps we’re both in the wrong on this night. 
 
    Even still, she hesitated, not knowing why or perhaps not wanting to examine why. Koa's dreamy thrusts were coming faster now, greedy and urgent. Where was he within his fantasy? What sounds and sights had him so worked up and persistent? 
 
    One of his arms did wrap around her then. Avina arched her back without thinking, feeling the tension in his strong muscles piquing in time with a particularly aggressive thrust. She felt something then, and while she couldn't be sure, didn't want to be sure as his mother… she thought she knew what it was. 
 
    Oh, Koa. Well, you've earned the mess, if not the blame. My silly little man. 
 
    She sighed with fondness as she shifted out of the bed, pausing to stand beside him as she came to her feet. Leaning down, Avina gently kissed her son on the forehead and then left the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Koa was alone in his bed when he woke up, not counting his erection, which only just came up short of the bar of personhood. He remembered bits and pieces of the previous night, specifically his mother holding him in bed, followed by a bizarre sex dream. 
 
    He winced, hoping that the former happened earlier in the night and the latter later on. Yawning, he took stock of his physical state. The fever had passed and the strange flickering he’d begun seeing at the edge of his vision had faded. 
 
    He checked his eyes in the mirror, letting out a sigh of relief as he confirmed that the ridiculous glow had subsided completely. His irises weren’t entirely back to normal, however. Strange flecks of blue and orange stained them in places, and the more Koa looked, the more pronounced they seemed to him. 
 
    Well, at least they’re not glowing. Hard to explain that away in a formal context. 
 
    “Makoa?” Ruby’s voice sounded at his door in the same moment she knocked. “Are you up?” 
 
    “Just now, yes.” He’d slept in his trousers and he shifted them around so his manhood was at least pointing downward, if still obviously outlined. 
 
    The door swung open and Ruby entered with a jug of freshwater in tow. She blinked as she saw him and it was tough to gauge what she was reacting to until she spoke again. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
 
    “Better,” he said. “Mostly back to normal.” 
 
    Ruby’s gaze briefly flicked down to his crotch, then back up to his eyes. She made a face and leaned closer to him. 
 
    “Your eyes…” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anyone with color in them like that before.” 
 
    “Is it that pronounced?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look bad!” she said, quickly. “It’s quite striking, really. I think part of my reaction just stems from the fact that I knew you with your old eyes first, so every little fleck and splash of color stands out to me.” 
 
    Koa turned his face slightly sideways and Ruby moved with him, staring and gaping at his eyes like a peeper. He made an O with his mouth and blew at one of the tufts of her short red hair. 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad I’ve subdued the glow,” he said. 
 
    “Do you feel like a sorcerer?” 
 
    “If I did, you’d be the first to know.” He flexed his fingers as though trying to cup a spell out of thin air. “Based off what Haza said, I need to learn each spell alongside simply eating the pages. Bring the copy of the book the castle scribe made.”  
 
    “It’s literally right there in your desk, Koa, but sure,” said Ruby, smiling and shaking her head. The scribe had carefully but quickly copied the book, not bothering to bind the free pages, which she set out in a stack on his desk. 
 
    “Today will be the start of my studies,” he said. “I don’t plan on leaving this room until I can cast my first spell.” 
 
    “I kind of like you when you get ambitious!” said Ruby. 
 
    “You always kind of like me.” 
 
    “Not so. Do you need anything? I can bring you up breakfast if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Ravenous. Thanks Ruby.” 
 
    She bobbed on her toes, smiling and a little flash of the previous night’s dream flitted across Koa’s awareness. Fantasizing about Ruby seemed as bad as fantasizing about his own mother, though in a direction that ran the completely opposite way. 
 
    She’d do just about anything for you, he thought. Which is exactly why you can’t take the risk of losing her. 
 
    Strangely, the thought led him around to Petra, who’d also been an underqueen in his dream, in a ridiculous turnabout. Gods, now there might be a solution to his early morning frustrations. If he could simply get Petra alone with him for a few minutes, he could at least take a stab at seducing her. They’d already crossed the line once before, after all. 
 
    He tapped his hands on his desk in an attempt to get some of his energy out, aware that he’d never get any work done if he didn’t get the dream off his mind. He rifled through his bookshelf for an old Sabantian to Ostean dictionary and took a seat in front of the pages. 
 
    It became abundantly clear in just a few minutes that his initial assumption that the spellbook was written in Sabantian was completely wrong. The entire alphabet was different from the one he’d been expecting, which he would have realized if he’d bothered to look a little closer amid his haste and excitement. Haza had gifted him a magic spellbook written in a language he couldn’t identify, let alone translate. 
 
    “Breakfast is served!” said Ruby, in a cheery voice, as she returned. “How goes the translating?” 
 
    “Poorly.” He grabbed a sausage off the plate Ruby had brought and rolled a piece of bread around it. “We need to hunt down the castle scribe.” 
 
    It was a task easier announced than carried to fruition. The castle scribe, Alabazter, was not the busiest fellow in the world and he wasn’t where he was supposed to be within his alcove in the castle library. Koa and Ruby proceeded to hunt for him in the dining hall, outside in the gardens, back in the library once more, before finally tracking him down on the castle’s roof. 
 
    “Ah.” Alabazter had the tiniest eyes of anyone Koa had ever seen tucked into the oldest, most wrinkled face Koa had ever seen. “Yes? This is about the fascinating book which you had me make a copy of, I take it?” 
 
    “It is,” said Koa. “Do you, by any chance, recognize the language it was written in?” 
 
    The old man took an eternity to think about it before slowly shaking his head. “I was as intrigued as you surely are. I assumed that was why you set me to copying it in the first place.” 
 
    “How can that be?” he asked. “You can copy the words, but not recognize the script?” 
 
    “I have practiced my profession for many years,” said Alabazter. “It was not difficult even without knowledge of the language in question.” 
 
    Koa slowly made his way back downstairs, Ruby following a few feet behind. He returned to his chambers and sat down heavily at his desk, frustration building. 
 
    “He must have known that I wouldn’t be able to read the stupid thing when he gave it to me!” he snapped. “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him that?” suggested Ruby. 
 
    Why not, indeed? 
 
    He all but ran from the castle, Ruby still trailing in his wake, and hurried through town. A few people shouted greetings to him and he waved back when he could. Reaching the inn Haza had been staying at, Koa flung the door open, hurried past the confused innkeeper and up to the old man’s room. 
 
    It was empty, though Haza hadn’t filled the small chamber out with much to begin with. Koa made his way back down to the innkeeper, talking over the man as he tried to ask what he could do for his prince on that fine morning. 
 
    “Where did Hazafallius go?” he asked. 
 
    “Haz… a… what?” 
 
    “The old Sabantian!” 
 
    “Ah!” The innkeeper’s eyes lit with recognition. “He said something about having finished his business in the area when I asked him if he wanted me to hold the room another day.” 
 
    “What else?” asked Koa. “Where was he headed?” 
 
    “He didn’t say,” said the innkeeper, with a shrug. “Wherever he came from originally if I had to guess.” 
 
    Koa ran a hand down his face. “Thanks. If you remember anything else about that man, anything relating to where he came from or what his intention to do next was… please seek me out.” 
 
    Ruby was waiting for him outside. “So? How did it go?” 
 
    “Badly,” he muttered. “Why don’t you… head along up to the castle?” 
 
    “Makoa,” she said, frowning. “We can figure this out! You don’t have to sulk.” 
 
    “Ruby, please.” He tried for a smile and really just showed her bared teeth. “Just go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    An early morning bath had seemed like the perfect way for Avina to clear her thoughts and refocus her attention back toward what mattered. It worked for a time, but she was bad at managing to keep her mind from delving into a particular subject, especially when it concerned her son. 
 
    She’d done him a disservice without ever meaning to, without ever realizing it. She hadn’t taken him seriously as a man or as a prince. That was overstating the issue somewhat, but it didn’t matter if the gap between who he currently was and how she’d seen him was small. The previous night had closed it, torn away the difference like picking off the last of a scab to reveal the reality of the scar underneath. 
 
    Makoa is a grown man with ambitions and desires. 
 
    She sank lower into the water, sensing that it wasn’t just the heat of the tub warming her cheeks. He held her in his sleep as a man holds a woman and it’d stirred her in the strangest way. He was and would always be her son, and if anything, that only made the memory of how he’d felt against her that much more vivid, forever primed in the forefront of her mind. 
 
    Koa had probably been dreaming about some princess he fancied or worse — maybe Ruby. He hadn’t been awake or aware, but the fact that the experience had been one sided only seemed to increase its significance to Avina, somehow. It was entirely up to her to define it on her own, package it neatly into her mind, decide if it meant something or meant nothing. 
 
    Then, there was also the question of whether she truly was sure that he’d been asleep. Each time she touched on that possibility, she felt her heart skip in a weird way. Gods, even now the idea seemed so ludicrous that she wanted to chastise herself for even raising the possibility. She’d surely be able to tell once she spoke to him, but the idea of approaching a conversation with her son with the intention of teasing whether he was attracted to her was so bizarre. 
 
    Admit it. You flatter yourself with that idea. You find it intriguing, even. 
 
    She dunked her head under the water as though she could wash the perversion clear from her mind with soap and water. It was all Koa’s fault for sleepily humping himself against her to begin with, regardless of whether he’d been awake and aware. She wished she could punish him for it somehow, an impulse which led her back around to the start of the horrible loop her thoughts had been stuck in all morning. 
 
    There’s almost no chance he ever becomes king. This… desire he might harbor is irrelevant without the privilege of the Ostean throne. 
 
    She knew it was true and was surprised to find herself disappointed on Koa’s behalf, despite everything. Her emotions were a confusing, contradictory mess, but above all else, she loved her son. She’d stand by his side and support him, no matter what. 
 
    There was a knock at the door to the queen’s bathing chamber.  
 
    “Come in,” called Avina. 
 
    Verity stepped through the doorway, gaze respectfully averted. “I wanted to check if you needed more hot water, Your Highness.” 
 
    “…No. I suppose it’s time for me to start my day properly.” She sighed, running a hand through her wet blonde hair. “Would you bring me my drying robe from my bedchamber?” 
 
    “Of course.” Verity bowed and hurried off.  
 
    Avina’s bedchamber was, in fact, connected to her bathing chamber, though both had direct doors to the hallway. Verity was gone for only a minute before returning with the requested garment, which she folded and set down within reach of the tub. 
 
    “Anything else I can do for you, my queen?” 
 
    “No. Go take breakfast, Verity. I’ll send for you if I need anything.”  
 
    Her handmaiden bowed and hurried off. Avina slowly stood to her feet, brushing water from her body as she bent to pick up the robe. She pulled it on, leaving wet prints on the floor as she stepped out of the tub.  
 
    Avina slowly made her way to her room. She’d drawn the shades when she’d come back earlier, leaving herself the option to sleep in and more importantly, rendering the room in a healthy amount of shadow.  
 
    “Is it her?” she asked. 
 
    Petra seemed to meld into existence from one darkened corner of the room. “It would seem so. She inspected your desk rather carefully, though she seemed hesitant to commit to reading anything on the spot.” 
 
    “I only sent her to grab my robe, not that I left anything resembling a secret within that desk to begin with.” Avina sighed and shook her head. “How very disappointing. She’s good at her job, too. It’ll be hard to find a respectable replacement on short notice.” 
 
    She’d tested Mav in a similar manner earlier that morning, right when she was first climbing into the bath, in fact. The burly handmaiden had passed without trouble, one small victory amidst recent events. 
 
    “Have you any desire to confront her directly before I take her down to the dungeon?” asked Petra. 
 
    Avina pursed her lips. “We leave her be for now.” 
 
    “Interesting. You still see value in feeding Lassius false information through her spy?” 
 
    “If such an opportunity arises,” said Avina. “If we play this carefully, we may be able to learn as much about Lassius’s intentions as we divulge in return.” 
 
    “Shrewd thinking. It is a possibility that she could also lead us to the assassin who made the attempt on Makoa’s life.” 
 
    Avina nodded, but thinking of Koa only stirred her memory of the previous night, not that it had settled all that much in the interim. 
 
    “Did something happen last night, Avina?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Of course not!” she snapped. She massaged her forehead with her thumb and index finger, annoyed at herself for being so sensitive on the subject. Annoyed at Petra for being so perceptive, sensing her emotions through the bond. 
 
    “My apologies,” said Petra. “I only ask because—” 
 
    “I know why you ask, Petra,” she said, with a sigh. “I kept Koa company through his self-induced illness. He was in a very… unusual state. Nothing that happened holds any significance.” 
 
    Petra’s eyebrows rose as though what Avina had just said was the height of significance. 
 
    “Koa is… a young man,” said the esper. “I understand, Avina.” 
 
    As if she could ever. But I do appreciate her tact. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Koa nursed both his morose mood and a mug of ale as he took his seat at a table in the Gladewater Tavern across from Brin. He’d found his friend sitting in the same place with nearly the same posture as the day before, all but confirming how his negotiation with the mill owner had likely gone. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Makoa, but I can’t stop staring at your eyes.” Brin turned his head sideways, leaning forward. “Gods, man. It’s fascinating. I’ve long since overcome my envy toward you and your place in life, but being a prince with eyes like that… You could keep your mouth sealed and still take ladies to bed.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I appreciate the sentiment, but can we focus on the rest of what I’ve said?” 
 
    “The stuff about the assassin, the sorcerer and the glowing eyes? Did you mean that last bit to be taken literally?” 
 
    “Yes. Glowing as in emitting light.” 
 
    “I see.” Brin clasped his hands together and gave Koa a concerned, serious smile. “Allow me to be entirely honest, Koa. The story you just told me may well be the most insane rant I’ve ever heard you issue. You then proceeded to follow it up by asking me if I wanted to travel with you on a quest.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A quest into Sabantius?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Koa slapped the table. I have to go after Hazafallius and I believe that to be where he’s traveled to. The innkeeper said that he seemed intent on retiring to where he’d originally come from, likely Sabantius.” 
 
    “Haza…fallius?” Brin raised a finger, paused and spread a hand out flat on the table. “Makoa, you’re my friend. But the way you think is beyond comprehension. What makes you think for a hot, passing second that I would indulge this kind of fantasy and travel along to Sabantius, of all places?” 
 
    “I’ll pay you what you were making in a month at the inn for a week’s work, at most.” 
 
    “…When do we leave?” 
 
    Koa wanted to execute on the idea before the mood left him. Getting to Sabantius would, in all hope, not be as much of a challenge as the kingdom’s daunting reputation seemed to entail. 
 
    Gladetown was nestled on the southern tip of Osteanus, with Sabantius just across the Strait of Karst, no more than a day’s ferry ride, counting the wait at the docks. It was more than doable, but he wasn’t so foolish as to rush off with Brin without taking along the necessary supplies. 
 
    “We’ll set out before midday,” said Koa. “If we’re lucky in our timing, we can make the crossing before sunset and camp the first night.” 
 
    “Camp… in Sabantius?” 
 
    “Yes, camp in Sabantius!” snapped Koa. “We’ll be doing at least one or two nights of that, unless it’s too unnerving for your disposition.” 
 
    “Not all of the rumors about Sabantius are exaggerated, Makoa.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find out which ones are and which ones aren’t soon enough.” Koa pulled Brin’s mug gently away from him. “Now, do your best to sober up a bit while I go liberate some supplies from the castle. You’ll want to grab your sword and anything you need to travel. A good camping tent, if you have one.” 
 
    “I have a camping tent, debatable whether it’s all that good.” 
 
    “Bring it. I’ll see you near the town’s exit in an hour.” 
 
    Koa headed straight back to the castle, wasting no time gathering his own supplies. Nobody stopped him or confronted him as he filled a bag with the most travel friendly food he could find in the pantry, or even when he slipped into one of the storage chambers to liberate a tent. Being a prince was a serious convenience in such matters. 
 
    He doubled back to his room to sort through everything he’d gathered and changed into his traveling clothes while he was there. It felt conspicuous to strap his sword on while still within the castle, but it wouldn’t be easy to comfortably carry it along with his pack and everything else. 
 
    It cost him a few minutes, but he took the time to leave a note for his mother. She would worry after him endlessly regardless, but he could only hope that an explanation as to his intentions might stay her hand from sending guards out in search of him. 
 
    He was set to go, cautiously heading down the hallway outside his room, ready to duck back around the corner to hide from anyone who might stop him. Ruby suddenly cleared her throat behind him in a conspicuous manner. 
 
    “Makoa Gladefoot!” she hissed. “Just where do you think you’re going and why haven’t I heard about it?” 
 
    “Who says I’m… going anywhere?” He glanced down at his body, bag, clothing and sword, aware she was the last person whom he’d be able to bluff his way around. 
 
    “You are unbelievable!” she cried. “I spent all night worrying about you. Not to mention how concerned the underqueen was!” 
 
    “Can you keep your voice down!”  
 
    “You’re going after that stupid old Sabantian, aren’t you?” 
 
    “He isn’t stupid, though I’ll give you old,” he said. “Ruby, please, just calm down!” 
 
    “And you weren’t even going to tell me?” she shouted. “You were just going to sneak off and leave me behind?” 
 
    “Of course I was going to leave you behind!” he snapped. He grabbed her by the shoulders, not roughly, but with an aspect of desperation. “Ruby, when we were attacked on the road by that monster and I thought I’d lost you… that was the most scared I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “Koa…” 
 
    “No, now you listen to me!” he said, gently shaking her. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you would insist on coming and I also knew it might be dangerous. I can’t lose you, Ruby. I won’t lose you!” 
 
    “Well, you were right.” She jutted her chin out at him defiantly. “I’m coming with you. If you try to stop me, I’ll run straight to your mother and tell her everything!” 
 
    “I’ll tie you up if I have to!” 
 
    “I’ll yell for help if you try it, you loon!”  
 
    She sucked in a breath as though to start shouting, then and there. Koa clamped his hand over her mouth and as he had the previous time he’d attempted the move, she immediately licked his hand. He felt… an odd stirring at that. 
 
    Gods, when did her tongue get so interesting?  
 
    She struggled and tried to twist away, which would have made him feel like a creep had it been anyone other than Ruby that he was trying to subdue. They likely would have continued wrestling and cursing one another out indefinitely if not for the sound of heavy footsteps rounding the corner at the far end of the hall.  
 
    Koa pulled Ruby into one of the adjacent alcoves in lieu of an unlocked nearby room for them to hide in. He couldn’t let any of the guards, his mother or Petra find him dressed and equipped as he was, and he didn’t trust that he could let go of Ruby just yet. 
 
    Surprisingly, she hid with him willingly, wedging herself into the lackluster hiding spot, her body tight against Koa’s as though sharing an embrace. He was still holding her, though he’d slipped his hand off her mouth. She was glaring at him, but the expression looked a bit forced as though she was aware she’d already won and was simply going through the motions. 
 
    Captain Lauric strode down the hallway with heavy, measured steps, heading straight for where they were hiding. He was the last person who Koa suspected he’d be able to bluff his way past or convince out of telling the queen. Koa let out a sigh, fingers digging in slightly to Ruby’s hips in an expression of his frustration. She made an odd noise and arched her back a little, one leg sliding sideways. 
 
    “Lord Lauric,” called a new voice. “Ser.” 
 
    Koa couldn’t place the voice and had to risk a quick glance in the hallway to get a sense of the situation. Mav, the burly new handmaiden his mother had recently hired, had the tiniest hint of a smile on her face as she approached the guard captain. 
 
    “Lady Mav,” said Lauric. There was a pause, as though the good captain had swept into a gracious bow. “How are your duties finding you on this fine morning?” 
 
    “They’re finding me well, ser,” said Mav. “Well indeed.” 
 
    “I am so very glad to hear that.” 
 
    Ruby jostled Koa as she tried to shift to get an actual view of the odd encounter. Koa wrapped his arm tighter around her waist, not about to let her curiosity get them discovered. 
 
    “If you need directions or, ah, assistance of any kind, I do know my way around the… nooks and crannies of this dusty old hold,” offered Lauric. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re very familiar with its layout, ser,” said Mav, with a touch of amusement. “I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “Or if you need help with a specific chore?” Lauric coughed and shuffled slightly. “Heavy lifting or what have you?” 
 
    “Oh, tis so kind of you to extend such hospitality,” said Mav. “I wouldn’t want to hold you up just for the sake of carrying my laundry load, however.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I would be more than willing to, uh, carry your load if…” 
 
    Ruby glanced at Koa over her shoulder, expression scandalized. 
 
    “Captain Lauric!” Another guard came running from the opposite end of the hallway.  
 
    Koa pressed Ruby even tighter into their tiny hiding spot as the man passed by them. Her body was so soft, a fact he knew but never truly appreciated. 
 
    “Miles,” said Lauric, teeth gritted. “What?” 
 
    “We haven’t heard from the…” The guard hesitated. “My apologies, Captain. Am I interrupting?” 
 
    Mav walked away from Lauric, ducking into a room in a return to her duties. 
 
    “State your business, ser,” said Lauric. 
 
    “We haven’t heard from the men you sent to keep watch on Vestus,” said Miles. “Normally, they send a messenger each morning, but none has arrived today.” 
 
    “Keep me updated.” 
 
    “Captain, maybe we should—” 
 
    “We’ll monitor the situation and deal with it accordingly!” snapped Lauric. “Now go.” 
 
    Footsteps traveled in all directions. Koa waited, Ruby still clinging to him, for a minute or two even after he was reasonably sure they were alone again. 
 
    “So?” she whispered. 
 
    “Fine,” sighed Koa. “You can come along.” 
 
    “No, Lauric and Mav!” said Ruby. “They were flirting with each other like the newly betrothed! Do you think they’re…?” 
 
    “Lauric is old and bald and Mav probably has more muscle on her body than he does.” 
 
    Ruby slid back from his arms, smiling and spinning on the toes of one foot. “I bet you they are! True love knows no bounds.” 
 
    “They were discussing her chores, not flirting,” said Koa. “If you actually want to put money on it, get your purse out. I’ll gladly take your coin.” 
 
    “Absolutely!” laughed Ruby. “As though you would even know what flirting is, with your mindset stunted by your princely upbringing.” 
 
    “Yes, as though you’ve developed a tongue for romance, dressing like a boy constantly. You’ve probably spent more time flirting with confused young ladies than eligible men.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Ruby gave in to a smile and jabbed a finger against his chest. 
 
    “Oh, I do indeed dare.” He caught her hand and twisted it playfully, and they stared at each other for a long moment of wordless idiocy. 
 
    Footsteps sounded down the hallway again and this time, they had the forethought to hurry on their way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    “The guards haven’t seen him since this morning,” said Petra. “If I had to guess, I would lean toward assuming his disappearance is related to the recent business with this spellbook.” 
 
    Avina sighed and leaned back in her chair. She’d taken to spending her unoccupied mornings in the castle’s gardens, relaxing and finding peace amidst the greenery. If she’d been paying more attention, perhaps even just been sitting facing the direction of the road, she might have seen Koa pass right by and been afforded a chance to stop him. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have simply run off without a good reason,” she said. “Let’s check his room for clues.” 
 
     They headed inside the castle and up to Koa’s bedchamber. A close inspection of the space revealed a folded piece of parchment jutting out slightly from underneath his pillow, as though he’d intended it to be found only by her. 
 
    Mother, 
 
    I have an errand to run in Sabantius. Should be back within the week. Please don’t send anyone after me.  
 
    Thoughts and love, 
 
    Prince Makoa 
 
    Avina let out a sigh and passed the note to Petra. “I would assume that he’s gone off looking for this sorcerer.” 
 
    “It would seem to be a logical progression,” agreed Petra. “I could chase him down, regardless. If he truly is heading for Sabantius, the general path of his journey would not be hard to discern.” 
 
    It was a tempting offer, though one that forced Avina to weigh her options carefully.  
 
    “I need you here right now, Petra. With Lassius’s agents active in the town and even within the castle, I simply can’t risk sending you away.” 
 
    She was torn in that fashion where as soon as she’d decided one way, it felt like the wrong choice. Koa was still so young, so foolish. Not in terms of raw intellect or objective wisdom, but in that rash, impulsive, nigh invincible way of men with swords. 
 
    “I would guess that he did not go alone, if that soothes your worries at all,” said Petra. “I have not seen his favored servant all day, either.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Petra,” muttered Avina. “It makes me feel so much better to know that if Koa does come back, it will be with a pregnant servant at his side. Gods, she’ll probably have twins in the oven.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that your people produce twins as a matter of chance, not that it was affected by the amount of—” 
 
    “Be silent, Petra.” 
 
    Her esper obliged, though with a smile that made it seem a lot less like her obeying than it should have. Her frustration bled into outright anger at her son for keeping such a major decision from her, which fed back into concern as she considered the major risks, which ebbed to frustration at her inability to do anything about it now. An endless cycle of unneeded emotions. 
 
    “You seem to be taking this well, relatively speaking,” said Petra. 
 
    “I’m not left with much alternative beyond endurance.” 
 
    “…There is one card which you could play, though on a different board.” 
 
    A slow smile spread onto Avina’s face, sensing the tone of Petra’s plan even before she explained it. 
 
    “It would not be unheard of in your situation for a woman to become distraught,” said Petra. “Your only son, gone in the night, without a word as to where or why.” 
 
    “Without a word,” nodded Avina, folding and tucking away the letter. 
 
    “Combined with the stress of your mother’s recent death, along with the newfound strain of the queendom’s crown upon your head.” Petra shrugged. “All of that could easily affect your behavior, your resolve.” 
 
    “There may be an advantage in throwing Lassius and her agents off with this little trick, but I can’t have everyone thinking I’m drowning in grief.” 
 
    “We know who her spy is, Avina.” Petra moved to stand near Avina’s makeup table, dipping her finger in the powder to put a dot on either cheek. “Give the compromised handmaiden a convincing show and then hold your audience for the day while she’s hurrying to inform her liege. It matters not whether she realizes she’s been tricked later on. The confusion is the real weapon.” 
 
    “Have I told you recently how much I appreciate your advice, you manipulative harpy?” 
 
    “Oh, it goes without saying, Your Highness.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They were careful with how they arranged the situation. It wasn’t unusual for Petra to handle various duties in the queen’s stead during the day, so the esper left to run things around the castle while Avina transformed herself into a grieving mother. 
 
    She pulled on an old mourning dress that had belonged to her mother, a thin grey smock that would have seemed like too much for the situation if not for its similarity to a nightgown. Petra had brought her both tea and wine earlier, and she carefully poured herself a full glass of the former and perhaps a finger’s worth of the latter to make it look as though she’d drunk the rest. 
 
    There was a knock at her door, followed by Verity’s voice. “Your Highness?” 
 
    Avina hurried to unsettle her hair into wild, sleepless wisps. She also rubbed at her eyes until they teared up and then roughly wiped the tears away. “…Come in?” 
 
    She was sitting by the window that overlooked the castle gates and made a show of keeping her gaze fixed in that direction as the handmaiden entered the queen’s bedchamber. Avina hadn’t announced Koa’s disappearance for obvious reasons, so Verity was getting first sight of her queen’s distress. She wanted to make her emotional state seem like guarded information, a secret she’d trust only to her closest servants. 
 
    “I… have clean clothes for your wardrobe, if it please?” said Verity. 
 
    Avina made a noise that vaguely sounded like a yes, eyes still fixed on the window. She didn’t want to overplay it, however, and glanced at Verity and managed a carefully forced smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Verity,” she said. 
 
    Verity nodded, seeming professional, concerned but in a controlled manner. The game ran deep. She was a spy, a talented actor in her own right. How would she indulge her curiosity? 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked as she finished putting away the clothes. “You seem a little tired.” 
 
    “If you could bring me my lunch when it’s ready, that would be helpful.” Avina gave her another sad, soulless smile and played her hand. “My son, Makoa, has… departed from the castle. Under… unknown circumstances.” 
 
    “Oh.” Verity blinked a few times. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    Avina let the silence build for a couple of seconds in that indulgent way that seemed like the universal privilege of queens. Verity waited without complaint, unable to do elsewise, having not been dismissed. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Makoa at all?” asked Avina. “I know you’re still new here at the castle.” 
 
    “…Only once, my queen. It was to help him pick out clothing for his visit to Vestus.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You must have helped Reese with that.” 
 
    Verity nodded slowly, face scrunched with sympathy. “I… don’t know if this is helpful, milady, but he seemed very clear headed at that time. I would not think him to do anything overly rash without good reason.” 
 
    She sounds so sincere and her read of Makoa is quite accurate. Gods, part of me truly wishes she wasn’t a spy. 
 
    “I’m sure that must be true,” said Avina. “Do you have any family, Verity?” 
 
    “I do.” Verity gave a small smile. “A little sister. It’s just the two of us.” 
 
    “And you look after her?” 
 
    “…As much as I can,” she said. “She’s all I have.” 
 
    “Thank you, Verity. You may go tend to your other duties.” 
 
    Verity bowed and left Avina’s bedchamber. Avina walked over to the glass of wine, filled it higher and began sipping. 
 
    There was a time in her life not so long ago when she would have balked at using something like her own son’s disappearance for political gain. Had she really grown so callous over the years? 
 
    But it wasn’t callousness, at least not compared to what else was to come. She loved her son more than life itself, but she also knew this wasn’t a situation where her motherly instincts to protect him at all cost were actionable.  
 
    She had to act on the political realities she might have a chance to affect. Framing his disappearance in a manner that might throw her enemies off or reveal a weakness was fairly benign compared to what she might need to ask of him in the future. 
 
    He might have to marry for power instead of love. He might well be asked by the current king or a future one to serve as a commander in the borderlands. It was a possibility if anything, made more likely by his Sabantian background. 
 
    Most of all, he might have to give up, surrender his ambitions of becoming king for the sake of their queendom. She wondered why that stood out to her against the other potential outcomes, why it seemed like such a greater sacrifice for her son to make. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Koa spotted Brin just off the road outside Gladetown’s edge, a pudgy figure attempting to hide behind a tree a few inches too small to obscure his bulk. He grinned at Ruby, who’d been in a much better mood since they’d come to their compromise, and ran over to greet his friend. 
 
    “You’re not exactly stealthy, Brin,” he called. “I suppose we should all be grateful that this quest doesn’t entail such a skillset.” 
 
    “You’re calling it a quest now?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “He has been since he first got me to agree to this witch hunt,” muttered Brin. “Wizard hunt. Sorcerer hunt. Whatever.” 
 
    Brin looked Ruby up and down and then glanced at Koa as though in search of answers. She was clad in boys clothing again, which made a certain amount of practical sense in some ways and was distracting for others. 
 
    Her butt looks unreal in those leggings. 
 
    “What?” snapped Ruby. “Was I supposed to show up in a dress with my hair braided or something?” 
 
    “No, no, of course not.” Brin held his hands up defensively. 
 
    “I think what Brin might perhaps be thinking is that you don’t quite pull the tomboy look off as effectively now as you did when you were twelve.” 
 
    “Are you saying I look ugly?” Ruby gaped at him, clearly offended. 
 
    “I’m saying exactly the opposite, Ruby,” he said. “I mean, uh… Hmm. How do I phrase this? Ruby, you wear boys clothing so well that it confuses the senses!” 
 
    “I mean, I suppose I could always bind my breasts or something,” she muttered. 
 
    Koa glanced at her chest, then to Brin, then back at her chest. “Oh no, that’s definitely not necessary.” 
 
    As though it would even accomplish much. They’re not huge, but… I doubt she could wrap them out of existence. 
 
    He shook his head, aware that his current state of mind was probably not the most conducive to inspiring a fast pace of travel. “You brought your own tent, right, Brin?” 
 
    “I did, though, considering the state it’s in, I’m praying for clear skies and no rain.” Brin tapped a hand against his full traveling bag. “How many nights are you intending us to be out for? I only brought so much food.” 
 
    “I think we can do this in three if we manage to find a ferry tonight,” said Koa. “The map I have of this part of northern Sabantius shows a town called Asterstep right across the strait. The ferryman might even be able to drop us off there, in which case we can simply find lodgings at the inn for the first night. There’s a chance that Haza might even be there and save us the search.” 
 
    “Asterstep,” said Ruby. “I’ve never heard of that town before. Which is odd, if it’s really just right across the strait.” 
 
    “I think the folk there might just keep to themselves,” suggested Koa. 
 
    “Probably wise, given the rumors of the dangers that lay with Sabantius,” said Brin. “Speaking of which, is there any chance that the northern reaches of the Crumbling Kingdom are less monster and marauder infested than the rest of it?” 
 
    “That must be the case.” Koa turned and addressed his friends while walking the road backwards. “It’s as Ruby says — this town and the entire northern stretch of Sabantius are just across the strait. We aren’t really even venturing that far into the land.” 
 
    His boot caught on a rut in the road, and he stumbled for a pace before catching his balance. 
 
    “Let’s just be smart and cautious,” said Ruby. “We can always turn back if we encounter anything that gives us an early sense of danger.” 
 
    Koa nodded, but in truth, he’d already decided he wasn’t going to give up on his search until he’d either found the old man or someone who could help him translate the pages copied from the spellbook. This was his birthright, the bloodline magic of a heritage that had been more hindrance than help across his entire life so far. Turning back wasn’t an option. 
 
    They took a carriage from one of the farms just outside of the glade rather than directly out of Gladetown. The journey was pleasant, if predictably bouncy, and they arrived outside of the fishing village of Sailor’s Foot around midday, the true southernmost point of Osteanus. 
 
    It was a slow and sleepy and… rather dirty little collection of hovels with a single large and heavily weathered dock. Koa had expected it to be more active, but given how few people actually sought travel into Sabantius, the crumbled kingdom, he supposed it made sense. 
 
    “I’ve run errands here a couple of times before,” said Brin. “Most of the men are out fishing during the day, but there should still be ferry service.” 
 
    “Aye, there is.” An old woman, short and chubby, stood on the porch of the largest building in town, sweeping sand off the steps. “Slurpy can take you wherever you need be going.” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Koa. “We’ll just be… looking around for Slurpy, then. I did hear you correctly. Slurpy… is his name?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Koa glanced behind her, noticing the sign that anointed the building as the town’s inn. It reeked of fish in a manner that made him rather glad they’d arrived early enough in the day to avoid having to bunk in the village overnight. 
 
    They found the ferry, a barnacle-lined flat barge tied off to the outermost extension of the dock, but there was no ferryman in sight. They walked a ways down the beach before finding a group of men pulling crabs loose from a large fishing net and tossing them into a wicker basket. 
 
    “Hello,” said Koa. “I’m looking for Slurpy?” 
 
    One of the men took a long, nasally snort. “Found him.” 
 
    Koa glanced at Ruby, who was trying her utmost not to laugh, which really didn’t help him muster his seriousness. “Ah. Good to meet you, ser.” 
 
    “Yup.” Slurpy snorted again, wiped a hand over his nose with a thin fingered hand, and extended that same hand to shake Koa’s.  
 
    Ruby let out a piping chuckle and turned around. Koa smiled and did the polite thing, ignoring the sticky wetness of the sailor’s palm as though his entire quest depended on it… which it probably did. 
 
    “I seek passage into Sabantius,” he said. “I was told that you operate a ferry that runs across the strait?” 
 
    “I own the ferry, but it doesn’t run that way.” Slurpy sucked in another breath through congested nostrils. 
 
    “What?” snapped Brin. “By the bone, where else would it run? There’s nothing out here.” 
 
    “There’s an island,” said Slurpy. “Not much out there but bird dung, but it’s more than can be said for down south.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Koa pulled out the map of Sabantius he’d brought with him. “Right here! There’s a town clearly marked. Asterstep. You could probably see it from here on a clear enough day.” 
 
    “Strange folk there,” said Slurpy. “I don’t want none of that.” 
 
    Koa stared at the man, exasperated and more than a little annoyed. Ruby touched his shoulder and he was taken off guard by how much of his attention the brush of her fingers commanded over him. 
 
    “You aren’t speaking the right language, Prince Makoa,” she whispered playfully. 
 
    “Ah.” Koa pulled out his coin purse and pretended to weigh it in his hand. “Slurpy, my goodman. It’s an honest shame that your ferry doesn’t run out that way, as I’m quite resolved to make this passage.” 
 
    “I… suppose for the right price,” muttered the ferryman. “But I be entirely serious about that town. I’ll bring you to a beach a ways off from there. Wouldn’t go there if I were you.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t me but I’ll mind the advice.” He grinned and poured a couple of coins into his hand. “When can we set off?” 
 
    “Soon as you’re ready.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    “Did you follow her?” asked Avina. 
 
    Petra nodded slowly as she entered the queen’s chamber. “I did. It was as you expected. She went straight to the man who, presumably, was the assassin. His eye was red, just as Makoa described.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    Avina was nibbling on a plate of fruit and Petra helped herself to one of the grapes, popping it into her mouth with a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “I could have easily moved on them if you had given me the freedom,” said Petra. “Are you entirely sure staying our hand on this is still the right move?” 
 
    Avina pursed his lips, not answering immediately. Her esper knew her well — too well, seemingly, at times. 
 
    “It made sense to hold off on confronting Verity before,” pressed Petra. “It led us to this opportunity. But this man is a trained, professional killer in service to Underqueen Lassius.” 
 
    “I’m aware of what an assassin is, Petra.” Avina let out a tired breath. “I need more time to think.” 
 
    “A spy might be twisted into a new use,” said Petra. “But I don’t see a similar possibility for us to find value in an enemy’s assassin.” 
 
    “If you kill this man, Verity will instantly and correctly suspect that she’s been revealed,” said Avina. “I don’t want that just yet. I need to learn more about her first.” 
 
    “You are putting more than I think you realize at risk by putting this off, Avina,” said Petra. 
 
    “I’ll keep you close until it’s time.” 
 
    “I speak not just of you,” said Petra. “Makoa.” 
 
    Avina felt an odd flutter in her heart, not just her own love for her son, her own fears and concerns, but something that ran… hotter. It took her a moment to realize she was feeling a shared emotion through the bond. Petra’s anger over the previous assassination attempt, no doubt. 
 
    “My son isn’t even in the castle currently,” said Avina. 
 
    “And you think this reduces the danger an assassin hunting him could pose?” 
 
    “If Koa is off in Sabantius while the assassin is here in town, why wouldn’t it?” Avina let an edge of annoyance enter her tone. “Why are you pushing for this so hard, Petra?” 
 
    “I simply think it is the most logical course of action,” replied the esper, voice thin. 
 
    Avina let herself turn over what she was feeling through the bond. It was sometimes hard to discern her own emotions from Petra’s and there was an… intense amount to untangle. Love and concern, her own motherly fury toward the man who’d attacked her son and Petra’s cold resolve to take revenge against someone who’d attacked her… wait, what was that? 
 
    It was as though Petra’s feelings toward Koa had changed in a subtle way, but Avina couldn’t remember the last time she’d stopped to sort through them in the careful way necessary to notice such things. Before Koa had truly matured into an adult, most likely. That made the most sense. Petra had come to appreciate and respect Koa as a man, though how that would feed into this rather shortsighted need for revenge was another question. 
 
    “Three days,” said Avina. “If Koa is truly going to Sabantius, that would be about the earliest we could expect him back. We’ll eliminate the assassin in Gladetown in three days. Satisfied?” 
 
    “No, but I am willing to compromise, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, oh mighty esper.”  
 
    They glared and then smiled at each other, and all was well again.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina had no pressing audiences to attend to, so she spent most of the day meandering through the castle, thinking and in search of a task. One arrived in the form of an out of breath Captain Lauric, who saluted smartly as he came to a stop. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he said. “There’s been a new development concerning the men you stationed around Vestus.” 
 
    Avina nodded. “I’m listening, Captain.” 
 
    “One of my men arrived back from the village in a rough state,” said Lauric. “He fell unconscious almost immediately after stepping over the castle’s threshold. I’ve yet to receive his official report, but I can only imagine that it’s going to be dire. He’s one of my best and would not normally be chosen for the simple duty of ferrying a message.” 
 
    “Let’s go to him at once,” said Avina. 
 
    She caught Petra on the way, who’d insisted on being allowed to observe the assassin for the day, if not eliminate him. The group of three crowded into the quarters of the castle healer. A dark-haired young man with a bandage across one eye was stretched out on a cot, groaning but aware. 
 
    “Captain,” he muttered. “Your Highness.” 
 
    “Give me your report, Stringer.” 
 
    “It’s… gonna be a hard one to believe,” he muttered. “Just telling you ahead of time. I can only speak to what I saw, but—” 
 
    “Out with it!” snapped Lauric. 
 
    Stringer swallowed once. Avina picked up a cup of water the healer had put out and passed it to the man. He drank quickly, wincing with chapped lips as he took a breath afterwards. 
 
    “The monster swept up the dust,” he said. “A whole storm of it. We couldn’t see for a time, maybe an hour, maybe two. When we finally got eyes on it again… it was bigger.” 
 
    “Bigger as in…?” Avina furrowed her brow and glanced at Petra. 
 
    Stringer shrugged. “Bigger. Higher than the houses. We couldn’t hide as we had been, not with the view it had over us. There was some… disagreement about whether we should draw back or not. Bart and some of the others broke formation, and that’s when… it started attacking.” 
 
    “How many casualties?” asked Lauric. 
 
    “Not many, but enough.” Stringer shook his head. “Captain, you don’t understand. Bart was the one it grabbed. It seemed to pull him in, not like sand or dust even, but like he was going underwater. We were still trying to hide and watch and do our duty. Few minutes later… Captain, we saw his face.” 
 
    Avina glanced at Petra again, but her esper only shook her head, as mystified as she was. 
 
    “Gods, man, slow down and speak clearly,” barked Lauric. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “His face… appeared on the monster. Head and face, like one of the sand statues kids make on the beach. The mouth was… moving, like he was talking. And the eyes… they could see us. The face… Bart’s face kept looking toward where we were hiding even when the monster had calmed down. I’ve never seen anything like it. Never want to see it again.” 
 
    Avina looked at Lauric. Lauric furrowed his brow and gave a small, disappointing shrug, ceding any authority or advice he had to dispense on the situation to her. 
 
    “Have those men drawn back, Lauric,” said Avina. “All of them except for two or three, whichever you personally think are best equipped to stay hidden and keep eyes on this monster.” 
 
    “Your Highness, if this man speaks true, which I believe he does… this entity poses a major threat to Gladetown. To Harvest Castle, even.” 
 
    “I know.” Avina took a breath. “Petra? Thoughts?” 
 
    “I think we need to prepare for a fight.” 
 
    Stringer let out a groan as Cathelia began poking at another of his wounds. Avina left the chamber, heart racing in the face of her first major test as underqueen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    The barge itself was surprisingly seaworthy, despite its ramshackle and if Koa was being honest, partially-rotted appearance. It dutifully carried him, Ruby, Brin and the ferry’s crew across the Strait of Karst. The current was surprisingly gentle, which Slurpy explained had to do with the difference in the water’s temperature from the enclosed bay to the true ocean. 
 
    “If you and your little friends are planning on coming back from this misadventure, I’m going to need to know when to be here to pick you up,” said Slurpy. 
 
    Koa exchanged a glance with his friends, aware enough of their feelings and thoughts. Brin was probably interested in doing the least amount of work possible and getting home as quickly as he could. Ruby would probably follow him anyway, if only to nag his ear off every step of the way, but she also had her limit. 
 
    “Three days,” said Koa. “We’ll be here on the beach at noon three days hence. Is that workable for you, Slurpy?” 
 
    “Anything is workable for the right amount of caelins,” muttered the ferryman. “Would be even more workable if you paid us upfront.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” said Koa, with a princely snap. “You’ll get your money when you show up as requested.” 
 
    A few of his men laughed and Slurpy gave them a good-natured smile and a bobbing nod. Koa moved to stand on what served as the prow of the basic, flat-bodied vessel, watching as the shore of a long Sabantian beach resolved from a tan line into a more detailed coast. 
 
    Slurpy refused to bring the barge all the way into shore, but the water was shallow from a ways out. Koa, Brin and Ruby took their boots off, hiked their pant legs up and splashed the last distance. The sand was hot between Koa’s toes as he reached land and a wonderful breeze blew in from across the water. 
 
    “This is idyllic,” he said. “Look at the trees. Listen to the birds. Perhaps all the stories of Sabantius, the ominous Crumbling Kingdom, are just overblown toddler tales.” 
 
    “I think it’s a bit early to jump to that conclusion,” muttered Ruby. “This beach is nice, though.” 
 
    “If we find Haza early enough, we can always double back and camp here for the last night,” said Koa. He smiled at Ruby and she deigned to smile back, and all seemed right in the world. 
 
    “About that,” said Brin. “How are we to know that this Haza fellow even wants to be found?” 
 
    Koa had actually considered that himself in terms of whether Haza’s sudden disappearance from town might be part of some test, along with the language of the spell book. He didn’t see reason to share that suspicion, unsupported as it was, with his friends who were counting on him as their confident leader. 
 
    “He doesn’t even know that I’m searching for him,” he said. “He shouldn’t be harder to find than anyone else, far easier if the people in the nearby town are familiar with him.” 
 
    “The town that the ferryman seemed wary of?” asked Ruby. She was brushing sand off her feet, flexing her pale, cute toes to reach where the sand had nestled into the crevices in between. 
 
    “Hold on.” Brin raised a single finger. “Have you not yet stopped to question just why he seemed so eager to give you the book to begin with? He claimed it was an immensely rare and powerful artifact from what you’ve said.” 
 
    “It is or was, but one that could only reach its potential in the hands of another Sabantian,” said Koa. 
 
    “According to him. What if it was some sort of trick? A slow acting magical poison or even some type of latent trap spell. He might have realized you were a prince, tricked you into eating this book, and turned you into a silent agent of the Crumbling Kingdom.” 
 
    “That’s… a freakishly scary possibility,” said Koa, shaking his head. “Thank you so very much, Ser Brin, for introducing a new anxiety into my mind.” 
 
    “Except he warned you not to eat the entire book,” pointed out Ruby. “I was there for that much. If it was some sort of spell like whatever Brin is talking about, you’ve probably already ruined his plan. Not that I think it’s very likely, given my impression of Hazafallius.” 
 
    “Good point.” Koa sat down on a log on the edge of the beach and started pulling his boots back on. “We’re here in Sabantius for the next three days. Let’s search this sorcerer out and get some answers.” 
 
    He took out both the map and a few of the pages of the copied spellbook. He hadn’t brought the entire copied book with him, not wanting to overfill his bag, and the pages he did have had been hastily recopied by Alabazter to ensure he’d still have the full text even if they were ruined somewhere along the quest. 
 
    “We’re probably around right here, judging from the curve of the coast,” he said, tapping a finger on the map to show Brin and Ruby. “I’m not sure if we can make it to Asterstep by sundown, but we can at least start out in that direction.” 
 
    “Makoa, the ferryman made a point of warning us about that place,” said Ruby. “I… think we should be careful.” 
 
    “We will be. That’s why I’m not interested in rushing in after dark.” 
 
    “The ferryman made it sound like he wouldn’t go there, period.” 
 
    “The ferryman’s name was Slurpy,” said Koa. “Forgive me for not wanting to take his advice on the world in the most literal terms.” 
 
    He stood up from the log, stretched his back and with Ruby and Brin following closely, set off inland. The beach gave way to trees and vegetation, high palms and scrub grass, but it only lasted for perhaps a hundred feet. 
 
    Koa received a dose of reality as the landscape shifted into a barren expanse that fit much more with all the stories and there were quite a few that he’d heard of Sabantius. It seemed the greenery of the coast was just a thin veneer, like pond scum over an otherwise dead basin of water. 
 
    The ground looked like nothing he’d ever seen with patches of tan, sun-bleached clay dried and run-through with cracks interspersed with dull grey and black dirt like sand’s evil cousin. There were no trees, at least not in any direction other than the one they’d come from, but a few spiky, almost hostile seeming bushes stabbed skyward from sections of clay. 
 
    Koa could see no animals, no living ones, at least. Signs of death were abundant, bits of fur, critter skulls half hidden in the dirt. Even signs of human death, scraps of clothing or the hilts of old shattered swords.  
 
    It was as though a battlefield and a desert had mated and produced an offspring more ominous than its sires. 
 
    “Well…” said Koa, feeling as though something needed to be said. “Here we are.” 
 
    “Did we bring enough water?” asked Brin. “I’m… not sure we’ll be finding much in the way of streams or springs in this land.” 
 
    “As long as we don’t drink it too fast.” Koa forced a smile for his friends. “It’s just three days. We could last that long with half the water we brought if we really had to.” 
 
    Brin wiped his hand across his mouth. “Not likely. At least not breathing this air.” 
 
    Koa had noticed it too, though he’d shied away from complaining. The air had a faint sulfur stink to it, with an edge of dry staleness that sapped at the moisture of his mouth. He glanced at Ruby and saw her frowning and hugging her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Maybe… the town isn’t such a bad idea after all,” she muttered. “At least we can be sure of the basics there.” 
 
    “We’re in agreement then!” he said. “Perfect. From where we are now, it’s actually to the north of us. I think we can just follow the shore.” 
 
    Brin and Ruby nodded, both of them looking visibly relieved. The shore, with its ribbon of trees and grass and the fresh air brought in from the sea, seemed extremely appealing when compared to what they could see further inland. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “For coming along. Neither of you had to if you didn’t want to. This isn’t exactly a selfless quest that you’ve signed on for and I just want you to know that I appreciate you both for sticking with me.” 
 
    “I’m here for the money,” said Brin. “Our friendship is fairly mediocre.” 
 
    Koa narrowed his eyes with exaggerated ire. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Brin. “Our friendship is fairly mediocre, my prince.” 
 
    “There we are! Respect demanded, respect given.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Koa and his companions traveled slowly for multiple reasons. Sabantius was stiflingly hot, to a degree that didn’t make logical sense given how close it was geographically to Harvestglade and Osteanus. 
 
    The land itself also instilled a wariness in them that felt justified. Within the first few minutes of their journey north along the coast to Asterstep, they found an ancient body, some poor soul half buried in the barren soil, clothes bleached white in the sun and only bones left underneath. 
 
    “How do you think they died?” whispered Ruby.  
 
    “Do you truly want us to offer guesses?” asked Brin. 
 
    “This land has clearly seen hard times,” said Koa. “However, looking around us, it would seem as though that time is in the past. Whoever this was has probably been dead longer than any of the three of us has been alive. Let’s not treat it like an ill omen unnecessarily.” 
 
    “The ill omen is more the general deadness of… everything else,” muttered Brin. “Let’s try to stay near where the trees grow and the ground isn’t so heavily salted.” 
 
    Koa stooped to pick up a handful of soil as they moved past the corpse. “Is this salt? Feels more like dry clay.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard of much else that can so effectively stunt the growth of green life,” said Brin. 
 
    “Magic,” whispered Ruby. 
 
    Nobody said much for a while after that. They walked alongside where the grass and trees still drew enough nourishment to stay vibrant, but the ominous inland terrain still haunted the edge of their vision. Various lumps came into view in the distance, animal-sized lumps, person-sized lumps, all of which the party chose not to investigate. 
 
    Koa was hoping they’d be able to see the town, both to gauge their progress and to give them the solace of civilization within sight, but the coast rose upward into cliffs, obscuring their view. A structure jutted up from the very top of the highest cliff, a tower in the shape of an impossible spiral. 
 
    “Let’s head up that way,” suggested Koa. “We’ll have a view of the town from that height, if nothing else.” 
 
    “What if somebody’s home?” muttered Brin. 
 
    “It looks abandoned to me,” said Ruby. 
 
    “What does it matter if it isn’t?” asked Koa. “If it is occupied, we’ll just say hello.” 
 
    His companions looked fairly skeptical of his approach, but they followed as he started up the slope that with a bit of climbing, would bring them up to the cliff. They could see the tower in more detail as they drew closer and it did, in fact, appear to be abandoned. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a structure in this shape before,” muttered Brin. “Not even on a small scale.” 
 
    “Sabantius was a high magic kingdom at its peak,” said Koa. “I’m sure they had… novel means of construction.” 
 
    He couldn’t guess what such means were as they drew nearer to the tower. Its spiral shape was far more perplexing up close, with the outer wall of the tower being composed of a twisted strip of stone about a foot and a half thick. 
 
    It seemingly emerged from deep under the ground, rising to wrap itself through thin air like a ribbon around a lady’s forearm. The wall itself was about the height of a man, as were the gaps in between and it looped around evenly more than ten times on its path to the tower top.  
 
    So many questions came to mind, from how stone could be carved with such smoothness to the size of the initial piece the tall tower had been chipped away from initially… to the general wonder of such an intricate structure being placed atop a cliff in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    A staircase ran up the tower’s interior flush with the stone spiral, presumably all the way to the top, though neither Koa nor his companions seemed eager to climb up it. Ruby touched the inner edge of the spiral and glanced back at the others. 
 
    “I think there was a window here once. There are still small bits of glass embedded in places.” 
 
    “How could a glassman make a window in such a shape?” asked Brin. “And even if they did, how the hell would they slide it into place?” 
 
    “Multiple windows, maybe,” said Koa. “It seems fantastical to us, but I’m sure this was a common style of construction for the Sabantians. It would have to be, right? I mean, we’re looking at a lighthouse. This was a practical building.” 
 
    “Practical in terms of purpose, maybe,” muttered Brin. 
 
    The ferry had dropped them off midway through the afternoon, which meant they were already mindful of their need to find a place to camp with the sun on its way toward setting in the distance. Koa eyed the sky above them, noting several pesky dark clouds abutting the horizon. 
 
    “It looks like it might rain tonight,” he said. “Might make sense to just camp here tonight. We could set our tents up in the old foundation of this tower and not have to worry so much about the weather.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to set your tent up where you please,” said Brin. “I’m hiking back down to the beach and camping there.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Brin!” Koa thumped a fist against the tower’s stone. “It’s just an old relic. Why not make use of it rather than indulging in needless paranoia?” 
 
    “Needless paranoia?” scoffed Brin. “We’re in Sabantius, Koa! You should know how twisted this place is better than any of us.” 
 
    Koa understood his friend’s meaning, but the words still scraped at something raw within him. “Yes, well, in my expert opinion, camping within this tower poses no risk.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to do as you please,” Brin glanced toward Ruby. “Care to chime in on this one, Ruby? Beach or tower?” 
 
    Ruby winced as though the last she wanted was to be the deciding vote. “Koa… I trust you. I’ll set down my tent next to wherever you set yours.” 
 
    Brin made a dismissive noise. “I suppose a compromise is in order. I’ll set my tent up in the nearest trees. Not in the tower, but not out of shouting distance entirely.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable.” Koa smiled at Ruby, aware of how lucky he was to still have her support. “Thoughts on dinner?” 
 
    After some discussion, Koa managed to convince Brin that at the very least, they should build a fire within the tower’s old bones, given how it would obscure both it and the smoke at a distance. They made a brief trek up the tower’s stairs first, finding that they were collapsed above the first few floors, cutting them off from the tower’s upper level and only true standing space separate from the very bottom. 
 
    They gathered some wood from along the slope and built up a decent base for their fire. Koa set up his and Ruby’s tents before they set to lighting the blaze, finding it would have been a squeeze for a third, anyway. 
 
    The fire cast interesting shadows within the tower’s interior as the flames took to the wood in earnest. Koa had brought a small cook pan with him and he sliced up some smoked sausage to warm while toasting flatbread on a hot rock. 
 
    “Rum, anyone?” offered Brin, pulling out a shockingly large flask. 
 
    “What’s with you and the drink as of late?” asked Koa. “You’ve been in Gladewater Tavern early in the day almost every time I’ve checked.” 
 
    “Misery and misfortune will do such to a man,” said Brin. “Lucky your offer to pay for my protection on this journey came when it did. My coin purse was getting remarkably light, to Beatrice’s displeasure as much as my own.” 
 
    “I’m paying you for your company, not protection,” said Koa with a chuckle. 
 
    “Well, who am I to question a prince’s financial investments?” 
 
    Koa took the flask and downed a decent-sized swallow. He passed it to Ruby, who took a smaller sip, coughing slightly as she passed it back to Brin. The sausage began to sizzle and he started taking it off and loading it into the flatbread pieces for ease of eating. 
 
    “I suppose it’s convenient for the two of you to have a bit of space to yourselves,” said Brin in a knowing tone. “Must be nice to be out of the castle for a spell, away from all the peering eyes.” 
 
    Koa glanced at Ruby, who was steadfast in avoiding his gaze. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re implying there, Brin,” he said. “How about you keep your imaginings to yourself?” 
 
    “I think you know exactly what I’m implying, but I won’t push my point,” said Brin with a chuckle. “Forgive me if I overstepped, my prince.” 
 
    “Would you stop with that already?” snapped Koa.  
 
    “Did anyone else hear that?” whispered Ruby. 
 
    The three of them went still, Brin even stopping his chewing mid-bite. They listened for a couple of seconds and even peered out into the newly dark night. 
 
    “Weird,” said Ruby. “Maybe I’m the one imagining things.” 
 
    “I still need to go set up my tent.” Brin crammed the last of his sausage and bread into his mouth. “I won’t go far. Just to the flat spot in the trees midway down the slope. I’ll see you two in the morning. Lots of traveling left, so you know… don’t wear yourselves out overmuch, yeah?” 
 
    Koa sighed and shook his head. He glanced at Ruby, but again, she seemed intent on looking elsewhere. Brin slipped off into the night. Koa debated whether to grab some more firewood, but with dinner served and the night relatively warm, it served little purpose. 
 
    “He’s just playing a fool,” said Koa. “You know how Brin can be.” 
 
    “He’s just speaking his mind.” Ruby gave a small shrug. “Makes a… point about us being out here, away from the castle. When’s the last time we really went out together on a trip?” 
 
    “Uh, a couple days ago? When we were headed to Vestus.” 
 
    “Alone, I mean.” 
 
    She did look up at him then, and her expression told him why she’d been looking away earlier. Hope, vulnerability, a curious not-quite-smile seeded but not fully blossomed. Koa eyed the tower, their tents pressed so close to one another along the edge. Tent mouth to tent mouth, like they were leaning in for a kiss. 
 
    “Are you tired, Ruby?” he asked. “You could head to bed, if you wanted or…?” 
 
    Oh Gods, did he want to explore where that or might lead? He hadn’t stopped to think about how many moments like these there might be across a journey of even just a few days time, with the two of them together. He stared at her, still seeing that curious look on her face, red hair ablaze in the glow of the firelight. 
 
    Just because you’re alone doesn’t mean the world isn’t still waiting for you back home. All that lies down this path is broken hearts on both ends. 
 
    He wasn’t so naïve as to think that there wasn’t an element of power imbalance at play, on top of the simple fact that they could never realistically marry. Would a yes from Ruby be a yes from her as a woman or as a servant? If anything, the remoteness of their circumstances only seemed to make that distinction all the murkier. 
 
    And then again, there was that way she was looking at him. As though she could see right through him but refused to overplay her own hand. He felt like such a coward, but he truly cared about her perhaps as much as he cared about anyone else in the world. He’d rather be a coward that she could feel safe with than a bold bastard of a prince who took what and who he pleased. 
 
    “Koa…” Ruby hesitated, her own thoughts probably swirling like his were, and then stopped. “There it is again. Did you hear that?” 
 
    He was about to say no, but there was a noise, and a strange one at that. It sounded like someone sharpening a blade, except faster and broken up by little clicks. The noise traveled, passing nearby the tower or perhaps even through the gaps in the spiral above them. 
 
    Koa was fascinated, but only briefly. Another of the flying creatures hissed and clicked through their campsite, this one passing low enough that he felt the brush of air by his head. Whatever the things were, they were big. Larger than birds. 
 
    He looked at Ruby and saw her eyes bulging with fear. The faint smoke of the fire swirled as another of their uninvited guests sped by, and Koa almost got a clear glimpse of this one. He saw enough of it to confirm that it was massive and not much else beyond a faint, insect green coloring.  
 
    “Brin!” said Koa. “I have to go make sure he’s all right!” 
 
    “Makoa!” Ruby seized his arm as he made to stand up. “I don’t think that’s a good idea!” 
 
    “He’s out there! He might need our help or—” 
 
    Something landed on the top of Koa’s head, heavy enough to set him off balance, scratching at his scalp with insect-leg sharpness. He shouted in disgust and swatted it away, but not before feeling a pinch of pain, the hotness of fresh running blood under his hair. 
 
    “The tents!” said Ruby. “We can’t be out here!” 
 
    That sounded like as good of an idea as he’d ever heard. He did take the time to kick some dirt onto what remained of the fire in case that was what had drawn the insect monsters. He and Ruby had set their tents up near enough to one another that they could hold hands across the gap between tents. 
 
    And they did, squeezing tightly and staying low as they endured their first real taste of Sabantius. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Avina’s first impulse upon hearing word of a monster growing within her queendom, threatening her queendom, was to send every guard she could muster, along with Petra, and eliminate the threat with all haste. Her second impulse was to go to the library. 
 
    She attempted to have Alabazter bring her every book about monsters, but he wasn’t well versed in the subject, which was understandable enough. Harvestglade had been at peace for the better part of a century, free of anything resembling a monster attack aside from accidents at traveling carnivals. 
 
    It fell to her to perform the requisite research herself, which was anything but an imposition. She loved books and reading, and entering the library, a place of quiet and the smell of vellum, brought her back to her childhood.  
 
    She used to read in the library before it became a place reserved for her mother, and memories of the old books came to the fore of her mind. The Fox and the Baron, Fickle Lady Fiona, Sorcery Unbound. 
 
    It was quite nearly nostalgic enough to ruin her focus, but she eventually brought her attention back to the search at hand. The library did have a few books on monsters, but they were either volumes that spoke in too general terms to be helpful, or specific accounts of heroes fighting fantastical and highly embellished battles. 
 
    She had what seemed like a stroke of genius and decided to search out books on Sabantius, instead. Petra had known just enough to identify that dustwalkers were a Sabantian creation. Much of the Crumbling Kingdom’s downfall was documented, after all. 
 
    Do you really wish to discover that these monsters led to the downfall of one of the most powerful high magic kingdoms ever recorded? 
 
    She honestly didn’t, but now that her curiosity had been piqued, there was no pulling back. She found a volume titled A History of the Fall of Sabantius, and delved into it in the corner of the library, pulling her legs up underneath her on the cushioned chair. 
 
    The book was fascinating, but disorganized. The writer had lived during Sabantius’s peak, not during the actual fall, and told his account in a jumble of anecdotes and speculation. It wasn’t the type of book that Avina could simply skim the chapter titles to find what she needed, which was as frustrating as it was engrossing. 
 
    Though translated from the modern Sabantian tongue into Ostean, there were still nuances to the grammar that had her scribbling down notes to ask Alabazter later. Sabantian writing was often exaggerated or embedded with odd, in-joke style humor. Which wasn’t to say that it wasn’t articulate, just much less formal than what modern Ostean writers tended toward when penning their works. 
 
    She read fast, but still felt like she was searching an empty field. Reading was easy and enjoyable and it was hard not to wonder if she was perhaps indulging in the escapism that she’d been so prone to as a little girl. Escapism that she’d acted on in much the same way, diving into books to escape the reality and pressure of being a young princess. 
 
    The Summer of Zewton’s Dust Creation. Here we go! 
 
    She poured over the chapter containing the reference, continuing on to read the next chapter and even doubling back to reread the one prior to it. There wasn’t much to go on, but the book confirmed that the first of the “dust creations” were a product of a sorcerer named Zewton, who died when they broke from his control. 
 
    There was one other reference alluding to “masters of flow” who arrived in “Aberdastus,” either the city or perhaps estate of Zewton. The masters of flow managed to contain the threat, though at least one of the dustwalkers and several “dust maidens” apparently escaped into the wild. Avina continued reading, but with every irrelevant page she finished, she grew more certain that she’d uncovered all the volume had to offer on the subject. 
 
    What is a master of flow? Water? Are these monsters weak against water, of all things? 
 
    It had rained on the day Makoa first encountered the dustwalker, had it not? He’d been able to escape perhaps only because of that rain. Had any fallen since then? She didn’t think so, but the weather had largely been beneath her focus with so much else going on. 
 
    And then there was Koa, off risking his life in Sabantius. She’d been trying not to overthink matters on the subject of her son, knowing how easily she could drown in the ocean of worry she harbored over his safety. Where was he right now? Was he safe? Was he eating enough? 
 
    She felt an answering brush through the bond from Petra, as was often the case when she let her mind wander. At least, she thought it was Petra. It could be hard to tell at times given how their emotions blended together and their habits of thinking aligned. 
 
    Petra shared so much of the affection and love she shared for Makoa, though there would always be small differences in how they knew him. On this day in particular, Petra’s emotions ran hot, so much so that Avina had to set the book down and lean back in her chair for a moment, lost in the depths of the feeling. It was almost passionate, almost angry. 
 
    She must blame herself in part for his disappearance. 
 
    There was an odd, lilting flutter running through the emotion, however, one that made Avina frown a bit. Petra really missed Koa. Gods, was her own affection for her son clouding her esper’s feelings so? What did that say about the intensity of her own love, as a mother? She tried to focus on the book again, but found it hard to keep still, one leg rubbing against the chair and her opposing thigh. 
 
    “Can I do anything to help, Your Highness?” 
 
    Avina tensed at the question. “Oh! Verity. I thought I was alone in the library.” 
 
    “My apologies.” She gave a small smile and half of a bow. 
 
    “I was… just doing some reading,” said Avina. “There’s no need to bother yourself.” 
 
    She leaned forward, picking up a few of the books she’d paged through without finding anything relevant. 
 
    “I’ll help you put these away,” said Verity. 
 
    There were too many books for Avina to carry herself in one trip. She couldn’t exactly refuse Verity’s offer of help without potentially tipping the spy off that she’d been uncovered. Letting her handle the volumes herself, however, might give her some clue as to what Avina had been studying. 
 
    Or perhaps it won’t. It’s not as though any of these volumes directly reference the dustwalker. 
 
    It also wasn’t unlikely that Verity might have heard of the monster already through some of the rumors that’d been circulating through Gladetown over the past few days. She nodded to the servant and allowed her to scoop up the lion’s share of the books, leading her deeper into the library’s tall shelves. 
 
    A separate anxiety cropped up as she heard their two sets of footsteps echoing through the large chamber and realized, rather obviously, that they were alone. There was a not so unlikely chance that Verity wasn’t just a spy masquerading as a servant. She was in direct contact with the assassin that’d made an attempt on her son’s life. Didn’t assassins often work in pairs? 
 
    She was in front of Verity and acutely aware of the handmaiden’s presence. She slowed as she turned a corner toward the aisle she needed, muscles in her back tensing in clear anticipation of a dagger thrust. There was a noise from behind her that made her suck in a breath, followed by a loud oof and the snap of books crashing to the floor. 
 
    “Ow…” groaned Verity. She’d tripped into one of the bookshelves, knocking down a fair number of stacked tomes on top of dropping the ones she’d been carrying. Her hands rubbed at a bruise that was already an ugly and angry red color, and she let out a pained chuckle. “Apologies, Your Highness. I think I stacked one too many in my arms.” 
 
    “That’s… quite alright,” said Avina. 
 
    Gods, it was hard to settle the image of the master spy she’d built up in her mind against the clutzy young woman on the ground in front of her. Which either spoke to the extent of her talent, or the lack-there-of. 
 
    “Here.” She offered Verity a hand and helped her to her feet. Verity immediately bowed and began sorting through the volumes, scowling as she struggled to separate the ones that belonged on the nearby shelf from those she’d been carrying. 
 
    “This might take a minute,” she whispered. “Again, my apologies, Your Highness.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry, Verity.” Avina crossed her arms, suddenly curious about the woman as a person. “How are things outside of your work here at the castle? How’s your sister doing?” 
 
    “She’s well enough, from… what I’ve heard recently.” 
 
    Avina furrowed her brow. “She doesn’t live here in Gladetown with you?” 
 
    A hint of a wince touched Verity’s face. “She does not. I was traveling to… find work at the time I entered your service. But, with my earnings, I have means to provide for her.” 
 
    “I see.” Avina reached out, touching Verity’s hand. “You could bring her here, if you so chose. To the castle. If you ever have any concerns about her safety or well-being, Verity, I would welcome your family into my protection.” 
 
    Verity blinked, mouth open, as though caught amidst two different responses. “I… appreciate the offer, Your Highness. I’ll stay mindful of it.” 
 
    She’s so good, thought Avina. Gods, why does she have to be a spy in service to my rival? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s hand still rested against Koa’s in the space between their tents when he came awake the next morning. He’d fallen asleep after hours of listening to the swarming insect monsters, hearing them sometimes even crashing against the canvas of his tent. From his body’s weariness, he knew he’d only managed a portion of the sleep he probably needed. 
 
    “By the bone,” he muttered. “That was almost unbearable.” 
 
    “What were they?” asked Ruby. “Did you get a good look at any of them?” 
 
    “Not up close, but I think…” He trailed off as Ruby wiggled out of her tent. She’d taken off the boyish clothes she’d been wearing ahead of going to sleep, meaning she was only in her small clothes, red hair bed-headed from sleep. 
 
    By the bone, indeed. 
 
    “Makoa.” Ruby flashed a tiny smirk, clearly aware of his attention. “Well? You were saying?” 
 
    “I think they were similar to grass gliders,” he said, finally turning his gaze out toward the cliffs outside the tower. “Just far larger.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” muttered Ruby. “What would they even eat in that case?” 
 
    He opted against answering her question, not liking the direction of his best guess. “We need to find Brin. Gods, he was a fool for insisting on bunking off on his own.” 
 
    “He probably just… wanted to make sure everyone had space,” said Ruby, with a shrug. 
 
    “Let’s hope his thoughtfulness didn’t get him killed.” 
 
    They quickly broke camp and went looking for him, skipping breakfast in their haste. Brin’s tent was visible down the slope, amidst the trees. Koa tensed as he noted the lack of any movement outside or around it. 
 
    “Brin!” he shouted, running up. 
 
    A tired groan came from within the tent. “…Huh?” 
 
    “Ah, good,” said Makoa. “Ruby and I were worried. How’d you fair last night?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Brin. “Why? What happened?” 
 
    Koa glanced at Ruby, who stared at Brin.  
 
    “We were nearly overwhelmed by monsterish bugs!” she snapped. 
 
    “What? Gross! Wait, when you say monsterish, what do you mean, exactly?” 
 
    “We didn’t get a close look at them,” said Koa. “It was a rough night.” 
 
    “Huh.” Brin gave a questioning shrug. “Are you sure they were monsters? My uncle has traveled to the north before, where locusts sometimes gather.” 
 
    “These weren’t locusts, Brin,” said Koa. 
 
    “If you say so.” Brin yawned and slid out from his tent. “I suppose we should get moving, aye?” 
 
    They agreed on that much. Brin’s cavalier attitude toward the events of the night made Koa wonder if they’d really been in all that much danger to begin with. He hadn’t actually seen any of the whatever had swarmed the tower up close. It was possible he’d misjudged their size. 
 
    He glanced at Ruby, who looked as serious as he’d ever seen her, and opted to keep his guard up. 
 
    They continued to the north, traveling at a slower speed than they had the day before due to the verticality of the terrain. None of them, not even jovial Brin, were keen on venturing too far inland, which forced them to do a lot of ascending and descending along with cliffs, bookended by bits of navigating the thin stretches of trees that often filled the space in between. 
 
    The same pattern held sway over the land even as they explored more of Sabantius. The coast was the only place where trees and vegetation grew in fertile arrangements. The land further in was barren and foreboding, a place that felt like it wasn’t meant for people or animals. 
 
    Because of their plodding pace, it wasn’t until fairly deep into the afternoon that Asterstep drew into view. Koa was aware that they’d only be able to spend a day in the village, at most, before needing to immediately turn around to make it back to the beach in time for the ferryman to pick them up. He needed to be quick and thorough in his search, and it was all he could do to hope for the best. 
 
    If Haza isn’t known by the folk here, I may well never find him. 
 
    A frustrating but realistic thought. Though Koa wasn’t ready to give up on finding a way to translate the pages of the spellbook regardless of whether he could find its former owner. Haza was certainly the most obvious route toward divining the secrets of the text, but not the only one, by any stretch. 
 
    “Finally!” said Brin. “Gods, I can’t wait to get some ale in my belly. Rum is well and good, but sometimes I need something a little more substantial.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t just rush right on in,” muttered Ruby. “Let’s watch for a minute or two first.” 
 
    “If you’re so shaken up over shapes in the night, doesn’t it make sense to arrive early enough to secure a room at the local inn?” Brin turned one hand palm up. “Assuming there’s room in the expedition’s budget for such a convenience.” 
 
    “There is,” he said. “You… both make good points.” 
 
    He frowned at the little seaside village from a distance. It was on the shore, but the stretch of arable land they’d been following to the north thinned around the area surrounding the collection of buildings and shanties. There wasn’t much movement within the village, though Koa could see at least one older woman sitting in a rocking chair outside a house. 
 
    “What do you suppose the people here do?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “Live,” said Brin. “Scrape by. Watch the waves. What does anyone anywhere do?” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” said Ruby. “We didn’t see any farms on the way here. I don’t see any fishing boats at the dock.” 
 
    “They’re probably further out than you can see,” said Brin. “If you’re so curious how the people here live their lives, why not simply ask them yourself?” 
 
    Ruby gave a small, defeated shrug. As much as Koa saw the logic in keeping his guard up toward anything and everything, he was really not looking forward to another night out in the tents, besieged by bugs or monsters or whatever they’d endured. 
 
    “We might as well see about getting a room at the inn,” he said. “But we all stick together. Nobody goes anywhere by themselves. Just in case.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Brin. “I don’t plan on moving from a seat at that town’s bar, if one's available. I doubt we’ll find trouble if we simply keep to the inn, regardless.” 
 
    Slowly, they made their way into the village. They attracted surprisingly little attention as they walked toward what seemed to be the center of the community. Koa wondered if he was only surprised due to his own experience, how often he was recognized or welcomed officially as a prince back in Harvestglade. 
 
    A little girl rounded a corner from a nearby building, chasing and kicking a wicker ball. It went flying in Brin’s direction and he grinned as he booted it back to the girl. It bounced off her head with a not quite painful glancing noise that made everyone present wince, except for the little girl who spun around, searching for the ball.  
 
    “Ostean?” called the old woman they’d seen earlier, shifting with small movements in her wooden rocking chair. 
 
    “We are, yes,” said Koa. “Do you speak our tongue?” 
 
    “I do.” She had a pronounced accent, but was otherwise completely understandable. “Mona will be pleased to have some guests for the night. Assuming you all have money.” 
 
    “We do,” said Koa. “This is Asterstep, is it not?” 
 
    “Aye, it is.” 
 
    He’d only seen two of the villagers so far, but in truth, they looked more like Osteans than Sabantians, but perhaps that shouldn’t have been surprising, as far north on the lower continent as they were. Koa glanced at Brin, who was still passing the ball back and forth to the little girl, and then to Ruby, who seemed more relaxed now that they were up close. 
 
    “Do you know a man named Hazafallius?” he asked the old woman. 
 
    “Haza?” The woman laughed until she was coughing, and then laughed a little more. “Oh yes. I know Haza.” 
 
    “You do? That’s perfect! I came to Sabantius in search of him. Does he live here in this village?” 
 
    “Oh no,” said the old woman. “He’s not the type to live in a place like this. Not that one. But I do know him, that I do.” 
 
    She laughed again, and Koa grinned at Ruby while he was waiting for her to catch her breath. Ruby smiled back, though in that don’t become too full of yourself my prince kind of way. 
 
    “Has he come through the village recently?” he asked. “Within the past few days?” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t say,” said the old woman. “I haven’t been outside in some time. Mona might know. Or Delia, mayhap.” 
 
    “And where can I find them?” 
 
    She nodded to a nearby building that had a wraparound porch extending across the entire front and along half of either side. Koa beckoned to his companions as he headed up the steps and inside, noting the sign next to the door that read Yos Venreseus Abutrice 
 
    “Makoa,” called Brin. “You’re Sabantian. What’s this place called in Ostean?” 
 
    “The something something,” he replied. “I barely remember anything from what I learned in my studies. It’s hard to truly internalize a language when you learn it without ever really… speaking it.” 
 
    He felt odd admitting it out loud. It was almost the inverse of what he felt when idiots in the crowd jeered him as The Sabantian or The Replacement Prince. He was in Sabantius for the first time in his adult life and as much a stranger to his homeland as his Ostean-born friends. 
 
    He certainly reacted much as they did as they entered the inn and got their first glimpse of the culture gap. Instead of an open common room floor, the edge of the room was subdivided into little partitions by curtains of cloth hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    There was still a central area, but it was free of any tables or chairs. The furniture itself was also an oddity, made from a combination of wood and stone, but a very different kind of stone than Koa had ever seen. It was porous, almost gritty to the touch as he ran a hand over a surface while walking by, and formed into shape like it’d been carved. 
 
    “Ah!” A plump but pretty woman poked her head out from another curtain behind the bar. “Nos yan trastas per nya santal. No se?” 
 
    “Osteans,” said Koa, pointing at himself and the others. “Nos fantar.” 
 
    Nos fantar, no speaking, he thought. I do remember that much from my lessons. 
 
    “Is fine!” The woman grinned and held up her hands, eyes pulling sideways as though searching her memory. “Would thou… sip ale?” 
 
    Koa smiled at her valiant and successful attempt at bridging the cultural gap. Brin swept forward to answer before he could, taking the woman’s hand but letting his eyes wander in a less chivalrous direction. 
 
    “Good madam, I will sip anything you pour for me.” Brin took a seat, only letting go of his grip on the innkeeper as she laughed and playfully swatted a hand at him. 
 
    “Mona.” She pressed a hand to her chest for a moment, and then extended her arms toward them expectantly. 
 
    “Koa,” said Koa. “This is Ruby, and—” 
 
    “My name is Lord Brin of Gladetown,” said Brin. “It is my utmost pleasure to make your acquaintance. 
 
    “Laying it on a little strong there, Brin,” muttered Koa. 
 
    “She’s not wearing any marital jewelry and I see no husband lurking in the shadows.” 
 
    Mona let out a small laugh and swatted her hand through the air. Koa was fairly sure that she understood more Ostean than she spoke. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Koa sat at the bar with his friends as Mona served them each a mug of ale. It was tasty, if a little stale, but its true strength was in the surprising sense of relief it brought upon him. They were in Sabantius, and it was a very different place from Harvestglade, but it still had villages and inns and old women in rocking chairs. It still made enough sense. 
 
    He made a valiant attempt at asking Mona about Hazafallius, but the language barrier was a little too hard to work around, assuming she had any information on the sorcerer to offer. Koa’s new plan was rapidly turning into just sitting at the inn, waiting in the common room and hoping that either Haza himself or someone who knew where he was showed up. Simple and easy. 
 
    “Sleep?” asked Mona, as they finished their first round of drinks. “Ah… beds?” 
 
    Koa glanced at the others. “Well? Shall we commit to staying the night?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Brin. 
 
    “I’d much prefer an inn to another night outside in the tents,” agreed Ruby. 
 
    Koa paid the innkeeper, unsure of whether he’d entirely made their needs understood, despite the way Mona nodded and smiled and made assuring noises. 
 
    The inn didn’t get much busier even as the afternoon wore on into early evening. A group of three came in right after sunset, a tall and thin attractive woman carrying a lute case and two younger women who were either sisters or daughters to her, judging from their similar appearance. 
 
    The scent of a delicious stew floated in from the inn’s backroom, and Koa found some more coin to buy him and his friends each a bowl along with big hunks of bread on the side. The little girl who’d been kicking the wicker ball sat down on the floor next to Ruby, who smiled and put in the effort to find as much common ground with the child as she could without a mutual language. 
 
    The woman with the lute started playing, flashing a broad, expectant smile at the travelers. Koa was confused as to what the move was, whether she expected patronage in the form of loose coin, as some performers did in Osteanus.  
 
    One of the other women took Brin by the wrist and pulled him out onto the open section of floor. He shot a grin back Koa’s way as he began dancing with her to the melody of the lute. The other women who’d come in as part of the trio eyed Koa, mouth pulling to one side in question, or perhaps invitation. 
 
    “What’s with this village anyway?” muttered Ruby. “Where are all the men?” 
 
    “Fishing or foraging or… cutting down trees.” Koa shrugged. “I don’t know and I don’t much care.” 
 
    He stood up and held his palm out to her. She looked surprised but only hesitated for a second before folding her hand into his and letting him lead her onto the dance floor. 
 
    Koa couldn’t remember the last time he’d danced with Ruby and it made him feel negligent as he thought about it. Not since their childhood. He’d been pushed toward dancing with princesses and ladies of noble birth at balls and banquets, and there simply hadn’t been many opportunities. 
 
    The world seemed to narrow down and it wasn’t just the effect of the ale. Koa danced with Ruby, taking in her presence, her smile, the way her hair bounced to the rhythm of the melody.  
 
    There were so many layers to the way they were with each other, from the difference in their social standing to old habits of teasing and interaction. Dancing stripped it all away, leaving them with only the movements of each other’s bodies, eyes locked together, pretenses set aside. 
 
    They took a break, both of them on the cusp of getting sweaty, for another round of ale. Brin had shifted to sitting at another table with his dance partner, the two of them seeming unperturbed by the language barrier if their roaming hands were any indication. 
 
    “You’re a good dancer,” said Koa. 
 
    “You sound surprised.” She smiled and took a small sip from her mug. “It’s not as though I haven’t had plenty of practice over the years.” 
 
    “The last time we danced together was…” He shook his head, grinning even though he couldn’t recall the specific memory. 
 
    “I still dance, Prince Makoa,” said Ruby. “I don’t stop existing when I’m out of your field of view.” 
 
    “I know that, I just…” He trailed off, his smile fading into a scowl. Perhaps he’d been hoping that she would be bad at it, unpracticed and awkward. Perhaps he just didn’t like thinking about her laughing and having fun while dancing with someone else. “Come on!” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and pulled her back onto the floor, content to simply have her to himself for that night. Ruby gave him a smile that made it feel like everything was right in the world.  
 
    Absently, he knew he should be focused on his search for Haza, but they’d have another day for that, at least. It didn’t seem like a priority, not compared to the music, the delight in Ruby’s eyes, the brush of her body against his. 
 
    The night wore on, minutes blending together until the lute player had finished her set and Brin was stumbling drunk and in need of supervision. The innkeeper led them up to a room, and presented it to them with a smile. 
 
    “There are… only two beds in here,” said Koa. “Do you have a second room, by chance? Hello?” 
 
    Mona smiled and waved, clearly oblivious to his concerns. Koa helped Brin to one of the beds, where he immediately collapsed with a groan that broke off into a drunken snore. 
 
    “The beds are big at least,” said Ruby.  
 
    She sat down and crossed her legs, looking with an edge of something in her expression? Anticipation? Expectation?  
 
    Ruby. It’s been such a fun night. But now… what happens? 
 
    “I suppose I could just spread out my bedroll on my floor, if you weren’t, ah… comfortable with sharing a bed.” 
 
    He heard the rustle of clothing and when he turned to look at Ruby, she was in her small clothes. They stared at one another for a moment of eternal tension, a moment that had been there in the background all along, years in the making. 
 
    “Koa,” she whispered, voice aquiver. “Will… you at least be honest and tell me what you see when you look at me? A homely tomboy? A stand-in for a little sister? Or just a servant not worth taking seriously?” 
 
    “I know what I see!” He shouted it at her, though he hadn’t meant to. “You see what I see, Ruby. You can play dumb and talk about your boy’s clothing or how we grew up together, but you know what I see. A woman. A smart enough one to know why I don’t look at you more often.” 
 
    “It’s just us here, Koa!” Ruby raised her voice and Brin let out a loud snore as though agreeing with her point. “Nobody even speaks the same language as us here. Nobody’s watching, not the other servants or the guards or your all-powerful mother!” 
 
    “Leave my mother out of this.” 
 
    “You first.” Ruby folded her arms. “You’re terrified of her opinion of you turning sour.” 
 
    “Right, of course! I’m so concerned about my mother’s approval that I set off on a quest to Sabantius without her permission!” 
 
    “…In pursuit of gaining enough renown to eventually become the heralder king,” pointed out Ruby. “Which in itself is a bundle of weirdness with her being the underqueen!” 
 
    “Well… you’re terrified of spiders!” 
 
    “That doesn’t even make sense!” 
 
    “But you’ve got one in your hair!” He reached out as though to brush something away and Ruby let out a squeal, only calming down as she felt the spot for herself. 
 
    “You’re such a… massive pain!” she said. 
 
    “I know.” He took her hands, paradoxically wanting her close even as he pushed her away. “Ruby. Do you know what happens to servants who… end up with a child through a scandal? They just disappear. Get sent far away like unwanted headaches, never to be seen again.” 
 
    “So don’t get me with child then, you dolt!” snapped Ruby. 
 
    “Gods, you’re so annoying!” 
 
    “And you’re a complete fool!” She jutted her chin out at him. 
 
    “You think you’re always right!” He jabbed a finger into her face. “But you’re not!” 
 
    “What an incredible observation, Makoa!” she sneered. “I suppose I should expect as much, coming from a capital educated prince.” 
 
    “By the gods, Ruby, not all of us can be know-it-all servants!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry, Prince Makoa!” She bowed mockingly and clasped her hands together. “My apologies, Your Highness. I should never have deigned to speak so freely.” 
 
    She did another mocking bow, this time keeping her head down for exaggerated emphasis. Koa pulled her back up by the shoulder and a real moment stole through their bickering, the two of them staring at each other, his hand still touching her arm. 
 
    He slid it over, gently touching her cheek. Ruby stared at him, her eyes as challenging as they were inviting. Koa kissed her, feeling a sudden heat invading the room all at once. 
 
    In truth, it wasn’t his attraction, his love for Ruby motivating him, not in that moment. He wanted to win, to see her back down, to force that realization where they both acknowledged they were a little too drunk, a little too excited in a foreign land and to step away from the edge. 
 
    But Ruby didn’t let him have his win, not just like that. She took two fistfuls of his shirt and tipped backward, and they were bouncing on the bed together, bodies rocking, lips kissing. The vibe in the air didn’t shift, not as he would have expected it to. He was still annoyed, almost furious with her, but now he could kiss and touch and tease, and that seemed to make all the difference. 
 
    He pulled her shirt open and he was suddenly reminded again of why Ruby’s attempts at wearing boy’s clothing had never panned out. Her breasts were pale and plump, hanging lopsided as she took tense breaths underneath his straddle. She was still jutting her chin out, but it was her body that he now found to be the larger taunt. 
 
    He leaned in to kiss her and she playfully dodged away. They looked at each other, eyes meeting for a moment that pulled memories from across a decade. A moment that trampled all over a carefully maintained emotional gap, breaking it, redrawing it. He kissed her and she kissed him back. 
 
    Ruby reached a hand down and cupped his manhood, which had been hard since midway through their shouting match. Koa lifted his hips as she hurriedly undid the cord of his trousers. He kicked them off and pulled at her clothing as she pulled at his, trading garments until they were both naked enough. 
 
    His earlier reluctance felt like it belonged to another man. He wanted her so badly in that moment that it seemed to warp and twist his memories of her, his platonic fondness for her, even. Ruby reached up to run her hands through his hair. Koa pushed forward, letting his cock press against her womanhood. 
 
    There was resistance there, tightness and tension that made him wonder if she was a virgin for a passing instant. But then, he was past it, experiencing the enveloping hotness and wetness that was Ruby. She made this hot noise right against his ear, surprise and pleasure and erotic surrender all at once. 
 
    Gods, his mother would be furious with him if she ever found out about this. He pictured her face as he slowly sheathed himself deeper inside Ruby. The disapproval writ across her expression, the way she’d lean back and pout on her throne, legs crossed, Petra poised and smirking behind her.  
 
    Ruby made another impossibly alluring noise and hugged him down to her. She kissed him, her tongue clumsily poking outward. Koa stroked her cheek, leading her into a better kiss as he thrust deeper, burying the better portion of his cock in her tight cunt. 
 
    They slowly found their pace, the bed falling into regular, rhythmic creaks in time with their exertions. Ruby wasn’t exactly quiet either. Koa found himself trying to kiss her into silence lest they accidentally wake Brin in the other bed. 
 
     He remembered the dream he’d had of the underqueens the night he’d eaten the spellbook. Ruby had been among them, as though his mind had locked the desire up so tightly that he needed a true fantasy to let himself have her. 
 
    She was here waiting for me to take her, all this time.  
 
    Well, he certainly planned on making up for that lost time. He kissed Ruby’s neck and took a greedy grab of her thighs and butt, plowing into her as deep as he could go. His entire body pulsed with the raw sensation of the moment, from the point of his throbbing cock to the tips of his fingers. Ruby let out a cry and hugged her arms around his neck, body shivering with pleasure. 
 
    “Makoa!” She almost sounded like she was actually crying, but her face was a mask of lewd pleasure. 
 
    Koa chuckled and let his thumb trace her lower lip. “Ruby.” 
 
    He took hold of the inside of her thigh, dragging her toward him as he thrust into her again. There was a wonderful little jiggle that seemed to run through her breasts as their bodies connected, soft flesh dancing to the clap of sex. He thrust again and again, faster and faster, lost in the impossible hotness of Ruby’s pale, busty, failed-tomboy body. 
 
    “Remember,” she whispered, wiping back sweaty strands of red hair. “You can’t… get me pregnant.” 
 
    He didn’t want that. Of course, he didn’t want that. But the idea of finishing inside her seemed absolutely perfect and appealing and satisfying. He pulled back from the brink as he pumped into her at a maddened pace, unsheathing his cock right as he tipped over the edge. 
 
    “Ruby!” He came in a burst of pleasure and emotion and seed.  
 
    Ruby was breathing audibly, but she let out a soft and distinctly annoyed groan. 
 
    “When I said you can’t get me pregnant… I didn’t mean to imply that you should dump your mess on me,” she muttered. 
 
    “It’s sex, Ruby,” said Koa. “These things happen. You… have had sex before, have you not?” 
 
    She pulled her mouth sideways and refused to meet his gaze. “Who cares if I have before or not? Um… should I just wipe this up with the blanket?” 
 
    “Not if we want it to cover us while we sleep. I’ll fetch you a towel.” 
 
    He pulled his clothes back on, the reality of the situation prickling at the edge of his thoughts.  
 
    There’s no taking that back. Not ever. Perhaps that’s both good and bad. 
 
    “Makoa,” whispered Ruby. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That was nice.” 
 
    He let out a single proud laugh. “It was nice. But it’ll also have to be our little secret.” 
 
    “Very true.” She propped her head up on one arm, looking so seductive with the nipple of one breast peeking out from the sheets. “I won’t tell if you won’t.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Koa had a smile on his face as he made his way down into the inn’s common room, intent on finding something suitable to help Ruby clean herself up. It felt as though regardless of whether he accomplished the stated purpose of his quest, he’d still be able to return home feeling as though the journey had been worth his time. 
 
    Ruby. Maybe we’re both fools, but at least we get to be foolish together. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair as he glanced around the inn’s lower level, searching for Mona, the innkeeper, or perhaps even just a clean pile of rags. The floor was dirtier than he’d remembered it being, covered in fine, sandy grit. 
 
    He came to a stop as he glanced into the room behind the bar. Mona was standing in the doorway and she slowly turned to face him. The inn’s front door was open, allowing in a beam of moonlight that perfectly illuminated the innkeeper’s facial features in a ghoulish glow. 
 
    Her eyes were missing. Koa stared at her in numb shock for an interval of seconds, dimly wondering if he was dreaming. There were two gaping holes in place of her eyes from which two thin trails of sand ran down her face. 
 
    Not sand, Koa realized. Dust. 
 
    He took a step back. Something moved behind him. He spun about, trying to keep Mona in view while also taking in the new threat. One of the girls who’d been with the fiddler was standing up from the floor. Rising out of it, gaining form from the pile of dust Koa had just tracked footprints through. 
 
    Heart racing, he bounded forward, knocking the dust woman down in his haste to run upstairs and warn his friends. Nothing about the situation made sense. He’d see those women before and they’d seemed as human as anyone could be. And the dustwalker was back in Harvestglade, as far as he knew. 
 
    It hails from Sabantius. You’re in its territory. 
 
    “Ruby!” he shouted. “Brin! Wake up!” 
 
    “Koa?” Ruby sat up, still naked and only covered by a sheet. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Koa tried to slam the door shut behind him, but there was a loud bang as the edge of the wood slammed into his shoulder, spinning him off balance. Mona and two of the other women from earlier strode into their rented room, footsteps eerily silent.  
 
    “Wha…?” Brin groaned and groggily sat up in time to flinch back as one of the women closed on him. She grabbed him by the throat, lifting him with inhuman strength. 
 
    Koa grabbed his sword from where he’d set it down near the bed and drew it in a hasty motion. He hesitated for only a moment before stabbing the woman attacking Brin through the breastbone. His blade went in and came out with the faint hiss of falling sand, otherwise having no effect. 
 
    “Koa!” cried Ruby.  
 
    She’d managed to get her underwear on, along with the boy’s button up shirt she’d been wearing, but nothing else. The fiddler from earlier in the night was dragging her out of the room by the ankle. Koa tried to chop his sword down on the fiddler’s hand, but Mona seized his arm and flung him sideways. 
 
    He hit the wall and everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Koa’s panic was the only thing keeping him tethered to the moment, a clear line to the shore through his confusion. He touched his head, feeling a bruise and a bit of swelling, and forced himself to sit up. 
 
    Ruby and Brin were gone, but he wasn’t alone in the rented room. A figure stood in front of him, one of the women from before, though he couldn’t see her face to know which. It wasn’t a woman he was even looking at, but an entity, a monster, mid-transformation. 
 
    The dust woman’s mouth hung slack and open, as large as a small cave opening and more than capable of swallowing a person. Dust dripped in small trickles from where her teeth should have been, though Koa was fairly certain the lack of them wasn’t going to stop her from eating him. 
 
    The dust woman seemingly exhaled, sand and grit flying into Koa’s face. He reached sideways onto the bed, seizing a pillow and flinging it forward to stuff into the monster’s open maw. The woman shuddered, arms thrashing out and then over as she tried to clear the obstruction. 
 
     Koa found his sword underneath him and swung it sideways, striking his opponent in the abdomen. The weapon cut into flesh and he was more than a little surprised to see blood, not sand, dripping from the injury.  
 
    The dust woman hissed and tried to lumber forward at him, but he pulled his sword back and twisted into a new thrust. The point of the weapon stabbed through the monster’s mouth with a satisfying punch and Koa watched it collapse in either pain or death as he yanked back. 
 
    He took a breath but stopped himself before shouting for Ruby or Brin. They weren’t in the room with him and doubtlessly needed his help. He grabbed his traveling bag and shouldered it before cautiously creeping down the stairs, expecting to be confronted at the bottom. 
 
    The inn, as far as he could tell, was empty. The door was open and creaked and swayed at the behest of the night wind. Koa peered out, trying to get a sense of what was happening in the center of the village. There was a circle of people, or at least vaguely humanoid monsters. Two figures were clearly being held against their will — Brin and Ruby. 
 
    They hadn’t seen him yet. A shameful part of Koa wanted to give in to the urge to simply wait, hoping an opportunity arose for him to make a courageous strike on his own terms. Why toss his own life onto the table blindly when the situation was so desperate? 
 
    I won’t just leave them. I’d rather share their fate than watch this happen. 
 
    “Enough!” he bellowed. “Unhand them. I am Prince Makoa of—” 
 
    “Of where?” cooed Mona’s accented voice. “From where does thoust hail, Makoa Gladefoot?” 
 
    It was such an odd question, stirring memories from a time Koa couldn’t remember. A time before he came to live in Harvestglade? He’d just been a baby back then… hadn’t he? 
 
    “Koa!” screamed Ruby. “Brin is…” 
 
    She trailed off as one of the monsters clamped a hand over her mouth. It was only then that Koa saw Brin, pinned down just like Ruby, but not moving as such. He stepped closer and caught sight of his friend in the moonlight… what was left of him. 
 
    Brin’s body had been turned to sand, every detail and every mark and every blemish perfectly transformed, perfectly committed into a raised relief of dirt. Koa stared, mouth so open that he could taste more dirt in the air, unable to let himself react. 
 
    It’s not Brin. Or it’s just… dirt atop him. No… it can’t be. 
 
    Brin’s open eyes were covered by the dirt. He wasn’t trying to blink and he wasn’t trying to breathe. Koa let out a sigh of grief, one hand sliding across forehead, through his hair. He had to focus. The situation was still ongoing. Brin was dead, but he had to… Brin was dead. 
 
    He wanted it to be a dream so badly that he knew it wasn’t. The denial was proof that he was still immersed in reality. He staggered as he took another step forward and all his emotions spun to point in the same direction. 
 
    “Unhand her!” he screamed. “You will not touch her!” 
 
    He was as angry as he was terrified. Never before had he realized they were two sides to the same coin. Ruby was crying out now. One of the dust women was trying to tilt her head back, while another held a glass vial in the shape of one of the castle scribe’s sand timers. She began to tilt it, as though to pour a trickle of sand down one of Ruby’s nostrils. 
 
    “I said let her go!” he bellowed, all of his intensity coming to the fore. He couldn’t simply rush them with his sword, not outnumbered as he was, but could there be another solution? 
 
    He extended his left hand, unsure of what he was doing, but certainly feeling himself in the moment. He thought back to the night he’d eaten the book, the sensation that’d filled his body. The ways he’d given off a glow even from his own perspective. 
 
    He pictured it all, tried to recreate the tingling in the tips of his fingers, tried to will his body to make use of the magic he knew he’d eaten and digested and… well, hopefully not expelled. He threw his hand forward, spearing his palm toward his enemies with significant intent… and no effect. 
 
    “Are you finished?” called the old woman who’d been outside on her rocker. 
 
    “Just about, yes.” Koa flexed his fingers. “Didn’t work. Curses.” 
 
    He started to lower his hand but thought of Brin again and gave one more try in a cloud of anger. He snapped his fingers and made a deep, guttural nose that was fairly satisfying, at least.  
 
    The head of one of the dust women suddenly snapped sideways with impactful force. Koa stared in awe of his own power for a moment or two… and then recognized the sound on the air. 
 
    That rustling… The insect monsters! 
 
    They struck in an instantaneous swarm, much as they had swept through the campsite the previous night. Koa kept his head low and rushed straight toward Ruby amidst the chaos. One of the women who’d been with the fiddler attempted to head him off. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, instantly twisting his sword into a slash that Lauric had once taught him to use for disabling his opponent. The blade chopped deep into thigh muscle and he was mildly surprised to see both dust and blood spurt from the wound. The woman dropped, a low, snake-like hiss emanating from deep within her throat. 
 
    Ruby was just rising to her feet as Koa reached her. His first impulse was to simply pull her along with him without slowing down, but Brin’s body was right there, too. Even though Koa already knew there was no undoing what had been done, he reached for Brin’s hand anyway. 
 
    The fingers crumbled away to dust as he touched them, not even holding their form with the strength of wet sand. Koa clenched his teeth and forced his gaze away, forced it back toward Ruby, whom he could still save. 
 
    He took her hand and they started running, almost immediately skidding to a stop as one of the insect monsters hissed through the air in front of them. Another slammed into Koa’s chest, giving him his first real look at the things at an uncomfortably close distance. 
 
    They were dark in color, a mixture of brown and black and shadowed green. Thick headed, with numerous antennae, beady insect eyes, short arms for shoveling food into their bisectional mouths. Their back legs were shaped like scythes and as the one straddling Koa’s abdomen began extending said legs into a beheading arc, he decided he’d just assume that they were sharp rather than waiting to find out. 
 
    “No!” Ruby moved first, punching the monster in the head and causing it to lose its grip partway.  
 
    Koa let out a disgusted shout and pushed it the rest of the way off him, shuddering against the creeping, itchy feeling the monster’s touch left on him. 
 
    They started running, direction determined only by the way that looked most open. One of the dust women stepped out in front of them, the fiddler from earlier in the night. Koa still had his sword in hand and spun into a slash. 
 
    The fiddler dodged, fingers extending into sharp, sandy claws. She scratched at him, but he blocked with the lower section of his sword and countered with another cut, this one striking true across her midriff. Sand and blood issued out into a mess of clotted mud. 
 
    “Come on!” he shouted to Ruby.  
 
    They took off into the night at a dead sprint. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Koa and Ruby ran until they were exhausted and kept going even after that. The night was punishingly dark and what little distance they did cover only seemed to mock their lack of a lantern. He wasn’t sure his was still tied onto his pack, not that stopping to light it would do anything but give the dust women time to catch up while also giving away their position. 
 
    We don’t even know if we’re headed in the right direction, he thought. The coast. We need to get to the beach. 
 
    There was no hope in regaining their bearings until morning. They found a broad tree trunk to huddle against, holding each other, not really trying to sleep. Every noise in the dark sounded like death and Koa knew that even if he did close his eyes, all he’d see was Brin’s frozen face in the sand. 
 
    Ruby cried, but he only knew this from the edge of her sobs, the ones she couldn’t keep completely silent. He had an arm around her shoulders and hugged her close to him each time. He would save her, at least. He had to save her. 
 
    They rose as soon as it was feasible, operating in the violet shadow of pre-dawn. Ruby couldn’t stop shivering, though Koa couldn’t tell whether it was from fear or the cold. They barely spoke even as they ate food from his traveling bag, which he was beyond relieved to have grabbed. 
 
    “Your hands,” whispered Ruby.  
 
    “…What?” Koa turned his palms over to look at his knuckles, only then noticing several gashes smeared with blood.  
 
    Ruby found bandages in his pack and quickly set about wrapping them. She didn’t say anything as she did it and he appreciated that more than he could articulate. He didn’t need to hear her say it’s not your fault or there was nothing you could have done, even if maybe it was the truth. 
 
    He wanted to blame himself. He really did, but he was also aware of the situation, the fact that he simply didn’t have time for it. He could still feel the blame building in the background, a flooded river rushing against a shoddy dam. 
 
    “The beach,” said Koa, as Ruby finished dressing his wounds. “We’ll get there and find somewhere to hide.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ruby. “We should… keep moving.” 
 
    He took her hand again and they set out, reorienting to head in the right direction. They’d been going south in the dark of night, with a slight bend to the west that at least saved them from having to pass near Asterstep again. 
 
    Midway through the morning, Koa glanced over his shoulder only to see figures in the distance behind them. He didn’t need to make out much detail to know that it was the villagers in pursuit of them. The shock of the sudden violence, being accosted in the middle of the night, had surprised him so much that he hadn’t stopped to consider what, exactly, their attackers wanted from them. 
 
    They turned Brin to dust. Was there some vital essence they took from him, or… were they simply intent on the transformation? 
 
    He wanted to ask Ruby, but it was a morbid question she couldn’t possibly have the answer to. Instead, he focused on the journey, on making sure they kept to a fast pace. Reaching the beach wouldn’t be enough. They needed to evade their pursuers and wait out the time they had left, all while hoping the ferryman was timely and true to his word. 
 
    Ruby squeezed his hand and he tightened his fingers in response. He would get them through this, regardless of how dire the situation currently looked. 
 
    The dust monsters gained on them over the course of the day, never seeming to struggle at maintaining their pace as they slowly closed the gap. Koa and Ruby tried everything they could think of, from simply traveling faster to veering into the forest along the coast, even doubling back in hopes of stirring confusion. Nothing worked. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when it finally became clear that they either had to prepare for their final stand or accept that they’d be overtaken. Koa drew his sword, standing on a hill overlooking the beach not far from where they’d camped on their first night in Sabantius.  
 
    The dust women slowly approached them, somehow managing to look simultaneously evil and innocuous. The little girl who’d been playing with the ball was among them, walking barefoot through grass and vegetation that Koa knew was strewn through with brambles. 
 
    “Stay back!” he shouted, letting the tip of his sword point from Mona to the old woman who’d been in the rocking chair.  
 
    They were all women, all ageless abominations, every facet of their being raising endless questions. 
 
    “Put the sword down,” called the old woman. “Surrender. Accept your end fate.” 
 
    “Run,” he whispered to Ruby. “Get to the beach. Wait for the ferryman.” 
 
    “I can’t.” She shook her head with a heartbreaking expression. “I won’t leave you! I couldn’t if I wanted to. I… Koa, I’m too tired to go any further.” 
 
    So be it. Koa tightened his grip on his sword, feeling similarly weighed down by his own exhaustion. He would have to fight all of them. A hopeless battle, but one he could at least honor Brin’s memory with. 
 
    The dirt and grit from the ground rose up in tiny plumes around each of the women, as though they drew sustenance from the barren landscape. Koa realized it was near to the truth as the old woman moved with shocking speed, rushing toward him, arms stretching in a stranglehold toward his neck. 
 
    He slashed, but she pivoted her momentum, dodging with impossible dexterity. Ruby screamed as another dust woman attacked from a different angle, tackling her to the ground. He spun, lifting his sword in hopes of getting a quick slash off, but the monster immediately moved off Ruby and slammed into him with one shoulder. 
 
    He felt a series of blows land upon his head and back, slam into his stomach, winding him. He couldn’t see where all of them came from, but it was often that way when facing so many opponents at once. He tried one last time to slash out, knowing it didn’t even matter if the attack landed. It wouldn’t be enough regardless of its effectiveness. 
 
    “Ah!” called a familiar voice. “No no. Nusha yvetta karanos, yas hassalla fetu.” 
 
    Haza came striding forward from a copse of trees at the top of one of the hills running along the edge of the coast. He moved at an unhurried jog that still somehow seemed like a hassle for him to keep up, a tired and distinctly annoyed frown on his face. 
 
    “No no, yas ketra!” hissed the old woman. She and the other dust women stopped attacking Koa, turning their full attention toward the old Sabantian sorcerer. 
 
    Haza leaned on his staff, catching his breath for a moment and then secured it under his armpit, freeing his hands. He began… clapping and making wordless noises, approaching the monsterish women as though attempting to scare off wild animals. It was bold, Koa would certainly give the old man that much, but it didn’t exactly inspire his confidence. 
 
    Mona moved first, blurring with inhuman speed and coming to a stop a few strides from Haza. The sorcerer shouted in surprise, hopped a step back, and started shaking his staff again. He and the old woman exchanged a few more words in Sabantian that seemed to displease Haza, as he narrowed his eyes into a glare. 
 
    Haza suddenly stabbed the staff upward and then yanked on it as though pulling a cord. The air itself split open like a torn curtain, bulging outward on either side as an entire river of water burst forth from nowhere. 
 
    It was an ungodly amount of water, so much that Koa’s first and only reaction was to run as fast as he possibly could. He reached for Ruby and found that none of the dust women made to stop them. If anything, the women were keener on escape than they were, kicking up dirt in their haste to get out of the way. 
 
    It didn’t save them. Water burst forth in an endless gout, seemingly directed by Haza to such an exacting degree that it split itself down the middle to avoid running through Koa and Ruby. He saw Mona take a hit from one of the halves of the river full on, her body dissolving into formless sand and dust like a child’s beach castle in the face of a rogue wave. 
 
    Koa had no idea whether some of the women had escaped, or whether the water would dissolve them permanently or just for a time. He knew only that when the water stopped flowing, probably no more than ten or twenty seconds after Haza first opened his sorcerous gateway, none of his attackers remained. 
 
    He and Ruby appeared to be standing on an island amid a shallow lake, though the water was visibly seeping into the ground as he took in their transformed surroundings. Haza breathed hard, leaning over on his staff, face grumpy and lined with exertion. 
 
    Koa still clutched Ruby in a defensive, body-shielding embrace, so he carefully stepped to the side of her before punching his fist in the air in victory. 
 
    “Yes! By the bone, Haza, you have the presence and timing of a lime stage starlet! As it happens, you are exactly the reason I’m even—” 
 
    “Lower your voice, boy,” growled the old man. “The dust maidens are flattened to mud, but they are just one of a dozen threats.” 
 
    “Um…” Ruby stepped forward, dipping into a mixture of curtsey and bow. “Thank you for saving us.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, freckled one.” Haza made a series of groaning noises as he stretched his back. “I advise you to be on your way. This is not a place for you, princeling and courtesan.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Koa toed the water, half-expecting it to be far deeper than it clearly was, and then splashed through it toward the sorcerer. “It’s as I said, Haza. I came to Sabantius seeking you!” 
 
    “Boy, I could not make myself care if I wanted to.” Haza popped a small bulb of something into his mouth that smelled like garlic and caramel from a distance. “Go home. Or lacking a way, just go elsewhere.” 
 
    “Hold on!” The water wasn’t deep, but the mud had caught one of Koa’s boots. “The book you gave me. I couldn’t read it. I thought it would be written in the modern Sabantian script.” 
 
    “Well, you thought wrong!” shouted Haza. “You should think again. Do more thinking in general and less whining.” 
 
    “Haza, please…” said Koa. 
 
    The old man began chittering like some kind of wild animal and rushed Koa with his staff, hitting him several times. He aimed for Koa’s head, but the blows weren’t fast enough to be a challenge to block. The knobby strip of wood made a dull clunking noise as it bounced off his forearms repeatedly. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” shouted Koa. 
 
    “Look around you, princeling!” screeched Haza. “This is my home! Have you seen anywhere in your precious, pampered life before that is this dead? Bah! There are people here with problems. You can’t read a book and you call that a problem?” 
 
    He swung the staff again, aiming for Koa’s balls.  
 
    “Agh!” Koa let out a high-pitched wail as he only partially blocked the blow by clamping his hands down over the royal keep. 
 
    Haza walked off into the trees and that was that. By the time Koa made it out of the mud and hurried to see where the old sorcerer had disappeared to, he was already gone. Vanished, without a trace, not that Koa thought it would have been productive to follow even if there’d been a clear trail. 
 
    “I don’t understand…” he muttered. “This isn’t how any of this was supposed to go.” 
 
    “Come on.” Ruby touched his hand and kissed his shoulder. “Let’s just… go wait on the beach.” 
 
    “Ruby, I came all the way here,” he said, past a lump in his throat. “Brin died for this! How could Brin… die for nothing?” 
 
    “Makoa…” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I don’t have… any better answers than you do. But we have to go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Avina stood next to Petra, Lauric, Mav and a number of guards, soaking wet. The rain hadn’t let up since they’d set out earlier that morning, which was as ideal as it was uncomfortable. They were half a day’s journey out from Gladetown, just off the road, watching the dustwalker. 
 
    The monster had grown by an order of magnitude since she’d last seen it, now standing as tall as a guard tower, if not slightly taller. It was still humanoid in form, though none of the fine details were there, and its body had taken on a browner hue in the same way sand and dirt tend to darken when wet. 
 
    “It does seem to be at least slightly perturbed by the rain,” offered Petra. 
 
    “It turned its own arm into a bloody parasol,” muttered Avina. 
 
    Honestly, the sight of it was as novel as it was unsettling. One of the dustwalker’s arms was a crude, flat disk, which it held overhead, preventing it from getting any wetter. Avina had been confidently hoping the rain might be the monster’s weakness presented in the most natural form. 
 
    What little she’d uncovered during her research had suggested such. The fact that the dustwalker was apparently a monster native to Sabantius, with its deserts and rugged badlands and often dry weather, also seemed to lend credence to her theory. 
 
    “It would not have taken such a measure if the wetness of the rain was a state it could simply shrug off,” said Petra. “This may not be an outright victory, but it does seem to confirm your thinking.” 
 
    Avina let out a long sigh. “I don’t need confirmation at this point. I need a miracle.” 
 
    The dustwalker had been slowly but steadily meandering its way east, toward Gladetown, toward Harvest Castle, toward the heart of her queendom. It felt so unfair to have such a seemingly insurmountable challenge, an existential challenge, dumped into her lap during the first few days of her reign. 
 
    My mother never had to deal with anything even resembling this level of threat. Would she have stood strong or buckled under the pressure? 
 
    “I will prepare myself to face off against this entity once more,” said Petra. “With some thought and some preparation, I think I would stand a fair chance.” 
 
    It was bravado, and Avina knew it as well as Petra. She could literally feel her esper’s true emotions through their bond. It wasn’t fear that her trusted companion felt, but uncertainty, along with an edge of nervous excitement, like a fresh-faced young warrior ahead of their first battle. Hopeful and doubtful all at once. 
 
    “I need to think,” said Avina. “Perhaps… I missed a volume in the library.” 
 
    “It is possible,” said Petra in a tone that left no question as to how lame the remark must have sounded. 
 
    Underqueen Avina ordered her party back to Gladetown. She took her dinner in the library that night, brushing off several petitioners whose requests were either irrelevant in the face of the approaching dustwalker, or related to it. 
 
    Striding down the library aisles, searching across shelves she’d already scoured, it all felt a lot like running away. She knew it wasn’t — darkly, she knew that there was no running away, not for her. If she fled Gladetown and took refuge elsewhere within Osteanus, Twinfalls, perhaps, she’d just be delivering herself from one nightmare to the next. 
 
    I’d be putting myself at the heralder king’s mercy, basically. Begging him to swoop in with an army and save my queendom. Gods, I’d rather die at the dustwalker’s hand. 
 
    She ran her hands down the spine of a book, pulling it off the shelf, and flung it across the chamber. It landed with a satisfying thud, though no echo. Avina ran a hand through her hair and tried to sort out her thoughts. 
 
    There was a sudden pinch across the bond, Petra’s emotions shifting from surprise to relief to elation. Makoa. Petra must have heard news of him. Avina’s heart pounded with much the same mixture, though with the addition of her own limitless love for him.  
 
    It must have been good news, as well. Petra’s emotions were bright… hot, almost. Avina headed straight out of the library and sought out her esper. It was only as the bond led her toward Koa’s chambers that she realized more than just news of her son had arrived back at the castle. 
 
    She caught sight of them as she rounded the corner. Koa and Petra were hugging each other tightly, bodies of a similar height and pressed tightly together. It was an intense embrace, though perhaps warranted, given the circumstances. Avina still quirked her mouth sideways, feeling a little as though her esper was stealing the hug she wanted to give her beloved prince. 
 
    “Makoa!” She broke into a run as she hurried down the hall toward him. 
 
    “Mother.” He pulled away from Petra and she saw something in his face that hadn’t been there before he’d left. Or perhaps the inverse was true — something had vacated his eyes that’d been a constant in the time previous. 
 
    She swept him into her own hug, though it felt far more rote, almost formal. Still, the feeling of his body against hers lifted her spirits by an amazing degree. The simple knowledge that he was safe. Her heart pounded in her chest and she felt a swelling not just in her own emotions, but through the bond from Petra. She wanted to hold him close and ask him questions and just simply be with him in every way. 
 
    But as the underqueen, such closeness was a desire which stood second to decorum.  
 
    “My journey was… unsuccessful,” said Koa as he finally pulled back. 
 
    “You’re home.” Avina smiled softly. “That is a success from my perspective.” 
 
    “My friend, Brin, was….” Koa closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “He unfortunately won’t be returning home.” 
 
    “Ah.” Avina swallowed, sensing her son’s pain if not seeing it in his expression. “I’m so sorry, Makoa.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” he said with a horribly forced smile. 
 
    All of the relief and elation she’d felt upon seeing him safely returned fractured like weak glass. A vast distance had grown between the two of them without her realizing it, without her consenting to it. He seemed on guard or at least unwilling to remove his mask of composure. 
 
    Why shouldn’t he be? He’s speaking to his underqueen as much as he speaks to his mother. 
 
    “Given that his favored servant also made the journey with him and is under similar effects of exhaustion, I thought I would tend to the prince’s needs for the time,” said Petra. “I know how much else occupies your mind at the moment, Avina.” 
 
    “That… would be helpful,” she said against the rebellion of her own heart. Even Petra seemed closer to Koa than she currently felt. She saw glimpses of a new connection between her esper and her son through the bond, and while she didn’t completely understand it, they’d clearly grown closer as friends in recent days. 
 
    “I tried to tell her that all I need, in truth, is a good night’s rest.” Koa shot a playful scowl at Petra, and then smiled at Avina. “She mentioned the threat of the dustwalker. Come tomorrow, I will be at your disposal, Mother. I’ll help address this new danger in any way I can.” 
 
    “Again, that would be most helpful,” she replied. 
 
    Even my own son thinks first of serving me. I should be serving him, raising him up. Not the other way around. 
 
    She was about to articulate as much when heavy footsteps hurried down the hall toward them. Captain Lauric, expression all seriousness and urgency. 
 
    “Ah.” Lauric bowed to both Koa and Avina. “It’s good to see you home and healthy, my prince.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Lauric,” said Koa. 
 
    “Your Highness.” Lauric nodded to Avina. “If I may have a moment?” 
 
    Avina winced and looked at Petra and Koa, who were all but waving her off. 
 
    “I will keep watch over him,” said Petra. “He will not be allowed to run off again under your nose.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time Petra inserted herself bodily between me and my door,” said Koa with an odd smirk. “Tend to what needs tending, Mother. I plan on simply resting up, regardless.” 
 
    “It… shouldn’t take long,” said Avina. 
 
    It shouldn’t have, but it did. Lauric gave one of the strangest patrol reports she’d received in her short time as underqueen. The dustwalker had apparently built a shelter against the rain, hollowing out a hill to huddle within like a wild bear in hibernation. 
 
    Captain Lauric was interrupted by Magister Argon, who informed her that several of her petitioners were refusing to leave the castle steps until their needs were addressed. She spent the next two hours reassuring them on various matters, from the dustwalker’s effect on trade and farming to whether a new tax would need to be levied in the wake of the tragedy at Vestus. 
 
    It was too late for her to seek out her son again once she’d finished, so she simply retired to her own chambers to quietly sulk. Petra knocked softly on the door, letting herself in without waiting for Avina to properly bid her entry. 
 
     “Makoa seems well,” said Petra. “Still very much full of energy, despite his ordeal.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose you would know better than I would, Petra, given how much of him I’ve seen since his return!” snapped Avina.  
 
    She knew it was unfair to lash out at Petra, of all people. The esper bore the rebuke with a slight wince and made no attempt at refuting it, which was uncharacteristic. 
 
    “He has been through a lot, Avina,” said Petra. “From his account of what he and Ruby endured, he is very lucky to be alive. I know how many responsibilities you currently field as the underqueen, but you should try to make time for him.” 
 
    “You think I don’t want to?” snapped Avina. “Do you think for a sliver of a moment, Petra, that it doesn’t pain me to not favor my son with my full attention?” 
 
    “I know you, Avina.” Petra walked around behind her and began massaging her shoulders. “I know your heart. I know Makoa’s heart as well, to an extent. Go to him. Speak with him.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the night,” muttered Avina. “He might already be asleep.” 
 
    “He was awake when I left.”  
 
    There was an odd skip through the bond, as though Petra had stilled her emotions to such an extent as to mask them completely. Avina had tried doing that herself at times, mostly when she was harboring anger toward her esper over something petty. It was a finicky skill at the best of times and she found herself wondering why Petra was so keen on hiding her feelings at that moment. 
 
    She probably thinks you’re a bad mother for putting the needs of the queendom over Koa. 
 
    It was a ridiculous thought, but still hard to dispel. 
 
    “I doubt he wishes to see me at this hour,” she said, still hesitant. 
 
    “He has far more affection for you than you seem to think, Avina,” said Petra. “Go to him. If you wish for him to let his guard down and be more open with you, why not go first? Speak your mind and your concerns and show your love for him in a clear, loud voice.” 
 
    Gods, sometimes Avina truly hated her esper for the straightforwardness of her wisdom. She tried to examine her own reluctance and found her heart beating faster than it should have. She was nervous, as silly as that was, over talking to her son. As though taking off the crown of an underqueen to become a mother again might leave her vulnerable in unexpected directions. 
 
    “You’re right,” said Avina. “Curses, Petra. Why must you so often be right?” 
 
    “Force of habit.” Petra smiled and touched Avina’s shoulder gently. “I will make sure your servants are prepared to tend to you come morning.” 
 
    Avina had already changed into her nightclothes, a needlessly fanciful nightgown nobody ever got to see other than Petra and her servants. She considered changing back into a proper dress, but that felt much the same as raising her guard up halfway. Koa should be allowed to see her as she was, without preparation or premeditation. 
 
    There was a guard not far from her door that offered to escort her down the hall, but she refused him with a wave of her hand. She drew to a slow stop outside Koa’s bedchamber, trying to think of what she’d say, how she’d express her desire to be there for him, as close as she could be. She raised her hand to knock on his door and then hesitated, hearing a noise from within. 
 
    Not just a noise, but a cry. Not just a cry, but… a pleasured cry, issued in a feminine pitch. 
 
    “Koa! Oh Gods! Oh, oh, oh!” 
 
    Avina’s jaw fell open as she recognized Ruby’s voice, along with a variety of sounds that only emanated from a certain activity. She heard her son growl something in a deep, dominant voice, to which Ruby responded with a muffled but enthusiastic yes. 
 
    It seems his little quest bore fruit after all, she thought. Gods, it’s just one disaster after another. 
 
    There was an odd flutter through the bond, Petra no doubt sensing Avina’s surprise and whatever else was going on in her own emotional state. The bond felt hot with only a sliver of the intrigue the moment was due.  
 
    Petra must have already known about Koa and Ruby! The fact she hadn’t told Avina was a matter that would certainly not go unexamined. Avina thought about heading straight back to her room and chewing the esper out, but she was still outside Koa’s door, still listening to the chorus of passion filtering out from within. 
 
    She felt strangely tempted to fling the door wide, regardless of what was going on behind it. She was just as tempted to open it slowly, spy on her son as though it might give an answer to the closeness she was seeking. She didn’t need to see any of it, but curses… for some reason it felt unfair that she couldn’t. 
 
    Avina shifted, ear sliding across wood as she listened more intently. Ruby was making the better part of the noise, but Koa was clearly also a vocal lover. She’d always been turned on by that in men, that sense of giving in to passion, unrestrained and unstifled. 
 
    She felt an odd tightness in her body and couldn’t tell if she was becoming aroused… or if poor, misguided Petra on the other side of the bond was perking up in response to what she was sending through. Petra was feeling all of this through the bond, committing her guilt to the record, regardless of whether she was contributing to Avina’s growing excitement. 
 
    Koa made a passionate, manly noise, and Avina bit her lower lip. She couldn’t stop herself from picturing him. Naked and lean, freshly clean from the bath, probably with Ruby bent forward over the side of the bed for his usage. Or perhaps they were rolling around under the sheets, limbs and bodies and motions merely suggested by the curtain of the covers. 
 
    Regardless of how it was happening, it was happening. Koa, Prince Makoa, her beloved son, and a little freckled tart of a servant girl! 
 
    It’s not as though you didn’t have passing attractions to men below your station. 
 
    She hoped to the gods that Koa was just finding relief for his sexual needs. He’d find only disappointment in either direction attempting to balance his new political ambitions against a burgeoning romance with a commoner.  
 
    A true heralder king would be undercutting himself by committing to a traditional relationship, not with a full array of underqueens to tend to like treasured trees in a garden. Avina frowned, her heart twisting in weirdly flexible ways as she thought about where she stood within that hypothetical.  
 
    It took a force of will to pull herself away from the door as she heard her son and his lover building toward a powerful mutual climax. She feared that hearing him peak might be too much for her, feared that it might burn a memory into her mind that would surface at inconvenient times. 
 
    As though you’ll be able to forget any of this, as it stands. 
 
    She hurried back to her own chambers, knees oddly weak, cheeks flushed with heat. Petra was smiling and very clearly trying not to laugh as Avina shut her door and leaned back against it. 
 
    “Well,” said the esper. “More evidence the prince is in good health, at least.” 
 
    “You knew!” 
 
    “I suspected.” Petra shrugged. “Makoa is… a very passionate young man. He is at that age where his appetite for attractive women is nigh insatiable.” 
 
    “You’d think he’d at least try to do better than a servant,” said Avina with a sigh. “A servant and quite literally the nearest one at hand!” 
 
    “I believe he has yet to realize his full confidence as a man. But in a way, that only makes him more endearing. A prince who has not yet realized his own value. A Sabantian prince of Osteanus, at that. Exotic and high status and a strong lover… uh, I would assume!” 
 
    “I knew I should have gone to him earlier in the night,” whispered Avina. 
 
    “The conversation can be just as easily had come morning.” 
 
    Avina nodded, mouth pinched with annoyance. Here she was, struggling to close the distance far enough to simply speak with her son honestly, about emotions. While a mere servant may well have known more Makoa than she’d ever possibly experience. 
 
    It was frustrating . It shouldn’t have been, but it was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Ruby. That’s it!” 
 
    “Oh, Koa!” 
 
    He pushed her forward against the bed, stroking one of her pale shoulders with his fingers as he continued burying his cock into her from behind. The angle was inspirational and every thrust had him bottoming out as deep as he could go in Ruby’s tight, teenage womanhood. 
 
    She had such a great body. The clothes Ruby so often chose to wear, baggy shirts and brown trousers and boots, were an egregious lie compared to the truth underneath. Koa leaned forward, cupping her plump breasts and sighing in her ear as he squeezed them. 
 
    “My nipples… are sensitive,” whispered Ruby. 
 
    “These? Right here?” 
 
    He gave them a gentle tweak and heard Ruby’s gasp catch in her throat. 
 
    “Koa!” she cried. 
 
    He gave the side of one of her buttocks a slap, feeling the jiggle run through her body. 
 
    “Hey! That… hurt a little.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it hard.” He rubbed the spot while kissing her neck.  
 
    She was still bucking her hips back into him, body moving even as she whimpered and protested and acted as chaste as she could while wagging her tail for him. 
 
    She was simply too erotic. Having her naked and on his cock was the answer to the question he’d never asked. It was the contradiction of Ruby, the secret she had worked so hard to bury and hide and only revealed for him. 
 
    He flipped her over, his erection sliding out of her as she wriggled to stretch out on her back. Koa rubbed his cock against her folds, letting the angle be wrong for a few grinding seconds as he kissed her, tongues tangling together. 
 
    He finally pumped back into her and Ruby let out a fluttering breath. She wasn’t exactly quiet, and she got louder and louder as he built back up to his pace, losing himself in the infinitely pleasurable motions of sweaty, horny sex.  
 
    Gods, if the guards overhear us, they’ll tattle straight to my mother. 
 
    The thought had the perverse quality of enticing him to thrust faster, fuck Ruby harder. He kissed her and felt her whimpering even as their lips held contact. He sucked on one of her nipples. He gripped her thighs, pulling her to him, faster and faster until it became too much for them both. 
 
    “Koa!” Ruby squeezed her arms around his neck, body jerking with pleasure. 
 
    “Oh… Ruby!” He had the sense to pull out, knowing all that could happen if he didn’t. The pleasure was like the beating of a drum, vibrations of ecstasy rippling through him as he blew his seed onto Ruby’s taut stomach. 
 
    They lay together, catching their breath. Koa put an arm around Ruby and she used his shoulder for a pillow. He’d had the forethought to grab a towel ahead of time this go and she took it from beside the bed to clean herself up with. 
 
    “…Can I ask you something?” whispered Ruby. 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Did you truly want to be with me tonight? Or were you just afraid of being alone with your own thoughts?” 
 
    It was a barbed question, so much so that he almost wondered if it was revenge for how he’d gotten handsy with one of her buttocks. But it was also a question that deserved an answer, to her and himself.  
 
    “Both, in truth.” Koa sighed and propped his head up, meeting Ruby’s gaze honestly. “Every time I close my eyes, I see his face in the sand.” 
 
    “Koa.” Ruby took his hand, thumb running across the top of his palm. “It wasn’t your fault. Brin came along willingly.” 
 
    “Did he? I offered to pay him more than what the quest seemed worth. He wouldn’t have gone if I hadn’t presented it to him as I did. In his time of need no less, after losing his place at the mill. The choice I made led directly to his death.” 
 
    “You can’t say that for certain. He was your friend. He wouldn’t want you to blame yourself. Or to sulk and get unseemly drunk off too much wine.” 
 
    She made a show of glancing down at the empty bottles on his floor. Koa stood up and walked over to his window, standing naked as he peered out into the castle’s moonlit courtyard. 
 
    “I won’t deny I’ve felt like sulking,” he muttered. “But I won’t let my grief slow me down. I have to help my mother, Ruby.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I have to find a way to become king.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And once I do, I plan on using the resources of this realm to tame northern Sabantius and root out the monsters that slew my friend.” He reached for a wine bottle on the table, tilting it to feel how much was left within. “Perhaps I’ll be king of both my lands, when all is said and done.” 
 
    “I think you’ve had enough to drink tonight,” said Ruby with good humor. She reached to take the bottle from him but Koa pulled it out of her reach. 
 
    “I’ll need something else to help me to sleep, then,” he said, setting the wine back down. 
 
    “Oh?” Ruby rose up, letting the sheets slide partially down from her chest. “And just what might that be, Prince Makoa?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The mood was oddly tense the next morning as Koa made his way into the dining hall to join his mother for breakfast. She smiled at him, but the expression was pinched, almost brittle. 
 
    It felt like more than just a facet of the new distance between them, the recent upheavals in both their lives, their royal responsibilities. He wondered if perhaps she’d been more annoyed with him over the jaunt into Sabantius than he’d realized, or maybe the emotion had simply been buried under her initial relief at his return. 
 
    “Mother,” he said, with a small bow. “How are you this morning?” 
 
    “I am well, Makoa,” said Avina. “Kind of you to ask.” 
 
    She had her crown on, which likely meant she’d be straight off to her audiences for the morning as soon as she finished eating. Her dress was a tight, navy blue number with golden frills around the neckline that matched the color of her hair. 
 
    “Are there any pressing duties that I might tend to as prince?” asked Koa.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, there is one.” Avina glanced past him at Ruby, who’d been trailing in his wake. “Can we speak in private for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He followed her into the underqueen’s audience chamber and the large space felt strange in both size and acoustics with just the two of them within. Avina took a seat on her throne, and Koa felt uncomfortably similar to one of her petitioner’s as he stood at the edge of the raised dais. 
 
    “For the next few weeks, Ruby is going to be serving as one of my handmaidens,” said Avina. “Verity will be taking her place as your primary servant.” 
 
    Koa blinked, mouth twitching as her words landed on him like a physical blow. “You can’t be serious! After what we went through in Sabantius, you’d pick now of all times to—” 
 
    “Verity is a spy in service to Underqueen Lassius,” said Avina, in a quiet voice. “My hope is that by placing her near to you, I may be able to more convincingly feed Lassius false information about my actions and intentions. Yours as well, if we play this carefully.” 
 
    Koa slowly closed his mouth, carefully considering his next words. 
 
    If she doesn’t know that Ruby and I have become intimate, the last thing I need to do is reveal it unbidden. I should play along with this, especially if it’s only temporary. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. “You’re sure of this? Verity seemed… well, genuine, for lack of a better word. Though my interactions with her have been brief and infrequent.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Avina. “Petra even confirmed that she’s met with your assassin on at least one occasion. The man with the red eye.” 
 
    “…Is she an assassin herself?” 
 
    Avina gave a small shrug. “Petra doesn’t think so, but I would still be on guard. It goes without saying that any time you leave the castle over the next few days, it should be with at least two guards, minimum.” 
 
    Koa nodded slowly. He was surprised at his own willingness to become an actor in his mother’s political game. The distance he’d recognized earlier was still there between them, but perhaps through serving her well here, he could begin to close it. 
 
    “How should I act toward Verity?” he asked. “Are there any specific ideas you’re attempting to inoculate within her?” 
 
    “I wish to play up the friction between the two of us, as it happens.” Avina gave him a true conspiratorial smile. “Make it seem as though perhaps there’s enough of a divide between the underqueen and prince of Harvestglade for Lassius to wedge herself into.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll have much trouble playing the role of the rebellious son,” said Koa, smirking back at her. 
 
    “Petra will bring some letters and documents for you to store in your desk,” said Avina. “Falsities designed to shift Lassius’s attention in useless directions. Make sure anything that might compromise you or the queendom is removed from your room and then give Verity an opportunity to look around.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “But don’t make it too easy for her,” said Avina.  
 
    “Oh, you needn’t worry about that,” said Koa. “I’m going to have fun with this.” 
 
    “And for the time being, tell no one else about Verity’s true nature.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Good.” Avina’s smile broadened even further, and his heart and pride swelled in line with it. “Thank you, Makoa.” 
 
    He swept into one of the elegant, courtly bows she’d made him learn when he was young and dismissed himself, undeniably excited to play his part in this new political game. Briefly, as he started down the long hallway outside the audience chamber, he wondered if perhaps… it was all just an invented fantasy. 
 
    His mother had wanted to get him accustomed to the idea of not having Ruby as a servant for a while now. She’d just given him a believable pretense, intriguing in that way that couldn’t help but draw him, for replacing Ruby with someone else and he’d all but cartwheeled in his haste to obey. 
 
    You’re being paranoid, he told himself. She wouldn’t do that. She loves you and knows how much Ruby means to you. 
 
    Though, that might have been exactly her reasoning. If she’d sensed something different between him and Ruby since his return, perhaps she’d felt like her hand had been forced. Though replacing Ruby with another female servant, a fairly attractive one at that, was certainly a gambit. 
 
    He supposed he’d know for certain in a few weeks as his mother hadn’t phrased the reassignment as a permanent arrangement. Koa rounded the corner and made his way back into the dining hall to finish his breakfast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Ruby was already elsewhere, no doubt ferreted off by Petra to her new assignment. Koa frowned, knowing he’d have to be careful about what he said to her, unable to speak freely about the underlying situation. 
 
    Verity walked over to his table and gave him an appropriately deep bow. 
 
    “The underqueen wishes me to place myself at your disposal, milord.” 
 
    If Ruby could be described as sunlight and fire, Verity was smoke and shadow. Her dark hair was tied back in a basic maiden’s tail and she wore a plain but pretty servant’s dress with comfortable ease, compared to how Ruby would chafe under the restriction of feminine clothing. 
 
    Her body was leaner than Ruby’s, but still womanly enough to draw the eye. Koa wondered if he was imagining the quiet but capable confidence he thought he could sense under her demure exterior, the true Verity within. Gods, it was easy to peg her with an ulterior motive, but again, he suspected much of that was his own projection. 
 
    “Milord?” prompted Verity. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Koa ran one hand through his hair and glanced away. “I have some clothing that needs washing. I’ll gather it for you once I’ve finished eating. Until then, you can do as you like.” 
 
    What Verity apparently liked was to stand a few feet away from him, perhaps in case he changed his mind in between bites of sausage and pan bread. Ruby would have either gone off on her own or more likely, joined him at the table. He felt a pang of loss that he recognized was silly, given she was only temporarily out of his service. 
 
    The space afforded him by Verity left him room to fall into his own thoughts, which was less than ideal. Gods, he still couldn’t believe Brin was dead. It made him feel very nearly sick to his stomach to know he’d never get to see his best friend again, listen to his advice or mockery. He closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose, knowing how unbecoming it was for a prince to show such emotions in public. 
 
    Brin died for nothing, he thought. So I could flit around Sabantius pretending like I was someone who mattered. 
 
    He left his food unfinished and headed into the hall. The question of what he’d do that day to distract himself from his own sulking, his own grief, was a hard one to answer. Especially with his mother’s suggestion that he avoid going anywhere outside the castle alone while serving as the royal bait for Verity. 
 
    She followed in his wake as he took the stairs up to his room, a silent, servile tagalong. Had it been Ruby behind him, he would have invited her into his room to keep him company… but she wasn’t Ruby. 
 
    “I’ll gather those clothes for you,” he said to her. “If you’d be so kind as to wait out here a moment?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” Verity gave him a small bow, seemingly unaffected by being kept at arm’s length. 
 
    It was a damn good thing he hadn’t invited her into his room. Ruby poked her head out from behind his bed right as he’d finished closing the door, smiling mischievously.  
 
    “You have excellent timing,” he whispered. 
 
    “Don’t I?” she said, grinning back at him. 
 
    He gathered up his dirty laundry, which he did have a fair amount of, and passed it to Verity without giving her much of a view of the room’s interior. He watched her walk down the hallway for a few seconds before closing and locking the door. 
 
    “We should have at least an hour.” He pulled Ruby to him, kissing her cheek, her neck, her lips. “Plenty of time for us to work up a sweat.” 
 
    “Slow down,” she whispered, patting his chest. “Can we talk about the fact that your mother finally moved me into her service as a handmaiden?” 
 
    “It’s only temporary, from what I understand,” said Koa. 
 
    “She told me.” Ruby took his hand off her butt, lacing her fingers through his. “Until Reese is well enough to serve her again. She said the new handmaidens were still too unfamiliar with the castle to be entirely effective.” 
 
    Koa nodded, appreciating his mother for sparing him the invention of a justification. “We can be apart for a few weeks without issue. Especially if you find loose moments in the day to sneak over to me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait for that, Koa.” She spoke the words in a teasing tone that made it harder to wait, if anything. “But I’ve got something that I think you’ll be just as interested in. Have you unpacked your traveling bag yet?” 
 
    “Just the leftover food and the clothes I gave to Verity just now.” 
 
    Ruby pulled away from him and scurried over to his bag. She crouched to rifle through it, pulling loose a small book with a colorful, though heavily weathered cover. 
 
    “Here.” She passed it to him. “The solution to all your problems.” 
 
    Koa eyed the title skeptically. It was written not just in another language, but another alphabet, the same one as the spellbook, as far as he could tell. 
 
    “Did you get this while we were in Sabantius?” he asked. 
 
    “At the inn. I meant to only borrow it for the night, but the way we were accosted left me with no choice but to keep it.” 
 
    “It’s all written in Old Sabantian,” he muttered. “It’s interesting, but not helpful. I can’t even translate the spellbook yet.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Ruby jabbed a finger at the page he had open. “Do you recognize the illustrations?” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “Not especially, no?” 
 
    “It’s Lawson’s Lines and Limericks,” said Ruby. “I thought it looked familiar, but I wasn’t sure until I checked the copy in the castle library.” 
 
    She passed him another book, the same book, except written in Ostean. The relevance of the gift finally dawned on him and he was so happy he could kiss her. And he did so, several times, the two of them flopping onto the bed. 
 
    “Makoa!” laughed Ruby. “Mmm… Koa. It’s… the middle of the day.” 
 
    “We still have most of an hour until Verity comes bothering me.” He groped one of her breasts, rolling into a more dominant position on top of her. 
 
    “Maybe…” Ruby bit her lip in a manner that seemed closer to a yes. “But we’d have to be quiet, too.” 
 
    “We could be quiet.” Koa cupped her cheek, thumb brushing her lips.  
 
    Ruby opened her mouth and briefly sucked on the tip of it. Koa felt himself getting hard with that mid-morning intensity as he started to slide her shirt up… 
 
    There was a heavy knock from the door. Koa winced and made to get up and unlock it, Ruby rolling off the bed to hide behind it once more. He found his mother standing in the hallway, looking suspicious and displeased. 
 
    “Ah…” He scratched his head. “Your Royal Highness.” 
 
    “I was just looking for one of my handmaidens and was curious if you’d seen her,” said Avina.  
 
    “No, nope.” Koa shook his head and glanced around the hallway behind Avina. “I can’t say I have.” 
 
    “Ruby,” said Avina. 
 
    Ruby slinked out from behind the bed and managed a passable courtesy. “…Your Highness. I was just, um… helping Makoa with his studies.” 
 
    “His… studies?” Avina let out a sigh. “Ruby, go find Mav and help her with whatever she’s doing.” 
 
    Ruby bowed and hurried off. Koa sat down on his bed, still aroused in a way that hadn’t caught up with the current moment. 
 
    “To be fair, that was why she was here,” he said, proffering both books of poems. “She’s found a way for me to begin translating the text of the spellbook. This changes everything!” 
 
    “In that case, why was she hiding from me?” 
 
    He gave a lame shrug. “Because I ordered her to. I’m well aware of the silly ideas you’ve gotten into your head about Ruby and I.” 
 
    Avina sighed even louder. She came over and took a seat on the bed next to him, smiled and briefly touched one of his knees. It was a small, affectionate brush of contact that affected Koa in ways he was not at all proud of, body still humming from rolling around with Ruby. 
 
    “Oh, Makoa…” She gave a tiny shake of the head, but managed a smile. “Tell me more about your efforts with this translation.” 
 
    “I haven’t even started yet, truth be told, but it seems like a worthy focus of my time and efforts. Especially if I’m to be under a spy’s gaze for the next little while.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy, but if I’m being honest, it’s the sort of work that I personally find fun.” Avina smiled and opened both books of poems across her lap. “I wish the queendom wasn’t under such threat right now so I could help you with this work more directly.” 
 
    “Have you seen the extent of the spellbook I have to translate?” laughed Koa. “I’d be surprised if I finish by the end of the year at the rate I expect I’ll be going.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll have time to help you, yet, in that case.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a lingering moment that Koa wished he could bottle into wine. The distance he’d sensed between them upon his return was still there, but withering at the edges, cracking through the middle. It felt as though with the right words, the right actions, he might be able to dispel it completely and the thought made his body feel strangely heated. 
 
    “Study sessions with the underqueen herself,” he said, smiling. “I’ll be looking forward to it.” 
 
    “You’re my son.” She touched his knee again and the sensation was even more breathtaking the second time around. “I wish nothing more than to help you realize your ambitions.” 
 
    “Even if they’ve broadened as of late?” 
 
    He spoke the words without thinking, without really knowing what he meant by them or how she’d hear them. Avina rubbed his leg, eyes narrowing slightly, almost how he sometimes saw her inspect the more powerful guests they received at the castle. 
 
    “Take what’s yours, Makoa,” she whispered. “You needn’t hesitate or apologize for acting like the Prince of Harvestglade.” 
 
    She leaned over and gave him a slow kiss on the cheek. Koa inhaled her scent, touching her leg in the same way she was touching him, his entire body buzzing in the moment. 
 
    “I’m going to be more than just a prince one day, Mother,” he said. 
 
    Her face was still right there in front of his and he kissed her back without thinking, his lips pressing against her cheek and lingering longer than hers had. He wasn’t sure what he’d intended, if he’d just wanted to steal a quick, forgivable peck. Or if he’d simply wanted to make a point about himself, his presence as a prince with aspirations of the heralder king’s throne. 
 
    Whatever the case, the moment shifted around like a wagon wheel spun on axel. Avina’s fingers dug into his leg as though she was gripping it for support. She sucked in a slow breath as Koa finally pulled back and then cleared her throat. Her eyes darted down once toward his crotch, mouth quirking to the side with a curious edge. 
 
    Oh Gods. I have… an erection. 
 
    “Many young men are prone to big and bold boasts, Makoa,” she said, slowly rising to her feet. “Remember to back your words up with action.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Avina walked down the hall as fast as she could without breaking into an outright run, heart pounding, thoughts swirling. She’d felt like an entirely different person in Koa’s room a minute earlier and so had he, more like some young upstart prince with ears for what the minstrels sang about her than her polite, respectful son. 
 
    It wasn’t him or you, she realized. The bond! 
 
    Petra’s emotions had been coming through the bond from the first second she’d stumbled into Koa’s room. There’d been a back and forth, Avina’s surprise at the discovery of Koa’s freckled sex maid attracting Petra’s focus, and then Petra’s emotions clouding her judgment as she’d sat with him on the bed, speaking much too frankly for who they were to one another. 
 
    Except… He hadn’t said or done anything that was technically out of bounds and neither had she. She found it hard to trust her own memory of the moment, even as recent as it was. Sorting out what had been a real generation of her own heart from Petra’s influence through the bond was nearly impossible with such strong emotion in the air. 
 
    She marched straight back to her own chambers and found the esper lounging on her bed with a glass of wine. Petra’s smile wilted slightly upon seeing her intensity. 
 
    “You’ve begun to react to Makoa as though you were reacting to a man,” said Avina, frowning and folding her arms. 
 
    “Makoa is a man,” said Petra, innocently. 
 
    “You know what I mean. Your emotions flare as though… he was a man you wished to know intimately.” 
 
    Petra snorted and took a sip of her wine. “Avina, you are misinterpreting my personal feelings.” 
 
    “I am not!” said Avina, with more intensity than she’d intended. “You’re letting your… increasingly lustful nature muddle my good sense!” 
 
    “When you point a finger at a friend in accusation, the remainder of the hand aims inward. How much of this is truly about me?” 
 
    Avina let out a hiss and found the bottle Petra had poured from, taking a swig straight from the stem. She hated that it was a valid question, one she couldn’t escape. Koa’s newfound determination to at least make a run at campaigning for the heralder throne only served to increase her confusion over her newfound responsibilities as an underqueen. 
 
    “I think a portion of the problem is the two of you never speaking of what it would mean if Makoa became heralder king,” said Petra as though reading her thoughts. 
 
    “Nothing would change!” snapped Avina. 
 
    “You would become his wife, by the laws of your people.” Petra simply stated the words as though remarking upon the weather.  
 
    “Makoa would never…” 
 
    Would never what? See me as a woman? Wonder at what it might be like to…? 
 
    Gods, even in her thoughts, she couldn’t let herself go there. It made her entire body feel so weird and sensitive. The hypothetical was not made any easier by the fact that, with her bond with Petra, she’d still appear as an attractive, vital woman in her prime of beauty for decades to come. If such an improbable succession were to happen soon, she might even be the most appealing of the underqueens when the next heralder king was elected. 
 
    “He loves you dearly, Avina,” said Petra. “I do know this. You should speak with him on such matters if they cause you confusion.” 
 
    “Absolutely not! If I speak to him about it, it’s as though I’ve made it real regardless of whether it comes to pass.” 
 
    She took a breath and clung to that fact, the basic reality of the situation. It was incredibly unlikely that Koa would realize his aspirations toward the throne of Osteanus. She didn’t have the heart to stomp all over his ambition and dreams, but she could still hold to the improbability of such an event as though it were a decided fact. 
 
    Koa would never become the heralder king. He’d never ask her to wear a certain night gown, one of such a suggestive cut that her mother had said it’d seemed tailored for a courtesan. She’d never be asked to wait in her bedchambers within the royal palace in Twinfalls with only a single candle burning, staying awake deep into the sleepy hours of late night for her king, her son, to pay her a visit. 
 
    “Oh, Avina,” said Petra, with a sigh. “My friend. My queen. I hope you know I wish nothing more than for you to find happiness and… alignment on your way through the world.” 
 
    “You say the kindest things with the most deceptively treacherous words.” Avina smiled and beckoned to her esper. 
 
    Petra joined her on the bed, the two of them not cuddling, though they sometimes did. They lay back-to-back, as though using one another as a wall of certainty. After a short argument over who would dim the lights, they went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Avina awoke to a heavy pounding at her door that sent her jolting upright and Petra quite literally leaping out of her bed into a defensive position. There were only two people who might justifiably be allowed near enough to her door to pound on it, and Koa didn’t often awake so early. 
 
    She and Petra rose and went to the door still clad in their night things, swinging it open to greet Captain Lauric. The consummate professional did his best to avert his gaze — Avina had teased him like this before — and quickly issued the most serious of reports. 
 
    “Your Highness. Apologies for calling upon you so early. The dustwalker… it’s approaching the outlying farms on the edge of the glade.” 
 
    His words left no question as to how dire he viewed the situation and neither did Petra’s. 
 
    “Your recommendation, Captain?” she asked. 
 
    Lauric opened his mouth, closed it with a scowl, opened it again. “We must attempt a strike upon it before it draws any nearer. I… cannot provide any assurances of how such a strike might unfold, but we must make the attempt.” 
 
    Avina let out a long, tired sigh and slowly nodded. “Gather your men. Petra and I will meet you outside the castle gate.” 
 
    “My queen, this may be a dangerous endeavor, even just to observe from a distance,” said Lauric. 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Captain. That’s why I need to bear witness.” 
 
    Lauric bowed and obeyed. Avina and Petra said little to one another as they dressed, but as they hurried down the hallway, the esper asked the obvious question. 
 
    “What of Makoa? Your son should hear of this development, no?” 
 
    “If I tell him, he’ll insist on coming along,” said Avina, with a sad sigh. “Better if he’s kept out of the loop on this, for the time being.” 
 
    Petra furrowed her brow skeptically, but there was no time for discussion. Avina’s handmaidens, Mav and Ruby, fell into step alongside her as they headed out of the castle to meet Captain Lauric and his company of guardsmen. 
 
    He didn’t give a rousing speech to them or even stop to emphasize the stakes. He simply waited for Avina’s nod and then ordered his men to set out. Several of them were assigned to protect the underqueen directly and Avina found herself at the center of a modest sized party as she followed a fair distance behind Lauric and the guards. 
 
    She found a distraction from the situation in her newest handmaiden, who seemed to be doing her best to stay out of Avina’s line of sight as they set out on horseback. Avina smiled at Ruby, forcing the attractive young woman to deal with her gaze for a moment or two before addressing her. 
 
    “Were you surprised that I requested that you join my handmaidens, Ruby?” 
 
    Ruby glanced up. “No, Your Highness. Well… perhaps in the timing of it. But I always suspected that one day I’d… have to stop being Koa’s servant.” 
 
    “He values you greatly,” said Avina. “As a servant. As more. It’s a truth that I tried to ignore for the longest time but find myself now having to actively take into account.” 
 
    Ruby was silent for a few seconds, eyes turning away from Avina, onto the road. The day was overcast, though not quite so cloudy as to promise rain. 
 
    “I understand,” Ruby eventually said. “Though I suppose I’d be obliged to say that even if I didn’t!”  
 
    She let out a tragic, tiny laugh, and Avina couldn’t help but wince at the young woman’s vulnerability. 
 
    “It’s like… the way all paths and roads tend to draw together,” muttered Ruby. “They just can’t help but intersect sometimes. North to south through a valley, east to west along a river. They lead to different places in the end, but they just can’t help but cross each other. You know?” 
 
    “I know.” Avina smiled, wishing she was riding a little nearer to Ruby so she could reach out and touch her hand. “You’ll be assigned to Makoa again, in time. This isn’t a permanent arrangement.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” Ruby blinked, face lighting up with relief, and then clamped her mouth shut as though afraid that if she said anything, it might jostle the decision. 
 
    “It isn’t. Though now more than ever, Makoa needs to maintain both his focus and a level of… decorum in his behavior. Your return to him would very much be contingent on that.” 
 
    “I… think I understand, Your Highness.” 
 
    Avina pulled ahead, drawing even with Petra, who had an odd smile on her face. They continued down the road, leaving Gladetown and beginning their trek through the farmlands the dustwalker had begun to encroach upon. 
 
    Avina and her party stayed a good distance back from Captain Lauric and his guards, caution dictating the amount of buffer. She did, however, stress to Petra that she was to assist with the attack if the main force began to buckle. Petra would be able to buy them time, likely without putting herself at too great of a risk, though what they’d do from that point on against the monster was not a question with many good answers. 
 
    “There it is,” said Petra. “It’s coming up over the hill to the northwest.” 
 
    She felt it before she could see, small shakes emanating upward from the ground that she’d been oblivious to while her horse had been in motion. The sight had the discomforting ambience of a nightmare. Avina watched the monster slowly crest the hill, head, shoulders and body coming into view with slow, plodding steps. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat as she saw it brush a tree out of its way that she knew the size of, a massive trunk as high as one of the guard towers that barely tickled the dustwalker’s armpit. Its proportions were strange — huge hands and feet, thin arms and legs, a head with a jaw that seemed to fade in and out of existence like dust in the wind. 
 
    Lauric was bellowing orders to his men, but Avina and the others were far enough back to render his voice as a wordless echo on the wind. He had spearmen, archers and cavalry, the full expanse of the army Harvestglade could field at a moment’s notice without conscription. Sixty men at least, all well-trained and well-armed. 
 
    Not nearly enough, thought Avina. Would a thousand be enough against this monstrosity? 
 
    But it was already too late. Even if she wanted to call off the assault, even if she sent Petra sprinting off at a magically-empowered pace to tell the guard captain to pull back instead of pushing forward, the order would come too late.  
 
    Lauric’s men were already getting into position, encircling the monster in preparation to charge at it on all sides. It was impossible to know if that was even the best approach offensively. They were up against an enemy unlike anything their training could have prepared them for. 
 
    Lauric barked another order and the archers unleashed their first volley. The arrows were barely visible from the distance Avina and her party watched from, and they similarly thudded into the dustwalker’s bulk without noticeable effect. 
 
    The monster lowered down into a crouch, watching the guardsmen with the posture of a little boy examining a line of ants. Avina felt a horrible stab of premonition as it raised one hand into the air. 
 
    Lauric’s men were out of range until they weren’t. The dustwalker’s entire body went into the strike in a literal sense, dust feeding into its arm to lengthen it even as the limb came down in a powerful swat. 
 
    One of the archers was completely crushed underneath the hand. Another screamed, legs caught underneath the edge, trying to pull himself loose. The other guards scurried away, making the fearful but safe choice under pressure. 
 
    Lauric bellowed another order, restoring some semblance of discipline to his faltering line. The cavalry charged as the dustwalker began bounding down the hill. They waited until it was on level ground before attacking from both sides, each line of horsemen delivering their slashes to a different ankle. 
 
    Avina held her breath, holding out hope that the monster might collapse in the same way a man dropped with cut tendons. There was a twitch from one of the dustwalker’s legs and then it kicked out, sending a man and a horse flying so high through the air as to leave no question as to whether either might survive the drop. 
 
    The spearmen covered the cavalry’s wake to the best of their ability, which resulted in more deaths. The dustwalker fell onto all fours amidst their company, hands and shins lifting and dropping to crush men so completely that only crimson smears were left on the grass. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said Petra. 
 
    Lauric himself was stooping to help one of the guards up, a man with a ruined leg who had little hope of escaping the battlefield. 
 
    “Avina!” said Petra, more urgently. “We must draw back.” 
 
    “They’ll be slaughtered,” she muttered. “There are dozens of my men with no hope of escape in that field!” 
 
    She glanced at Ruby and Mav, unsure if she was seeking their agreement or just a touchstone in the moment. Ruby looked terrified and Mav’s expression was one of cold, determined resolve. 
 
    “I cannot save them,” said Petra. “I am not even sure I can save you if the dustwalker shifts its focus.” 
 
    Avina took one last look at Lauric, who was now also calling for as much of a retreat as the remaining guards could manage. 
 
    “Back to the castle,” she said.  
 
    Her face was hot with shame as she turned her horse around to face the way they’d come from. Shame, defeat and the inevitable. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Koa poured himself into the translation of the copied spell book pages, beginning as soon as he’d woken up and refusing to allow himself to be distracted. He’d already thumbed through both copies of Lawson’s Lines and Limericks the night before, more just verifying that each poem was in the same place from book to book. 
 
    Most of the poems had illustrations, full pages or in some cases, double pages of beautiful artwork related to the theme or lesson intended to be conveyed by the work it represented. It was a massive boon, confirming to Koa whether or not the context of a specific poem had changed at all in translation. 
 
    Rhyming was more of an art than a science and he’d anticipated that his biggest hurdle would be encountering poems where certain words were simply too hard to be workable in a rhyme across languages. With the illustrations, he could simply skip the ones that seemed to have undergone distortion by rewrite and focus on words he was confident about. 
 
    He began with a long list of words that seemed relevant to high sorcery — fire, fall, storm, lift, call, strength, shield and so forth. Switching back to the spell book, Koa began noting pages that used his set of spell action words more prominently, and that was where most of his excitement died. 
 
    The writing within the spell book was fairly dense and even just searching out specific words to translate underlined how heavy and intricate it truly was as a work of arcane academia. He shifted tactics again, deciding to start with a single page — the first page and target translate as many words in order as he possibly could. 
 
    Once I’ve gotten a sense of the book’s tone, it should come easier. 
 
    He took a break, leaving his room without opening his door much and making sure to send Verity on an errand in the same direction he was going. It gave him the certainty of at least watching the spy walk away from a potential find and she also had a nice, feminine gait, especially viewed from the back. 
 
    In the same vein, Koa ran all his own errands in the library. He picked up more vellum and ink and an extra pen from Alabazter. He was tempted to see if there were any volumes on translation of a more general sense, but stopped himself. There was no getting around doing the work himself, no secret shortcut other than doggedly scrawling out each word on his own. 
 
    He expected his mother or even Ruby to show up and distract him within an hour or so after skipping breakfast, but he was left alone. Setting his attention back on his work, Koa did his best to not feel overwhelmed and paralyzed by the sheer immensity of the task ahead of him. 
 
    He spent an hour translating the first sentence of the first page only to find that it made no sense whatsoever. The page was laid out like the beginning of most sections and he had a rough idea of the general format. There was a spell name, followed by a one-line description, ending with a mess of dense paragraphs which hopefully would describe how to cast it.  
 
    The spell name didn’t appear to be a word that matched anything within his work-in-progress translation key. Which made sense — it was probably an invented word, perhaps based off the sorcerer who first cast it. 
 
    He felt like there was little to be missed skipping over it and he did manage to translate the first sentence after that. It only added to his confusion and general feeling of being entirely out of his depth. 
 
    Endless abundance and <missing word> within the trousers. 
 
    “…What?” Koa double checked the words, knowing he must have mucked something up along the way. The first word he’d been unsure of, having taken it from a poem about an apple picker who could stretch his arms to gather from trees more effectively. It was either endless abundance or a convenient extension. 
 
    Convenient extension and <missing word> within the trousers. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” he muttered to himself, out loud. “Haza, you wrinkled old coot!” 
 
    Leave it to an arrogant sorcerer to make a mockery of the size of his apprentice’s manhood on the very first page! 
 
    Except… that didn’t quite follow. Koa distinctly remembered Haza mentioning his previous apprentice was a young woman. Though the sorcerer also had implied he wasn’t the one who’d written the book originally, so it could have been a joke from another pompous old spellslinger of which Koa doubted Old Sabantius had been in short supply. 
 
    The disappointment of the first sentence took the wind out of his sails completely. It was hard to decide whether to soldier on and translate more of a spell that seemed intended on making his prick larger — which while intriguing, was something he neither needed nor trusted a random spell to do — or jump ahead to something else. 
 
      He took a break. Verity was standing outside his room, leaning against the wall of the hallway and looking incredibly bored. 
 
    “Milord,” she said. 
 
    “Verity,” he said, with a smile. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. “May I ask if you’ve simply been resting today, or reading or…?” 
 
    “Reading mostly,” he said, allowing her that much. “Have you seen Ruby?” 
 
    “I haven’t, no,” said Verity. “I could go looking for her if needed.” 
 
    There was an edge of curiosity to the offer, as though Verity had suspicions about them. Having a spy unearth the depth of his and Ruby’s relationship was far from ideal, but probably already unavoidable. The swap of Verity and Ruby had obviously happened for a reason, after all. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Koa. “Just let me know if you see her. Along with my mother. And Petra. I might need some help with my… reading.” 
 
    “Of course, milord.” Verity gave a small bow, the slightest touch of a smile at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Koa did a round of ghost fencing in the training hall before returning to his studies. It was clear from just a short trip down to the castle’s main level that his mother, Petra and likely Ruby were all on an errand outside the castle.  
 
    It was slightly worrying that he hadn’t been informed before their departure. Either they were doing something inconsequential that he wouldn’t have cared about or his mother was trying to keep him out of danger by not giving him a chance to insist on coming along. Probably the latter. 
 
    He doodled for a while in his sketchpad instead of getting straight back to work. Flipping through it, he found the sketch of the stained-glass window of the beautiful woman with the exposed nipple. His grief for Brin rendered him a total mess for the better part of an hour, slowly feeding into a resolve to make sure his friend’s death wasn’t for nothing. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the first spell, deciding to at least translate enough of the descriptive details to rule it useless if it really was related simply to manhood enlargement. Deciphering the dense paragraphs that delved into the mechanics of the spell was slow going, though with each word he translated, he went a little faster, being able fill in more of the gaps. 
 
    He finished the first few paragraphs with more of a headache than a sense of satisfaction. It was a jumble of descriptions of ideas, emotional states conducive to the casting, “colors of the soul” and “vibrance of the mind.”  
 
    The more Koa translated, the more confused he became. He groaned and spent a few minutes laying on his bed, trying to make his eyes feel like they weren’t bleeding from the intensity of his focus. It was a challenge unlike any he’d tackled before. 
 
    In an odd way, it made him think of his mother, the consistency of her reading habits and her love for the castle library. She had a curious side to her with an appetite of its own, an open-ended passion for learning and understanding for its own sake. He decided to take her up on her offer to help him as soon as she got back and the idea of having her pacing his chambers, pouring over his partial translation, was oddly intriguing. 
 
    We’d work late into the night, he thought. Perhaps she’d change into that nightgown she’s so fond of and let her hair down. 
 
    He could practically smell her on top of the mental image, and he was a bit unnerved by the excited reaction of his body. Things had been different since she’d become the underqueen, since he’d realized how much he desired to be elected heralder king. It was confusing in a way that was more bad than good or perhaps the bad kind of good. 
 
    He pulled himself out of his daydream before it meandered in too weird of a direction and moved on to the next paragraph. It seemed as though he’d reached the end of the beginning section of the spell, but what followed made no sense. He wasn’t entirely sure he was translating correctly, but if he was, a good page and a half of the book appeared to be related to geographical directions. 
 
    It was as though the book wanted to devote itself to describing the outer bounds of a kingdom on top of explaining spell mechanics. He didn’t have any examples of location names in the book poems, so even if the directions had been useful, he was lacking any orientation to ground them properly. 
 
    He took another break, laying in his bed for a while, not quite napping, but not quite thinking, either. Eating had fallen to the wayside for much of the day, so he was eager for the evening meal, both to sate his appetite and to check in with Ruby, Petra and his mother. 
 
    It seemed as though they were only just arriving back to the castle as he made his way down to the dining hall. Koa watched them filing into the vestibule alongside a rough looking contingent of guardsmen, many of them wounded and battered. 
 
    Avina and Petra were frowning and whispering to one another with Mav and Ruby following in their wake. Koa fell into step alongside them. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    “We… made an attempt at intercepting the dustwalker,” said Avina. 
 
    “Unsuccessfully, I will assume.” Koa rubbed his chin as he eyed the injured guards. “Why wasn’t I informed about this expedition?” 
 
    “Your mother assumed that you would have insisted on putting yourself into danger,” said Petra. “Rightly so, in my opinion. You do not exactly shy away from such challenges, Makoa.” 
 
    “That depends on the challenge.” He smiled and Petra held his gaze for an interesting moment.  
 
    His mother seemed to bristle as she cleared her throat. 
 
    “Captain Lauric suffered heavy casualties among his men,” she said. “He was injured himself, arm fractured and set into a sling. Makoa… the situation is becoming dire. We’re going to have to decide together what happens next.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “As in… we prepare our defenses to hold here in the castle?”  
 
    Avina and Petra exchanged a glance that left him wondering if his suggestion must sound naïve to them. 
 
    “We’re still weighing our options,” said Avina. “I need to change. And eat.” 
 
    “I was on my way to the dining hall, as it happens,” he said. “I’ll wait for you there.” 
 
    Avina nodded, rubbing his shoulder as she and Petra and her handmaidens hurried off. Koa met Ruby’s eye for a few seconds, catching her mouthing a word that he couldn’t sound out to make sense of. 
 
    He waited in the dining hall, and one by one, the women he loved arrived for dinner. Ruby, miraculously, showed up first, affording him an opportunity to sneak off briefly with her around the corner leading to the kitchens. 
 
    “It was a complete disaster, Koa!” she whispered. “I think your mother wanted to spare you the reality of it.” 
 
    “Well, what’s done is done,” he said. “I’m just glad all of you are safe.” 
 
    She’d bathed in what must have been record time, hair still wet and dark red, cheeks still with that scrubbed and flushed quality from the water’s heat. He touched her cheek, glanced around to make sure they were still alone, and then kissed her. 
 
    “Koa…” whispered Ruby, smiling even as she touched his chest, gently pushing him back. 
 
    “Come to my room,” he whispered in her ear. “Later tonight. I have a question I need you to help me answer.” 
 
    “Your mother has ears in the castle walls,” she said. “She’ll find out.” 
 
    “Doubtless she knows already. Besides, I simply wish to ask you a question.” 
 
    “A question. Right.” She let out a small laugh as he kissed her again, his lips brushing her neck. “I’m sure you’re rather eager to get an answer as soon as possible?” 
 
    “Would you rather I ask someone else?” 
 
    Ruby made an annoyed noise and nudged her foot into his shin. “You can ask whoever you please, but something tells me I’m the only woman within reach who will hear you out.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” Koa smirked and eyed Petra and Avina around the corner as they entered the dining hall. “Your queen has arrived for dinner.” 
 
    “She’s your queen, too.” She gave him one last peck on the lips. “You should wait a minute before joining us.” 
 
    “I wasn’t born yesterday.” 
 
    “Neither was your mother.” 
 
     She smiled and stepped away from him and he waited a while before joining the queen at her table. Avina rose and swept into a hug very nearly as bodily as the one he’d given Ruby. 
 
    “Koa,” she said. “Oh, gods. What a mess.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” he said, still holding her. “Better yet. Explain why you didn’t trust me enough to tell me about your earlier excursion before it happened.” 
 
    “You’d just returned.” She sighed and her body felt oddly small within his arms. Too small to be both his mother and his queen. “I suppose I didn’t want to take even just the smallest chance of losing you again.” 
 
    “I’m right here.” He gave her one last little squeeze before walking with her to the table. “All of those guards I saw limping into the castle… Has this monster truly grown so powerful?” 
 
    The look Avina and Petra exchanged told him more than enough. He sat down across from his mother, forcing himself to eat in the face of his dwindling spirits. 
 
    “We’ve never faced a threat like this before,” said Avina. “When this monster reaches Gladetown, I… have no idea what will happen. There’s almost no limit to how much destruction it could cause.” 
 
    “We cannot simply wait, Avina,” said Petra. 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” she snapped back. 
 
    “Gods, this is a mess,” muttered Koa. “I should have dragged Hazafallius back to the castle by the scruff of his shirt. I’m sure he’d have a spell or something up his sleeve in a pinch.” 
 
    “Haza… fallius?” Avina’s frustration seemed to morph into surprise. 
 
    “The sorcerer I told you about,” said Koa. “The one who gave me the spell tome. Are you familiar with him?” 
 
    “Ah, no. I’m just… yet surprised by the pronunciation of less common Sabantian names.” 
 
    “It is an odd one, but so is he,” said Koa.  
 
    He sighed, annoyed at the ridiculousness of the spell he was trying to translate once more bubbling to the surface. An effective spell might be just the stratagem they needed, but at the pace he was translating he’d hardly be able to identify one by the time the monster stormed the town, let alone figure out how to cast it. 
 
    The ominous mood lingered for the entirety of the meal. Koa gave his mother another long hug after he’d finished, nodding to both Ruby and Petra, secrets abound. He got straight back to work after that, flipping through pages of poetry and sorcery and marking down his translation. 
 
    The progress he was making was substantial, though it was still on directions for the first spell, the opening joke of the tome. He resisted the urge to skip ahead, sensing there might be a message hidden with the first spell or some kind of lesson related to an apprentice’s diligence. But the urge was there and the tension of knowing that the dustwalker would soon be approaching the town, his home, had him second-guessing himself. 
 
    He made another trip to secure more ink and sent Verity off to bring him some wine to help his focus. As he returned and re-entered his room, he sensed the presence of someone else and let out a tired, smiling sigh. 
 
    “About time you showed up, Ruby,” he said. “I could use a break.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the break I have in store for you will be most indefinite, Prince Makoa.” A deep, raspy, but not unfamiliar voice came from behind the door.  
 
    Koa whirled around, but not in time to see or get out of the way of the red-eyed assassin’s first attack. A dagger punched through the back of his shoulder, pain unlike anything he’d felt before. 
 
    His attacker was dressed in the dirty, blood spackled uniform of one of Captain Lauric’s guards. It was odd how his attention focused on that detail in the moment. The assassin had picked his opportunity perfectly, striding into the castle amidst a beaten guard company with bigger problems on their mind. 
 
    “I cannot help but wonder why I was paid so much to remove you as a problem,” muttered the assassin. “You’re barely an afterthought in this world.” 
 
    The dagger was still jutting from Koa’s shoulder, preventing him from rolling the way the pain demanded or even shouting out as he wanted to. Everything was red around the edge, a horrible pain that flared from a dull, demanding ache to blinding, jagged agony. The assassin drew a second blade and stepped forward to finish the job. 
 
    Koa tried to stand, but that motion began and ended with a tensing of his abdomen, muscles seizing, refusing to obey. There was a tremendous bang as the door to his room burst open. He expected a guard or Petra, but perhaps that was merely a figment of his hopes. 
 
    Verity, the spy his mother had assigned him, entered his bedchamber. She strode forward, expression carefully guarded even in what must have been her moment of ultimate triumph. Why had he been so careless? He’d looked at her and seen a pretty young woman around his age, despite what he’d known. 
 
    The assassin whirled around. Verity shifted the sleeve of her gown, a knife seemingly appearing within her hand from nowhere. She rushed forward, not toward Koa, but at the man with the blood red eye. 
 
    Koa heard the clash of steel, but never saw the contact of their weapons. Verity dodged a slash, surged forward and buried her weapon into the assassin’s chest hilt deep. He staggered backward with a rough little gurgle, falling to his knees as he fumbled as though to pull the skewered knife loose. 
 
    What… just happened? 
 
    Verity rushed to his side, holding Koa at an angle that kept the dagger still jutting from his shoulder from brushing up against anything. 
 
    “Focus on breathing,” she whispered. “I can’t take it out just yet. You’ll bleed too much if I do.” 
 
    More footsteps. Avina, Petra and Lauric thundered into his room. Koa raised a hand as though to shield Verity from his mother and her esper, knowing how they might read the situation. 
 
    “She… saved me,” he managed. 
 
    Avina and Petra looked as shocked as he currently felt, but they hid it well, not that their concern for his state wasn’t already predominant. Koa took Verity’s advice and focused on breathing as the room slowly went dark.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Avina was a step back from her body, emotions and sounds and time flashing by as she stayed by Koa’s side, holding his hand. Her heart could only handle so much, and this was too much. Her thinking was disordered and voices came to her from what felt like a great distance away. 
 
    “We assumed she was a spy in Underqueen Lassius’s employ,” said Petra. “As such, when I saw her with the assassin, it only seemed natural that they were working together. It is possible that it was quite the opposite. Verity may have warned the man off… but for what reason?” 
 
    They were in the castle’s infirmary. Cathelia was tending to the wound on Koa’s back, a horrible, mouth-shaped gash that bubbled with black blood each time he inhaled. Avina rubbed her unconscious son’s knuckles, adrift in the surreal nightmare that was her current reality. 
 
    “Hazafallius,” muttered Petra. “That is the same name as Makoa’s paternal grandfather, no? Is it mere coincidence that he shows up to give him a spell book just now, as he spins at the center of events?” 
 
    Too much to think about. Too much all at once. The castle’s floor had begun to shake, trembling from the rumble of the monster’s footfalls. Each time it did, dust shuddered loose from the places in the castle’s walls where the mortar shifted more readily, like the first taste of the dustwalker’s breath. 
 
    “Your Highness.” Captain Lauric, voice serious and somber. “We have to begin preparations for the evacuation. My men are in no shape to fight. There is nothing standing between us and this monster, and it draws nearer to Gladetown by the second.” 
 
    “Why?” muttered Avina.  
 
    Why did I lose focus on what matters? Why didn’t I think to keep Koa closer in a time of such heightened danger? Why is this happening to me? 
 
    “It is an interesting question, no?” said Petra, responding to the topic rather than Avina’s thoughts. “A family in one of the outlying farms claims the dustwalker tore the roof from their home, peered down at them and continued on. It has a manner through which it discriminates its targets.” 
 
    “It could refrain from attacking in anger completely and it would still demolish Gladetown just by shuffling through,” muttered Lauric. 
 
    “Yes, but this monster is a different sort of threat than an attacking army,” said Petra. “It may well be that we can simply avoid it and at least limit loss of lives, if not property.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could have,” said Avina, finally joining the conversation. “Perhaps some still can. But not Koa. There’s no way he could travel with such a wound, let alone through the back paths out of the glade which we’d need to take to escape the dustwalker.” 
 
    “It is unlikely he would weather such a journey without the wound souring even if he survived the blood loss,” said Cathelia. “I could stay with him, if you preferred, Your Highness. He would not be left behind alone.” 
 
    Petra and Lauric said nothing, but Avina suspected they were both of the same mind. There was no sense in defending the castle against an enemy they could never hope to match. 
 
    “The monster might divert its attention if it sees us take flight,” suggested Lauric. “There’s no need to approach this option from a place of perceived cowardice.” 
 
    Avina squeezed Koa’s hand tighter and chewed her lower lip. 
 
    Am I truly so cursed as to lose another child? Another boy who represents the embodiment of all the love I have to give? 
 
    She knew that many of her fellow underqueens would naturally prioritize their own safety under such circumstances. Her own mother likely would have, certainly over risking herself in a hopeless situation to save her daughter, were the roles reversed. 
 
    “It is fairly late in the day,” said Petra. “The sun is already set. I could try this dustwalker once more, see how it handles the full unleashing of my power.” 
 
    “It’s kind of you to offer such, my friend, but there must be another way.” Avina gave her esper a tight smile, knowing what the outcome would likely be. She’d seen the way the dustwalker had resisted Petra’s attacks during their previous encounter. It was a question more of how long Petra could last against the monster, rather than which would prevail. 
 
    “If you choose to stay here, there will be no other way,” said Petra. “You are not the only one with the right to risk your life for the sake of someone dear.” 
 
    Petra took Avina’s free hand, holding it as tightly as she held Koa’s. Lauric folded his arms behind his back and leaned forward. 
 
    “What of the evacuation, Your Highness?” 
 
    “It should proceed as soon as possible,” said Avina. “Get everyone out of Gladetown and everyone out of the castle. Including all staff, all guards, everyone, regardless of how essential.” 
 
    Her own handmaidens, Ruby and Mav, were already within the infirmary, as was Verity. Ruby seemed on the verge of a breakdown, eyes not having left Koa since she’d first arrived, though she restrained herself from showing any more emotion. It was more telling to see her work so hard to control herself than any display of concern or affection would have actually been. 
 
    “I will stay with you and Makoa, if it please, Your Highness,” said Ruby. 
 
    “As will I,” barked Mav. 
 
    Lauric frowned and looked as though he wanted to protest, but Avina gave a small shake of her head. As committed to not risking anyone else’s life as she was, she would need help if they managed to last for long enough for Koa to heal enough to travel safely.  
 
    “The last matter, Your Highness,” said Lauric. “What of the assassin’s body? Is it a priority?” 
 
    Gods, the ominous, red-eyed bastard was still sprawled across Koa’s floor, wearing a guard uniform in mock of her authority even in death. “Move the body to the dungeon where the cold might help it last longer. I doubt we’ll learn much from this, but there’s no point in cutting that avenue of inquiry off if we do survive this.” 
 
    Lauric saluted, stood in place a moment longer, and then finally set off. Within minutes, the castle was alive with activity and movement on all fronts. It was as though all of the castle’s staff and servants had been striving to remain steadfast in their duties and all that suppressed fear and emotion rose up at once like a boiling pot. 
 
    The low, regular rumbling tremors of the dustwalker’s steps forced the world into a singular pace. Avina watched Koa blink his eyes open after one such interval. He smiled at her, winced in pain, much to the concern of the healer, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’ll be all right,” he muttered. “Mother, please. You have other matters to attend to.” 
 
    “None more important than being here, with you,” she whispered. She lifted his hand and kissed the back of his knuckles. It was beyond reassuring just to hear his voice, just to see him force a smile. 
 
    “That’s flattering, but untrue.” He gritted his teeth in pain, jaw tensing as he breathed out deeply. “I hear movement in the castle. Are you evacuating?” 
 
    “I’m staying, but everyone else…” Avina gave a small, defeated shrug. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “You need to leave,” he muttered. “I am not a sick child. I’m of an age where it’s more my responsibility to protect you.” 
 
    “One day, perhaps, but not just yet.” Avina stroked his head, flattening a few sweaty strands of hair. “It is still my duty to look after you.” 
 
    “If you won’t leave, I will,” he said defiantly. “You can follow along and we’ll both get our way.” 
 
    He made the attempt, hissing with pain as he tried and failed to so much as sit up. Avina rubbed a hand across the front of his bandage and his chest, coaxing him down like an excited horse. His eyes fluttered shut as the pain overtook him and the castle healer waved Avina back. 
 
    “He’s delirious from the herbs I gave him,” said Cathelia. “He needs rest, not conversation.” 
 
    Avina nodded and stood up. The castle was trembling more heavily. The dustwalker, inevitably, was drawing near. 
 
    “Watch over him,” she said to her handmaidens and Verity. “Petra, with me.” 
 
    The esper fell into step alongside her and the two of them set out down the hallway. They walked against the flow of injured guardsmen and scared servants, ascending the stairs until they came to stand on the highest ramparts of the castle’s main structure. 
 
    The dustwalker was impossible to miss. It stood within Gladetown, amid the main street, no more than a quarter of a mile away and nearly at eye level with the two women within their perch. Not that it had eyes, from what Avina could see of the vague, sandy outlines of its face. 
 
    “What could it possibly want with us?” she muttered. “We are as ants to this monster, perhaps with less commonalities to match.” 
 
    “What is your response when the ants start biting?” asked Petra. 
 
    “Your tone makes you sound as though you’ve already resolved to throw your life away against this thing.” 
 
    Petra made a derisive noise and set one foot onto the roof’s lip. She still wore only one of the plain, dark dresses, casual attire as opposed to armor, though against a monster the size of a dustwalker it likely made no difference. 
 
    “One day, perhaps, but not just yet,” said the esper, echoing Avina’s own words. She took a step and then dropped into open air, riding a rolling wave of darkness drawn from the night itself. 
 
    Avina could still see her in the light of the moon and the stars as she slid down the castle’s wall, through the courtyard and out the front gate. Few of the fleeing servants were escaping in that direction for obvious reasons and there was nothing to slow her down as she sped toward the monster. 
 
    Coming to a stop, Petra reached one hand outward, unsheathing her magical greatsword, Shadassara, from the night’s dark. Avina had to shield her eyes and glance sideways, the greatsword as painfully dark as the sun was painfully bright. Petra had once joked to her that each moment she spent with it drawn was a moment of sunlight lost over the span of the next year. 
 
    “Why would a sword of darkness sap the sun’s power?” Avina had asked. 
 
    “In your realm, the light pushes back the dark,” Petra had answered, as though it should explain it perfectly. 
 
    The dustwalker, somewhat surprisingly, seemed to view Petra as a worthy opponent despite the massive disparity in their sizes. It began to shrink down, dust packing inward and even flying up to join the compacting bulk from the street around it. The dust seemed to harden into layered rock, like the sandstone cliffs Avina remembered seeing along the coast around Twinfalls. 
 
    It settled on a size that was still easily five or six times larger than Petra, seeming no less strong and in fact, gaining a great deal of speed. Petra began swinging Shadassara in a complicated, intimidating pattern, feinting as though attacking and instead continuing the weapon’s motion. 
 
    Avina had to watch from the corner of her vision, eyes already aching from the brief glances. Petra began attacking, form blurring with such speed that each blow was announced by its result. Little clouds of dust burst forth from the series of cuts, but the dustwalker seemed to heal as quickly as it was damaged. 
 
    It lashed out, swinging an arm sideways. Petra went flying, rolling once through the street before sliding to a stop against a building. She scrambled up and leapt away, barely getting herself clear as the monster drove its fist down into the ground over where she’d just been. 
 
    Petra counter attacked with what appeared to be a hard two-handed slash, though Avina still couldn’t gauge the movement directly. The blow struck true, slicing a deep gash into the dustwalker’s abdomen. The monster seemed to breathe in dust as it again pulled from the dirt and grime of the town’s streets to self-heal. 
 
    Petra tried to chain the strike into a second attack, but the dustwalker stumbled forward into a hard push. The esper went flying, slamming into the front of what had once been a tannery on Gladetown’s main street. It was a moment before she climbed out of the debris and regained her stance.  
 
    She’s losing, thought Avina. As I knew she would. 
 
    She had to do something. Petra was doing all she could and it simply wasn’t enough. What could she add, beyond her own will and resolve? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    The tent was warm and Ruby’s soft body was even warmer against Koa’s chest. He grinned, feeling as though everything was just as it needed to be in the world, but also as though he was forgetting something. 
 
    He snuggled closer to her, kissing her cheek, running one hand down the side of her body and following the perfect contour of her slender hips. Ruby rolled over — but no, it wasn’t Ruby. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, Makoa?” whispered his mother. 
 
    He blinked, surprised, but not displeased. If his mother was in his bed, ahem, naked and in his bed… then he must already be king! They were in the castle, not camping in the Crumbling Kingdom! How had he ever confused the two to begin with? 
 
    “Oh, of that I am sure,” whispered Petra on his other side. “He slept well and the onus is on us to make sure he also wakes up well.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” Avina ran one hand down his chest, across his stomach. “The day will be long and hard. A challenge.” 
 
    Petra began kissing her way down his body as Avina touched and teased his manhood. Koa leaned his head back, beyond content… right up until something stabbed into his shoulder. 
 
    “Bah!” cried Haza. “What a waste of time. You don’t even know you’re dreaming, do you?” 
 
    Koa groaned and tried to shield himself, rolling over to find himself in the middle of a desert he didn’t recognize. Haza poked him in the shoulder with that bloody staff again and the pain quite literally stole his breath. 
 
    “Please… mercy!” he eventually managed. “I… can accept that I’m dreaming.” 
 
    “Good. Now. Why did you call me here?” 
 
    Koa furrowed his brow. “Call you… here? I didn’t—” 
 
    Haza poked him in the shoulder again and his dream became distracting in all the opposite ways, pain stabbing through the muscles of his back like an extended lightning strike. 
 
    “You are sloppy and incompetent!” cried Haza. “Bah! Almost worse than my last apprentice. Though at least you didn’t fuck some fat-bellied mercenary! The bloat on this man! The folds of his abdomen were as numerous as—” 
 
    “Stop?” muttered Koa. “Please stop.” 
 
    “I will stop as soon as you stop making excuses for not doing your work, lazy princeling.” 
 
    “I’ve… been trying,” he said. “I translated the first spell. Most of it, at least. But it was all some kind of farce about manhood enlargement and a bunch of senseless geographical directions.” 
 
    “The first spell?” Haza looked incredulous. “You are still stuck on the first spell? And you think it’s about…” The sorcerer ran a hand down his face. “I take it back. Perhaps my previous apprentice is still an option. She did have nice legs. Mmm… the squeeze of those thighs! Mmm!” 
 
    “Give me a clue!” said Koa, sensing the opportunity. “I’m missing something, aren’t I? Help me, Haza, and I’ll introduce you to a half dozen eligible women with immense thighs!” 
 
    He meant it more as a joke, but quickly adjusted his expression into a serious offer as he saw the gleam in Haza’s eyes. 
 
    “…Yes,” muttered the sorcerer. “I suppose some help might be fair in exchange for… mmm. All right, listen here, princeling! The first spell is very much a taste of greater things. Just a taste! One of the oft learned lessons of our people is to go slow, respond and react, trim fingernails…” 
 
    “Are we still speaking of, um… spells?” 
 
    “It is just a demonstration of the act of opening!” shouted Haza. “That’s all there is to it. If you’ve done that much, you understand. You can move on.” 
 
    “I… don’t think I have done that much? I stopped seriously trying to cast it when it spoke of expanding what lies within my trousers.” 
 
    Haza gave him an odd look. “You thought it meant…? Bah! Idiot!” 
 
    He proceeded to hit Koa several times in the shoulder. The pain was so unreal that Koa only came back to reality a few minutes later, more than a little surprised he hadn’t been snapped out of the dream. Haza was crouching next to him, holding the base of the shaft of his staff for balance. 
 
    “You see words but you do not read words,” growled the sorcerer. “You skim, like the pond skim you are.” 
 
    “Pond… scum, you mean? Never mind. Do continue!” 
 
    “Do they make trousers differently in Osteanus, the land of frolicking and fornication?” 
 
    “Do they… what?” 
 
    “Think, princeling!” shouted Haza. “What else? Your mind is that of a stupid, horny young fop! What else do your trousers contain?” 
 
    “Can’t you just…?” 
 
    “I could have, but we are out of time,” said Haza, from a sudden distance. “Remember, that was half a dozen sets of thighs belonging to half a dozen maidens, not simply half a dozen…” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Koa woke up and for various reasons, really wished he hadn’t. He was in pain and unlike the dream, there seemed to be no upper threshold for it or boundary containing it to just a single part of his body. He throbbed from the tips of his toes to the curls of his hair. 
 
    “Hey, easy,” whispered Ruby. “Just rest. There’s nothing more for you to do now, Koa.” 
 
    “Oh, but there is.” He tried for a smile, but more just bared his teeth. “Ruby, I figured it out!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I realized… I don’t need a spell to enlarge my manhood!” 
 
    He sensed that he’d said that louder than he’d intended at the same moment he noticed that Mav and Verity and Cathelia were also in the infirmary. 
 
    “He’s… lost a great deal of blood,” said the healer, helpfully. 
 
    Koa ignored their amused expressions and forced himself to sit upright. The pain was beyond what he felt he could endure. There was an open envelope of familiar looking herbs next to the bed and he grabbed a pinch of them and chewed. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Cathelia. “That’s a fairly moderate dose. You’re going to be loopy in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I intend on doing this quickly, regardless! Tighten my bandage! I need to get to the dustwalker.” 
 
    The healer obeyed wordlessly, moving to adjust the wrapping from the other side of the bed. 
 
    “Koa, you need to rest,” said Ruby. “It’s all right. I’ll stay here with you no matter what. Your mother and Petra will…” 
 
    “Will what, Ruby?” he snapped. “I don’t like how that sentence ends either! Now help me up! I’m not going to be able to walk on my own with this wound sapping my strength.” 
 
    Ruby looked at Verity and Mav. Verity glanced away, but Mav gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    “I will be your next king!” he shouted with a flash of anger that surprised even him. He took a breath and continued more calmly. “I will be king. Do not test me. Not now with the lives of people I love in the balance.” 
 
    There was no petulance or confidence or even arrogance in his voice. It was something more certain, darker almost, or at least more consequential. He met each of their gazes for a moment, letting them see his intensity more than taking measure of their disposition. 
 
    “You won’t survive walking anywhere,” said Ruby. “Makoa, please!”   
 
    “Do you trust me, Ruby?” 
 
    “…Yes. I trust you.” She spoke the words softly, as though actively in regret, prepped for mourning. 
 
    “Mav!” snapped Koa. “Put your arm under my shoulder and help me out of bed. Carefully, though. Mind the injury.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” said Mav. She took a step, paused as though reconsidering and then finally began lifting Koa to his feet.  
 
    The pain was slightly less biting this time, probably due to the herbs, which he could still taste the bitterness of. 
 
    “What are you planning on doing, exactly, milord?” asked Verity. 
 
    He gave her a smile and a wink. “Casting a spell.” 
 
    Verity nodded and wordlessly slid in to help carry his other side. Cathelia frowned and winced as they helped him out of the chamber, but the healer had seemingly unshouldered her own share of responsibility. 
 
    The castle was empty and quiet as Koa had ever seen it. They passed only a single guard on their way outside, a man who hurried past them in the same direction. Koa tried to hail him to help assist, but he didn’t stop. 
 
    “How are you doing?” asked Ruby. 
 
    “I’ll manage,” he muttered. In truth, he felt fairly numb all over, which was as worrying as it was reassuring. He was glad to have subdued the pain to an extent, but could only hope the drug’s effect wouldn’t reduce his faculties. 
 
    The night was surprisingly bright, a full moon uninhibited by the cloudless sky. Mav and Verity helped Koa forward through the outer wall’s gate with Ruby following close behind. Gladetown was scarily abandoned and the few people he could see were either hiding or fleeing. 
 
    The sense of foreboding and danger was palpable, and it wasn’t at all helped by the sight of the dustwalker in the distance. It had reduced its size, though Koa doubted it represented a matching reduction in power. 
 
    Petra was facing off against it, still standing in the middle of Gladetown’s main street, but only barely. Her hair was slick with sweat, clothing torn in places, one arm hanging at a rough angle at her side. Koa sensed the others glancing away and it took him a moment to understand that the sight of her sword, a massive sliver of concentrated darkness, was hurting their eyes. 
 
    I can see it just fine, he thought. It’s as it was with the esper skirmish. 
 
    The dustwalker moved, pulling an arm back in preparation for a punch that seemed like it might be the final blow in a fight that’d already taken place. Petra let out a low grunt of effort, lifting her sword to defend with slow, tired arms.  
 
    She did manage to clear the dustwalker’s strike, but only just barely, and the force of it still sent her staggering to the ground. The dustwalker eyed her, face an unreadable, swirling mess. 
 
    “Mav!” said Koa. “Help Petra! Get her out of the way!” 
 
    The handmaiden hesitated for a moment before nodding and shifting the weight she was carrying to Ruby, who slid in to take her place. Ruby wasn’t as strong as Mav and Koa overcorrected as he leaned more in Verity’s direction, hand accidentally palming one of her breasts. 
 
    “Apologies, Verity,” he said with a small smile. 
 
    “None needed, milord,” said Verity. 
 
    Mav sprinted forward with surprising athleticism, sliding to a stop behind Petra and pulling her to her feet by the shoulders. The dustwalker seemed torn between finishing its current opponent and attacking the newly arrived one.  
 
    Koa nudged Ruby and Verity, knowing he was risking all of their lives, but also knowing there was no other choice. He focused on breathing, going through as much of the process he’d divined from the translated spell tome as he could. He needed a clear, open mind, an expansive sense of vibrance, to cast a spell that was translucent in color, whatever the bone that meant. 
 
    The dustwalker shifted in an unusual manner, head tilting slightly sideways as though in question. For a passing instant, the swirling sandstorm of the monster’s face looked familiar, scarily so. 
 
    …Brin? 
 
    “Ruby!” he snapped. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “…What?” She shook her head, confused. 
 
    It might have been blood loss or grief or maybe he had seen it, but there was no time to stumble upon the point. He had to do something and the question of how was one he’d been hoping would come to him on high, from the Nameless Gods above. 
 
    “Koa…” whispered Ruby in a worried tone. 
 
    The dustwalker was heading toward them, steps still shaking the nearby area. 
 
    “Back up a little,” he said, watching the monster hunching forward, moving faster. “Now!” 
 
    They tried to the best of their ability, but there was simply no way. His weight was too much for them to endure while still moving smoothly, let alone quickly. Koa twisted one way and pushed Ruby and Verity hard in the other. The monster’s arm came down on the spot where the three of them had just been standing, splitting a gash into the street with a mess of spiderwebbed cracks through the cobblestone. 
 
    To Koa, it felt like the end. The dustwalker had its choice of targets. Nobody could risk trying to move toward him to help him stand without sharing his likely fate. The audacity in attempting to halt the monster with a spell he didn’t even know how to cast seemed to burn as hotly as the wound in his shoulder, which currently felt like it had a fire iron stuck through it. 
 
    The dustwalker made to lift its arm in preparation for a final, lazy strike. Its head suddenly lurched sideways as a blast of shadow struck it from its blindside. Petra, doing what she could, though from what Koa could see of her exhausted stance, she was about ready to collapse. 
 
    He felt an obscene amount of blood soaking the bandage as he tried desperately to pick himself back up. Dimly, he acknowledged how naïve he’d been, not just here with the dustwalker, but back in Sabantius, getting Brin killed. He’d never truly let himself stop and examine the stakes — carelessness passed off as courage. 
 
    They’re the same thing, he thought. Only difference is success or failure. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to fail or give up, and he hated the taste of his own self-pity. He scraped his fingers around the street surrounding him, finding a gnarled hunk of wood that’d once served as part of some building’s signpost.  
 
    It was now or never. He frantically tried to think of what Haza had done both times he’d seen him use his magic. There’d been no special flourish, nothing specific that stood out. Gods, if Hazafallius, wrinkled and hobbled over on his half-rotted staff like the old, crippled coot he was, could cast a spell, then why couldn’t… 
 
    The staff! 
 
    The dustwalker pulled its arm back, preparing a strike that he would have no hope of possibly dodging. Koa gritted his teeth and shifted his weight onto unsteady legs, knowing that only balance, not strength, was keeping him upright. The pain was indescribable, but he readied everything he’d learned about his spell within his mind, wrapping it all around the core of his will. 
 
    He cut downward with the gnarled signpost with enough strength to hear the air whistle. Reality itself seemed to split open, a floating tear through the veil separating one realm from another forming in the air in front of Koa, and more importantly, sucking with impossible strength. 
 
    Pockets, he thought. The description mentioned trousers because it was intended to create an unending pocket. A personal pocket realm, for storage… or imprisonment! 
 
    It was all Koa could do to catch himself as the pain finally overwhelmed his body and he fell to the ground. The dustwalker seemed to not realize the situation, hesitating and taking a step back even as the rift in reality began to sap at its form. 
 
    Sand and dust pulled loose from the monster’s body, disappearing into the rift. Small bits and pieces at first, building into a powerful, hissing stream of dirt. The force of the rift’s pull was intense, but not to such a degree that it might sweep up an entire flesh and blood person. The dustwalker, as powerful as it was, still had a unique weakness to the rift’s suction. 
 
    Koa watched the monster’s arm slowly disintegrate, followed by a section of its abdomen and one leg. As its head began to shift, trying to reform even as it was sucked apart, he once more saw a face that was impossibly familiar, but undeniable. 
 
    “This is just the beginning, not the end.” The voice was recognizable, if deeper and grittier than Koa remembered. “You were right, by the way. I had a good view from up high earlier. There definitely was an exposed tit amidst that beautiful stained glass window scene.” 
 
    “I told you!” Koa wiped his face as he stared into Brin’s actively dissolving face. “Just like you to flake on a lost bet, you bloody bastard!” 
 
    “Koa?” Ruby crouched to start helping him up again. “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    He glanced back at the dustwalker, but only a set of fast crumbling feet remained of the monster. With Ruby and Verity’s help to position him, Koa reached out and sealed the rift as though closing a set of curtains. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Avina stood outside the castle’s main gate, watching the town slowly begin to right itself after the dustwalker’s assault. Ten days had passed and the people were very much still in the process of rebuilding and recovering, but a general sense of relief was palpable in the air. 
 
    Only a couple of people had died during the attack and out of those, only one had perished due to the dustwalker itself, as opposed to having some issue exacerbated by the evacuation. Koa’s decisive action had saved them all, but there would still be many weeks and months of repair and reconstruction before everything was how it had been. 
 
    “A chance to rebuild in your image with the people’s blessing at the very start of your reign,” said Petra. “There are worse problems for a young underqueen to have dumped onto her plate.” 
 
    Avina gave a creeping smile and waved a hand as though brushing the totally valid idea away. “We’ll see. It’ll take some assessing and stabilizing of the crown’s finances before we make any serious moves.” 
 
    She still needed to establish if the debts that Underqueen Lassius claimed her mother owed were actually valid. If they were, which was likely, Harvestglade’s next priority might be finding a way to pay them without raising taxes on towns that couldn’t afford to pay. 
 
    “For now at least, the townsfolk have given us their blessing,” said Avina. “They seem under the impression that it was the queen and her esper who defeated the demonic dustwalker.” 
 
    “Makoa still will not let you correct their assumptions?” 
 
    Avina shook her head. “He claims that it serves his purposes to keep his Sabantian sorcery a secret for the time being and I’m inclined to agree. Though I suspect word will spread where it matters.” 
 
    She eyed Koa where he stood further down the path, overseeing a group of guards clearing the rubble of a flattened building. Verity was at his side, speaking to him in the quiet, trusting tones they’d come to use with one another. 
 
    She’s still more than likely a spy, thought Avina. Dare I let her get close? And I thought Ruby was the problem! 
 
    Koa was careful with her however, so much so that Avina recognized that he had inherited the problem. She trusted him with it, to a degree. She’d seen a difference in him since the battle, though it was one that had been years in the making. 
 
    His stance, his voice, his patience and resolve had all been forged through the stress and pressure. He’d taken to using a walking stick, much in part due to his injury, and while she liked the sense of maturity it gave him, the one he’d chosen was a truly ugly thing. 
 
    “Why not get a proper cane from one of the traders in town?” Avina asked, walking over to him. “That branch is so gnarled and unpolished. You’ll give yourself splinters on it.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t really fit my style.” Koa shifted his weight and gave the stick a little spinning flourish with his fingers. “I actually considered a staff, but I didn’t want to overplay my hand.” 
 
    “It would seem that way,” said Avina. “How have your spell studies been going?” 
 
    “Slow, but I’ve had help.” Koa smiled at Ruby, who stood behind Avina and then at Petra at her side. “Tutoring is a godsend for someone as… distractible as I tend to be.” 
 
    “Very distractible, indeed,” said Petra. 
 
    There was a flutter through the bond Avina shared with her esper, heat with a definite hint of desire. She resisted the urge to scowl, knowing she really needed to have a talk with Petra about her boundaries with Koa. 
 
    She could understand the attraction now more than ever. Koa had this way about him, boyish but manly, that seemed to demand attention. Avina, herself, found that she was hyper aware of the moments when they were alone together, the vibe, the mood.  
 
    Petra’s emotions are corrupting your thinking. You need to sit her down and set her straight. Perhaps have a firm discussion with Makoa, as well. 
 
    “We’ll have to report a true account of what happened to King Kendall,” said Avina. 
 
    “If he’s well enough to hear it,” said Koa. “I wouldn’t mind paying a visit to Twinfalls. Taking stock of the current state of court in the capital.” 
 
    “Truly?” Avina let some of her surprise show. “I thought you were put off by all of the etiquette and scheming and politics.” 
 
    “I’ll have to warm up to it sooner rather than later if I’m to be king.” 
 
    He spoke with such certainty that Avina couldn’t help but believe him. He was serious about trying, at the very least. The question of what that would mean politically for Harvestglade was one she was hesitant to answer, just yet. The question of what it would mean for her as a mother, as an underqueen, as a woman, was even more confusing. 
 
    “Let’s just focus on what’s in front of us for the day, shall we?” she suggested. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He grinned and pulled her into a hug. His arms were still strong and confident, despite his injury. Avina let her head rest against his shoulder for a couple of indulgent seconds, happy and content, and… 
 
    Gods, is he holding his cane at an angle or is that… 
 
    “Makoa!” said Avina, smiling through her glare and not knowing why. 
 
    “Mother.” He slid a hand down past the small of her back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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