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Chapter One




As they relaxed beside each other on the sandy shore of Frog Lake, Trent rested on one arm beside Bethany and stared at her contentedly. The thin green tunic and leather pants she wore flattered her curvy frame. Her dark ribbon-tied braid tempted his hands, and her gray eyes and warm smile held his gaze.

This would be the last day they could be together like this for some time, and the news from Whitebridge left him both thrilled and conflicted. Being selected to join the city watch was the gateway to so many of his goals… his own house inside strong walls and a life he could call his own… but it would come with a cost. He would leave those he loved behind… for a time.

Gaining entrance to a city as old, revered, and fortified as Whitebridge was difficult. Immigration was tightly controlled. If not for the fact that, in the Tournament of Leaves, Trent had outrun and outfought twenty other men who hoped to gain his post as a kestrel, he could never live in Dalry’s crown city. But he had, and now he was leaving… without Bethany.

Her hand clutched his as she eyed him curiously. “Tell me what that expression means.”

“Just that I’m going to miss you.”

“Second thoughts?”

“One or two.”

Her smile faded. “This is what you wanted. What you fought so hard to achieve. It’s not the first time we’ve had to be apart.”

“I know, but now I know how much I’ll miss you while I’m away.”

She narrowed her eyes and pushed his hand away. “Don’t do that to me.”

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t you dare regret your dreams because I can’t come with you.”

Trent sighed and rolled onto his back. Bethany cuddled into the crook of his arm. She slipped one leather-clad leg over his, rested close, and brushed his ear with her lips.

“This isn’t a goodbye. It’s just a separation. You’re a strong and clever man, and a hard worker. You’ll earn the money for me to apply for immigration soon enough.”

“That might not be for years, Beth. It’s not easy to earn money in the city, even if you have steady employment, and we’ll need a lot of money to pay for you to immigrate.”

“You think I won’t wait for you?”

“I mean, I should probably check before I leave, right?”

She slapped his chest. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

He laughed and hugged her. “I just wish we didn’t have to say goodbye.”

“Only for so long. I’m yours now, Trent, and I will always be yours. Your woman. I will be yours for as long as we both live.”

“So, when you come to the city with me…”

“Yes?”

“Do you want to start a family?”

She nuzzled close. “I want to start our own tribe.”

“Isn’t that a bit ambitious?”

She rolled on top of him, straddled him, and stared down at him with her long braid coursing down her chest. “Go to the city. Work hard and save, and then call for me. I will wait as long as it takes for you, and when you’re ready, we will start our own tribe. Promise me?”

Trent drank in the sight of the strong and beautiful woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life. “I promise, Beth.”

As the alarm bells outside the barracks tore Trent Marston from his blissful dream of home, his dream and waking lives collided in a way that left him gasping for breath. Coming awake to the tolling of bells was exactly what had happened in his recurring nightmares these past weeks. Yet perhaps, this time, it was simply another drill.

Perhaps the city of Whitebridge was not under attack by an army of necromancers and their soulless horde. Perhaps, at the healthy age of twenty-two, Trent would not be torn apart by a horde of soulless husks. Perhaps he’d…

Heavy armor clattered as the hulking form of Captain Kyle, a Blessed Knight, stomped past Trent’s bunk without slowing down. The captain of the city guard had personally entered Trent’s barracks, dressed in gleaming mail and hauling a two-handed sword that glowed red. Every detail precisely matched Trent’s recurring nightmare… except this time, he was awake.

Firebringer was a godsword, an ancient and priceless blade enchanted with ancient fire magic. A blade like that didn’t leave the royal vault for anything less than a necromancer’s army, so if Captain Kyle now carried it, it was true. A soulless army was at the gates.

Kyle’s motivational speech was word for word as Trent remembered. “Up and at ‘em, you lazy sods! It’s our day to save our city, and we’ve little time to do it! The dead army’s coming to get their heads bashed in, so grab your clubs and claim your glory!”

Captain Kyle was out of the room Trent shared with eleven other city watchmen and shouting his way into the next before Trent uncurled his fingers from his sheets. As the other members of the city’s watch groaned, grumbled, and rolled out of bed, Trent couldn’t move.

He had experienced this dark morning dozens of times before in his prophetic dreams, and in every dream, he died. And Princess Victoria…

What was now taking place in one of the guard barracks of District Two in the royal city of Whitebridge should not be possible, but it was happening. If Trent followed the script from the nightmare he’d experienced again and again over the past few weeks, he and Princess Victoria would die tonight. People didn’t dream the future, but Trent had. Several times.

Now, that dark future had come to claim him.

Around him, the other watchmen of Eight Company were helping each other don their armor and gathering their weapons. They might grouse about being roused in the middle of the night, but none would speak ill of King Tallun or defy Captain Kyle. Either activity could lead to dancing on the end of a rope.

Trent carefully controlled his breathing and pushed the sheet off his legs. He sat up just in time to see Spence, a big dark-haired waller that was five years senior to him (and one he very much disliked) watching him with amused and scornful eyes. Spence held his arms out as another guard, Pip, tightened the clasps on his gleaming mail armor.

Spence chuckled darkly. “What’s the matter, Marston? Afraid of a few walking corpses? Wouldn’t be surprised if you piss yourself the moment one stumbles your way.”

As he tightened Spence’s clasps, Pip grimaced behind Spence. “Now that’s not very fair, is it? Trent might be an outwaller, but he’s no coward. You’ve seen him sparring in the yard.”

“Sparring? Ha! All I’ve seen him fight are⁠—”

“—weaklings and women,” Trent finished before Spence could. “With a frame like his, it’s no wonder he only spars with other songbirds. They’re the only ones in his weight class.”

Spence’s expression soured as Trent, quite literally, ripped his derisive words from his lips. Saying the words Trent had dreamed about Spence saying dozens of times before destroyed the sense of impending doom that had afflicted Trent since he snapped awake. This wasn’t a dream, which meant he wasn’t bound to a dream’s rules. He had control here.

This time, unlike in his recurring nightmare, he was not an actor forced by a spectral playwright to read his lines and play his role. By speaking Spence’s words before Spence could, Trent had proven he could take his recurring dreams and change them. That meant, tonight…

He could actually save Princess Victoria.

Trent hopped out of bed with new purpose. Nervous energy invigorated his muscles as he forced himself to remember that he’d done this twice before. He’d saved his parents. He’d saved Bethany and her tribe. Why couldn’t he save the crown princess of Whitebridge? Thanks to his recurring nightmares about his death, he already knew what not to do.

Trent snatched his custom-fitted leather armor off the rack at the side of his barracks, then slipped it over his head without aid. His smaller size and unique role in the city guard meant, unlike Spence, he didn’t wear ring mail and plate. He needed to move fast.

Spence scoffed. “Would you look at that! Our songbird’s ready to take flight.”

Spence hadn’t said those words any of the times Trent had dreamed about this exact series of events. The gibe was classic Spence—derisive, hurtful, and unimaginative—but Trent had already changed one aspect of his dream to match the reality he preferred. Spence rose as Trent finished adjusting his custom-fitted armor.

Spence thumped Pip’s shoulder. “Help our kestrel don his plumage. But don’t take long, little birds, or you’ll both feel the rope. Sergeant Crane doesn’t tolerate slothfulness.”

Another guardsman might have taken offense to Spence’s casual dismissal, but not Pip. Pip, like Trent, kept his head down, did his job, and ignored the teasing from the other watchmen no matter how often it occurred. At least there was no physical violence.

Pip, like Trent, was a head shorter than most of the city guards. Pip’s dishwater-colored hair was only a shade lighter than Trent’s coal-black, and while Trent’s toned body was built from lean muscle, Pip’s form was larger and softer. Pip was no weakling, but he certainly enjoyed large meals more often than Trent or, for that matter, most of the guardsmen.

As Spence stomped away with the clanking of mail and chain, Pip offered Trent his most apologetic wince. Since Trent had first been assigned to Eight Company over a year ago and met Pip, Pip did a lot of apologetic wincing. Still, Pip was one of several men in Eight Company who Trent truly considered a friend, so they watched out for each other.

“Sorry about him, Trent! Spence always gets prickly before battle.”

Those words, Trent remembered, were ones Pip always spoke in the dream. Still, he saw no need to rewrite this part of his dream. He walked over and raised both arms.

“No worries, Pip. Now, would you mind?”

Obviously grateful to see that no harm had been done, Pip tightened the straps that would secure Trent’s light leather cuirass. Unlike Spence and many of the other city guards, who wore heavy armor and carried clubs and heavy shields, Trent was a kestrel… or, as Spence derisively referred to him, a songbird.

After winning Dalry’s Tournament of Leaves a year ago, Patrolman Junior Grade Trent Marston had been welcomed to Whitebridge and immediately assigned to Eight Company. While he was paid the same as every other watchman, his role in his unit was not to engage in direct battle. He was quite good at battle, of course, but his primary role was scouting, tracking, and targeted assassination… when the situation called for it.

That was the role of a kestrel. In a real battle, the city watch needed to know when, where, and who to fight. Trent gathered that information and ensured Eight Company was never caught unaware by enemies. It was a big responsibility, and one he relished.

Once Pip finished with Trent’s uniquely fitted and armored cuirass, Trent could handle donning the rest of his armor on his own. Pip stepped away and did the same. Then, they both sat down on their bunks and pulled on their greaves, then boots. Pip’s armor was heavy and clanky like Spence’s, while Trent’s was light, smooth, and silent.

They finished donning the rest of their armor at the same time, at which point they rose and took up arms. Pip grabbed his large buckler and trusty club. Meanwhile, Trent sheathed two long knives into sheaths on his hips, slipped a holdout knife into one boot, and then slid his father’s skinning knife into the other. He tightened his belt with its pouches of dirty tricks.

Finally, Trent shrugged on his gladius and its worn sheath. He only used his gladius in the rare case he had to fight alongside other members of Eight Company in a line of steel and metal… or when he had no other option but to kill someone face-to-face.

After a nod to Pip that he’d repeated over a dozen times in the past three weeks, Trent jogged, double-time, to the door and then out into the hallway. The rest of Eight Company was already assembled in a loose line. The clanking of a single pair of heavy boots on the hard stone floor told Trent he and Pip had finished dressing just in time.

Other than him stealing Spence’s words from his mouth before he could utter them, everything continued to transpire just as it had in his dreams. Now that he knew he could control his fate, Trent welcomed his foreknowledge.

He had grown up tracking and hunting across rough terrain filled with chaos beasts. He had graduated near the top of his class from the Vespers, an elite military academy, and he had won last year’s Tournament of Leaves. He would save Princess Victoria.

Tonight, no one else could.

Scowling and in full armor other than the gleaming steel barbute tucked into the crook of his arm, Sergeant Crane stomped to a halt behind two organized lines of Eight Company. Twelve armored men in two rows now awaited Crane’s orders, and they were but one of dozens of companies of watchmen the king could call to action in an emergency. An attack on the city walls by the dread necromancers and their army of soulless husks was absolutely considered an emergency.

Crane glared at them. “Listen up! As I hope many of you have gleaned by now, this is no drill! A queen’s kestrel reported the march of a soulless army toward our walls no less than an hour ago. We believe they have at least four arch necromancers in command!”

Several men in Eight Company gasped as their sergeant confirmed the same news as Captain Kyle. Trent suspected, until Crane spoke, they hadn’t fully believed it. Or they hadn’t considered that they, as the city watch, could soon be fighting soulless themselves.

Crane continued. “The bulk of the queen’s army, led by the Blessed Knights, has already formed ranks atop the walls. They’ll hold back those soulless cocksuckers until they’re all back in the ground. But don’t think because we’re not on the walls we can piss off!”

From the back of one of the two lines of Eight Company guardsman, Trent found himself mouthing every word of Sergeant Crane’s speech. He’d heard this speech too many times to let it pass without following along. Crane always gave good speeches.

Out of the corner of his gaze, Pip watched Trent mouth the words with consternation. Pip hadn’t watched him in any of his dreams, but in his dreams, he hadn’t mouthed Crane’s speech. Whispered words left Trent’s lips at the same time they burst from Crane’s, all the proof he needed that he had both knowledge of and control of his future.

“By orders of Captain Kyle, each company of city watch has been assigned a district gate to staff and patrol. And because your sergeant is swinging such a massive cock, you lucky bunch of half-shorn mongrels have been tasked to guard District One!”

Several guardsmen cheered once Crane revealed where Captain Kyle had posted them today, but not Trent. He hadn’t cheered their assignment in any of the dreams he’d had when this had happened previously. He dared challenge fate only when necessary. He would do as the playwright in his head demanded until they reached the District One gate.

Only then would Trent write his own tale: a tale of heroism and prowess that they would sing in the taverns of Whitebridge for decades. The tale of kestrel Trent Marston and how he’d saved Princess Victoria from being slaughtered by soulless husks.

With his “motivational” speech finished, Crane raised his steel barbute and slipped it onto his shorn, round head as easily as a lesser man might don his summer hat. “Now! Eight Company! Which of you pissants wants to ask me a stupid question?”

Spence, naturally, chimed up from the front. “I just want to say we’re honored by the chance to hold the King’s Gate, sir! Nothing is getting past us!”

“Tell me something I don’t know, Gladry.” Everyone in the unit knew Spence Gladry was an insufferable suck up, but as Spence was also the first son of a wealthy merchant, Crane knew better than to call him out. “Anyone else confused?”

Because he was almost at the back of the line, Pip had to raise his hand high and wave it to catch Sergeant Crane’s attention. Crane’s eyes narrowed in the T-slit of his helmet.

“Yes, Junior Patrolman Kaldron?” Crane stressed Pip’s rank far more than necessary. “Is there something about ‘stand at a gate and hold it’ that wasn’t clear?”

Pip lowered his hand. “If we’re to fight soulless, will we be issued the water of life?”

One of Crane’s pauldrons clattered as he shook his head. “I swear, Kaldron, it’s a wonder you learned to piss and shit before you learned to walk. What did I just tell you?”

“That… we’re going to guard the District One gate in case the soulless attack?”

“The soulless army is marching on the city from outside the walls, Kaldron. It’s going to wallow out there while the Blessed Knights and the queen’s army force feed those rotting fuckers their own cocks.” Crane scowled inside his helmet. “So, no water of life! The army needs all we have to ward them against the soulless, while our task is to hold that gate and make sure no opportunistic outwallers take advantage of the chaos to loot and pillage.”

Trent mouthed every word Crane spoke, including his desultory use of outwaller as a synonym for craven thieves. When his doing that finally caught the attention of the irritable sergeant of Eight Company, Crane glared at him in indignation.

“Problem there, Marston?”

Crane must think Trent was annoyed because he’d used outwaller as a slur. Trent was so used to hearing the circumstances of his birth maligned that it barely affected him these days. He might have been born outside the great walls, but he was a citizen of Whitebridge now.

Trent slapped a clenched fist to his leather chest plate and snapped his heels together. “No, sir! Ready to march on your order, sir!”

Crane chuckled. “Seems Marston’s the only one of you lot who listens when I speak. Now double time it, you troop of brainless sows. If we’re not all in position on that gate by the time Captain Kyle makes his rounds, we’ll all dance a jig in the town square!”

And by that, Crane meant hang.

After Crane spun and marched off, both lines of Eight Company loyally fell into step behind him. As they marched down the wide hall of the barracks in respectable unison, Spence… who led one of the two lines… twisted enough to throw an angry glance Trent’s way. He didn’t like Crane personally acknowledging Trent.

Trent smiled back. He knew that smile incensed Spence the moment the larger soldier turned back to stomp after Sergeant Crane. Each step fell harder than necessary.

From beside him, at the back of the second line of marching guardsman, Pip frowned mournfully as he stared at the back of the guardsman in front of him. “Even if the soulless aren’t in the city yet, they could be. What can we do against them if they attack?”

Was it time to alter his dream’s script? Trent considered as he marched beside Pip at the back of his own line. He decided, since he was in control of events this time, the one guardsman who had always treated him well deserved some comfort.

“Like Sergeant Crane said, it’s doubtful any of the soulless will make it past the grand walls and the queen’s army. We’ll have to keep an eye out for looters and opportunists, but soulless? We’ll leave those to the Blessed Knights. Don’t fret about it.”

Pip frowned mournfully. “I hope you’re right, Trent. I very much hope you’re right.”

Trent wasn’t right, of course. Soulless were already inside the walls alongside at least one necromancer, and they were now sneaking through the city with the intent to infiltrate District One: the royal district. There, they would slaughter Princess Victoria’s Queen’s Guard, and then the princess herself. They would tear her screaming soul from her body.

That was what the soulless had done in Trent’s dark dreams. He’d stood loyally at the gate to District One with the rest of Eight Company for a full thirty minutes of quiet and nervous tension. It would all end when the dying Queen’s Guard stumbled toward their gate. He’d be covered in blood with his armor rusting and rotting from profane spells.

The dying man would drop to his knees as his flesh rotted away. “Soulless have the princess surrounded at the chapel school! They’ve got… Victoria.”

Sergeant Crane would order Eight Company to sprint, of course. They would all charge up the road of District One and through the city streets. They would reach the chapel school just in time for the blood-stained doors to fly open. Then, one after the other, the soulless figures of Victoria’s Queen’s Guard would stumble out, eyes like egg whites.

Crane and many in Eight Company would stand in shock, horrified at the sight of grown men with their souls ripped out. Princess Victoria would stumble out after them, swaying and wailing before she charged and shrieked in feral rage. Led by their soulless princess, the horde and the city guard would slaughter each other in a dance of blades.

Trent would die in that dance. His last dance. But all of that would only happen if he didn’t leave the king’s gate thirty minutes early and warn Princess Victoria.

Which was why, today, Junior Patrolman Trent Marston was going to abandon his post.


Chapter Two




Sergeant Crane knew his business, and Eight Company had done enough drills that they exited the barracks and marched out onto the city streets in good order. Despite expecting it, Trent still gawked as they stepped out onto a street in early morning. Every detail from his recurring dreams manifested one after the other, and that was weird.

The air smelled wet from recent rain, and puddles scattered about like fallen leaves still glittered in the moonlight. The smell of offal and waste was far less noticeable in District Two than in the poorer districts, thanks to superior sanitation, but it was still present, especially in the aftermath of this evening’s storm. Drain water burbled below the street.

The wide cobblestone streets of Whitebridge would already have been sparsely populated early in the morning, but with more city watch and constables now marching in patrol, the streets were empty of all save armed and armored soldiers. A clamor Trent remembered well was audible from the distant walls of the city. The walls were a walk of an hour from District Two, assuming the winding streets were free of foot and carriage traffic.

The two and three-story buildings that had grown up in the wealthier part of Whitebridge looked as they always did, clean, grand buildings of brick, glass, and wood. Their shutters were all closed as if in expectation of a great storm, and more than a few buildings had privately-employed mercenaries standing guard at their doors. Hired muscle.

Trent doubted any of those mercenaries would stand their ground, alone, against a soulless army if it ever managed to break through Whitebridge’s walls. Yet, that wasn’t the job they’d been hired for. No, the rich people inside those nice homes had recruited these hardened mercenaries to protect them from distinctly human threats.

With the entire queen’s army and the Blessed Knights on the walls holding back the soulless, the ne'er-do-wells of Whitebridge would have no better opportunity to rob and pillage. Tonight was not the first time a soulless army had threatened Whitebridge from without, though it was the first time they had done so after Trent dreamt about it repeatedly.

Even though all three attacks in the past year had been repelled by the Blessed Knights and a non-trivial number of casualties among the queen’s army, the less wealthy portions of the city always ended up worse off after the chaos. Desperate people took many risks, and without a city guard or queen’s army to keep order, everyone had to protect themselves.

Sergeant Crane bellowed. “Forward march!”

The two lines of six men who made up Eight Company, now in formation at a parade level, marched crisply down the cobblestone street behind their decorated sergeant. The District One gate was a two-story fortification through which anyone traveling from District Two (where Trent was now) to District One (where the royal family lived in Castle Guileford) would have to travel. It was the largest and most heavily armored gate in the city.

Sergeant Crane wasn’t wrong about the honor bestowed tonight. For Captain Kyle to assign Eight Company to guard the king’s gate was no small favor, but Trent knew from gossip that Sergeant Crane and Captain Kyle had come up together in the queen’s army. It was thus no surprise Kyle would trust Crane to guard the king’s district.

The march to the District One gate took forever to Trent, perhaps because he knew each moment he wasted marching in formation brought fair Princess Victoria closer to her horrific fate. He had only seen the princess once while standing watch during a royal parade, from a distance, but her beauty was widely known… as was her kind heart.

Just like her departed and beloved mother, Queen Agnes (may she rest in grace) Princess Victoria Randolf was a beauty worthy of being immortalized on the walls of the Whitebridge Temple. The kingdom grieved alongside their crown princess when Queen Agnes passed away at the age of forty-six… from heart failure. The mourning had lasted months.

Women as beautiful as Princess Victoria, Trent and many others had long ago decided, should never have to cry. Even two years after Queen Agnes’s poor heart took her, her early death remained a tragedy. While the queen’s widower, King Tallun, was barely tolerated by the city’s people, the entire realm of Dalry adored Victoria. Most were eager for her to be crowned.

Again and again, Trent considered breaking from formation and sprinting directly to the chapel school. Yet, if he was caught, he could doom the princess to her fate. No one in Eight Company, not even Pip, would believe Trent if he told them he had dreamed about tonight’s events a dozen times over the past three weeks.

Or worse, they would believe him and arrest him as a corruptor. Pious people, everyone knew, didn’t dream the future. Only those who dealt with devils did that, and even after Trent saved the princess, he would need to explain how he had known she would be attacked… in a way that didn’t get him burned at the stake.

So, he couldn’t leave his post without being arrested, and he couldn’t give his reasons without being interrogated by the church. His only choice, if he wanted to save Princess Victoria, was to do so himself. After he saved the princess, he could spin a story about spotting the soulless as he patrolled and tracking them to the chapel school.

How he would escape Eight Company once at the King’s Gate was an open question… but he could keep his wits about him and find his opening. The role of a kestrel was to scout ahead alone. He would simply need a reason Sergeant Crane should send him to do that.

The march ended just as it had so many times before… for Trent. Before them, the bulk of the District One gate (also known as the King’s Gate) stood in the middle of a massive city wall. The gate was a large building on its own, a towering reinforced structure of wood, brick, and stone. It completely sealed off the street between two equally reinforced buildings.

The walls of the gate were too sheer to climb without pitons or other assistance. Even if one managed to toss a grappling hook over the crenellations on the top of its walls, they would be spotted and intercepted by alert guardsmen standing upon those walls. A single man could keep watch on the entirety of the gate.

The center of the gate remained open to allow soldiers from the queen’s army and others to pass freely, but they did so by walking beneath two raised portcullises—one on each side—and through a tunnel filled with murder holes behind which alert men with crossbows waited. Trent also saw steam rising from the oil pots. The gate’s staff was heating them in preparation for use. Better to have hot oil and not need it than otherwise.

Sergeant Crane brought Eight Company to a halt in front of the gate, then answered a hail from the guardsman atop its center tower. Trent’s gaze swept their surroundings. He confirmed the storm drains he remembered were just where they’d been in his dream.

While thieves, scoundrels, or even enemy soldiers who thought themselves clever might think to sneak beneath the gate and into District One through the sewageways, they would find their way barred by thick metal grates placed at regular intervals. While the offal and refuse of daily life could pass through freely, humans could not. Even getting that far assumed those foolish enough to try avoided the hidden spike traps placed at regular intervals near the gates.

No, there was only one gate that allowed entry to District One, and that was the gate Eight Company had the honor of guarding today. As Crane began shouting orders and assigning city watch to their posts, Trent knew it was time to seize control of fate once more. In all of his dreams, Crane ordered him to take up position atop the wall.

While the walkway offered a perfect view of the street along both sides of the gate, it also put Trent in full view. Soldiers on both sides of the gate, on the ground level, and also in the gate’s tower could see him. He couldn’t leave his post there without a dozen voices calling out to ask if something was amiss. He needed to obtain a less visible post.

As Crane barked orders and the lines advanced, Trent found his opening. He rushed to the front of the line, elbowed Spence aside, and stepped directly in front of Sergeant Crane. His sergeant glared at him in annoyance, but Trent spoke up before Crane could berate him.

“Sergeant, I think I just saw torchlight flicker past the storm drain. Someone might be moving down in the sewageway!”

Crane pointed a finger as if to berate Trent for cutting in line, paused as he processed Trent’s words, then lowered his finger with a firm scowl. “You think?”

“I saw. There was a flicker of light from inside the drain, clear as day. I’ve never seen any rat big enough to carry a lamp. What if someone’s trying to sneak beneath the gate and enter the king’s district?”

Spence scoffed loudly from behind him. “No one would be so foolish as to creep through the sewageways. Not if they want to live to see a new day.”

Trent eyed Spence in disdain. “Just because they’re simpletons doesn’t mean they couldn’t cause some sort of trouble down there.”

As Crane visibly rubbed his temples, Trent couldn’t help but feel for him. If Trent had been telling the truth, thieves mucking about in the sewageway would be just one more complication during Crane’s already complicated day. That would give a man gray hairs.

Crane scowled. “If you’re certain you saw torchlight down there, Marston, you get to check it out. I’m not about to get covered in any more shit today.”

Spence chuckled darkly behind him. “Oh, you’re going to be such a dirty bird.”

Crane scowled at Spence. “Gladry! Go with him.”

Trent barely hid his groan, but Spence had no such problem. The indignant groan the bigger man unleashed carried halfway down the block.

“You can’t be serious!”

Crane stepped forward and placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Did I stutter, Gladry? Did our little march down the road deafen you, or did I just give you a direct order?”

“But… it’s a sewageway, Sarge!”

Trent belatedly stepped in. “It’s a real tight fit down in those tunnels. While someone with my frame can scramble through, a man as big as Spence might get stuck.”

Spence huffed indignantly. “That’s right! I’m way too big to fit in those drains.”

Crane was looking ever more amused by the moment, which boded ill for Trent’s clever plan. “Oh, I think you’ll manage, Gladry. If there are thieves or infiltrators down there, you might learn something from our kestrel. I imagine those walls will be slick enough for you to pass if you push on. You could use a little dirt under your nails.”

“Shit, Sarge! I’m going to get covered in shit!”

“Then take comfort in the fact that it’s noble shit. That’s the best-smelling kind.” Crane removed his hand from his sword and stepped back. “You have your orders. Marston, you and Gladry head down to the sewageway and make sure no one’s poking about down there. Be quick about it. If you’re not back in an hour, I’ll assume you both deserted.”

Trent couldn’t imagine a worse result than having Crane send Spence with him as he tried to slip away. Still, Crane was a man who didn’t tolerate defiance of his orders, and protesting further would only make Crane more suspicious about Trent’s story of seeing torchlight in the storm drains. He would have to adapt on the fly.

Trent thumped his fist to his chest. “Sir, yes sir!”

Crane watched Spence with a knowing… and very dangerous… smirk.

Spence sighed heavily again before he thumped his hand to his chest. “Yes, sir.”

Crane chuckled as he turned and walked to join the others on the gate. “Oh, and make sure to jump in a horse trough on your way back. I don’t want you two stinking up the whole gate when Captain Kyle arrives to check on us.”

From his height, Spence glowered down at Trent. Trent also knew, from watching Spence wildly swing his truncheon around in the yard, that Spence was as slow as he was clumsy. Trent didn’t fear Spence, but he was going to complicate Trent’s attempt to slip away.

Spence gestured indignantly. “Lead the way, songbird! You got us into this.”

Trent hurried for the nearest alley. “Stay close. There should be a metal grate not far into the alley. Our keys should open it.”

“Figures you’d know right now to get into the sewageway. Spend a lot of time down there, do you? Scrambling around with the rats and roaches?”

Trent double-timed his way into the narrow alley. “You could stand to meet a few rats and roaches. You could use a friend.”

Spence growled low in his throat. “Watch it, Marston.”

The alleyway continued for a good ways, just as Trent had hoped. Also, as he had hoped, they had to go around a sharp right turn to reach the grate into the sewageway. They were out of sight of everyone in Eight Company now.

Trent had spent every day off duty since he’d arrived in Whitebridge walking its streets, alleys, and districts. As a kestrel, he needed to know this city as intimately as he’d learned all the animal trails through the woods growing up. Whitebridge was his hunting ground now.

Thoughts of spending nights hunting in the wilds conjured thoughts of Bethany, and for a moment, Trent reveled in the sight of her lovely gray eyes and waist-length braid. He once more saw her warm and calloused hands clasped below her full and lovely breasts. That was how she had looked the night he hugged her tight and kissed her goodbye.

Trent forced thoughts of his first love away. He missed Bethany, and would always miss her, but there separation wasn’t eternal. After he saved Princess Victoria tonight, it was likely King Tallun would award him both a commendation and a bonus. Those would put him that much closer to his ultimate goal… earning the coin to bring Bethany to Whitebridge as his wife.

As Spence clomped close on his heels, they reached a dead end at the end of the turn around the alley. A square metal grate formed of crisscrossing iron bars sat flush with the cobblestones. It fit so smoothly as to be almost seamless.

Now, how to deal with Spence? The man obviously hated the idea of squeezing into the sewageway to look for thieves, but Spence would likely insist on doing it to annoy Trent. While it was tempting to let Spence take the lead and knock him out in the sewageway, there was no guarantee anyone would actually find Spence’s unconscious body afterward.

Trent might not like Spence, but he wasn’t ready to murder the man. He had only killed two men in his life. Killing was never something to be done lightly, and Spence Gladry did not have to die for Victoria to live… but Trent didn’t need him clanking about in the sewageway.

He dropped to his knees beside the iron grate and unhooked his guardsman keyring from his belt. Then, like the clumsiest green recruit in all of Whitebridge, Trent fumbled the ring. It leapt from his fingers and clanged against the iron bars.

His keys snaked through the gap in the cross-connecting bars with a loud clatter, and then a loud splash sounded from below. As Trent stared down at the grate in faked horror, Spence broke into chuckles behind him. The man slapped his knee.

“Oh, Marston, you bloody idiot. Did you just drop your keys?”

Trent hopped up and backed away from the grate. He made himself look as frustrated as possible. “The stupid rain! It got the ring all slick!”

“You’re in trouble now. How are you going to follow Sergeant Crane’s orders if you can’t even open the bloody grate?”

Trent glowered at him. “They’re you’re orders as well. Or did you forget that?”

Spence’s amusement faded as Trent’s words hit home. “Your fault, songbird.”

“Doesn’t matter whose fault it is. If we don’t check the sewageway for ne'er-do-wells, we’ll swing in the square together. Or do you know another penalty for disobeying orders?”

Spence scowled as he stomped over to the grate. “Bloody idiot. Bloody outwallers. Why they sought fit to make you a kestrel remains beyond me.” As Spence pulled his keys off his belt and knelt beside the gate, he focused intently on the lock. “I’ll get this open, but you still go in first. You got us into this. You soak up the shit.”

“Just open the grate, man. We’ve only got an hour!”

As Spence tried key after key on the lock on the sewageway grate, focused entirely on his task, Trent silently slipped around behind him and reached to his belt. He pulled a tightly-folded cloth from a pouch on his belt of tricks. He flicked his wrist to expand it.

As Spence’s latest key turned in the lock, the man grunted in satisfaction. He then gasped as Trent’s arm snaked around from behind him. Trent slapped the foul-smelling rag he’d kept folded in a pouch on his belt over Spence’s nose and mouth.

Spence lurched to his feet like a bucking bull. Spence stumbled about and flailed desperately at Trent, attempting to dislodge him, but managed neither. With his heavy cuirass constricting his movements and Trent’s iron grip on his back, he couldn’t reach.

Trent held on like a constrictor around its prey. Even when Spence stumbled back and smashed Trent into the wall, Trent neither released the grip of his ankles nor the rag on Spence’s mouth. He ground his teeth and endured.

Their struggle was over in a few more steps. As the noxious chemicals soaking Trent’s rag robbed Spence of all conscious thought, he collapsed like a sack full of potatoes. Trent hopped off just before Spence collapsed in a clatter of heavy armor.

There was no turning back now. When someone found Spence and roused him, or he stumbled out of this alley, he would report Trent as a traitor. Worse, unless he rescued Princess Victoria, Spence would be right.

Even so, even knowing he was gambling his future in Whitebridge and his life, Trent didn’t hesitate. The crown princess needed him. He was going to save Princess Victoria.

Trent lifted the now unlocked iron grate on its hinges and held it up as he dropped both feet into the dark hole. He found the rungs of the sturdy iron ladder that would lead him below. He descended until only his head was above ground, then brought the heavy grate down on top of him with one arm. It settled into place with scarcely a sound.

The grate was heavy enough Spence might have had problems lifting it alone, but not Trent. Even the city watchmen who had initially laughed at him for being a head shorter than them had stopped doing so after watching him do fifty pushups in the yard… where his only contact with the ground was his flattened palms.

Trent locked the grate from the bottom side, tucked Spence’s keys on a hook on his belt, and shimmied down the ladder. He had spent two decades packing on lean muscle and developing the stamina to run for hours. A half hour’s run would be nothing compared to that.

One look at the swirling brown waters at the bottom of this ladder told him he wasn’t going to fish out his own key ring. His keys had likely already been swept away, and even if he did have time to dig around in watery sewage, he had no desire. He now had Spence’s keys.

The sewageway looked as cramped as when he’d explored it previously while getting to know the ins and outs of Whitebridge. The water rose just above his ankles. The smell was like a dozen tipped over outhouses in a storm, but Trent could tolerate it.

He set off without worrying about the splashing his boots would make in the water. The sound wouldn’t carry up to any of the storm drains, and he now had just under an hour before anyone would come looking for him or Spence. This would be over long before then.

As Trent picked his way through twists and turns he was certain would take him where he needed to go, he was under no illusion he could sneak beneath the king’s gate. The grates and traps would stop him, but all he needed to do was surface out of sight of Eight Company.

He splashed through the sewageways for longer than he liked, then clambered up the maintenance ladder. He used Spence’s keys to unlock the grate. He lifted it soundlessly.

He emerged into a dark and empty alley a block or two from the king’s gate. He judged it had been approximately ten minutes since he and Spence left to investigate the sewageway. He now had perhaps twenty minutes before the dying Queen’s Guard would stumble up to the District One gate and call for aid to save Princess Victoria… far too late.


Chapter Three




Trent crept silently to the edge of the alley and quick-peeked around the corner, then slipped back behind the wall. This street, like most others in District Two, had alert-looking mercenaries on several doors and city watch standing at the cross streets. Trent hadn’t pinned all his hopes and dreams on the street, and he was glad now.

He crept back into the alley as his keen eyes scanned the gloom and the walls. He found a sturdy-looking gutter bolted securely to the wall. It still looked somewhat slick from the recent rain, glistening in the moonlight, but it would have to do.

With speed and skill, Trent clambered up the vertical gutter like a squirrel. Back when he’d lived outside the walls, in his humble but well-defended town of Kallowhorn, the other boys had often compared him to a squirrel. Their intent had been to upset and anger him, but Trent had always found the comparison both apt and appealing.

Trent liked squirrels. They were fast, and stealthy, and almost never got caught. In a forest filled with healthy trees with interlaced limbs, they could cross leagues without ever touching the ground. That was what Trent would do today… on the roofs of Whitebridge.

Sadly, the gutter didn’t reach all the way to the roof of the three-story building to which it was bolted. There was a gap a bit wider than his head between the top of the gutter and the building’s eaves. Trent didn’t glance down, because if he did so, he would see a three-story drop to hard stone that would break his legs or kill him… and Princess Victoria.

He breathed, tensed, and tossed his body upward.

Trent’s strong fingers snapped around the eaves, and his strong arms lifted the weight of his entire body. He threw one leg up and over the rooftop, now latched onto it like a sprung bear trap. His heart pounded as he reflected on how close he’d come to death, but there was always an undeniable thrill to completing such a dangerous jump. He hadn’t exactly cheated death, but he’d certainly thumbed his nose at the old codger.

Trent scrambled sideways and onto the tiled roof, then crouched motionless as he listened for shouts of alarm. He scanned the horizon for threats. Luck was with him. He’d scaled one of the tallest buildings of District Two, so other roofs were at his level or below.

No one else was on the roofs close enough for him to see, and from up here, the view across the city was impressive. The gleaming white walls and spires of Castle Guileford rose from the center of Whitebridge like the grand fountain in the market square. The windows in its walls gleamed bright with torchlight, and tiny shadows walked its battlements. Given the soulless army at the walls, the castle would be on high alert.

As Trent swept his gaze across the rooftops of the city to the outer walls almost an hour distant, he couldn’t make out anyone on those walls. They were too far away. Even so, the distant clamor of the thousands of soldiers that made up the queen’s army—the protectors of Whitebridge—was audible even from this far away. Had the soulless army attacked yet?

When they did, the Blessed Knights would crush them. They were a powerful order of battlemages once led by King Tallun and now led by his protégé, Captain Cole. Queen Agnes’ marriage to King Tallun almost twenty years ago had sealed a powerful alliance between Dalry and its sister-state of Hesia. They now stood united against all the nations of the realm.

Trent hurried in a low crouch along the rooftops, eyes and feet alert for slick or loose roof tiles. He knew that it would take a jogging man about three minutes to run from the chapel school in the shadow of Castle Guileford to the king’s gate. He had to assume that the battle from which the Queen’s Guard would soon escape had taken at least a few minutes.

That meant that while he had fifteen minutes until that bloodied Queen’s Guard arrived and died at the District Two Gate, he might have less than ten before the necromancer leading the soulless who’d penetrated the deepest circle of the city slaughtered and then raised Princess Victoria. Time was running out.

Moving across the rooftops rapidly and with confidence he’d earned through years of similar exploits, Trent leapt the large gaps between buildings without hesitation. He didn’t think himself invincible, but he also didn’t fear a long drop. In a pinch, he could catch himself on a wall or roll with the landing and survive… he hoped.

Soon, he was almost to the wall that separated District Two from District One. While it appeared impassable to most people, Trent had covertly explored these rooftops for months searching for weaknesses in the wall. He needed to know if there were any holes that prospective assassins might exploit during a battle.

In all his travels, he’d only found one way across the wall. A grand mansion built by one of Whitebridge’s nobles: Wallace Gladry, Spence’s wealthy father. In defiance of the city planners, Wallace had expanded the rooftop balcony of his family’s estate closer to the ring wall than regulations allowed.

Trent found it amusing that the Gladry family, for all their faults, would actually play a part in saving the crown princess. He leapt onto the roof of the Gladry estate as he’d done twice before and then crept to the edge of the rooftop balcony. He was three stories up, just like the wall, and the gap remained significant… but it was still a gap he could cross.

After one more dangerous leap, Trent was on top of the wall that ringed District One. He sprinted along the wall for a bit and then leapt off it, landing on the roof of a two-story house in District One. He rolled forward to cushion what would otherwise be a hard landing.

With the most difficult obstacle now behind him, Trent’s keen sense of internal direction allowed him to progress along the rooftops toward the chapel school. Five minutes before the attack might occur, Trent leapt the largest gap he’d yet encountered and almost paid for it. The toe of his boot slid clean off the edge of the roof of the chapel school.

As Trent dropped, he snatched the eaves with both hands and slammed bodily into them. Wood creaked and tiles clattered such that the sound would carry below. Despite having the breath knocked out of him, his muscles stubbornly did their jobs. He didn’t fall.

Without the luxury to catch his breath, it was a struggle to heave one leg over the eaves. He scrambled onto the roof just before the sound of armored footsteps clattered below. Someone had wisely come to investigate the noise.

A man’s voice called from below. “Reg? You see anything?”

Another man called back in annoyance. “Nothing but the wind! A bird, maybe?”

Trent dared not take a peak over the building’s edge, but he suspected the men talking below were Queen’s Guard. Princess Victoria’s Queen’s Guard, in particular. At least their casual manner of addressing each other assured him the attack hadn’t yet occurred.

The first man shouted again. “That crash was bigger than a bird! Check it out, man!”

“It’s not like I can shimmy up the bloody building! Tell Callus to poke his head out of a window! It’s not like he’s busy doing much else right now.”

Their brief exchange offered Trent a great deal. First, at least two Queen’s Guard were standing at the front doors to the chapel school on high alert. Another Queen’s Guard would be inside the building with eyes on Princess Victoria. That would be Callus.

He knew that Queen’s Guard always served in groups of four, four men who were placed in a unit from a young age and trained together all their lives. Those four would serve whatever royal personage they were assigned for the entirety of their days. That suggested one final member of Princess Victoria’s Queen’s Guard would be placed at the rear of the building.

As Trent crept along the rooftop as silently as he could, he dared peak off the edge. Below sat the shadowed graveyard behind the chapel school. Trent ducked out of view, but not before verifying a single armored knight stood at the bottom of the steps by the back door.

That Queen’s Guard faced away from him, holding a torch to cast light across the darkness of the graveyard. Both doors were guarded. While Trent might be able to drop a single Queen’s Guard if he struck from behind, he doubted he could do so without killing the man. Queen’s Guard were elite soldiers in thick armor. He couldn’t simply knock one out.

But there was certain to be a window somewhere that someone had left unlocked.

As Trent crept across the rooftop, he stayed low and glanced to the spirals and splendor of Castle Guileford. While Trent remained far enough from the castle’s battlements that the patrolling soldiers were the size of grass stalks, those battlements had a perfect view of the city below. Anyone watching could spot him on this roof.

Fortunately, Trent soon found his solution… a wooden balcony stretching out from a single locked door on the third floor. He gripped the eaves of the building and lowered himself down silently, like doing a reverse pull-up. He carefully placed his feet on the balcony, gradually increasing his weight to ensure it wouldn’t creak. The balcony was sturdy.

He dropped, arms burning, and examined the door. While it was locked, it wasn’t a sturdy lock. He produced a well-worn set of picks from his belt of dirty tricks and huddled before the door. A moment later, after his tender ministrations, the lock clicked open.

Trent pushed the door open carefully, wary of squeaky hinges, and slipped into a darkened room. He judged, in the moonlight, it was some sort of storeroom. It was filled with crates covered in sheets and piles of old scriptures. This was, after all, a chapel school.

He closed the door and walked to the interior door to the storeroom, then pressed his ear against it. He heard nothing from outside. This late any clergy would likely be asleep in their rooms, which left him wondering why Princess Victoria was here in the middle of the morning.

It didn’t matter why. He had but minutes before the attack. He opened the door, quick-peeked into the hall to find it empty, then stepped into the hall and gloom. A single torch burned in this interior hallway, which had no windows. That made his search easy.

Six doors sat off this hall, but light poured only from beneath one of them. That would be a room in which someone was awake, and that person, he hoped, would be Princess Victoria… and Callus, her Queen’s Guard. He might be a problem.

He clomped loudly down the hallway with no care for stealth and gripped the knob on the door to the lit-room beyond. Locked. He wiggled it loudly, the action of a confident and annoyed Queen’s Guard rather than a sneaky thief.

A voice bellowed from inside the room. “Who goes there?” Armor clanked along with the distinctive sound of a steel sword leaving its sheath.

Trent pitched his voice down like the man he’d heard outside. “It’s Reg, you dolt! Get this bloody door open. We need to move the princess!”

More armor clanked toward the door. “Are you joking? Our orders were to keep the princess here until we get the all clear from Captain Kyle on the walls.”

Trent pounded on the door. “We’ve got new orders. Now open this bloody thing!”

The clanking of armor reached the other side of the door, then stopped. The silence was Trent’s clue his ruse had failed. Callus spoke through the locked door.

“Where did we picnic last summer? Where did we see those fine swans?”

“Hells if I know.” Trent kicked the door open with all his might.

While one of the chapel’s sturdy exterior doors would have been amused by his kick, these flimsy interior doors were built to be quiet and light. Neither lent itself well to stopping a door-crushing kick Trent had perfected at the Vespers. The door slammed into the man on the other side, and the sound of rattling armor told him Callus was stumbling.

Trent darted through the opening. He easily ducked the gleaming blade that whooshed over his head. It lodged itself deep in the flimsy door for just long enough for Trent to toss one armored shoulder into Callus’s armored chest. He sent the man reeling.

Better yet, Callus lost his grip on his sword. His blade remained deeply embedded in the still shaking door. Callus did keep his feet, but only by slamming into a wall and a waist-high cabinet. Trent’s keen eyes swept the room in the space of a breath.

This looked to be a guest room for those spending the night at the chapel school, and it was apportioned as such. A bed sized for one person stood against the corner, and a glass window with sturdy iron bars just outside allowed moonlight to enter. A closed door likely led to a private indoor privy, but that door was closed.

None of that mattered, however, because she was here. With her long blonde hair glistening in the moonlight and her blue eyes wide, Princess Victoria stood at alert. She wore a high-collared red dress and red leather boots. She was a vision in her silk and leather, and while her figure wasn’t quite as curvy as Bethany’s back home, she was curvy.

It was not remotely appropriate to ogle the crown princess. Even so, a man would have to be blind not to admire Victoria. She was every bit as beautiful as her mother.

As Princess Victoria jolted herself from the shock of seeing her Queen’s Guard and her door smashed aside, her hand dropped to a gleaming dagger attached to a sash at her waist. Yet before she could unsheathe it, her hand dropped. She stared at Trent wide-eyed.

“It’s you! What are you… Who are you?”

As Callus regained his feet and stomped forward with both armored fists raised, Trent casually ducked under one of the man’s wild swings. He backhanded the Queen’s Guard into a wall and slid past him. He interposed Princess Victoria between himself and Callus, but he didn’t put a hand on the princess or draw either of his long knives. He simply raised both palms.

“My name is Trent Marston, your Highness, and I’m the kestrel for Eight Company. I’ve come here tonight to warn you of a plot on your life. Even now, a necromancer and his soulless assassins have penetrated District One. They hope to do you harm.”

Callus ripped his sword out of the door. As he turned to block Trent in the room with his princess, he set his feet and pointed his blade in Trent’s direction. “Don’t move!”

Trent scowled. “You move. You need to get the princess out of here now, before⁠—”

A man shouted loudly outside the window, a shout that was colored by fear. More guttural shouting erupted, followed by the clash of blades. Then, a scream of horror and pain.

As Callus pivoted to glare out the door in shock, Princess Victoria turned calmly to Trent. “You say it’s a necromancer and his soulless allies? How many?”

It was a relief to know she was taking him seriously. “Seven, I think. I saw… there were seven with him.” Or there had been seven joining the soulless Queen’s Guard in his dream.

Despite his elation at her rapid acceptance of his warning, Trent couldn’t imagine any reason Victoria would accept it. He’d expected her to, at minimum, demand some sort of proof. Perhaps the sound of her Queen’s Guard dying was all the proof she needed.

Victoria wrung her slim and lovely hands. “Can we escape out the back?”

Trent grimaced as the clash of swords ended far more quickly than he liked. “I wouldn’t count on it. If I were them, I’d have surrounded the building before I attacked.”

Victoria turned to Callus. “Then, our only escape is through the portal. Father Geller should have it ready by now. We must go at once.”

Callus continued to block them inside the room with his blade raised. He stood between them and the door, but he wasn’t facing the door. “Your Highness, we can’t leave this room!”

Two floors below them, Trent heard the unmistakable sound of a heavy door being torn off its hinges, followed by more screams. Only soulless possessed such insane strength. Trent surveyed the room once more for any escape, but the only window was barred.

He’d taken too long. How could he salvage this? Even if he dragged the princess through the storeroom and out onto the balcony, she could fall right off the roof! She certainly couldn’t make the jump he’d nearly missed, to the next building, wearing that dress.

As Trent’s gaze once more swept across Callus, he recognized too late the way the veins of the man’s neck twitched. The grip on his blade was a death grip. Callus’s current focus wasn’t on Trent, or on the door that would admit assassins to harm his princess.

Any Queen’s Guard worth his salt would still be focused on the leather-clad, long knife-carrying man standing beside his princess. Yet Callus was focused entirely on Princess Victoria. The tip of his blade pointed at her.

Whitebridge was, by law and history, always ruled by its matriarch. Its queen. Victoria would claim her crown in six months, the day she turned twenty-one. She was also, unlike her father, universally beloved by the people of Whitebridge. Once Victoria ascended she would be no puppet ruler, and everyone expected King Tallun to retire to his home nation of Hesia.

But what if King Tallun didn’t want to retire?

Victoria stared at Callus. “Step aside. Lead us below. That is my command.”

Fresh tears flooded Callus’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Princess! He has my parents, and even Layla! He said if… He said if I don’t…”

As Trent subtly reached for his belt of tricks, Victoria raised one calming hand. “It’s all right, Cal. I know you’d never act against me unless you felt you had no choice, but you have one. I promise you, once we escape these assassins, I’ll free your parents and your sister.”

“You can’t. Not before the king orders their execution. They’re too deep in the dungeons for you to ever find them. If I don’t return in two hours, your father’s gaolers have orders to take off their heads.”

“I see. So… you’re only betraying me to save your family?”

More anguished shouts erupted from below. Whoever had been sleeping there, whether guards or clergy, were being slaughtered by the soulless. If only Trent could have arrived sooner and saved more of them! Yet, what could he have done differently?

As Trent reached for his long knives, Victoria’s warm hand on his arm gave him pause. What was she playing at? Did she hope to reach her now traitorous Queen’s Guard through words and emotions alone? This man was trying to save his family!

Callus steadied himself and his blade. “I have no choice.”

Victoria stared at Callus. “Then, I would ask you this. Is my death to be painful? How much will it hurt when they kill me?”

Callus trembled. “I’m only to guard you, Princess! Until… until they come!”

Trent scoffed. “So, the king told you to confine the princess in this room until a necromancer and his soulless came to rip her soul from her body. Have you thought this through, man? Do you believe the soulless horde will spare you?”

Callus glared at Trent. “It’s the only way to save them!”

“Your family is dead already, Callus. King Tallun murdered them hours ago, right after he gave you the order to betray the princess. Soulless don’t leave witnesses, nor, apparently, does Hesia’s traitorous king. So, when those soulless reach this room, you’ll die with us.”

As fresh despair washed through his features, Callus briefly lowered his blade. Then, he raised it again and glared through his tears. “No! You’re trying to trick me! I must⁠—”

He was so focused on Trent’s eyes that he missed the underhanded throw Trent launched from beneath Victoria’s arm. A blast of glistening white powder slammed into Callus’s chest, his chin, and his eyes. Callus howled like those dying below.

The traitorous Queen’s Guard dropped his sword and clutched his face. His flesh bubbled and boiled from acidic dust. Trent knew why this man had turned on his princess. He could sympathize with Callus’s desperate desire to save his parents and sister.

Yet, the family of this Queen’s Guard was not his to save. He was here to save Princess Victoria… and, with luck, himself. He really would like to live through this. Bethany and his parents would both be devastated if he died tonight.

Victoria slapped Trent’s arm. “What did you do?”

Trent snatched her hand and yanked her toward the door. “He’ll live.” He didn’t add Callus would only live until the soulless arrived… and made the Queen’s Guard one of them.

When Callus blindly fumbled for his sword, his princess, or Trent, Trent kicked him in the chin hard enough he tumbled away and went limp on the floor. That, at least, ended his suffering. Trent couldn’t carry a heavy armored man and the princess.

He tore the door open without releasing Princess Victoria’s hand, poked his head out into an empty and darkened hallway, and yanked her out into the hallway. As he dragged Victoria by the hand, she stumbled but stayed with him. She spoke up.

“Father Geller prepared a portal. We must reach the portal in the cellar of the school.”

“This school has a portal? A magic portal?”

“Yes. It’s why I came here. It’ll take us somewhere where we’ll be safe from my father.”

Another door cracked open on the floor below them, and then Trent heard a bone-chilling crackling like ice creeping across a window. The air in the hallway turned cold as fresh frost glistened on the paneled floor. The cold chill of death oozed up from below.

Soulless carried an aura of freeze and rot with them. The soulless must be on the second floor now. They would be headed up to the third to finish the job soon.

Trent glared at the frosted floor planks, then to the end of the hall. “Sorry, Princess. Down is not an option any longer.”

She huffed and stomped one booted foot. “So, we just die? Is that your plan?”

Trent set off for the storeroom and dragged her along. “Our plan goes up.”


Chapter Four




Once he was certain Princess Victoria was following, Trent released his tight grip on her hand. So long as he could trust the princess to follow him, he needed his hands free to draw his long knives, his gladius, or another pinch of acidic powder. He doubted any of those would stop a soulless—only fire or enchanted weapons could harm them—but he might, at least, be able to slow them down before their corrupted blood melted his blades.

He opened the door to the storeroom through which he’d entered, swept inside, and beckoned for Victoria to follow. She walked into the room clutching her ankle-length dress to raise it off the floor. She moved with all the dignity of a noble, but nobles walked slow. As Trent bolted the inner door and looked to the balcony, he frowned at her dress.

“Princess, I hate to ask more of you tonight, but we need to alter that dress.”

Princess Victoria straightened indignantly. “What?”

“It’s too long and tight around your legs. You can’t sprint in that.” Trent yanked his father’s skinning knife from his boot. “Don’t move. I’m going to do some tailoring.”

Victoria again stomped one booted foot. “You will not! This dress was my mother’s!”

Trent dropped to one knee before her and expertly spun his blade. “Would your mother want you dead in this dress? Would she want a necromancer to rip out your soul?”

“I don’t… She wouldn’t… No, stop!”

Cloth tore loudly as Trent grabbed the hem of Victoria’s dress and roughly yanked it away from her flesh. He sawed with his father’s skinning knife. Victoria went still as he sliced silk around her legs just above her knees. The red silk, fortunately, was easy to cut.

Once Trent had cut off enough dress to allow her full movement of her legs, he tucked the knife into his boot and rose. “You can ask your mother for forgiveness when we’re not dead puppets. Now, we need to put some distance between us and the soulless. If we can stay alive until the rest of the watch gets here, we’ll survive this.”

He hurried to the balcony door and threw it open, then stepped once more into the night. He glanced down at the street three stories below for any sign of help or harm, and grimaced as he spotted a battered Queen’s Guard lying in a pool of blood in the street. The fact that the necromancer hadn’t stopped to raise him suggested he was in a hurry.

Trent turned and beckoned. “Now, Princess! We need to move!”

Wood snapping from the hallway beyond the storage room spurred Victoria into action. She ran for the door to the balcony with a stride that was far wider than it had been thanks to Trent’s tailoring. While the sight of her shapely royal calves was more than a bit distracting in the moonlight, Trent had no time to stare.

Once Victoria was out on the balcony, it was a tight fit. Trent silently closed the door and locked it, hoping anyone who investigated the storeroom wouldn’t immediately guess they were outside. As Victoria glanced over the railing, she cried out.

“Reginald! No!”

Trent gripped her upper arm. “Mourn them later. We can’t stay here, and we can’t get down. Not unless you have a length of rope hidden in that dress.”

“So, we…” She blinked now wet eyes. “How do we escape?”

He pointed toward the eaves. “We go up.”

“I can’t get up there!”

“Sure you can. I’ll lift you. Just grab the eaves and pull yourself up and onto the roof. I’ll give you all the support you need from down here.”

Her gaze flickered to his arms, then his face. “But… can you?”

Trent smiled to reassure her. “I’m stronger than I look. Now. Death or acrobatics?”

Another crash sounded from inside the building. This one sounded very close. Victoria firmed her expression. “Acrobatics.”

Trent made a stirrup with both hands. “Those look like good boots. Put one right here in my hands and balance the other on the balcony railing. When I give the word, jump. I’ll push up on your boots so you can reach the eaves, and then you grip tight and pull yourself over.”

Victoria trembled. “You’re certain there’s no other way?

Trent stared deep into her worried blue eyes. “I wish we had another way out. I wish I’d gotten here sooner. But, Princess, you need to live. If for no other reason than if you die tonight, I will, too. Your Queen’s Guard would want you to live.”

Victoria firmed her expression. “I’m ready.”

“Count of three. We go on three. One. Two. Three!”

To her credit, Victoria put all her strength into her leap. When Trent boosted her by violently thrusting the stirrup which held her boot upward, she yelped as he catapulted her into the air. She slammed both arms around the eaves and dangled until Trent spun about and firmly gripped the bottom of her flailing boots.

“I’ve got you! Now! Pull yourself up and over!”

Trent pushed up on the bottom of her boots. Fortunately, she was lighter than he expected. Soon, he’d pushed her high enough she could get her upper body over the eaves, and after that, she yanked her boots from his hand and clambered onto the roof. Success!

The door onto the balcony smashed open. Trent looked down to see a ghastly armored figure staring balefully at him from inside the storeroom. It had been human once, but its sagging flesh was now a milky-white. Its empty eye sockets glowed blue. Fresh ice crackled out of the storeroom, and along the balcony, as the soulless corpse coughed laughter.

Trent tossed another handful of acidic powder directly in its face. A soulless might not breathe or think or feel pain, but that didn’t mean its flesh didn’t melt. The acid melted decaying flesh and hissed on the skull underneath. Then, Trent pulled his gladius.

He advanced and slashed. While the soulless didn’t feel pain, the sheer force of his strikes drove it backward. The soulless slammed into a crate and tumbled over, ice crackling across the floor as the air chilled around it. The blade of Trent’s gladius hissed as it melted.

Soulless didn’t have blood, but they were filled with a blood-like acid. Trent tossed the ruined blade aside. He hopped onto the balcony railing as the soulless rose, then leapt with all his might to grip the eaves. He pulled himself onto the roof and stood.

Princess Victoria crouched on the roof tiles with the now cold wind tugging at strands of her blonde hair. Below them, soulless coughed laughter as they scrambled around below. Yet, while the monsters could stumble about and had enough strength to tear a door open, they’d never been great jumpers. It would take them awhile to find a way up.

Trent gripped Victoria’s forearm and led her across the roof. She followed willingly, now resigned to placing her life in his hands. More coughing rose from below, where wood creaked and splintered. Fortunately, none of the soulless could figure out how to get on the roof.

More shouting echoed up the street from the direction of the king’s gate. This was the shouting of angry men rather than soulless husks. Trent glanced that way and smiled as he saw the silver-armored forms sprinting up the street toward the chapel school. That last Queen’s Guard… whoever he was… had found Eight Company just like in Trent’s dream.

Except this time, the only soulless Eight Company would encounter were the Queen’s Guard and the husks who’d come to kill Princess Victoria. The princess herself remained alive. As Trent rose to wave and draw their attention, Victoria yanked him back down.

Trent dropped once more and glared at the princess. “What are you doing?”

She glared back. “Don’t be a fool!”

“That’s Eight Company, Princess. My unit. Do you not want a rescue?”

“Those are the king’s men!”

As he remembered Callus, a chill gripped Trent. “The city watch has hundreds of men, Highness, and most adore you like the sun. The king couldn’t turn them all against you.”

“He suborned a sworn Queen’s Guard. A good man who has protected me since he was a boy. If he could find a way to make Callus betray me, he certainly has others in your unit ready to do the same. In all this chaos, if someone stabbed me, who would notice?”

Trent wanted to tell her she was being ridiculous, but then he remembered Spence. In his dream… in all the times he’d dreamed about this night but failed to save Victoria… Spence was the first to turn tail when the soulless emerged from the chapel school. Or more specifically… when Princess Victoria’s soulless corpse stumbled out.

Most of the others, including Sergeant Crane, had frozen in shock at the sight of their beloved crown princess slavering for flesh. But not Spence. And come to think of it, three other members of Eight Company had fled as well. Like… they’d been expecting Victoria to be dead.

After a year with Eight Company, a year of training and fighting alongside them even when some of them treated him poorly, Trent knew they were no green soldiers. No man could help but feel terror at the sight of a soulless, but that didn’t mean he’d abandon his fellows. His friends. Unless that man had already betrayed them before the battle began.

Trent growled. “Well, shit. If we can’t trust the watch, do you have any other allies?”

Below them, Crane shouted an order to halt. Trent heard steel ring as men drew blades, and then a man screamed. Pip screamed. Trent would know that shrill scream anywhere.

Sergeant Crane roared below. “Stand strong! They’re already dead men, and Princess Victoria needs us! Form ranks and put these cocksuckers back in the ground!”

Every muscle in Trent’s body urged him to fly to the aid of his fellows in Eight Company. They might give him grief, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have his back in a fight. Sergeant Crane made Trent want to fight, not for his queen, but for the man beside him.

Victoria clutched Trent’s hands. “The only safe place is through the portal. It’s why I came here to hide. My mother has… had… powerful friends in the Cridor Republic. Even King Tallun can’t touch me there. When the time is right, his treachery will be revealed.”

“That building is filled with soulless husks and one very angry necromancer.”

“We must reach the portal or we will both die. While you may not know me, I know you… a little. I knew you would come for me, and I know you will save me.”

Trent frowned. “How do you know that?” Did Princess Victoria dream of the future?

Another old man’s cough sounded from below, and then the creaking of a balcony told Trent the balcony was taking on weight. A set of graying fingers snapped into view atop the eaves, followed by spreading ice. As Trent glared in that direction, he knew the soulless were making their way up… likely using much the same method as he and Victoria.

Victoria relinquished his hands and stood. “I trust you, Trent Marston. As your princess, I place my life and soul in your hands. Now, how can we reach the portal in the basement?

Crane bellowed once more from below. “Take those stairs! Push them back!”

Trent sighed. “Well, to our benefit, we now have one rather loud distraction.” He rose and stalked toward the edge of the roof atop the balcony. “Back in a tic.”

Once at the roof edge, Trent whipped out a long knife. He swept it across the fleshy gray hand on the eave with one sweep, severing fingers. Below, something cackle-shrieked before it slammed into something else, and then wood gave out. Trent grinned as the satisfying sound of a collapsing balcony told him at least two soulless had taken a nasty fall.

He rushed back to Victoria and gripped her hand. “Let’s go find another balcony.”

As the brave men of Eight Company shouted and clashed with the soulless husks now pouring out of the chapel school, Trent decided to gamble. In his dream, the necromancer had seven soulless. Two had just fallen off a balcony. That left five to oppose ten veteran city watch, and while soulless couldn’t bleed, they could be hacked apart.

Sergeant Crane also carried an enchanted longsword. It wasn’t special enough to have a name, but Trent had been lucky enough to see it in action. Once ignited with a roaring flame, Crane could hack through a tree… or a soulless… with one mighty swing. Better yet, the enchantment was said to be proof even against the acidic blood of the soulless.

Trent didn’t know everything about husks, but he did know a necromancer had to look through their eyes to make them do anything other than blindly stumble about and eat people. Were he a necromancer, he’d send all his husks to slow the guards… and hunt down the fleeing princess himself. That meant he might have only one enemy to deal with inside.

Trent ran the edge of the roof with confidence until he spotted another balcony sticking out on the other side of the building. A second guest room. With all the soulless now fighting Eight Company downstairs and the two that had climbed to the roof flattened in the street, there would be no better time to re-enter the chapel and surprise the necromancer.

Trent beckoned for Victoria. “Found another way. Come now.”

She hurried to him, and then winced as she peered over the edge. “So… I jump down?”

“Not a good idea.” He gripped her hands again. “Hold tight and let me lower you.”

She nodded vigorously. “I trust you.”

“Still don’t quite know why, but I’ll take it. Now, turn toward me and drop to your knees. Scurry backward. Once you reach the edge, I’ll hold you and lower you down.”

Victoria did as ordered, then winced as her shapely calves slid over the roof’s edge. Being pressed against the roof tiles also pulled her shorn dress higher, exposing more of her creamy thighs, but there was no help for that and no one around to see. Except Trent, who was busy making sure neither of them had their souls ripped out.

The princess eeped quietly as she went over the edge. Her hands clenched in a death grip on Trent’s. Fortunately, he had both arm and grip strength. He edged forward while remaining flat on the roof, lowering Victoria until she abruptly released his hands.

She cried out in relief. “I’m down! Gods, you did it!”

Trent rose and crouch-walked forward, then gripped the edge of the eaves and swung down. He flipped his lithe body onto the balcony directly beside Victoria.

She gawked at his impressive display of strength and skill. “Where did you learn that? I’ve seen royal tumblers who couldn’t move with such ease.”

Trent reached for his trusty picks and went to work on his second lock of the night. “If we get out of this alive, buy me a drink and I’ll tell you.”

Even as he opened the lock, he replayed his words and cringed. Buy me a drink and I’ll tell you? Had he really said those words to the crown princess of the kingdom?

He wasn’t just a commoner. He was an outwaller! Even if he somehow got Victoria to safety tonight, there would be no reward to help him bring Bethany here. He doubted he would see the princess again other than at his medal ceremony, which… wouldn’t happen.

He would be lucky if he managed to hide his actions tonight from King Tallun, who, with Victoria gone, would be even more firmly in charge. Tallun would want anyone who knew what happened tonight dead, and Trent knew. How was he going to deal with that?

Victoria first. They would go through her portal first. Everything else after.

Trent opened the door and slipped inside, then drew both long knives. This room remained undisturbed other than the door, which something strong had ripped right off its hinges. The glitter of water droplets told him the walls and floor had frosted over when the soulless stomped through, but the melting water told him they were long gone.

Trent beckoned for Victoria to enter and led the way with his knives out. He quick-peeked into the hallway, found it blissfully empty, and led the way toward the stairwell. He was vaguely aware of Victoria following close behind him, close enough to touch.

Before today, he’d known Princess Victoria was beautiful, but as they continued to not die, he also recognized her bravery. She hadn’t grown up hunting in the wilds, and she’d certainly (he hoped) never been confronted with an assassination attempt. Yet, she had kept her head tonight, immediately accepted his help, and followed his orders without complaint.

Victoria wasn’t just a figurehead. She was, like her mother before her, a strong woman with strong ideals and the love of all Whitebridge. No wonder King Tallun wanted her dead.

They were almost to the stairwell when the creak of weight on a single stair caused Trent to slap a hand against Victoria’s middle. He waved for her to crouch and crouched himself, then crept forward on silent feet with his long knives out. Necromancers wielded terrifying magic that could rot armor and flesh, but they were otherwise human.

If Trent could catch the necromancer flat-footed, the man would bleed and die like any other. This necromancer would be the third man he’d ever killed. In this case, Trent was grateful he had no other choice. He wouldn’t feel guilty about this murder.

Another stair creaked, and then a man stepped off the stairway and into the hall. Trent lunged forward with the speed of a striking viper. He swept his long knives one over the other in a deadly slice that could take off the head of a training dummy.

The magical shadow decoy burst apart in a shower of flies and ash.

Trent grimaced. “Oh, fuck me.”


Chapter Five




Trent tossed himself backward as the floor, the wall, and half the stairway exploded in a blast of purple light. Everywhere the purple light touched, wood rotted. Rot was what necromantic magic inflicted on everything, animate or inanimate, that it touched.

The necromancer had created a shadow decoy! Trent hadn’t known necromancers could even create decoys! That was the problem with never actually fighting one before.

As he ran back to Victoria, who stared wide-eyed, he reached for a pouch on his belt of dirty tricks. He flung another burst of powder, now black, into the hallway behind him. As the powder touched the exposed wood and paneling, the hallway burst into flame.

Trent snatched Victoria’s hand and dragged her down the hallway in the opposite direction. The flames ignited by volcano powder were intense and frightening, but brief. The powder was made to scare and slow an attacker, not burn down a building. So, what now?

There was no second stairway. The chapel school only had one, and there was a mess of burning volcano powder and a very angry necromancer between them and the stairwell. Trent released Victoria and kicked open door after door, searching for an answer.

He found it when he exposed what was obviously the chapel laundry room. He hurried inside. “Here! In here!”

Victoria hurried in and looked around, then gasped. “The laundry chute?”

“It goes straight down.”

“But it’s a three story drop!”

“Then, we better hope there’s a whole lot of dirty sheets down there.” He opened the heavy metal cover and lifted it high. “I’ll drop first. If I survive, I’ll catch you.”

Victoria clutched his bicep. “But what if you die? What do I do then?”

“There’s no way past that necromancer, and there’s no sheets or clothing to cushion our fall on the street outside. All the windows are barred. So, if this fall ends up killing me, I’d suggest you dive in after me headfirst. Better to die instantly than have your soul ripped out.”

She released his arm. “Even if we die tonight, I don’t blame you.”

“Thanks for that. If you people had elections, I’d absolutely vote for you.” He hopped into the laundry chute and slung his legs over the edge. “Here goes death!”

Trent dropped into the chute and slammed his boot tips and palms against its sides in hopes of slowing his descent. He didn’t slow. Not enough. But when he slammed into a tower of soiled sheets and smelly clothing tall enough to swallow him to his waist, he was alive.

Trent shouted up at Victoria. “It’s safe! Do it now!”

He knew the necromancer might hear him shouting, but he couldn’t risk Victoria not hearing it. At least his command was vague enough it wouldn’t give away she was dropping down the laundry chute. He could only guess at their next move.

Soon after, Trent heard boots banging against metal, and then, as the crown princess of Whitebridge dropped, her shrill, terrified shriek. Trent mentally charted her flailing descent before taking one step back. He spread his boots and braced his arms.

As Victoria’s body slammed into his, one of her boots almost took his ear off. Her nails savaged his arm as she flailed. They dropped together into the pile of laundry. Her impact left Trent wheezing for breath and Victoria huffing loud enough it echoed in the cellar.

Neither of them had broken anything. Other than his ringing ear and bleeding arm, his limbs and mobility remained intact. As for Victoria, she seemed none the worse for wear, which was probably because she’d crushed him like a pile of hay.

“Trent?”

He coughed and flailed beneath her. “Yes?”

“I… Could you move your hand?”

He realized then where his hand had ended up after she dropped into his arms, which was directly atop her ass. He was cupping her royal bottom, though not due to any intent or desire. It had simply been a reflexive attempt to catch her as she fell.

Trent wriggled free of Victoria and winced. “Sorry. Didn’t notice.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” Victoria wobbled to her feet and brushed herself off, then gasped as she looked past him. “That’s it! That’s the portal chamber!”

Trent turned and gripped the high wall of the laundry vat, which rose past his chest, then lifted himself up on the wall. He hopped over it, dropped onto the floor on the far side of the vat wall, then turned to face it. “Up and over! Don’t stop now.”

Victoria grabbed the edge of the laundry vat and jumped, then dropped back down as she found herself too weak to vault over it. In retrospect, Trent wasn’t surprised. She had a lovely and curvy build, but he doubted she did strength training. Princesses didn’t do that.

He glanced at the door leading out of the cellar, which had a sturdy lock. His volcano powder should have gone out by now, and it wouldn’t take the necromancer much longer to figure out they were no longer trapped on the third floor. Once he learned, he’d head down.

Trent leapt to grab the top of the laundry vat wall and hopped over it. His limbs burned with his exertion, but he still had more to give. He hadn’t pushed himself to his limits just yet.

As he dropped back into the laundry, Victoria stared at him in surprise. He once more made a stirrup with his hands. “My apologies for my presumption. After you… your Highness.”

Victoria smiled warmly before stepping into his hand-made stirrup once more. As she jumped he lifted, and that moved her high enough she slammed into the wall of the vat at waist level. Her long, bare legs flailed wildly as she struggled to get over it without falling on her face, but she made it over without harm. She was getting better at acrobatics!

Once she was over, Trent set his feet and vaulted over after her… again. Once they were both in the cellar and alive, Victoria gripped his hand and hurried toward the closed and bolted door. Trent was surprised to have her dragging him along for once, but it was pleasant.

Unlike Bethany’s hands, which were warm and hard and calloused, Princess Victoria’s hands were soft as silk. That conjured thoughts of how soft the rest of her might be, and how his hands might feel if they slid across that silk dress. Her bottom had certainly felt…

Once they reached the closed door, Victoria dropped his hand. As he waited for her to pull a key from a hidden pocket in her now knee-length but still form-fitting red dress, she instead pressed both palms to the door. As Victoria whispered incomprehensible words whose very pronunciation challenged Trent’s brain, light glowed beneath her spread fingers.

The light beneath Victoria’s palms went out, and then the door snapped open. A loud crack sounded from behind Trent as the heavy lock rattled menacingly. This necromancer was annoyingly smart. Trent spun and drew his long knives as Victoria clutched his collar.

“Inside here! Right now! This door is warded even against their rotting magic!”

Trent gratefully retreated into the “portal chamber” without taking his eyes off the door. That heavy wood was definitely melting. Getting inside the necromancer-proof chamber and closing the door was an absolutely wonderful idea.

Victoria firmly closed the door as Trent sheathed his long knives. When he turned to evaluate the interior, he gasped aloud. The portal chamber was no bigger than the guest room upstairs, but it had one feature that guest room did not.

A thin stone disc twice as tall as he was hugged the wall. It was placed on its edge and stood up like a clock face, with a pool of bright blue fluid resting sideways. Fluid didn’t rest sideways… unless it was magical fluid. And were those runes carved into the stone of the ring?

Victoria walked to the blue fluid and touched the ring of stone. Once more, her hands glowed as she whispered words in a language that was unlike any human language Trent had ever heard. She grunted and looked to put forth considerable effort.

The blue fluid flashed bright white, and then a loud pop echoed through the room. Beyond the stone ring, a lush field led to a black stone castle on a rocky plateau. Judging from the height of the sun, which Trent saw through the ring, it looked to be late afternoon there.

The Cridor Republic was a two-week long journey across the sea with calm weather, but now, they could step through it and onto the other side of the world. This truly was a portal. Those blessed with the ability to control magic could do wondrous things.

Victoria whispered something, softly and then louder. “Oh, no. No, no, no no no!” As she pulled her palm off the edge of the stone ring, a bright white handprint glowed there.

Trent gently touched her back. “What’s wrong?”

She glared at the handprint on the stone, then spun to face him. “I can’t close it!”

Trent glanced back at the door to the portal chamber, then her. “Do we need to?”

“You don’t understand. Father Gellar didn’t tell me this was a one-way configuration. The portal only operates from this side!”

“Princess, please treat me as if I know nothing about magic portals, or magic, or… that. Are you saying that once you go through this, the portal remains open?”

“Yes! I can step through to the other side… but he can follow.”

“The necromancer can follow you in there?”

“Yes, as can my father’s soldiers. There’s no limit on how many my father can send through after me and my mother’s people. There’s only a few of them.”

“Which means they can’t possibly hold off the queen’s army alone.”

Behind them, the door to the room thumped. Frost crackled as the necromancer and whatever soulless he had left thumped and clawed at the door. Trent heard a sound similar to the blast of purple magic he’d heard upstairs, followed by a loud hissing sound.

Trent looked back at Victoria. “You said that door was necromancer proof.”

“It will only hold him off for so long.” Victoria shuddered, then stood straight. “We’ll keep moving. Once we’re through the portal, we’ll beg for aid at the Primal Academy. You can protect me until we link up with my mother’s friends and get supplies, and then⁠—”

“No.” Trent cut her off with a firm frown. “I’ll close the portal behind you.”

She gasped. “I won’t leave you here to die!”

“Princess, as sweet as you seem to be, you just met me. I may have been born an outwaller, but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand what you mean to this city. My city. You and your mother’s policies are the reason I was allowed to come here at all.”

She clutched his hands again. “I won’t sacrifice one more!”

The door behind them rumbled again, followed by another explosion of purple flame. This time, Trent caught flashes of purple light on the wall ahead. The door was faltering.

Trent turned back to Victoria. “I’ve died every other time I did this. At least, this time, my death might mean something. Let me save you, Princess. Let me do this one thing.”

She watched him like he’d gone insane. “Every time you’ve… what?”

“As your kestrel, I can’t allow that necromancer, King Tallun, or any who mean you ill to follow you. So how do I close the portal after you step through?”

Victoria watched him desperately before she firmed her stance and took one deep, steadying breath. “You need only brush your hand across my handprint. Wipe it away.”

He appreciated that she knew better than to fight him on this. To close that portal, all he would need to do is wipe away her glowing handprint. It sounded easy enough.

“Then, I guess this is goodbye, Princess. Sorry about your mother’s dress… and your Queen’s Guard. I wish I’d come sooner.”

Victoria stared at him longingly. Just when Trent was on the verge of pushing her through the portal, she stretched out with one arm like she was trying to grab a rope. Crimson flower petals burst from her palm, and then a rapier appeared in her previously open hand.

Trent was unashamed to gawk at it. The steel and silver rapier Princess Victoria now held out like a torch was one of the most beautiful weapons he’d ever seen. As Victoria twisted her wrist to turn the blade, the glimmer of a small red ruby built into a silver hilt of winding tendrils caught his eyes. The red glow inside that ruby felt almost… living.

Victoria spun the rapier sideways as she stepped forward. She rested the blade atop one upturned palm while holding the grip in the other. She bowed her head and presented it to him, which only caused him to gawk all the more.

“This is the Randolf Ancestral Mageblade. Her name’s Ruby. As the brave knight who saved my life, I now bequeath Ruby to you, Sir Marston.”

Trent closed his jaw. “I’m not a bloody knight, Victoria.”

“Now you are by my decree. Your deeds in saving me were knightly.” Still holding the rapier reverently, Victoria pushed it closer. “If you stay behind to close this portal, you won’t just face a necromancer and his soulless husks. You’ll face traitors in the city watch and the royal army. I don’t want you to die, but if you must, it should be a good death.”

“So, with your ancestral sword, I can fight my way out of Whitebridge?”

“I only know it can kill soulless, Trent. This blade is more powerful than any you have likely ever seen. And given I can’t wield Ruby, I think she’ll be happier with you.”

“I’ve seen Firebringer.”

“And now you look upon a blade even more powerful than that. Take her, Sir Marston. Accept this gift from your crown princess and a woman who will one day be your queen.”

Trent stared reverently as the door buckled behind him.

“Take the bloody sword!”

Trent took it from Victoria, and he gasped as warmth like a gentle fire flooded his arm. It washed his aches and fatigue away. He didn’t know how this sword was enchanted, but he now had no doubt it was. Moreover, he now knew without question it belonged to him.

He could feel that.

Victoria stepped back and fixed him with a regal and compassionate stare that stiffened his spine. “Fight and live, Sir Marston. When I am crowned, I will honor you.”

He had the good sense to incline his head. “I live to serve you, Princess.”

She smiled sadly as she backed away. “Just live. And after you escape the city, find me in the republic and take your place at my side. Ruby can lead you to me. She knows.”

Trent frowned again. “Wait, you mean the sword?”

Victoria dashed through the portal. There was a brief shimmer as she broke the portal’s surface, like a stone sending ripples after he tossed it into a lake, but otherwise, the crown princess’s escape looked no different than a woman stepping through an open door. Traveling halfway across the world was as easy as that. Mages were clever bastards.

Victoria turned to face him from the other side. With a warm sun beating down on her and grass rippling around her bare calves, she was even more beautiful than she had been when they were first met. The sun glistened in her long, curly, and golden hair.

Victoria visibly shouted something. Not a sound came through. The door behind him thumped so hard it buckled on its hinges. That necromancer would be through soon.

Trent tore his gaze from Victoria’s and stalked forward, then pressed his palm firmly to the stone above her glowing palm print. Their eyes met once more before he swept down. As her glistening eyes held his, Trent wiped the last of Victoria’s light away.

The sun, the grass, and the sky vanished, replaced by a sideways pool of glowing blue fluid. Trent stepped back. There was no way that necromancer or any men King Tallun had bribed or forced into hunting down Victoria could reach her through this portal.

He’d done it. He’d saved the crown princess of Whitebridge. If that was to be the end of the legendary tale of Trent Marston, he’d accept it… but his tale wouldn’t end without one last climactic fight.

Trent turned to face the now melting door. He thrust and swung with the Randolf Ancestral Mageblade, then frowned in disappointment. It was no doubt an amazing and powerful weapon… but he had zero experience wielding a rapier. Unlike when he was wielding his long knives or gladius, he felt like a child playing knight with a flimsy stick.

Still, he supposed he’d learn by sticking Ruby’s pointy end in soulless husks.

When the door started melting off its hinges, Trent was prepared. Rather than hunkering down inside the room where the necromancer could blast him with his rotting magic at his leisure, Trent sprinted forward. He tucked Ruby close and catapulted up and over the halfway rotted door, boots first. He slammed into something before they both went down.

Trent found his feet first and stabbed out blindly with Ruby. The soulless husk which he’d knocked over with his boots shrieked and caught fire, then exploded in a pile of smoke and ash. As Trent danced away, he marveled at how he’d killed a soulless in a single stab.

He had but a breath to appreciate his victory before he spotted the hooded man in dark purple robes standing at the door that led into the cellar. The necromancer. Even as Trent lunged for him, legs pumping as fast as they could, he knew the man was too far away.

In the distant doorway, the necromancer made a complicated sweeping motion, like a kata, with his whole body. Purple light manifested in the man’s palms, and then the necromancer thrust his palms forward. As the purple blast of rotting magic rushed toward Trent, he thrust with Ruby. He howled with defiance he hoped this bastard would remember.

A blast of red light burst from Ruby and hammered the oncoming purple magic. The red smashed the purple aside like a wave crashing over a sandcastle. A shower of crimson rose petals burst away in all directions as Trent powered ever forward, and then he buried Ruby’s long thin blade to the hilt in the chest of the purple-robed necromancer.

His shocked eyes met the eyes of the necromancer before the man shrieked, caught fire, and stumbled backward. The necromancer flailed as Trent pulled Ruby free. He fell back on the stairs, then, like everything he’d touched with his rotting magic, he melted, bones and all.

The shuffling of boots behind him tore his eyes from the gruesome sight. Two more armored, soulless husks shambled toward him, sickly-pale flesh gleaming in the moonlight from the cellar’s narrow window. Broken jaws hung open as disgusting teeth chomped. No normal blade could end these things… but now Trent had a fully-enchanted magic sword.

He danced forward and stabbed first one soulless husk, then the other. Each burst into flame at a prick from Ruby and crumbled into a pile of ash. He stepped back, then sliced out with the rapier. That would fling off any blood or ichor it accumulated from those husks.

Breathing hard, Trent grinned in triumph. “Bad night for you two.” He glanced at the rancid puddle on the stairs. “As for you, horsefucker, you lose!”

Trent was surprised to find himself whistling as he tromped up the stairs to the first floor of the badly damaged chapel school. Taking down three soulless husks and their necromancer so easily made him feel oddly close to godhood. Was this what Captain Kyle felt like after he cut through soulless hordes with Firebringer?

Trent’s mood darkened when he spotted the dead clergyman in the hall. That poor, pious man. He hadn’t deserved to be torn apart by soulless husks tonight, but at least the necromancer hadn’t raised him. There were likely other dead scattered through the chapel school. While Trent had killed the necromancer and his husks, their killer remained free.

King Tallun had murdered these people. By unleashing whatever plot had allowed that necromancer and his husks to sneak into the city while the queen’s army, the Blessed Knights, and the city watch were distracted by a soulless attack, Tallun had ended these lives: Reginald, Callus, two other Queen’s Guards with Victoria, and every clergy member in this school. As loud men shouted angrily outside the front doors, Trent halted in mid-step.

Soothed by the thrill of accomplishing his goals—saving Princess Victoria and vanquishing all his foes—he had blindly returned to the course he found most comfortable. He had slipped into his earlier fantasy of walking triumphantly out into the ranks of Eight Company so they could clap him on the back. They’d applaud him for saving their princess.

Yet, Eight Company didn’t know Trent had saved Princess Victoria. No one knew he’d done that other than the princess herself, and she was halfway across the realm. All anyone could say for certain was that Trent Marston, an outwaller, lied to his sergeant during a soulless attack and abandoned his post. He’d then ambushed and knocked out a fellow city guard.

Now he was standing alone in the ruins of the chapel school holding the Randolf Ancestral Mageblade, surrounded by dead clergy and the ashes of soulless husks. There was a puddle on the cellar steps that might have been a necromancer but could also be spilled milk. He had no proof he’d done anything here tonight but arrive before the watch.

Trent was surrounded by four dead Queen’s Guard, one of who’d been burned by the acidic powder he carried in his bag of tricks. As what sounded like dozens of armored soldiers shouted angrily to each other outside, Trent backed up and spun around. Time for the rooftops.

He was halfway to the stairs when the back door to the chapel, which was already halfway off its hinges, was knocked down by a mighty kick. Four armored Queen’s Guard rushed into the chapel. The leader pointed and shouted when he spotted Trent.

He could still run. Yet, as he heard more armored soldiers clanking up the front steps of the chapel school behind him, he knew running would just ensure he died tired. While he knew he could use Ruby to kill more than a few Queen’s Guard and city watchmen before they took him down, killing those men would do nothing but add to tonight’s death toll.

Killing one man wouldn’t prove his innocence. Killing dozens would only seal his fate. All he’d do is deprive their fathers, mothers, wives, and children of men they loved and cherished. All he’d do, by killing the men coming to arrest him, was ruin lives without saving his own.

Even King Tallun couldn’t deny him a trial. The people and courts of Whitebridge might not be impartial toward an outwaller, but he would have a chance to tell his side of the story if he kept calm and surrendered peacefully. Perhaps Sergeant Crane would speak in his defense.

Trent slipped Ruby into the sheath that had once contained his melted gladius. That gladius had been a good blade, but this magical sword was a priceless relic. Princess Victoria had bequeathed it to him. He couldn’t just surrender it.

As a city watchman kicked Trent’s knees from behind, he dropped and smiled up at the approaching Queen’s Guard. “At ease. I’m a kestrel with Eight Company, and Princess⁠—”

An armored fist collided with the back of his head.


Chapter Six


FIVE YEARS EARLIER


When he heard the crunch of a frog being crushed beneath the wheel of his father’s wagon, followed by his father’s low curse, seventeen-year-old Trent Marston could no longer doubt what he’d dreamed. That frog had died so he would stop lying to himself.

Trent gripped his father’s big shoulder. “Stop the wagon.”

Still gripping the reins of Bug, their docile packhorse, Pace Marston kept his eyes on the muddy road. Missing a burrower hole could break Bug’s leg, and rolling into a bad rut could take them off the road or even snap their wagon’s wheels.

His father glanced back at him and frowned. “You can’t save it.”

“I’m not worried about the frog. I need to save the woman.”

“What woman?” Pace didn’t rein in their horse.

Trent glanced in the direction of the dense stretch of woods running along the stream that eventually fed Kallowhorn. “It’s like that night, Dad. I know if I don’t sprint into the woods right now, a brave woman is going to die.” He checked both his hunting knives to ensure they were ready to use. “Her whole tribe could die if we don’t help them.”

Bug whinnied in annoyance as Pace reined him in, and then Pace’s big, firm hand clutched Trent’s arm. Pace was like a larger version of Trent, with the same dark hair, same dark eyes, and same muscular build. “Son, are you sure about this?”

“I am.” Trent patted his father’s comforting hand. “I need to go, but first, I need you to unhitch Bug and leave the wagon here. It’s too slow. Ride fast to Kallowhorn and bring everyone who can mend or clean wounds to the river. There will be survivors, but most of them will be in a bad way.”

“Who? What tribe?”

“I don’t know. I always wake up before I get that far. But if you leave now, ride Bug hard, and return with help, I think we can save them.” After he leapt off the wagon, Trent then glanced back regretfully. “I also need talun petals.”

Pace huffed. “Those are for market! You know how hard they are to find.”

“I also know what chaos wolf poison can do if left untreated.” Trent snatched the small pouch with the vial and petals that would save a woman’s life. “Now go, Dad! Trust me!”

“I do. Gods help me, but I do.” Pace hopped off the wagon and worked to free Bug from the yoke. “But if it was just a dream this time, I’m going to tease you about this over the next decade. Endlessly. I refuse to be the only laughingstock in Kallowhorn.”

Trent secured the patch of talun petals at his belt. “Hurry back. The more of her people we can save, the more grateful they’ll be.”

His father hopped onto Bug. “I’ll be back with help as fast as I can.”

As Pace Marston spurred a surprised Bug into a gallop, Trent sprinted through the grassy field toward the distant wood. His father’s belief in him was like the weight of a stone lifted off his shoulders. Until he’d stopped his father’s wagon, he hadn’t been certain he could alter his recurring dream. He’d half-expected to remain paralyzed until it was too late.

Instead, he’d acted. After that frog died, Trent’s choice to stop Pace was where his dreaming life and waking life diverged. He would ensure it diverged further. As much as he still struggled, rationally, to accept that he’d dreamt the future (again) it was the only possibility that made sense. It was that, or plague rot had infected his mind.

As the stamina Trent had cultivated over a decade of hunting, fishing, and trapping sunup to sundown ensured he could maintain his breakneck pace, he didn’t feel sick. He did slow once it became clear he would make the river in plenty of time. He jogged easily.

That hardy green frog had died beneath the wheels of Pace Marston’s wagon for a good cause. Encountering one event matching the recurring dream Trent had over the past two weeks was easily explained. Two events was odd, and three was genuinely disturbing. The frog’s death along the road had been dream event number eight.

As Trent entered the woods, he slowed and picked his steps carefully. He had trained most of his life to become invisible and silent in woods such as these. He hoped to gain entry to the Vespers one day, a prestigious martial academy that trained the best scouts and assassins in Dalry. Today, he was grateful for those skills.

He focused on his dream and headed (he hoped) toward the portion of the stream where it took place. Memories of the lovely, gray-eyed woman he still prayed he could save drifted through his mind. She would look close to his age, and she would be more than a bit curvy. She’d have wide hips and waist-length dark hair braided to fall like a rope down her back.

She would also have a line of blood running beneath her left eye, bruising above her other eye, and open wounds oozing blood from both her chest and her stomach. Her leather hunting gear would be torn and tattered, with a still-bleeding chaos wolf bite on one thigh.

Beside her would be a single cloak beast she had violently stabbed to death. After Trent rushed into the woods at sunset to investigate the fire she’d started to draw his attention, he’d find her bleeding by the stream with a busted knee. Before she died in his arms, she would tell him why she’d died.

“My tribe shelters to the north. We were attacked by chaos wolves. Help them.”

Trent crept out of the tree line abutting the shallow river. It meandered for leagues through the stretch of open fields and sparse forest before flowing into the dense, dark woods that formed Kallowhorn’s natural wall against chaos wolves and worse: the Blackwood.

No one knew why the Blackwood discouraged chaos creatures, only that it did. Many suspected chaos creatures avoided the Blackwood because something even they feared prowled inside it. That was why no one Trent knew traveled the woods at night.

This wood wasn’t the Blackwood. There was nothing unusual about these woods other than the fact that soon, as the sun approached the horizon, that gray-haired woman would be ambushed by a cloak beast as she stumbled out of the woods by this river. So where was it?

Trent went still as a tree as he scanned the riverbed, the river, and the tree line beyond. Cloak beasts were chaos creatures like wolves and others, with venomous teeth and claws. While they were the size of a child, they were impossible to see in anything but bright light.

Cloak beasts weren’t spectral. They still made footprints and cast shadows, and it was possible to spot one on the move if the backdrop behind it was particularly diverse. But when a cloak beast was hidden in the mud by a river like this one? It was invisible.

Best to draw the monster out before the woman arrived. Better it ambush him, a man who expected it to attack and who was at the peak of his effectiveness, than a woman feverish from chaos wolf poison and exhausted after a long sprint.

Trent approached the stream as if satisfied nothing was amiss. He knew cloak beasts often went still for days as they waited for the right prey to wander by, so he couldn’t imagine why it wouldn’t be here already. He simply had to make himself a suitable target.

He stopped at the river, took one last cautious look around, then pulled one long knife after another from his sheathes. He set to washing them in the stream water. The cloak beast must be observing him by now. The beasts were highly intelligent and quite crafty.

Once Trent finished “cleaning” one blade, he set it aside in easy reach. He washed the other and set that aside as well. He could snatch up either if he was prepared to do so, but to any observer, it would look as if he felt safe. He put his palms together and cupped water.

As he drank deep from the stream, he heard a faint slosh of mud. Had his senses not been raw with alert, the sound would have merged with the burble of the stream. Harmless.

Senses he’d developed along with the rest of his hunting skills suggested when he should act. At just the right moment, he snatched his long knife with the speed of a striking snake. He stabbed it into the chest of the shimmering cloak beast a pace behind him.

The beast shrieked as the blade penetrated its heart. As its skin flashed dozens of noxious colors, their eyes met: his black and its bile yellow. As the foul creature wheezed its last breaths, it seemed not to understand. How had he known? How had he struck?

The cloak beast died, then deflated with a rude sound like a wine bladder. Trent kicked its body off his knife and once more bathed his blade in the stream. Chaos creature blood was corrosive to everything it touched. While this was good steel, it also needed good care.

Once Trent finished cleaning his knife, he sheathed both and settled by the stream. All he could do was wait as the sun slipped ever downward. His father must have reached Kallowhorn by now. If people really were going to come and save this mystery woman’s tribe, they’d need to travel through the Blackwood before dark.

No one traveled through the Blackwood after dark.

Trent wanted so desperately to leave this place and search for the dark-haired woman, but he had no idea of the path she’d taken to fight that cloak beast and die beside this stream. He knew she would enter this clearing, but not if she’d reached it through the woods or the fields. If he left he could walk right past her, and then she could die before he found her again.

His certainty that he had done everything he could to alter his dream warred with his certainty that dreaming about the future was not possible. Yet that cloak beast? It was the ninth element from his dream he’d now seen while awake.

With nothing to do and no one to fight, Trent pulled the tiny bag of talun petals and a small mixing vial from the pouch on his belt. After crushing up five precious petals and sprinkling the contents into the vial, he filled it with clean water from the stream.

He capped and swirled the flask longer than he needed to, not because it was necessary, but simply for something to occupy his hands. The petals turned the water a deep purple. This mixture was to chaos poison like oil to water, except unlike water, it drove the oil out.

Finally, as the sun turned orange on the horizon, the sound of movement in the woods told him he was about to encounter dream element number ten. The ruckus the woman made as she stumbled closer told him how exhausted she must be. In his dreams she must have found the stream, stopped for water, and fought her last battle with that cloak beast.

Not this time. This time, Trent would ensure she lived. As the woman stumbled from the woods exactly as he’d dreamt her, with her gray eyes wide and her waist-length braid flopping against the crest of her bottom like a thick rope, his heart pounded hard in his chest.

She was even more beautiful in person. While she bore the bloody slash along her right cheek, that was it. The bruising above her eye and all her other wounds from the dream were not present. He’d killed the beast that killed her.

At the sight of Trent crouching by the stream, the woman’s glassy-eyed stare focused. She stumbled to a halt and reflexively pulled one long knife, then gasped. ”You’re human!”

Trent rose and kept his hands a good ways from his knives. “I am.”

“And that’s…” She stared at the now rotting and deflated cloak beast. “You killed that?”

“It tried to kill me. It seemed fair at the time.”

She pointed her long knife his way, but half-heartedly. “What tribe?”

“Kallowhorn. You?”

“Windborne.” She shuddered with relief and stumbled forward, favoring her bitten leg. How she had run on that was a mystery he could never solve. “Please, we need help. Take me to anyone you know nearby. My tribe was attacked by⁠—”

“Chaos wolves. I know.” Trent pointed at his belt without touching it. “I have a talun potion ready. We should get that wound treated while we wait.”

The woman’s lovely pink lips parted. “How did you…” She stepped back and raised her knife for real this time. “Who are you?”

“Trent Marston, a friend.” He shouldn’t be surprised she distrusted a man who knew things he shouldn’t. “That bite on your leg matches a chaos wolf. Am I wrong?”

The woman glanced down at her thigh, and then, after a moment, she blushed bright. “I’m so sorry. It’s been… So many of us died, and I didn’t think I’d find anyone out here.”

“You’ve found me. Now, in the interest of us becoming friends, can I ask your name?”

“It’s Bethany.”

“That’s a lovely name. Now Bethany, you’ve found me, and more Kallowhorn should be on their way here soon. They’ll have bandages and blankets. We’ll help as many as we can.”

Again, Bethany stared in disbelief. “Why are your people coming with bandages?”

“I…was scouting down south earlier. I saw signs of battle, so I called for help.” The moment the words came out of his mouth, he knew she didn’t believe him.

Once more Bethany’s knife snapped up. This time, as she crept forward like the other hunters he knew, he knew how she had killed that cloak beast. “Stop lying to me.”

“I’m not…” He sighed. “All right, I’m not telling you the whole truth, but only because you wouldn’t believe me. I am Kallowhorn, and I’m here to help you and your people. No lie.”

“And that potion? Is it poison?”

“No, it’s talun potion. Let me pull it off my belt, and I’ll leave it for you by the stream. I’ll back up so you can grab it and treat your wound.” He smiled placidly. “Please?”

Bethany glared another moment before motioning with her knife. “Put it down.”

Keeping his movements slow and predictable, Trent set the vial on the riverbank and backed away. Bethany darted forward and snatched it up while keeping her knife readied in her free hand. As her eyes darted between him and the potion, she looked so conflicted.

Trent smiled again. “Let me set you at ease. I’ll also slip both of my long knives out of my sheathes and toss them to you as well. That’ll leave you with three knives and me with none. That will allow you to treat your wound without worrying about being stabbed.”

Bethany eyed him in obvious frustration. “Why are you so confident I won’t kill you?”

“Given all I’ve offered is a cure for your wound and help for your people, that would be unkind. You don’t strike me as an unkind woman. So, I’m gambling I’m right about you.

“Then, do it! Throw down your knives.”

Trent set his knives on the muddy ground and backed a few more paces away. “Can I sit while you treat that wound? That’ll make it even harder for me to rush you.”

“Yes. Please. Sit.” Her features softened and, in the setting sun, she was more hauntingly beautiful. “And… if all you say is true, I don’t know how I can apologize.”

Trent sat with his knees spread and tucked his hands together on his crossed ankles. “Worry about that after you’ve treated your wounds and your people are safe.”

“I suppose I will.” She settled by the stream and popped the cap off the talun potion. She waved it under her nose twice, then nodded. “Smells right.”

“Talun petals and water, nothing more.”

“Gods, I believe you.” Once more a blush added color to her features. “But… if I could make one last request…”

Trent rotated so his back was to her. “That bite is in an awkward spot. Remove whatever you need to treat it. I’ll keep my eyes peeled for threats and nothing more.”

“Thank you.” Her soft voice was now quite kind. “I won’t… I’ll tell you when I’m decent.”

Trent eyed the woods. Even so, one couldn’t remove leather hunting pants without effort or sound. He could hear the leather rolling down her thighs as she pulled down her pants. He could imagine her muscular calves, her creamy thighs, and… what type of underwear?

He focused intently on the woods rather than mentally investigating further.

Rustling sounded from behind him, followed by Bethany’s intake of breath and a faint hissing sound. Trent had only been afflicted with chaos poison once, after a cloak beast scratched him. Pouring talun potion on the wound caused it to boil and hiss.

It hurt, a lot, but not treating the wound would allow the poison to spread. In a week, Bethany’s leg would rot to the point where it would need to be amputated. To avoid that, Bethany endured the hissing in silence. Her wound would bubble, and poison would ooze out.

Not long after, he heard the distinct sound of a cork slipping into a flask. That was followed by the sound of leather creaking once more. Finally, she spoke again.

“It’s hurting worse now, which means it’s getting better. You can turn around.”

Trent casually turned to face her. He found her sitting closer than he’d expected, barely five paces away. She’d closed the distance by half while his back was turned. Unlike with the cloak beast, he hadn’t heard her move.

Bethany stared deep into his eyes. “So, Trent Marston. What won’t I believe?”

A booming voice echoed through the forest, barely audible in the distance. “Trent!”

Bethany’s eyes darted past him in alarm. Meanwhile, Trent glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “They’re with me.”

Bethany stared past him with real hope. “Your Kallowhorn?”

“As many as my father could find. As I said, they will have medicine, bandages, and blankets. May I call for them? If I don’t, they could be wandering for a while.”

Bethany rose. “My people will… they’re not far. Once your people are here, I can lead you to them.” Wet flooded her eyes. “Gods, how am I ever going to make this up to you?”

“I told you, worry about that once we’re done with the bandages and blankets.” Trent turned to face the direction of the shout. “Dad! We’re by the river! Bring them here!”

“Coming!” Pace shouted back. “And who’s we?”

Trent glanced at Bethany. “Can I introduce you now, or should I wait?”

A genuine and exhausted smile warmed her features. “I don’t have the energy to shout to people across the woods. I’ll introduce myself when they arrive.”

“Then we’ll wait, Bethany.”

“Beth.” Her gray eyes shimmered in the sunset. “Call me Beth, please.”

Trent’s people soon reached the stream. Bethany then led them to where her people, many of whom were wounded and suffering, had made camp. Blankets, bandages, and thank yous were exchanged, and then the Kallowhorn tribe saved the Windborne.

Or most of them, anyway.

Trent and his people remained at the makeshift campsite with the survivors of Bethany’s tribe. Many were too injured to make a trek in the dark, and no one dared enter the Blackwood with the sun down. Everyone agreed they would travel at first light, and the Kallowhorn agreed to absorb the Windborne survivors. Two tribes would become one.

The newly united tribe shared a light supper, and many new bonds were formed. Trent, for his part, was grateful that his father hadn’t revealed to anyone how his son had known to look for Bethany at the stream. He didn’t know how either of them would explain that.

During supper, he looked for Bethany often. He didn’t see her, and while that was disappointing, it was understandable. She had lost family today. She would likely be with them or back at the site of the attack, searching for survivors or things they could salvage.

In the aftermath of their meeting, Trent had imagined them speaking at length about her people. Getting to know each other over the next few days. Perhaps, after she’d had enough time to recover from the trauma of the attack, they might even… go on a walk?

He was being foolish. Once supper was done and everyone was taken care of, he retired to the edge of the camp to raise his tent. And that, of course, was when Bethany found him.

Or rather, she snuck up on him.

Trent turned after staking his tent and nearly leapt out of his skin at the sight of Bethany standing five paces away. He managed to keep his exclamation to a small yelp. Even so, it was obvious to both of them he hadn’t heard her coming. That pleased her very much.

Bethany smiled wide. “Come on a walk with me.”

Trent’s heart pounded as he recovered from the shock, and he found himself more than a little annoyed she had snuck up on him like that. And that she could. Still, as he took in her smile and the way the wind traced her bangs across her forehead, he forgave her.

“Can I finish putting up my tent first?”

Her soft laughter made his heart soar. “Put your tent up, then come walk with me.”

Once his tent was ready, Trent rose and followed Bethany into the woods by moonlight. Other than the bandages around her thigh and the few frazzled hairs that escaped her braid, he couldn’t tell that she’d been injured. It was too dark to see the bruise that had discolored her temple, and the cut on her cheek had been tiny at best. Facial cuts simply bled like few others.

They left their crowded joint campsite behind. Soon they were back in the woods close to where he’d found her, but Bethany didn’t lead him back to the stream. Instead, she turned west. She made her way up an increasingly steep slope with impressive ease. He could tell she, too, had grown up hunting and tracking in the wilderness.

Each step she took was soundless. It was both impressive and a little daunting how quietly she moved through the woods. He might be able to learn much from her… if she was willing to teach him. Hunting every day in the woods with her would be a delight.

Having her climbing a hill above him in tight leather pants also offered him more than a few chances to enjoy her lovely backside. Trent focused on the woods instead. She’d given no signs she wished him to look at her like that, and they’d both pay the price if a chaos creature got the drop on them because his eyes were glued to Bethany’s shapely ass.

Finally, the ground leveled out. Soon after, they reached a set of sandstone cliffs Trent knew well from years of exploring. Bethany walked to one of the smooth rocks overlooking the whitewater far below, stopped dangerously close to the edge, and peered down.

As she glanced back at him, her braid slapped her back. “Ever jumped off this?”

Trent belatedly worried that after all she’d seen today—the slaughter of so many of her friends—that Bethany was thinking about joining them. He also realized he couldn’t reach her before she jumped, if she jumped. Only death waited below.

The thought that Bethany might kill herself hadn’t occurred to him until now, but he had heard of people who ended their lives for reasons similar to hers. A young man who was tragically disfigured by a shrike bat after it tore apart his betrothed. A woman whose husband was mauled by a chaos wolf, and then who lost both her daughters to plague rot.

Trent would never take his own life out of grief over a lost loved one. He firmly believed that if those he loved died, no matter the circumstances, it was his duty to carry on and honor them. They would want him to live… and if he didn’t, who could remember them?

Yet Bethany was Windborne. He didn’t know anything about her people. And now, because he had lost himself in reflection, he was too far away to save her if she jumped.

Bethany’s pink lips quirked as she watched him. “You looked worried, Trent Marston. Is there something I should know about this cliff? Is it cursed? Haunted? Is it sacred to your people? Now that I’ve trespassed on it, must you kill me?”

Trent considered his response. “I’m just wondering if you’ve got good boots.”

“I do. And I’m not thinking about jumping, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He incrementally relaxed. “That’s good to hear. While I only met you today, I already think the world would miss you.”

She settled at the cliff’s edge overlooking a sheer drop that offered a view as gorgeous as it was deadly. “I’m still going to sit here on the cliff’s edge, though. Join me if you like.”

Trent didn’t know if that was an invitation or a dare. It felt like both. Either way, he had walked the edges of this rocky cliff many times in his youth. He also had good boots.

He settled a good five paces from Bethany and stared down the descent. This was a good view. He hadn’t been up here in years, and he’d forgotten how good the view was from this cliff. He’d come up here often in his youth, but never told his parents.

Bethany glanced at him. “Would you like to sit closer to me than that?”

“Would you like me to sit closer than this?”

“Yes.” She patted the rock beside her. “The only reason I’m enjoying this view, right now, is because of your actions. You saved my life. I would like if the brave Kallowhorn hunter who saved me would treat me like a close friend rather than a red viper.”

Trent sidled over to sit down right beside her. If he was any closer, their hips might touch. It was tempting—Bethany did have lovely hips—but they had only just met, and today, she had lost friends and family. He would never dare approach a woman in her grief.

His goal was to keep her company and listen. He wasn’t about to leave her now.

Bethany looked down at the cliffs and the whitewater coursing through the stream so far below. As Trent glanced at her circumspectly, he couldn’t help but admire her profile. She was a remarkably attractive woman, but he wasn’t going to tell her that.

Her eyes remained on the terrain below. “Tell me something about you, Trent.”

“Other than my name?”

“Yes, and I’ll start. My name is Bethany Vellus, and I’ve seen eighteen summers with my tribe. My favorite meal is roast rabbit. I once didn’t eat for three days simply to see if I could.”

As Trent chuckled, he found that knowing these things about her made him like her even more. “I’m Trent Marston, seventeen summers, and I enjoy fish cooked and braised with southern spices. I broke my arm when I was nine and hid it because I was embarrassed.”

“About your arm?”

“I fell out of a tree all the other boys had found easy to climb.”

Rather than eying him in sympathy, she nodded with understanding. He immediately loved that about her. She understood why he had needed to climb that tree.

“How long did you hide your break?”

“Three days. Healer Agatha still gives me grief about it. She said that if I’d gone one day longer, she wouldn’t have been able to set the bone properly. Said I’d have a noodle arm.”

“That must have been very painful.” Bethany took a breath, then brought her gray eyes to his. “How personal can I get with you tonight?”

“How do you mean?”

“I want… I need to talk to someone. Someone I don’t know at all, someone who has no preconceptions about me. Today was the most horrible day of my life, but it was also horrible for everyone who survived. I can’t burden my people. I need them focused on themselves.”

“I’d be happy to listen to anything you have to say. I’m also happy to answer any questions you want to ask me. If your question is too personal, I’ll tell you that.”

She shuddered, but she never looked away. It felt wrong to look away from her. Their locked gazes felt both dangerous and exciting, like a thunderstorm growing on the horizon.

“Have you ever lost anyone, Trent? A friend or family member?”

A rush of distant and familiar grief surged and passed. “My sister.”

More wet flooded Bethany’s eyes at his admission, but she sniffled once before she mastered her emotions and dabbed at her eyes. “May I ask how long ago?”

“We were both young. She was six, I was eight. It was the bloody plague rot.”

“Always the children.” Bethany looked away to the stream. “It always takes the children. Makes me wonder if it was designed that way.”

“Designed?” Trent loved her profile. How her braid coursed over her chest.

“Plague rot isn’t natural. It was cultured, cultivated, and unleashed centuries ago by some mage or another. They thought they could use it to end their enemies.”

Trent looked at the stream as well. “And we’re still paying for it today.”

“I’m so sorry about your sister. But, if I may ask…”

“How did I get through it? How did I take things day by day?”

“Yes. I would very much like to know how anyone gets through losing a family member.”

Trent took a breath and focused his thoughts. He liked that Bethany didn’t insist he answer her question immediately. She, like him, could listen.

“Two reasons. First, I wasn’t the only one who lost my sister. My parents lost her as well, so losing me would be hopelessly cruel to them. Second, I knew she’d be upset if I died.”

“You believe her spirit watches you from beyond?”

“I doubt any part of her exists any longer. I’ve never been much for superstition or spirituality. I find the idea of a world beyond this troubling.”

As Bethany glanced at him again and leaned close, a bit of dark hair fell in front of her gray eyes. Their proximity tingled. “Why?”

“Answer me this. If we have spirits, and those spirits travel beyond when our bodies pass, it must get dreadfully boring at some point. I enjoy life, but I only enjoy it because I know it will end someday. I treasure my days because they’re limited. I want to live, but not forever.”

“But what if we could come back to this realm? What if we could live multiple lives?”

“Then I’d either spend each new life missing those I’d known in my old one, or I’d forget my former life and have to make the same mistakes over and over. Neither appeals to me.”

“I see. So, if you didn’t believe your sister⁠—”

“Margo.”

“Margo.” Bethany spoke his sister’s name with reverence he appreciated. “If you didn’t believe Margo’s spirit was in the beyond watching over you, why were you worried she’d be upset if you died? If you… ended things?”

“It wouldn’t matter if she was still around to be upset. I knew that ending my life would have upset her. That was not something I was willing to do.”

“So, it was honor that got you through it?”

“It was to honor her. The brother Margo looked up to… the big brother she idolized… would never take his own life out of grief over her death. I never considered ending things because I owed it to her to be the man she believed me to be.”

Bethany took one shaky breath and returned to her observation of the distant stream. “It’s a lovely rationale. It does you great credit. I don’t know if it will help me. I lost…” She shuddered again. “I lost too many people today.”

Trent wanted so much to take her hand, to touch her shoulder, even to wrap her up in his arms and hold her as she cried. He did none of those things. It wasn’t his place.

“I’m sorry I’m not more help in this regard.”

“Don’t be sorry. You still offered me comfort when I had no right to it, and you’ve given me a distracting philosophical and spiritual dilemma to consider on a day when I long to be distracted. I appreciate that, Trent. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me today.”

Bethany meant every word. She was not just lovely, but brave and competent. While Trent had only just met her eight hours ago, he already felt like he’d known her for weeks.

He had known her since he started dreaming about her. That made him reckless.

“Well… I’m here, Beth. If you’d like to talk more in the future, or just sit together, you can talk to me again. Since it seems you’ll be joining our tribe, an ear is the least I can lend.”

She offered him a knowing glance. “Staking your claim already?”

“I’m not here to stake anything. You have suffered an unimaginable tragedy today, and I would never take advantage of your grief. I had no ulterior motives when I followed you on this walk other than to ensure you had a friend to lean on if you needed one.”

Her smile was warm and a bit sad. “I believe you. I don’t even know why, but I do.”

He bravely held her gaze. “I think, once you get to know me, you’ll find I’m honest about my intentions with those I believe deserve that courtesy.”

“A fair distinction. So now, Trent Marston, I need to ask you another question. One I hope you won’t find insulting.”

“As I said, ask me anything you like. If I don’t want to answer, I’ll tell you.”

“How did you know I would find you at that stream today, that a cloak beast would be waiting in ambush, and that you would need talun potion to treat my wolf bite?”

Trent wanted to believe his face had betrayed nothing when Bethany asked those questions, questions he couldn’t answer. The moment her eyes narrowed and her lips tightened, he knew she could see right through him. He knew she knew.

Bethany watched him with needy eyes. “No man is that lucky, and I know I’m not. I could accept that you carried talun blossoms in case you were attacked by a chaos wolf, or that you happened to be wandering the stream tracking a deer when I came across you, or that you really were wandering up north and saw smoke. But all three? That’s a divine miracle.”

“There was nothing divine about it.” Trent hoped he was right.

“Even so, I need to know why you were there today because the fact that I don’t know is driving me to distraction. I know you came to that river to save me. I know you saved my tribe. I now trust you with my life, but I don’t understand you. Lie if you must, just make me believe.”

He memorized the cast of her lovely features. “I told you, you won’t believe me.”

“Don’t judge me before you speak. I’ll certainly never judge you, especially not now. I just… I need to know how you knew you would find me there. Otherwise, I can’t stop.”

“Stop… what?”

“Thinking I’m still dying in that stream. That this is a wonderfully tragic hallucination.”

This was the woman he’d seen repeatedly in his dreams. A woman who, despite the trauma she’d suffered today, worried first for others. A woman he wanted to trust with the secret he’d told no one but his parents since he killed the man who’d come to kill them.

Trent took one deep, steadying breath to calm his nerves. “I saw you in my dreams, and in those dreams, you died from wounds and poison.”

Bethany’s kind eyes widened. “You dreamed about me?”

“I’ve dreamed about you every night for the past two weeks, Beth. Every time I dreamed I found you by that stream, coughing up blood, by the corpse of a dead cloak beast.”

“The beast you killed before I arrived.”

“Yes. You killed it after it attacked you, but it crippled you so badly you couldn’t walk. After you set a fire to summon help, I found you. Between those wounds and the infection from the wolves, you died soon after we met. Your last words were a plea to save your people.”

“So, today…”

“My father’s wagon ran over a frog. It was the last of many details that matched my recurring dreams about you. I knew I had to grab our talun petals, send my father for help, and get to this stream before you arrived. I knew if I could get there in time, I could save you.”

“And you did.” She smiled past her sudden rush of tears. “Your dreams, and your heroism, are why my tribe and I are alive.”

“You’re alive because you escaped the chaos wolves who attacked your people and ran half a day to reach us. All I offered was a bit of help on your final steps.”

When Bethany gripped his hand, it sent a tingle like a spark of lightning through his arm. He’d never held hands with a woman like this, and certainly not one as beautiful as her. There were other women close to his age in his tribe, but most were related in some way.

Bethany wiped her eyes with her other hand and then firmed her expression, still clutching his hand. “You came for me. You risked everything for me!”

“I suppose that is true, if you discount all your other accomplishments.”

“But this dream. The one you had of finding me by the stream. How did you know it would actually happen? Have you dreamed of the future before?”

“I… Yes.”

His first prophetic dream had repeated for two weeks before it happened. Trent would rise as normal and walk into an empty kitchen. He’d worry his parents were sick. He’d open the door to his bedroom, and then, as he stared at their motionless bodies…

Trent had saved them from that. Trent had stopped that when he stayed up all night, on the proper night, and intercepted the opportunistic thief who had come to rob his parents. It was the first night Trent had ever killed a man… and the night he learned he could.

As if sensing his hesitance to say more, Bethany scooted close. Her hip pressed against his, as did her leg. Her braid settled across one shoulder, and she was so close that all he had to do to kiss her was lean forward. He might have kissed her if she wasn’t grieving.

Bethany squeezed his hand. “You don’t have to tell me if it’s painful. It’s enough to know it’s happened before, and that’s how you knew it was happening with me.”

Trent swallowed. “Then, that’s the truth. All of it.”

She eased away just enough to give him space but continued to hold his hand in hers. “You’re something special, Trent Marston. You’re unlike any man I’ve ever known.”

“I am a bit shorter than most.”

“That’s not what I mean. From the moment I saw you, I knew you were a powerful man. It was in the way you stood and spoke. Your presence. I felt safe the moment I saw you.”

“I think you were just grateful to see someone who wasn’t a chaos wolf.”

“I was exhausted from running and feverish from wolf poison. If I’d taken a drink at that water and been ambushed by a cloak beast, my people would have been doomed.”

“But you killed that cloak beast, Beth. In my dreams, you always bested it.”

They considered the stream in silence, together, for some time. He let her consider all he’d told her. He let her decide if it was a truth or a lie. She never stopped holding his hand.

She sighed. “I suppose if I accept how you saved me, I also have to accept that.”

“It’s cold comfort, I know, since you died. But that was how I knew you were strong.”

She glanced his way once more. “And beautiful?”

Her question felt genuine. Trent felt like she truly needed someone to compliment her today, and it even sounded… hopeful? She could use a little hope, and she wanted to sit close to him and hold his hand and stare into his eyes.

“Your beauty had no role in my choice to find you and help you… but yes, you are beautiful. I’ve had two weeks of dreaming about you to see that, but I helped you because not helping you was something I couldn’t live with. No other reason than that.”

She smiled warmly and released his hand. “Trent?”

“Yes, Beth?”

“Thank you for listening. For sharing your secrets with me. And for saving my life.”

“I was glad to do all of those things, but I’m still shocked you believe me.”

“Given all you accomplished today, I have no reason to doubt what you say about your dreams. And given we’ll be living in the same tribe, rest assured I’ll find plenty of ways to repay the tremendous debt I now owe you. That’s my promise. Everything I owe you, I’ll provide.”

“Focus on yourself and your own people. I can take care of myself.”

“I know that.” Bethany scooted close again. “But you shouldn’t have to.”


Chapter Seven


NOW


When the blast of freezing water hit him, Trent sputtered and snapped awake. While he was certain his eyes were open, the only thing he could see was a brown blur. A blindfold pressed against his eyes, and a balled up rag filled his mouth. He was gagged and blindfolded!

This was inconvenient. Also, his head was killing him, and the rest of his body wasn’t feeling great. A boot slammed into his stomach. While he did his best to retch and bend himself in two, the manacles clamped around his wrists prevented that. All he could do was wheeze through his gag and struggle to draw breaths that wouldn’t come.

A coarse voice spoke in the darkness. “Well, he’s awake. What now?”

“What do you think?” The second man had a more refined accent, like a guardsman who’d recently come up. “Kick him again!”

Trent had no sooner drawn a breath before a heavy boot once more impacted his solar plexus. That drove what small bit of breath he’d salvaged after the last time from his lungs, but not the gag. He could only chew and wheeze as someone kicked him, over and over, in the murky brown haze of the blindfold. His wrists and ankles rattled in steel manacles.

He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t breathe! All he wanted to do was breathe.

The boot slammed into his stomach as the coarse man swore and spit. “Feckin’ outwaller.” The next kick left him breathless. “The princess should’a never let you people in! You ruin everything!”

Trent wheezed and thrashed until the man’s next kick impacted the bottom of his chin. Once more, frozen water brought him back to life. As he braced himself for another kick as best he could, a third, cultured voice spoke instead of the other two.

“Stop kicking him. I can’t interrogate him if you keep knocking him unconscious.”

Trent gasped for breath he couldn’t draw. Every attempt sent pain screaming through his chest. Getting kicked in the stomach repeatedly by a big man was no way to wake up, and suffocation was also not the way he wanted to die. Not being able to breathe was terrifying.

The coarse man growled. “He killed the princess! We should rip his balls off!”

“Remind me, turnkey. Who is the interrogator here, and who is the gaoler? Do we need to clarify our roles here with King Tallun?”

The second man jumped in. “Of course not, Inquisitor. Decker? Step away.”

Leather boots… the same leather boots that had just been kicking the shit out of Trent… scuffed stone as they backed away. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Inquisitor. I’m just mad!”

“The entire city grieves with the brutal assassination of Princess Victoria. Rest assured, the assassin most responsible for her murder will not escape justice. The traitor Trent Marston will hang in the royal square, but not until he names every last one of his co-conspirators.”

The coarse man—Decker—stomped his boot. “Feckin’ outwallers. Those people hate us for what we have!”

“Blind speculation as to his co-conspirators is not useful to me, turnkey. I will need to speak with our prisoner before I can decide who else might be involved.”

Beyond Trent’s blindfold, the second man grunted. “Shall I grab the clamps, sir?”

The Inquisitor chuckled as if the second turnkey had suggested they pour a nice spot of tea instead of moving right on to torture. “Let us wait on your more… direct… methods of interrogation. I will speak with the traitor. He will die, but how has yet to be determined.”

Decker huffed. “So long as he dies. He just… she was…”

The man who had been kicking him sniffled, and then, to Trent’s astonishment, the gaoler sobbed. He was crying! Was Princess Victoria truly so beloved that even a castle gaoler who would kick the shit out of a manacled man sobbed at the thought of her death?

King Tallun might be a child-murdering asshole, but he wasn’t a stupid man. If the people had ever been asked to choose between them, Victoria would immediately be queen. That didn’t justify Tallun’s choice to murder her… but it did explain it.

As Trent sucked in breath after breath, the turnkey walked audibly away. Trent heard a key turning in a lock, then the creaking of a door that was likely formed of vertical iron bars. Another set of much softer boots entered his cell, and then the squeak of a narrow wooden foot on stone told him his Inquisitor had pulled in a chair… or a stool.

So, he was to be interrogated. Trent could defend himself in an interrogation. Finally, he’d have a chance to expose King Tallun and reveal Princess Victoria was alive! Assuming this Inquisitor wasn’t also working for King Tallun… which he almost certainly was.

The Inquisitor spoke again. “Leave us.”

Decker grunted. “But, Inquisitor⁠—”

“The prisoner is manacled wrists and ankles, and he wears a blindfold and a gag. Have you locked any of those manacles incorrectly? Is his blindfold one he can easily remove?”

“No, Inquisitor.” Decker sighed. “I just… We was hoping to hear him scream.”

“All in due time. Now, run along. When the time for more extreme methods does arrive, rest assured, I will call upon you both.”

The second turnkey chuckled. “We’ll be waiting for the call, Inquisitor.”

The footfalls of both men had almost completely faded into the distance when Trent gathered enough breath to not feel like he was going to pass out. Still, he couldn’t speak. He could chew and sputter through his gag, but that wasn’t speech.

The Inquisitor spoke calmly. “We are alone now, Mister Marston. You are deep beneath Castle Guileford, and you now rest in one of her least comfortable cells. The only soul other than me who might hear anything you say down here was Gaoler Decker, and even he can’t hear you once he closes the door at the top of these stairs. This cell is quite soundproof.”

Trent grunted in response.

“Now, if I remove your gag, will you spit or try to bite my fingers off? Do you intend to sputter and howl like an animal caught in a trap? Or can we talk, you and I, like gentlemen?”

Through his gag, Trent’s words were unintelligible.

“Nod if you agree we can talk like normal, reasonable men.”

Trent nodded.

“I will take you at your word… this time. I’ll have that gag out of your mouth soon enough. If you bite, thrash, or spit at me, I will re-insert it, and then I will allow Decker to experiment with a heated poker until you are in a more… pliable… mood.”

Trent stopped struggling. He very much suspected he was going to die… likely after being brutally tortured… and as terrifying as that was, he didn’t regret anything he’d done to save Princess Victoria. Other than, he supposed, not running away after.

Surprisingly gentle hands worked behind his head. The Inquisitor expertly untied multiple knots and gingerly slid the gag balled up in Trent’s mouth out. He gasped in relief. He waited until the cloth was away before closing his mouth and licking his lips.

Soft footfalls announced the Inquisitor returning to his stool. “Better?”

Trent swallowed against a dry throat and tongue, then nodded.

“Let us consider me removing your gag the first act of trust between us. If we can grow to trust each other, Mister Marston, it is possible you and I can come to an arrangement where we both get what we want. You need not die in agony.”

Trent coughed and swallowed. “So, there’s an alternative?”

“A trivial task in truth. I wish you to confess.”

“To what?”

“Admitting an enemy necromancer and soulless husks into the city, and then helping them slaughter Princess Victoria’s Queen’s Guard so they could take her soul.”

Trent coughed. “Oh, fuck that.”

He’d been right all along. This Inquisitor was working for King Tallun, which meant the only reason the man was here was to try to force Trent to confess to murdering the princess. He now knew there would be a great deal of pain in his future. He also knew he would break eventually… everyone broke… but that didn’t mean he had to break today.

He could stand the torture for today. Perhaps even tomorrow. Every day he endured this Inquisitor’s torture without telling this man what he knew, Victoria and whoever aided her would get farther and farther away. Every day he endured would make her one day safer.

The Inquisitor tut-tutted. “Mister Marston, really. You seem, to me, to be an intelligent man. You must understand the inflexibility of your situation.”

“That you’re a traitorous inquisitor hoarding Tallun’s coin? Sure. I understand that.”

“No one can hear us down here. There’s no need to toss around such accusations.”

“If no one can hear us down here, then why not just be honest with each other? Admit King Tallun abducted the parents and sister of Callus, one of Princess Victoria’s Queen’s Guard, and threatened to behead them unless Callus confined Victoria in the chapel school. Admit Tallun sent a necromancer to steal her soul. Admit your king murdered his own daughter.”

“Victoria is dead, then?” The Inquisitor asked as he might about the weather.

“That necromancer and his soulless slaughtered everyone in that school, including Victoria. The only reason I survived was because I hid in a closet. I might be a coward, sure, but I didn’t murder the crown princess.”

“You lie poorly, Mister Marston. We have already examined the portal beneath the chapel school, and we have verified it was last used early this morning. Princess Victoria is alive. If you can tell us to where she fled, I can make your last days very pleasant.”

“I don’t know anything about a portal. If I had, I wouldn’t be manacled in this cell while you lie about your traitorous king.”

“I’m disappointed in you. I had hoped you would be better at spinning tales. It would, at a minimum, make your interrogation far more interesting.”

“You know what else might make this interrogation more interesting? What if we swapped places, and then I kicked you repeatedly in the balls?”

The Inquisitor chuckled politely. “No, thank you. Since we have now established you lie as transparently as I feared, I will move onto the negotiation portion of our interrogation.”

“Great. I’d really like to go back to being kicked in the gut.”

“Confess your crime. All you need do is sign a confession that I will provide, and then, when you stand before the king’s court in view of the king and all his councilors, you must simply say three words. You must say ‘I am guilty.’”

Trent chuckled harshly. “Congratulations, Inquisitor! You’ve just delivered the least enticing offer I’ve ever heard.”

“That is all I ask of you, Mister Marston. Sign your confession. Say those three words in court. Do these things for me, and you will live your last few days in relative comfort. I will have additional bedding brought down, and I will provide fine meals of your choosing. Cost is of no concern. If you wish, I’ll even arrange a whore to warm your bed.”

“And murder her afterward? Your offer just gets worse and worse, man.”

“That is one option. The other begins when the gaoler returns with the clamps.”

Trent scoffed loudly to hide the fear that rippled through his aching body. “Torture. Sure. Good thing you clarified your intent there, because I’d never have figured that out.”

“Is there anything about your options you would like repeated, Mister Marston?”

“I’m a knight, actually.”

For the first time, the Inquisitor paused before he spoke. “Are you?”

“That’s right. Sir Marston. That means I outrank you, doesn’t it? So as a knight of the realm, I order you to release me.”

“You’re telling the truth. Interesting. I had not expected Victoria to knight you before she departed.”

“She also told me to tell you you’d been exiled. Go now. Have a shitty life.”

The Inquisitor sighed. “I have explained your options. You may die in pleasure or pain. You have twelve hours to consider which death you prefer. You will spend those twelve hours in this cell, alone, without food or water or company. Let us hope you make the right choice.”

“That’s sporting of you to leave me alone for twelve hours. Gives me time to escape. Good on you, man.”

“No one escapes the cells of Castle Guileford, I’m afraid.”

Wood creaked on stone as the Inquisitor’s stool shifted, and then Trent listened as the Inquisitor dragged it out of his cell. He’d half hoped the man would be foolish enough to leave the stool inside. Trent could break it and get something sharp enough to get his blindfold off.

With luck, he might even use a nail to pick one of his manacles. That wasn’t impossible, and at least it would give him something to do for the next twelve hours. Sadly, it was not to be.

Hinges creaked as metal slammed into metal, and then Trent listened as his cell door locked. As the Inquisitor walked away, Trent scrambled for a dozen parting retorts and couldn’t come up with anything that didn’t sound desperate. At least he wasn’t gagged now.

Given he was going to be tortured soon, he might as well rest up while he could.
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Beautiful trees with brilliant green leaves surrounded Trent as a sun warmed his skin. He smiled as he walked with his hands spread and his face to the sky. The wind off the Kelarin mountains was cool and pleasant, and his light and silky clothing felt wonderful against his skin.

Beside him, a warm hand took his. Trent glanced at Bethany to find her gorgeous as ever. She wore plain, light clothing today—a V-cut linen tunic and loose cloth pants—but even such plain clothes couldn’t hide her obvious beauty. He loved that she’d dressed up on the day of his return from the Vespers, and he was very much looking forward to their picnic.

Bethany’s waist-length braid slapped gently against her back as they walked, and as her gray eyes met his, the smile she offered all but melted him. From ahead, the wind picked up.

As the stiff wind flattened her tunic against her breasts, Trent’s eyes darted there without meaning to. As his eyes found hers again, she smiled in obvious delight.

Bethany laughed. “You’re still staring at them?”

Far from abashed, Trent grinned. “Can you blame me? I swear they grew bigger while I was away.”

“I think it’s because you haven’t seen anyone but men for three years.”

“We had women at the Vespers! Though… all of them were my mother’s age.”

“I should say naked, Trent. You haven’t seen a woman naked in three years.”

He snorted at her obvious teasing. “I’m not desperate. But you were always the prettiest woman in Kallowhorn, and now, you have to be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And since you invited me out on a picnic today, I have every right to stare! Don’t I?”

She sighed happily and squeezed his hand. “Has it really been three years?”

“Three years, four months, and seven days. You were barely eighteen when I left to train at the Vespers, and now, well… you’re older. So am I.”

“You’re guessing. That was just a guess!”

Trent pulled her to a stop beside him. “It’s not a guess. You know how I feel about you. I thought about you most every day I was away learning… well, my trade.”

Bethany stepped closer. “We should have.”

“Should have what?”

She touched his hands and drew them to rest around her waist. “Before you left, why didn’t we? We flirted and danced about it often enough. Remember that night by the river?”

He smiled as he remembered her taking the last of his fears away. “I remember.”

“I should have dragged you off and begged you to take me. I thought about you every day while you were gone, and now that you’re back, I feel woefully underprepared.”

Trent eyed her curiously. “For what?”

“Sex.”

He chuckled at her crass joke, then frowned as he considered her more carefully. Wait. What if she wasn’t making a joke? They’d always flirted, but… really?

Her brow furrowed in disappointment. “You don’t want me?”

“I mean, yes, of course I want you! I just… You really haven’t done that with anyone before?”

Bethany shoved him in the chest, which sent him stumbling. “Just what type of woman do you think I am, Trent Marston?”

He cursed himself as he realized his mistake. “I’m sorry! I’d never imply…”

As Bethany dissolved into a fit of giggles, his apology died in his throat. He stepped forward and glared. “You’re teasing me!”

“Oh, Trent.” She clutched his hands again, then pulled his hands to rest directly against her buxom chest. “Why do you think I asked you to come out to the stream where you saved my life four years ago? Did you really think I merely wanted to have a picnic?”

Trent had. He really had. Now… as Bethany clutched his hands against her round, warm breasts… he was starting to suspect she might have other motives.

As Bethany leaned close, her braid rolled across her back. “One day, I hope, you will be more forceful with me. But at least, after today, you’ll no longer be a virgin.” With her chest still pressed against his hands, she pressed her hot lips to his ear. “And neither will I.”

As Bethany kissed him gently, Trent kissed back. As her lips pressed against his and her tongue slipped into his mouth, he realized several things. First, his wrists and ankles remained manacled. Second, he was blindfolded. And while both of those things could be hot when combined with kissing in certain circumstances, this was not one of them.

Trent thrashed in his manacles, and a woman gasped. The sound of bare feet on stone and cold air against his lips announced she’d scurried away. He’d frightened her! He felt vaguely guilty about that, but… he was in a prison cell! And she’d been kissing him!

He coughed and did his best to remember he was a city watchman. “Who goes there?”

“I’m sorry, Master!” The voice of this mystery woman was unlike any he had heard before, but quite beautiful. “I hoped a kiss would be a pleasant way to wake you.”

“I… What?” Trent tested his manacles and looked about despite the blindfold. “Who are you? How did you get in here?”

“In where, Master?”

“My cell.” He frowned. “And wait. Did you just call me⁠—”

“Master.” Feet shuffled on stone as the woman again moved closed. “What is wrong?”

“Well, for one, I’m blindfolded, and secondly, I don’t know who you are.”

“I am your blade, Master.”

Trent took a moment to make sure he’d heard correctly. “Hold on, what?”

“I am Ruby. I am the mageblade bequeathed to you by Princess Victoria Randolf, the true ruler of this realm. Do you not remember, Master?”

“Stop calling me master. I’m not… But wait, you’re a sword?”

“This is how a mageblade refers to her wielder, Master. I am yours to wield. I will always protect you so long as you use me righteously. That has ever been the pact made between a mageblade and he who wields her. And, Master, I am now very pleased to be yours.”

Trent focused on the one part of this situation that wasn’t entirely insane. “You’re a woman? Right now? A physical, right here, living woman?”

“I am in the form of a woman, yes. And I was a woman before.”

“Before…” Trent trailed off. “All right. Ruby, are you bound now?”

“I am not. Would you like me to be?”

Trent ignored that. “If you’re not bound, can you get this blindfold off me?”

“Of course, Master. I am sorry I did not anticipate your needs.”

He heard “Ruby’s” bare feet shuffle again, and then soft skin brushed against his nose. Fingers he somehow imagined as delicate undid the binding on the back of his blindfold. Once she lifted it off, Trent blinked blearily in the torchlight.

He gawked. There was, without question, a lithe and gorgeous woman settled on her knees beside him. Her long curly hair was a bright red just a shade darker than blood… or, if he really looked, a ruby shade. She had freckles. Her lips were the same shade, red and plump, and her wide blue eyes stared curiously as she rested her open palms on her knees.

While she was slim and muscular, she was also absolutely in perfect proportion in regard to bust, waist, and hips. Also, given she wore little more than a red silken tunic held on by tiny straps, he could see a blessing of cleavage and the lower portion of her taut midriff. Her top ended just above her belly button.

Her silky pants were equally as exotic, though these were sheer enough they were closer to lace than silk. Those were tucked between her thighs and calves, ending just above her ankles. He could just make out a pair of slim red panties through the lace.

So, this was what happened when he ended up manacled in a cell for twelve hours without food, water, or sleep. He hallucinated a beautiful, barely-clothed redhead who called him Master. Her blue eyes already watched him like Bethany’s soft gray.

Trent eyed her wearily. “Is this a dream?”

As Ruby tilted her head, her curly red hair coursed across a shoulder bare save for a tiny strap. “No, Master. That is why I kissed you awake. It is very important you be awake.”

“And… why?”

“It has been eight hours since you fell asleep. I know you needed sleep to recover from last night’s ordeal, but we now have less than four hours before the inquisitor returns.”

As his stomach grumbled quietly due to the fact that he hadn’t eaten in half a day, Trent pulled at his manacles. “I really don’t like that guy.”

“So shall we go now, Master?”

“You know a way out of here?”

“No, but I assume you do. Would you like me to free you from those manacles? If you need more rest, we can afford one more hour. But I think it would be better if we escape.”

As Trent set aside all he still didn’t understand and focused on what the latest insane twist in his life suggested, he fixed Ruby with his best smile. She couldn’t be serious… but if she was, he finally had a way to help himself and then help Princess Victoria.

“If you can get these manacles off me, I would be very much in your debt.”

She blushed brightly. “Oh, Master. You know I would do anything for you.”

“That’s great! So… can you free me?”

“Of course! Remain still. I’ll get those unpleasant things off you.”

Ruby leaned forward and gripped the manacle on his left wrist, then pulled with both slender hands. The manacle popped open with a loud, metallic crack. As Trent gawked at the broken manacle, Ruby descended to his left ankle. She cracked that manacle open, then the one on his right ankle. Just how strong was this… woman?

As Ruby drifted back up and leaned across him, to break the last manacle on his right wrist, he got his best look yet at her lovely chest. With her fine breasts so close to his face, he could do nothing but stare down her cleavage. She didn’t seem to mind.

The last manacle cracked open, and then Ruby dropped back onto her calves and rested her palms flat on her thighs. She watched him curiously. “Is that satisfactory, Master?”

As Trent sat up and rubbed his aching wrists one after the other, he nodded ruefully. “That was very satisfactory. Thank you.”

Her warm smile made her even more gorgeous. “I’m so glad!”

Trent wanted to immediately hop up, sprint for the bars, then possibly start gnawing on them, but he knew that would be a mistake. His wrists and ankles had been bound tightly in manacles for at least ten hours, if not longer. His entire body ached.

He needed to rub the circulation back into his wrists and ankles and make sure he was able to stand on his own power before he rushed away. If he twisted an ankle because he stumbled off before he was ready, he’d never escape. He had four hours to prepare himself to escape this cell and this castle, though he obviously wasn’t going to use all of those.

Trent eyed Ruby curiously as he continued to massage the feeling and blood back into his other wrist. “So, point of order. Why are you calling me master?”

She frowned in obvious confusion. “I am your blade. You are my wielder. The pact⁠—”

“I know what your pact says. But in this world, that word… how you refer to me… means something different than it might in wherever you’re from.”

“I am from this world, Master. But the time I lived was long ago.”

“And I’d love to hear more about that after we escape. But in this world, Ruby… in this time… if I am your master, then you are my slave.”

Ruby stiffened as if genuinely offended. “I am not a slave!”

“Exactly.” Trent smiled when it seemed they agreed. “You are not a slave, and you are certainly not my slave. If you really are a… mageblade… which, to be honest, continues to baffle me, you are at best my companion or, if you’d like, my friend.”

Ruby eyed him doubtfully. “That is not how a mageblade pact works, Master.”

“Well, that’s how I’d like it to work between us. You and me, best friends. So, how about this? As your master, I’d like you to call me Trent.”

She perked up. “You wish me to call you Trent, Master?”

“Yes. And not master, but Trent. As your… as the other part of your mageblade pact, I can ask you to do things for me, can’t I?”

“As your mageblade, I am yours to wield and command.”

“Great. We’ll talk more about that later as well, but for now, whenever you think about calling me master, I’d like you to call me Trent instead.”

“But you are still my master.”

“Then, if we must, for now, let’s agree that Trent means the same thing that you want master to mean. I just like Trent better.”

“So… Trent.” Ruby spoke it as if trying on a new tunic. “Then… yes, Trent. If that is your command, I believe I can do that for you.”

“Fantastic.” With his circulation finally reasonably restored, Trent cautiously stood and measured his balance. Every muscle and bone in his body continued to ache, likely worse now than they had before he fell asleep, but at least his headache was only mildly painful.

He was dreadfully thirsty. He hadn’t had anything to drink for at least half a day, which was likely contributing to his pounding headache. Even so, he could go a bit longer without water. He’d just find some water pouches before he escaped.

He rose and stretched as he did every morning before his morning jogs. He knew better than to push his body to its limits before he had properly limbered up. Even the fastest and most agile man could be stabbed in the back if he got a leg cramp while running.

Once he finished stretching, Trent took a couple of experimental laps around the cell, first at a walk, then at a jog, and then, at a sprint. He didn’t have much room to sprint in a cell, but sprinting about and dodging off the walls confirmed he had back most of his mobility.

His calisthenics and jogging about seemed to greatly amuse Ruby, who watched him raptly the entire time. He had his mobility back, but what he didn’t have, sadly, was his armor, boots, tunic, weapons, or pants. Other than his smallclothes, he was naked.

He hadn’t considered that fact until now since he’d first been blindfolded, then kicked repeatedly, then kissed by a sword. Yet, he now realized he was walking around in his underwear in front of a woman who seemed oddly enamored with him.

He glanced at Ruby. “I don’t suppose you can also create magical clothes? Or armor?”

Her brow furrowed as if she was genuinely distressed. “I cannot, Trent.”

“That’s all right.” He raised one hand to assure her he wasn’t upset she couldn’t do more magic. “We’ll just have to find something I can wear on the way out.”

“I am sorry I cannot make clothes for you.”

“It’s fine, Ruby. Really. You’ve already done way more than I expected.”

She blushed brightly again. “I have only done what I wished for you… Trent. Princess Victoria chose you as her knight. I wish to aid and serve you, and so I have.”

“And that’s wonderful. That’s what friends do. Now, about this escape.”

Trent looked toward the thick iron bars of the locked door of his cell. Other than that single wall of iron bars, the floor and other three walls were stone. Trent suspected, just as the Inquisitor had said, he was deep beneath Castle Guileford. Escape would not be easy… but the first step toward freedom would be stepping out of this cell.

Trent pointed at the iron bars making up the door. “Can you bend those for me?”

She hopped up and smiled. “Yes! I would be happy to do that!”

“Just pick any two bars you like and bend them apart so that you and I can slip through. That would make me, your friend and the other half of our mageblade pact, very happy.”

Ruby marched to the bars, long red hair trailing across her back, and gripped one with each hand. She didn’t even grunt as she slowly bent the bars apart. The quiet protest of the iron as she bent it with her bare hands was oddly loud in the silence of his cell.

At least Trent didn’t have to worry about Gaoler Decker hearing the bars bending up in his chamber. Even screams couldn’t be heard down here, which was why his captors had put him down here and gagged him. No blabbing to random guards about the truth.

Once Ruby had bent the bars so wide they were all but merged with others, Trent stepped forward and examined the gap. A man the size of Spence wouldn’t have been able to squeeze through it, but a man Trent’s size could. It would be tight.

Trent slipped one foot through, then his leg, then his torso. He grimaced as the bars slid across his chest and back, and his head got stuck a moment before he found the proper angle. Yet soon he was through the bars. He took a deep, cleansing breath outside his cell.

“Ruby?”

“Yes, Trent?”

“I think we might just prove that nasty inquisitor wrong.”


Chapter Eight




Once they were both outside the cell, Trent crept forward a few steps to verify that the space outside his cell narrowed quickly. Beyond that was a single archway that led to a set of even narrower steps. Those steps led upward to a thick wooden door.

Locked? Most likely. He didn’t have his picks any longer, but he did have Ruby. Who could bend iron bars. He doubted any lock in the castle could deter her. He silently crept up the stairs and beckoned for Ruby to follow. Soft footfalls assured him she was.

So Ruby was a woman. A magic woman. Who was also a sword. This was, without doubt, one of the most bizarre situations he had ever encountered, but he didn’t doubt that what Ruby said was true. He’d seen the mages at the Vespers do many baffling things while he trained to become a kestrel, and he’d later seen necromancers melt people.

So, some mage had made a sword that could turn into a woman. Or a woman who could turn into a sword? Trent set aside the specifics of Ruby’s origin for now and focused on escape. He now understood why Princess Victoria had given him Ruby as his blade.

Magical swords were rare and priceless, and he had never heard of a “mageblade” before. That suggested Ruby might be the only mageblade in Whitebridge. That Victoria had bequeathed Ruby to him suggested he’d gained an immense amount of trust when he saved her from the soulless. It also showed she genuinely wished for him to escape and join her.

Trent reached the door, lightly tested the handle, and found it unlocked. The ease of his escape concerned him. He glanced back at Ruby. “Did you unlock this door?”

“I broke the lock, yes.”

“How?”

“I turned it, and it snapped.” She grimaced. “Was that bad?”

Trent remembered the way she had bent those iron bars. “No, Ruby. That was wonderful. Now… the guard outside?

“He is sleeping.”

“When did you see him sleeping?”

“After I changed into this form. I found myself beside a wooden table, a wooden chair, and a sleeping man. None were you, so I tested the first door I found. And there you were!”

If he accepted the ludicrous statement that Ruby could freely shift between being a woman and a sword, her explanation made perfect sense. The men who had captured him had brought him down into this prison and also brought his belongings, including the Randolf Ancestral Mageblade. Which was also Ruby… or could be.

As for the sleeping guard, that too seemed plausible. Sitting alone in a stone hallway for twelve hours at a time would be a lonely shift. Trent turned the handle as quietly as possible and pushed the door outward. It opened onto an underground hall lit by a single torch.

He emerged to find the scene just as Ruby had described. A lone, fat, bearded gaoler was dozing in a wooden chair by a wooden table. He snored loudly enough it was a wonder Trent hadn’t heard it through the door leading down to his cell. That cell really was soundproof!

Trent glanced at Ruby, put two fingers to his lips, and waited for her to acknowledge his order. He crept down the hall on bare soles that made no noise and was pleased when Ruby did the same. The stone floors down here were cold against his feet, but they didn’t creak.

He was almost to the man sleeping in the chair when he noticed weapons laid out on the wooden table beside the man’s chair, and not just any weapons. His weapons. Trent’s entire kit was laid out on this table for inspection: his long knives, his father’s skinning knife, his holdout knife, and his belt with the pouches holding his many tricks. Even Spence’s keyring remained among his belongings, offering keys to open most doors in the city.

The voice of the second gaoler present at his “interrogation” bellowed down the stairwell from above. “Hey, Decker! You better not be sleeping down there!”

The man who’d been kicking him in the gut—Decker—snapped awake at the worst possible time. His eyes met Trent’s as Trent lunged, and Decker opened his mouth just in time for the edge of Trent’s hand to strike his neck like a snake bite. Trent feathered his strike to avoid crushing the man’s larynx, but even so, the impact would silence anyone.

Decker clutched his neck with both hands and dropped to his knees, gurgling in agony. As much as Trent wanted vengeance for all the kicks he’d suffered while bound, he didn’t have the time or luxury for revenge. Trent pivoted on the anchor of his forward foot to deliver a spinning back kick directly to the side of Decker’s big head.

The gaoler wore no helmet, so Trent’s bare foot impacted his ear with impressive force. He slammed Decker’s head into the stone wall hard enough bone cracked. The big man bounced back and collapsed on the floor like a dropped puppet.

Trent stared at the stairs and focused on every bit of voice training he’d developed while studying at the Vespers. “I’m awake, you fecker! Go do your job!”

The moment he stopped speaking, Trent darted for the wall beside the stairs. He pressed his back against it as the second man chuckled from above. Only a single flight of stairs separated them. If that second gaoler came down…

The man above chuckled. “Four more hours, man! Just stay awake. If that inquisitor sees you sleeping, they’ll be hell to pay.

Trent said nothing as he waited in ambush. The second man’s footsteps soon faded. He must have other cell blocks to patrol, other people to kick in the gut. The moment Trent was certain the second man was gone, he returned to the unconscious form of Decker.

Trent knelt by the big man and pressed his fingers to Decker’s neck. The man’s pulse was irregular, but present. Decker was alive, but Trent could change that in a heartbeat. He would have if not for his memory of this man sobbing over Princess Victoria’s death.

Decker was not a nice man. He was not a good man. But he was a loyal man.

Decker, Trent was certain, truly believed Trent Marston had brutally assassinated his beloved princess. Decker had no idea the Inquisitor and King Tallun were lying to him. For his loyalty to Princess Victoria, if for nothing else, this man did not deserve to die.

Also, Decker wasn’t going to wake up any time soon and sound an alarm. That was obvious from the visible dent in his big skull. Trent wondered if he would wake up at all… but the deed was done, it had been necessary, and he had his own problems.

It was time to retrieve his weapons and get out of this castle before he died.

As Trent walked back to the wooden table, he accepted how his weapons had come to be here. If the guards who had captured him and knocked him out had followed standard procedure for taking in a prisoner, they would have confiscated all his weapons but kept them together for inspection. Perhaps the inquisitor had asked for these, so he could decide which one to say Trent had used to kill Princess Victoria.

Still, the armor piled in the corner gave him pause. His armor. Being broken out of his cell by Ruby and then emerging through an unlocked door to find his weapons and armor waiting was far too convenient to be real. It suggested all of this had been arranged somehow.

He glanced at Ruby. She smiled at him, pleased to be examined. It occurred to him, now, that he had never actually seen her turn into a sword. Before he could trust her story and his chance at freedom, he needed to put her word to the test.

“Ruby? Turn into a sword.”

Brilliant red light flashed as flower petals burst into being around her. Ruby settled her arms at her sides, closed her blue eyes, lowered her head, and vanished. A moment later, the Randolf Ancestral Mageblade appeared on the floor of the hallway, gleaming in torchlight.

Trent carefully closed his jaw. This was no trick. Ruby could shift between the form of a sword and a woman, and if King Tallun could arrange a trap this complicated, well… not even the executor of the Vespers could escape such magic. Trent walked over and knelt by the blade.

“Ruby?”

The sword remained inert.

“Can you hear me?”

She obviously couldn’t.

He set his jaw, stood, and focused. “Ruby, turn into a woman.”

Red light once more burst to life around the sword, and Trent leapt back. A moment later, a small tornado of rose petals swirled upward as if on a breeze, and then Ruby appeared as she had been just before she vanished, with her arms at her sides and her eyes closed.

Her eyes opened. Her smile bloomed. The petals vanished. “Did I please you, Trent?”

He tucked away his amazement beside his many questions and nodded as if all this made all the sense in the world. “Help me with his armor.”

Ruby hurried over and dropped at gaoler Decker’s other side. “You need his armor?”

“I need his clothes, at least. I want my armor, but if I put it on naked, it chafes.”

“Armor chafes?”

“My armor certainly does.”

Working together, they efficiently stripped Decker of his armor and his tunic. Trent left the man his pants since those were too big for him, and also rather dirty. He shrugged on the man’s pale linen tunic. While it bore a few stains and hung on his smaller frame, it was warm.

“Armor now, Ruby. Once it’s on, tighten my straps.”

Trent slipped his leather cuirass on over his head as he had… yesterday morning? If he’d slept for eight hours, and been unconscious before that, it could be late afternoon or early evening. The evening after Trent Marston “murdered” the crown princess of Whitebridge.

A late evening he could work with. Past dark, he could safely get anywhere in the city. He had spent the last year learning this city’s alleyways, sewageways, and rooftops as well as he knew the wilderness around Kallowhorn, the town where he’d been born.

Now once more dressed for work, Trent tucked both long knives into their sheathes, tucked his skinning and hold out knives into his boots, buckled his belt and pouches around his hips, and secured his gladius—now Ruby’s—sheath. Finally, he grabbed Spence’s keyring.

Armed and armored, he felt like a new man… and now that he knew Tallun had lied to everyone, he wasn’t about to surrender again. Trent would die before he’d allow himself to be captured or tortured. But with Ruby to aid him and his skills as a kestrel to conceal him, he wouldn’t have to die.

He snapped his fingers to urge her to follow, and together, they crept down the torchlit hall. They soon found a set of spiral stairs. Trent started up without hesitation.

He’d never been in the dungeons of Castle Guileford before, but he knew enough to know that dungeons were generally below the castle. To escape, he’d need to go up. He’d figure out the rest as he traveled.

They passed an archway leading out to another floor, and Trent kept moving as silently as he could. Ruby remained silent as well, likely because her feet remained bare. Other than her midriff bearing top and her lacy translucent leggings, she wore only her red panties. Anyone who saw her would gawk at her, but they would fix that when they could.

Trent made it up two more floors before the sound of boots on stone warned him to shelter in the shadows of the stairwell. He dropped just beside the arch and motioned Ruby down as well. She dropped behind him and pressed against his back.

Her warm hands and soft chest were a genuine distraction, but at least he knew where she was with her all but laying on top of him from behind. He could feel her breath against the back of his head, and he suspected she was nervous. Who wouldn’t be?

The boots on stone came closer. Trent dropped one hand to the hilt of one long knife and waited. He didn’t want to murder a guardsman simply doing his job, but he would murder to escape this castle… if he had to. He wasn’t going back in that cell.

Trent only breathed again once the boots moved past the arch leading into the spiral staircase and receded. He would pray his luck would hold until he could get out of this castle and into the crowded streets. Once in the streets, he could become anyone.

He rose gently enough to dislodge Ruby and pointed up. They ascended two more stairways before the spiral staircase ended, which suggested Trent had, at minimum, reached an upper level of the cellar. He flattened himself against the wide stone arch and peeked around the corner into the room beyond.

It was another underground hallway, large and well lit, with a single thick wooden door ahead. As Trent took in thin wooden tables arranged along the wall, he recognized them. While there were no weapons on the tables now, weapons could be laid out there for inspection.

The door at the end of this room was one of the castle guard’s armories! He stepped out of the arch and hurried to the door with Ruby close behind. He reached the big wooden door—locked, of course—and pointed. “Open that, quietly.”

Ruby gripped the handle and turned. A lock snapped, and then she pushed the door inward. Trent swept in behind her and closed the door. Inside the room was a treasure trove. Blades, clubs, bows, and armor, all of which was the style worn by the queen’s army.

Better yet, tunics and pants sat folded on a cabinet of boxy shelves against one wall, and drawers below might hold socks and smallclothes. Trent snapped his fingers at the door. “Keep watch and warn me if you hear anyone outside. Whisper only.”

“Yes, Master!”

“Trent.”

She didn’t respond, and he didn’t look back to check on her. He spotted a simple traveler’s pack and snatched it up, then, when he rummaged through it, was pleased to see it contained a soldier’s road tent and stakes. Those would serve him well on the road.

He rummaged about a bit more and found two sturdy water pouches. He couldn’t fill them in the castle, but he could fill them on the road. He tossed them into the pack.

He next snatched tunics and pants off the shelves and stuffed them into the half-filled pack. He also grabbed four pairs of socks, a luxury on the road. Walking forever in wet socks was one of the worst tortures a man could endure.

Finally, he even discovered a set of woolen sleep clothes. It felt wrong to steal so much, but he’d earned these clothes when he saved the princess. These were a luxury he hadn’t been able to afford as he saved every coin he earned to pay Bethany’s immigration fee.

Thoughts of Bethany slowed his looting. What was she doing right now? What would she do if news traveled to Kallowhorn, which was a four day journey from here, about Kestrel Trent Marston murdering the crown princess? Would wallers even go out that far?

Wallers—the people who lived their whole lives sheltered behind Whitebridge’s massive walls—lived their whole lives terrified of the country outside. While Trent didn’t know everything, he knew that the mage wars had ravaged Dalry and in the aftermath, many unclean creatures had emerged. The most numerous were soulless, but there were also chaos wolves to contend with, and dozens of other monsters Trent knew only by name and reputation.

As an outwaller, Trent had grown up in the wilds of Dalry. He’d grown up in Kallowhorn, a tent city that turned into a growing town as his nomadic ancestors finally found a rich, fertile, fortified valley which they could call their own. He knew how to survive out there.

Wallers didn’t. Spence didn’t, nor did Pip, nor even Sergeant Crane. If Trent could simply escape the city and reach the wilds, he knew now where he would flee. His home. His parents still lived there along with Bethany, and he could plan his next move once safe.

Now that he had enough clothes for him and Ruby, he once more looked around the armory for armor that would fit his new companion. While he could ask her to turn into a sword and carry her, there might be cases in the next four days where he’d need her to be a woman as well. A woman dressed like Ruby was dressed now would attract attention.

He spotted a set of scout armor that looked to be fitted for a female and lifted it off its rack. “Ruby, come. I need you to try this armor on.”

As she hurried over, she frowned as if concerned. “I don’t need armor.”

“Humor me.”

“My skin is much harder than yours. I am a mageblade, so my flesh is equal to the ore from which I was forged. Even a good swing rarely breaks my skin.”

“That’s amazing, but you’re still dressed like—” He almost said “Like a member of a bandit king’s harem” but bit his tongue. “People in this time dress in a specific fashion. I may need you to walk openly beside me, and your appearance must match those we see.”

Ruby nodded firmly. “I will wear this armor. But… how?”

So, she’d never put on armor before? Trent beckoned. “Here. Let me help you.”

Ruby was a lithe, curvy, and beautiful woman, but other than that, helping her don scout armor was no different than helping Pip. Trent could help her get this armor on in his sleep. Once she was dressed, he tossed her some pants that she eagerly pulled on. They completed her ensemble with the first set of boots he could find.

Once she was dressed in scout armor, Ruby raised her arms and turned in a circle as if marveling at her new clothes. Her leather pants hugged her ass so tightly Trent couldn’t help but stare, and her armor swelled across her chest. How did she look even better in armor?

Ruby tugged at her cuirass. “I don’t like this. It’s constricting.”

“Perhaps, but it makes you look like a soldier. One of ours. So, you’ll need to endure.”

Her warm blue eyes snapped to his. “Yes, Trent.”

He considered her in silence for another moment. “When you turn back into a sword, all that armor will go with you? You weren’t wearing that other gear because it’s magic?

“They are just clothes. Anything I wear vanishes when I become a sword.”

“Great. Let’s get this travel pack on you as well. That way…”

The sound of men conversing raucously beyond the door silenced him. Trent hurried silently to the door and pressed his back to the wall on the side where the door opened. Ruby flattened herself beside him without being asked. He liked how quickly she learned.

Trent prayed and prayed for the boots to fade, but they only grew louder. He knew they were coming to open the armory. They would also notice the lock was broken. As they approached the armory, their amiable conversation became audible.

“…still can’t believe they caught him. Always heard kestrels were like ghosts.”

His fellow chuckled. “Not this one. Stumbled out of the chapel school and fell on his face with Victoria’s blood all over him. Couldn’t have been more clumsy if he tried.”

Trent barely held back an angry huff. Being accused of murder was bad enough, but knowing that King Tallun was spreading rumors he was clumsy incensed him. He had only been captured because he had refused to kill the Queen’s Guard and his friends in Eight Company.

Keys rattled in a lock, then kept rattling. “What the… James, I think this lock is…”

Trent ripped the door open from the inside. The man outside stumbled inward as he reflexively tried to maintain his grip on his keys. Trent scythed an elbow into his neck. That dropped the man as Trent had the man downstairs, but his fellow stumbled back.

“Guards!” the man shouted. “There’s⁠—”

Ruby tackled the second guard so hard his armor slammed into the floor with a clatter equal to a pile of dirty dishes. His head cracked on the stone. The first guard clutched at his neck and gasped for breath. As Trent stepped over him, he knifed down with his boot.

His boot heel broke the man’s nose as it bounced his head against the stone. Trent didn’t pause to check for a pulse. He didn’t want to kill anyone, but bad deeds were necessary. He would hope that these guardsmen had someone watching out for them as well.

Ruby rose and turned. “Shall I kill them, Trent?”

Trent glanced at both downed, unconscious guards. One’s nose was a bent and bloody mess, while the other remained as limp as a corpse. Neither was conscious, but consciousness was a fickle thing. They could wake up in hours… or minutes.

They hadn’t done anything to him other than do their jobs. Trent wanted to escape, but he would escape as the man he was rather than the man King Tallun claimed he was. Trent Marston did not kill men loyal to the crown princess, no matter what King Tallun claimed.

Trent snatched up the travel pack with their stolen tent and stolen clothes and stalked the way they’d come. “Leave them. We’ll just be quick about our escape.”

As Ruby hurried after him, she spoke again. “You are kind and brave.”

“Or an idiot. I could be an idiot.” He reached a second door that opened onto another spiral stairway. That door wasn’t locked, but there would be more guards above.

Ruby huffed angrily. “You are not an idiot!”

He rewarded her with a smile and handed her the pack. “Thanks. Put this on.”

Ruby shouldered the heavy pack without complaint. Given her strength, she no doubt barely felt the weight. She tightened the straps and looked to him for orders.

Trent raised a finger to his lips. “No more talking until I say.” As he turned and headed up the stairs, he could swear he heard her nod behind him.

As they hurried up the second spiral staircase, the murmur of a populated castle became audible. That suggested they were back in the public area, which would make it easier to blend in. Trent’s armor wouldn’t be out of place at all, while Ruby…

Her armor was not unusual, but her hair remained attention-grabbing. Red hair was almost unheard of in Whitebridge, though Trent had heard it was common on the islands of Pasharal in the south seas. Either way, Ruby’s hair and beauty would attract too much attention, and someone would inevitably ask why she was wearing a stuffed travel pack.

They were already past the few guards they could fight in the anonymity of the dungeons. Trent decided it was time to put Ruby away… at least until they escaped the castle.

“Ruby, can you turn back into a sword, please?”

Red light flared from behind him. As before, he gawked as a tornado of red rose up around Ruby. She had stood straight up with her arms flattened against her sides. Crimson rose petals flew everywhere, and then she vanished… as a blade appeared in Trent’s hand.

A moment ago, the brave redheaded warrior who had freed him from his cell was right behind him. Now she was gone, and only her blade form remained. As he stared at the glittering ruby in her silver hilt, he wondered. Could she see him? Hear him?

He’d ask later. He slipped Ruby into the sheath that had once contained his gladius and hurried up the stairway. He was so close to escaping the castle!

Kestrels trained years to blend into any environment, whether that was the wilds outside the walls or the crowded street of a city. So, once he escaped the castle proper, the city watch would never find him. His only challenge then would be escaping Whitebridge itself.

After Trent emerged into a wide hall with windows looking out onto a red sunset, he hid his relief and marched forward at a casual and unhurried pace. Not a moment later, several women in servant’s garb rounded a corner. They walked toward him chatting amiably amongst themselves. As one of the younger women glanced his way, she smiled and then blushed.

Trent offered a friendly nod and turned his eyes to the hall. That was what a watchman would do, and the fact that the woman’s interest seemed entirely due to Trent’s looks (and not his now impugned reputation) was reassuring. It would take time to sketch wanted posters.

He didn’t know the entire layout of Castle Guileford, but he knew that doors were generally found on the outside of the castle. He strolled along without a visible care in the world, turning left or right when it felt right to do. He passed multiple castle guards in gleaming mail and men in the uniform of the watch, but none did more than nod his way.

Trent felt fortunate that he had spent his last year stalking the alleys and rooftops of Whitebridge instead of carousing in its taverns or whorehouses with the other guardsmen. He suspected his refusal to go out and drink after work was part of why many in Eight Company had never really warmed to him, but he had different goals.

He needed to excel as a kestrel, save his coin, and pay for Bethany to immigrate. Only once she was here could they start their family and build a home in Whitebridge. A home behind walls so powerful that even the largest soulless horde couldn’t conquer them.

Trent took one more turn and at last found himself somewhere he recognized. He now strode along one side of the massive, cathedralesque main hall that cut down the center of Castle Guileford. Gleaming chandeliers hung from the apex of its vaulted ceilings, and along the upper walls, stained-glass windows in arches gleamed blood red with the sunset.

Trent passed a lamplighter getting the castle ready for night and returned the young man’s nod. Two huge oak doors waited ahead, wide open. After Trent passed through those he’d be in the main martialing yard, and from there he could proceed to the front gate.

It was risky to stroll out the front gate, but he’d never been allowed to freely explore Castle Guileford like he had Whitebridge. Attempts to find a postern door out of the castle or some conveniently-placed tunnel to sneak out would just get him caught. The doors were safer.

He was dressed like a kestrel of the city watch, so he would act like a kestrel of the city watch. Trent Marston was not the only kestrel in Whitebridge. There were dozens of men and even women who wore Trent’s armor and did his job, and most were about his size.

Two soldiers in gleaming armor, holding pikes and shields, stood at attention on either side of the door leading out of the castle. These men would be Queen’s Guard, and while Trent knew the guard had over two-hundred members, there was always a small chance one of these men was among those who’d arrested him this morning.

As he spotted a group of scullery staff hurrying toward the castle doors from the courtyard, he quickened his pace to intercept them. It took all his training to remain casual as he strolled out as the scullery staff hurried in. He cut through the middle of them as if annoyed, and in doing so, ensured that neither Queen’s Guard could get a good look at him.

As Trent stepped free of the staff and strolled off into the main martialing yard, his heart pounded so loud he was certain the Queen’s Guards could hear it. All they could see now was the armor and the back of his head, but he couldn’t be Trent Marston, could he?

Trent Marston had murdered the crown princess! Even if he somehow escaped his buried cell, he wouldn’t be stupid enough to just stroll out the front gate of the castle. Trent willed the Queen’s Guard to scan the battlements and rooftops for skulkers instead.

No one shouted for him to stop. No armored men clanked after him. He crossed the martialing yard at an easy pace and only moved to avoid the crowd of soldiers, servants, and cross-looking nobles scurrying from place to place. Castle Guileford was busy tonight!

Trent shouldn’t be surprised the castle was in an uproar. Princess Victoria had just been murdered (allegedly) and so now everyone would be having a very bad day. When a pale-skinned nobleman glared at Trent and hollered at him to clear the way, he inclined his head in respect and sidled aside. The man stormed past without a look back.

He was so glad Ruby was a sword now. She was strong and brave and oddly loyal, but he knew she would have had no idea what to make of the people and chaos in the castle as they left. She would gawk too long or look away too quickly, and someone would approach her and inquire what she was about. After that, the whole castle would descend on them.

Ruby’s ineptitude at blending into a crowd wasn’t her fault—she hadn’t trained three years at the Vespers to do what Trent did, to bluff and disappear—and her weight on his back remained a comfort. There was so much he wanted to ask, but he’d do that outside these walls.

As Trent strolled into the guardhouse, he spotted a jogging formation of city watch. Not Eight Company. His luck held. He stepped aside to allow them to jog past him, and nodded respectfully as some of them nodded his way and moved past.

He wondered how many of these men would remember this moment after the wanted posters went up. How many would see a poster with his face and look back on tonight and think “Wait, no, that couldn’t have been Marston. Could it?”

There was little danger there. If they did belatedly recognize him, not a one of them would tell the king. They would be too afraid of being hung for allowing him to escape.

King Tallun’s short temper and harsh methods were well known across Whitebridge, which was one of many reasons the populace was so eager to have Princess Victoria on the throne. Or… had been. Now, he supposed, the people would sigh and make do.

Which was exactly what King Tallun was counting on.

As Trent approached the exit to the castle, however, he slowed. Security was not so lax as he had hoped. The castle’s portcullis was down. The main way into and out of the castle was shut tight.

Worse, there was a line to exit the castle through a single postern door. That door was narrow enough only one person could pass through at a time, and a young castle guard in full armor stood blocking it. He only stepped aside to allow people to pass after he spoke to them.

Trent kept walking forward as he grappled for a solution. If he turned and went back inside now, someone would certainly notice his odd behavior and call out. But if he didn’t turn around and reached the end of that line, he would have to talk to that castle guard.

He had come this far by using anonymity as a shield. Despite how dangerous things had become, acting as if he belonged remained his best chance at escape. He stepped into the line and struggled to keep himself from fidgeting. In his mind, he repeated “Just… act… casual.”

As people stepped out and the line grew shorter, two men in clanking armor who must be castle guards took their place behind him. He was boxed in. Yet as he moved closer to the postern door and got a good look at the gate guard, hope bloomed inside him.

The gate guard couldn’t be a day over eighteen. He had to be days from signing his commission, and in retrospect, that made sense. Most of the queen’s army and all the experienced soldiers would either be on the walls or patrolling Whitebridge in a show of force.

Trent assumed the Blessed Knights had crushed and chased off the soulless army by now. No siege of Whitebridge lasted long with the Blessed Knights at the head of the queen’s army. As farfetched as it might have seemed before tonight, Trent now wondered if King Tallun had contacts among the necromancers. It would explain how he’d gained their aid.

With the crown princess removed, it was likely the necromancers and their soulless had pulled back from the city walls. If Trent did encounter any on his way out, he would either slip past them or kill them by stabbing them with Ruby. The fact that he could so easily kill soulless now continued to amaze him. He now wielded the power of a Blessed Knight.

Wallers were, in general, terrified of the threats outside their walls. Now that news had spread that soulless had penetrated the city and murdered Princess Victoria (with the help of that traitorous outwaller, Trent Marston) every citizen would be on edge. The more soldiers patrolling the streets right now, the safer the grieving citizenry would feel.

That meant Trent would not have to bluff and argue with a seasoned gate guard trusted by the king. He would have to argue with a man who was barely old enough to shave and one, he hoped, might be rather stressed out during his first day guarding this postern door.

All too soon, a scullery maid scurried out of the castle at the conclusion of her shift. Trent marched impatiently after her and only halted when the young gate guard stepped into his way and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, sir, but can I see your badge?”

Trent hit the young man with a scowl harsh enough the guard flinched. “What did you just say to me?”

“Your… your badge of office, sir.”

Trent puffed up his chest and got right into the guard’s face. “Are you a simpleton?”

The man recoiled but otherwise held his ground. “I’m not… I need to see your badge!”

Trent snatched Ruby’s hilt and lifted her just enough that her wrought-silver hilt and glittering ruby was clear for him to see. “This is my badge, boy. It slays necromancers.”

The gate guard gawked at the incredibly ornate blade. “That’s… that’s not…”

“An enchanted blade, yes. It’s killed more soulless than you can count, and eight necromancers besides. You’re now delaying a queen’s kestrel from carrying out his royal duty, and there’s a necromancer beyond these walls I can’t let slip away. So, step aside!”

One of the two castle guards called out angrily from behind Trent. “Hey! Don’t bully the boy, man! It’s his first day.”

Trent dropped Ruby back into his sheath and spun to face the castle guard, then put on his best frustrated glare. “He’s your guard. Can you talk some sense into him?”

The guard narrowed his eyes. “Just show him your badge, man.”

“My badge melted when one of those purple-fingered bastards almost rotted all my skin off outside the walls.” Trent stepped toward the castle guard and was pleased when the man stepped back. “I can’t wait for another. I need to take the field again before they escape.”

The young gate guard bravely cleared his throat. “I can’t let you leave unless I see your badge, sir. Those were the king’s own orders.”

“Oh, were they, now?” Trent spun to glare at the young gate guard, then strode back toward the guardhouse. “We’ll see what the king says when I tell him I couldn’t catch a necromancer who ordered his daughter’s death because some brown-haired pre-pubescent asked to see my badge. When you swing in the square, boy, I’ll raise a mug.”

Trent made it three steps toward the gate house before the young guard yelled “Wait, sir, wait!” Everyone knew what it meant to “swing in the square.”

Trent’s heart almost stopped in relief. He spun around and glared. “What now?”

The gate guard had turned ashen. “Please, sir, I’m sorry. Go right ahead.”

Trent stalked back over. “I don’t need you to be sorry, boy. I need you to step aside.”

“Of course. Of course!” The gate guard cleared the way. “I just… I hope you find him.”

Trent scoffed as he stalked toward freedom. “That’s my job.” He was almost to the door when one of the two castle guards stepped in front of him. Trent came up short.

He snarled at the taller gate guard. “What now?”

The guard stared suspiciously. “Do I know you, kestrel?”

After a glare, Trent chuckled darkly. “You ever set foot outside the walls? Killed a soulless? Seen a necromancer melt your best friend down to his bones?”

“I only asked⁠—”

“You don’t know me, man. None of you know what’s out there. And if you did, you wouldn’t be wasting my time like this when I’m on the hunt.”

The castle guard didn’t back down. “You look like him.”

“Who?”

“The princess killer. Mars⁠—”

Everyone in the courtyard gasped as Trent shot forward like an arrow from a bow. He snatched the castle guard’s collar and stopped his long knife a fingertip from the man’s eye. The other guard reached for his club and then froze as Trent tossed a murderous glare his way.

Trent growled low in his throat as he stared down the city guard like a wolf staring at a rabbit. His long knife moved ever closer to the man’s eye. With only one eye available to look at it, the man trembled in his grip. Trent spoke barely above a whisper.

“Say what you mean. Compare me to that fucking outwaller.”

As Trent spoke, he put every ounce of derision, disdain, and outright disgust he’d ever absorbed from the people of Whitebridge into his tone, his posture, and his words. He made himself hate himself, and the castle guard, as their eyes warred, recognized that.

The man swallowed hard. “No offense intended. I didn’t… Please, let me go.”

Trent gripped the guard’s collar for another moment. Then he pulled his long knife back, twirled it with a flourish, and tucked it into its sheath. “None taken.”

He shouldered the guard aside as he walked for the postern door, and the chagrined guard didn’t challenge him again. The young gate guard watched him in awe as he strode past and out into the streets of Whitebridge. Trent stormed into the crowd and merged with them.

As his heart hammered and his blood roared in his ears, Trent wondered belatedly what would happen when the inquisitor investigated his escape. He would eventually interview that young gate guard and those two castle guards. The inquisitor would demand to know why they didn’t stop Victoria’s assassin from escaping. Were they traitors as well?

Trent genuinely hoped the three of them would flee the city before that happened.


Chapter Nine




It was all but impossible to get into Whitebridge from the outside. Engineered mud, spiky fortifications, a huge moat, and detachments of the queen’s army could slow and destroy any threat. But, Trent knew, getting out of the city wasn’t nearly so difficult as getting in.

It would be impossible to leave through any of the four armored gates at the north, west, south, and east of the city. Those were heavily guarded, and he couldn’t bluff the experienced outer gate guards like he had that boy.

It would also be impossible to go over the city’s towering walls. Those were heavily patrolled by city watchmen and regular soldiers, and on the other side, a ten story drop to hard mud waited. But the sewageways? Trent had the keys to the sewageways.

Or rather, he had Spence’s keys.

The builders of the city sewers weren’t stupid. The sewageway had thick steel grates at multiple locations throughout its length, and even thicker steel gates above the moat. Unfortunately for King Tallun and his dreams of hanging Trent for the “murder” of his daughter, those builders never met a woman who was also a magic sword.

Once he summoned Ruby back into her woman form, she either bent the grates open enough for Trent to wriggle through or literally ripped them out of the tunnel. Her strength was genuinely terrifying, and he felt fortunate that her loyalty seemed to match it. At almost midnight, he reached their final obstacle… a six story drop from the middle of one of Whitebridge’s massive walls into the still, black moat below.

Fortunately, dark clouds had swallowed the moon. The night was black as pitch this far below the torches on the walls. Trent sheathed Ruby, took a deep breath, and dived out of the now unsecured sewageway into the deep and badly polluted moat.

He didn’t land in sewage, but the water certainly wasn’t clean. Even so, Trent was both a talented swimmer and good at holding his breath. He stroked to the surface in a wickedly dark night. He slithered into the dense trees beyond the shore before anyone called out.

He crept onto the muddy shore to find it free of both the queen’s army and the soulless. The soulless army that had surrounded the city a day ago had, as he’d hoped, pulled back. That further suggested whoever led them was in league with King Tallun. A problem for later.

It had been over four hours since he’d escaped, so he was surprised that there wasn’t more of a presence on the walls. With luck, the king’s guard and others were still scouring the inner city. Another kestrel would eventually find the missing grates, but, he hoped, too late.

The most difficult part of his escape was now over. Now that he was in the dangerous wilderness outside the city, he was in far more danger from a wandering platoon of soulless, a shimmering pack of chaos wolves, or desperate, starving wildlife than the queen’s army. He also, unlike the wallers, knew every edible berry, fruit, and plant in the forest. He would survive.

Once he was out of the sight of the city and safe in a dense copse of trees, Trent had Ruby become a woman long enough to take their stolen pack from her. Her armor, her pack, and everything inside it remained dry despite his swim. That was a blessing.

He had Ruby help him out of his armor, at which point he changed into clean, dry clothes from her pack and, most of all, dry socks. He armored up after that. He was now wearing warm and comfortable clothes that would mark him as a soldier, not a fugitive.

Still, Ruby would catch the gaze of anyone they encountered. He had her become a sword again and sheathed her on his back. He couldn’t ask about her abilities when on the run. With the weight of his mageblade and Princess Victoria’s trust to comfort him, Trent—or Sir Marston, her brave knight—left the king and the city that had tried to murder him behind.

Days passed as he moved. As Whitebridge receded into memory, Trent became just one more beast wandering the wilderness. He became a kestrel in his element, a hunter in search of prey. This was who he had trained to be for years.

On the second day of his escape, he acquired a sturdy forest cloak from a small outlying farm, along with fruit, cheese, and bread. He had also left more than enough copper coins to cover the theft, because outwallers, despite what wallers said, were not thieves.

Thanks to his silent transaction with those farmers, Trent enjoyed his first good meal for two days, and he now had a plain forest cloak that fit well over his armor. In this garb, he became another anonymous outwaller, elusive and unimportant. He refilled his water pouches from streams and foraged for berries and fruit. He also raided (and paid) a few more farms.

The notably dreary weather also worked in his favor, providing the perfect excuse for him to walk animal trails with a heavy cloak pulled up to hide his face. He had a cloak for Ruby as well, of course, but she did not need one in her sword form. After three days of skulking through the woods along hidden nature paths, Trent finally felt safe returning to a road.

Even if King Tallun could find soldiers willing to travel three days from Whitebridge’s walls, it would be days before they could catch up with or identify him. Hundreds of small roads spidered out around Whitebridge, so he would simply pick one that led to Kallowhorn.

With the danger of Whitebridge far behind him and a three day journey of solitude in silence starting to grate on him, Trent decided it was time to get to know his magic sword. He stepped off the road and moved into the forest, drew Ruby from his sheath, extended his hand to hold her out to his side, and intoned, “Ruby, return!”

Red light flooded the forest and coursed around Ruby’s form as her red hair trailed in all directions. Then her hair and the light settled, and she opened her eyes and smiled. She had not a hair out of place, and she still wore the scout armor they’d stolen from Castle Guileford.

Ruby gasped as she looked around in wonder. “We’ve come so far!”

He nodded and tossed her a cloak. “Thanks to you.”

“I’m just your blade, Master. You’re the reason we escaped.”

“I’m Trent, and it was a team effort. Now, put on that cloak and hide your hair. It’s lovely hair, but we can’t have people gawking at it on the road. Or gawking at you.”

She frowned in surprise. “Am I that odd to look at?”

Telling her she was absolutely beautiful might give her the wrong idea. “You’re not odd, no. You simply don’t look like someone who grew up in Dalry. Anonymity remains best.”

Ruby shrugged on her new cloak and pulled the hood up, then tucked the last of her red hair inside it. Once she did so, Trent nodded. She looked like another outwaller.

Ruby peered at him from inside her hood. “Is this acceptable?”

“It is. Thank you. Now, walk beside me. We’ve got more ground to cover.”

They walked the road in silence after that, though Trent’s empty stomach often complained. He didn’t hear anything from Ruby, but perhaps mageblades didn’t need to eat as often as humans. Was Ruby even human? He pondered that question as they walked.

He owed this woman his life, and she had repeatedly insisted she was sworn to serve him. But he knew very little about her other than the fact that she was absurdly strong… and also very beautiful. The latter was more troublesome than the former, especially given that her stolen armor and cloak couldn’t hide her lovely and athletic figure.

He shouldn’t be gawking at a woman who wasn’t Bethany, especially when Ruby’s fervent devotion to him remained… unexplained. Still, he couldn’t help but glance at Ruby from time to time as they walked together. She didn’t seem to mind.

Quite the opposite, in fact. Every time she caught him looking at her, she smiled in obvious pleasure and blushed bright red. At least she didn’t mind a bit of casual ogling.

Finally, when the sun was low in the sky, Trent found himself in a wild but passable stretch of forest far enough away from any settlements he doubted anyone would come after him for poaching. He glanced at Ruby.

“We should do some hunting before dark.”

She eyed him in confusion. “Hunting?”

“For food. Even if we can’t take down a deer, we might find some rabbits or a wild hog or, at worst, some edible berries. Once we reach Kallowhorn we can gorge ourselves to our heart’s content, but right now, I’d kill a man for a bowl of soup.”

“We will need to kill someone for soup?”

He opened his mouth, then paused. “It’s an expression. I’m exaggerating.”

“Your expressions are different in this time.”

“Well, when we stop tonight, I’d like to hear some expressions from your time.”

She smiled brilliantly. “I would love to tell you about my time!”

Her obvious enthusiasm about sharing more about herself made Trent regret he had kept her a sword over the past three days. Sadly, chatting amiably with a beautiful woman while skulking about in the forest near patrolling soldiers and ambitious bounty hunters was a wonderful way to get killed. Now, out here in the wilderness, they could relax.

Trent would find out as much as he could about Ruby over their campfire tonight. It was past time he got to know the… woman… who had sworn her loyalty to him and, he supposed, to Princess Victoria. He and Ruby were comrades-in-arms now, and friends.

As they moved into the spare forest, Trent soon noticed that Ruby somehow stepped on every twig and crunched every dried up leaf. The noise she made almost felt intentional on her part, though he knew she was doing everything to be quiet. A hunter she was not.

He raised one hand and brought them to a stop. “While we hunt, it might be best if you returned to your blade form again. That way, I can focus on tracking us down some supper.”

“You are not worried about being attacked? Or are you worried?”

“Not out here. This far from Whitebridge and the other big settlements, we’d be lucky to encounter anyone. Everyone in the cities assumes that traveling outside their huge walls is a death sentence, but Dalry is vast. Soulless and chaos beasts can’t be everywhere.”

“Of course, Trent.” Ruby stood as she had the last time she’d transformed into her blade form, with her posture rigid, her arms straight down, and her palms flat against the side of her thighs. She closed her eyes and sucked in her breath. Trent opened and extended one hand.

A mini-tornado of rose petals swirled at Ruby’s feet and rapidly enveloped her, lifting and tugging on her crimson hair as red motes of light swirled around her like fireflies. She vanished in a flash of magical energy, and then Trent found the comforting weight of… her… in his hand. He closed his fingers around Ruby’s hilt and then sheathed her on his back.

He missed her already. If only they could speak while she was in blade form! Still, a sword didn’t have lips, and it would draw attention if anyone heard the blade on his back speaking to him. He would make this up to her by talking to her over supper.

Trent spent several hours searching before he uncovered a game trail and signs that deer had recently passed by. With instincts honed by decades of living in the wild, he followed the trail on silent feet until he found a wide watering hole fed by a small stream.

Two juvenile deer were present when he arrived, sipping languidly from the pool. If only he had a bow and arrows, he could easily feather one from here! He’d always been a good shot, though Bethany was a shade better. He dearly wished she was here right now.

He doubted he could run up and stab the deer with Ruby before they fled. He should have made himself a sling and gathered some rocks. With a sling, he could at least wound a deer and slow it down. Though… what about her blasts of red magic?

When he had thrust Ruby at that necromancer back in Whitebridge, in the cellar, she had blasted a wave of red magic at his target. It had both countered the necromancer’s own purple rot and staggered the man. What would it do to a doe?

It felt wrong to unleash Ruby’s powerful magic on a harmless forest creature, especially since he knew he could eat only a fraction of the meat he would obtain. Still, he could leave the carcass for other animals. The scavengers would eat well.

Trent was already salivating at the thought of his first fresh meat for three days. Why not experiment with his mageblade? The does might flee, but more animals would come to this watering hole before the sun was down. Perhaps even some meaty rabbits.

Trent crept as close to the watering hole as he dared, keeping a wary eye out for twigs or loose leaves that could reveal his approach. As the two young does languidly lapped up water, raising their heads to glance about from time to time, he was pleased to find his tracking and hunting skills hadn’t deteriorated while living in Whitebridge. He was still an outwaller.

But he was now an outwaller with a magic sword.

As Trent rose, the heads of both does popped up in alarm. As they spun around to flee, Trent stepped forward and slashed out with Ruby as he had in the cellar, a powerful downward swing. He was elated as a burst of red energy erupted from the tip of her blade. It rocketed across the clearing and hit one of the two fleeing does in the side.

Fur, blood, and bone exploded from the doe’s flank on the opposite side of the impact point. Trent gasped in shock as the doe’s body—which now had a hole blown through it big enough to fit his head—took several more stumbling steps and then collapsed. Its no doubt traumatized companion vanished into the forest on fast hooves.

He had wanted to stun the animal and then stab it humanely through the heart, not… that. He’d never seen any weapon cause such destruction, and it made him wonder what a blast from Ruby could do to a man. He doubted any she struck would survive.

As Trent lowered Ruby, however, he found comfort in several facts. The doe’s death had been instantaneous, so it had not suffered. Despite the hole he’d punched through it, there was more than enough meat left to feed him and Ruby tonight with enough to leave for scavengers.

Still, the destruction Ruby had wrought made him think. Princess Victoria had bequeathed this powerful mageblade to him because she believed he was worthy to become her knight. Ruby had stated repeatedly she also believed he was worthy to wield her. Given the power she possessed, Trent was unsure any man could be trusted with her.

Yet this power would allow him to return to Princess Victoria. He’d taken this doe’s life to preserve his and Ruby’s, and now he had a carcass to haul to a suitable campsite before it cooled significantly. There were few things worse than skinning a cold deer.

Dragging the heavy doe through the forest was a chore. Yet despite his spare meals over the past few days, Trent retained both the stamina and the strength to do so. A full grown buck would have given him trouble, but this doe was much smaller. He also chose to follow the muddy streambed, which was easier than dragging it through the woods.

Not long after, the woods thinned out along the stream. Beyond, Trent spotted a rolling grassy field. It was relatively flat with great visibility in all directions. He could see all the way to the misty Kelarin mountains behind Kallowhorn. Only two days of travel left.

While he had been adjusting well to life in Whitebridge, and he still hoped to return there one day when he wasn’t being hunted by every bounty hunter in Dalry, he found he was eager to visit home. It would be wonderful to see what his parents had been up to, but more than that… he would see Bethany. He had missed Bethany.

He stopped just long enough to refill their water pouches at the stream, then dragged the dead doe into the field. There he found, to his delight, a previously prepared camp site. They weren’t as uncommon out here in the wilderness near roads as one might think.

He suspected this site had been built and used by an outwaller hunter from a nearby tent city. Outwallers who prepared camps for themselves often left the site in good condition so that the next hunter could also use the space. It was common courtesy in the wilds.

There was already a flame ring surrounded by stones, though it was a bit overgrown. They still had only the tent he’d stolen from the Whitebridge armory, but since Ruby could become a sword, he could place her inside it if it rained. The thought challenged his brain.

As he relinquished the cooling doe, he groaned at the aching muscles in his back. His thighs were hurting as well. He realized too late that he had overestimated his body’s ability to drag a heavy doe through the forest. His lack of sleep and food was catching up with him.

Still, he needed to get this doe skinned before it cooled further, then saw off some flanks suitable for cooking. He needed cuts thin enough to cook through but thick enough to provide sustenance. As he stood alone in the empty field, he knew it was time.

He unsheathed Ruby and held her out at his side, with her tip facing sideways, as Princess Victoria had that night in the cellar. “Ruby, return!”

Again, he marveled as her hilt vanished from his hand, along with the rest of her. A fresh explosion of rose petals erupted from the grass a few paces away, and then Ruby once more burst into view, red hair flying in all directions before settling across her back. She remained in the same posture as when she shifted… arms down, back straight.

She opened her blue eyes and turned to him. “Was your hunt successful?” She noticed the doe nearby, then gasped. “Was that me?”

It remained strange to know she lost consciousness in her sword form, but Trent supposed her life might be very boring otherwise. “Yes. I unleashed your powerful red magic blast on a doe at a watering hole. It’s far from my proudest moment, but we have supper.”

“Trent, that…” She hesitated, then nodded. “Of course.”

He wasn’t about to let her get away with that. “No, none of that now. What’s wrong?”

“Just that… I can only channel my power into a magic blast once per day.”

Now he understood her consternation. “Is the wait after you unleash your magic in that manner an entire day, or does it renew with sunup or sundown?”

“When did you strike the doe with magic?”

“I’d say about mid-afternoon.”

“Then, yes. I will not be able to unleash my power in that way until tomorrow at mid-afternoon. This greatly reduces my ability to protect you.”

“You’re still absurdly lethal in both sword and woman form, and I’m no slouch at protecting myself. I had no bow and we needed supper.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“So, while I skin our supper, why don’t we talk more about your abilities and your past? Tell me everything you feel is pertinent and what you wish to share. It’s time we got to know each other better. With luck, we have this whole forest to ourselves tonight.”

She walked over. “May I skin her for you?”

“The doe?”

“Yes. I know how to skin and prepare a carcass, and you have exerted yourself so much today. It would please me to do my part. Allow me to prepare our supper.”

Trent’s body tingled with exhaustion, and his back ached. Ruby was also absurdly strong. Sawing through an animal’s muscle with a skinning knife would be taxing, but not for her.

He reached to his boot, pulled out his father’s skinning knife, twirled it with a flourish that made her gasp in delight, then handed the blade to her hilt first. “Can you talk and skin?”

“Oh, yes! I can accomplish many tasks while I talk.”

“Wonderful. Thank you. I’ll have a sit down and get a cook fire started while you work.”

He settled himself comfortably on the soft grass as Ruby knelt by the doe carcass. He marveled as she swept his skinning knife beneath the doe’s flesh as smoothly and easily as if she were slicing through butter. He knew from decades of hunting and skinning animals that skinning a warm carcass was tiring, and a cold carcass even worse.

The deer’s body had cooled significantly since it died, but Ruby had no trouble with it. She skinned it so efficiently he had no doubt she had lots of practice. Every day he learned some new fact about her, and he continued to be impressed by all she could do.

As she peeled fresh skin off the doe, blood spattered her hands and forearms. Trent wasn’t alarmed. They could wash that blood off in the stream, and as he watched her work, he was reminded of similar days with Bethany after a hunt. Ruby kept her eyes on her task.

“So, Trent, what do you wish to know about me? I am eager to share.”

He crawled over to the fire pit, then set to pulling out the fresh stalks of grass and weeds that had grown up inside it. Better to have a clean pit before he ignited a fire. “Let’s start with where you grew up. Was it here in Dalry?”

“I believe I grew up in a monastery.”

As he pulled up his next batch of grass, Trent eyed her curiously. “You believe?” He tossed the grass and weeds aside. They were too wet for tinder but might cushion his bedroll.

“That is what the enchanter called the grounds where I was raised. The monastery. I never ventured outside its walls, so I have only his word to offer.”

“The grounds where you were raised? By your parents?”

“No, my parents were…” Ruby frowned as if struggling to remember. “They were never part of my life. I believe I was gifted to the monastery. Or sold. Or adopted? It is unclear.”

“You don’t remember?”

“Not as much. My earliest memories involve running through a field of swaying wheat while my sister chased after me. We were playing hide and hunt. I was not very good at it.”

Now Trent was even more intrigued. “You have a sister?”

“Two sisters, though not by blood. There were three of us living in the monastery while I grew, all of about the same age. Emerald, Sapphire, and I.”

“Your parents named you after gemstones?”

“I do not believe so. If my parents gave me a name, I do not believe I ever used it. The enchanter named me Ruby, and so Ruby I have always been.”

Trent nodded thoughtfully. “So, this enchanter raised you? Did he have a name?”

“None that was given. We knew him only as the enchanter, or sir.”

“How was he? As… a person, I suppose? Or a father?”

“He was never cruel. We were clothed and fed and trained in all the tasks we would need to perform to serve our future masters, like skinning this doe. There were also servants at the monastery, though I do not believe they were human.”

That alarmed Trent. “What do you mean, not human?”

“They neither spoke nor ate nor slept. While they had arms and legs and bodies and heads, they had no faces. They were like… what do you call them? Dolls. Animated dolls.”

It sounded, to Trent, like this enchanter had collected a rather disturbing amount of magical power. He knew necromancers could raise soulless after killing a person and animate them such that they would fight until hacked apart. He also knew powerful mages existed in the courts of Whitebridge and other cities, but he had never met one before.

So, Ruby’s enchanter had raised her inside the walls of his personal monastery staffed by his animated life-sized dolls. Ruby was thus the very definition of a waller, and far more so than those who’d spent their whole lives inside the walls of Whitebridge. At least Whitebridge was large enough to provide life experience. Ruby’s home lacked even that.

Her tale was already a bit sad. Trent moved around the fire pit picking out the last of the grass and weeds. He would still need some kindling and sticks, but everything else had been provided by his anonymous host. He sent a silent thank you to the hunter who had camped here last and resolved to leave this camp site in the same state for its next traveler.

He rose and glanced at Ruby. “Is your monastery still around? Could we visit it?”

“We could visit the ruins. I believe it burned down three hundred years ago.”

Trent gawked at her. “Just how old are you?”

“In terms of my human lifespan, or how long I have existed as a blade?”

“Your human lifespan. How old are you in human years?” He’d visually estimated her to be in her early twenties, but now he wondered.

“I had seen twenty summers when I was enchanted.”

“You mean turned into a mageblade?”

“Yes. Once I had completed my education in practical matters and my competence with a rapier was beyond reproach, the enchanter informed me it was time for me to fulfill the purpose of my birth. I spent my life training to become a mageblade, and then I did.”

Trent brushed his dirty hands on his pants. “Did you consent to this enchantment?”

“It was my purpose. I never imagined any other fate. I was to become an enchanted blade that could slay soulless and other horrors. With my master, I would protect the world.”

“Right, but… did you know you had other options?”

“I truly cannot say. Many memories of my life before I was enchanted into my current form remain lost to me. For instance, I remember that day running through the fields as Emerald chased me, but not the first day I bled.”

“The day you… Oh.” Trent remembered Bethany talking about when that happened. “But you really never got to set foot outside his monastery? In all your twenty years?”

“If I did, I don’t recall doing so.”

“That must have been very lonely.”

“It was not!” Ruby smiled as she stripped the last of the skin off the deer. “I had Sapphire and Emerald. The three of us were, as I said, like sisters. While the enchanter remained kind but distant, we were free to talk, to sleep, and to embrace.”

“As in… cuddling?”

“Yes. I miss being able to cuddle, at night, in bed, with my sisters. I do not know what became of them.”

“So, Emerald and Sapphire underwent the same ritual? This enchanter also made them into mageblades?”

“The enchanter blessed them as he blessed me. Emerald was a mistress of the bow, so I believe the enchanter made her into a fine hunting bow. Sapphire became unstoppable with her zweihander, and so the enchanter crafted her into a much larger blade.”

Trent shook his head. “I never imagined anyone would be powerful or mad enough to turn living people into weapons. It’s profane. Why would anyone do anything so cruel?”

Ruby dropped his father’s skinning knife. As she stared at him, tears flooded her blue eyes. “You think me profane?”

He was such an idiot! He hurried over, knelt beside her, and leaned close as he smiled as gently as he could. “Of course not. You’re wonderful. I just meant⁠—”

“That I am unnatural? A thing that should not be?”

Trent gripped her shoulder. “Ruby, I only regret that you didn’t get to experience more in your life. I’m glad you had your sisters, but you deserved so much more than… this.”

She watched him through now wet eyes. “How do you mean?”

“Toys? Birthday presents? Being tucked into bed and read a story by your father? I wish you’d had time to enjoy a solstice dance, or a candied apple, or anything children experience every day and take for granted. Even something as simple as a walk in the woods.”

She winced sympathetically. “Did you have those things?”

“I did. My parents and I didn’t always get along, because I was a brat, but I never doubted they loved me. I owe much of who I am to them, and I was never lonely growing up. There were dozens of children in Kallowhorn. We often played sunup to sundown.”

Ruby wiped at her eyes and smiled. “That sounds lovely.”

“It was. So… when I say what the enchanter did to you was profane, I mean his actions. Hiding you away in a monastery, and then enchanting you to become a mageblade. You are blameless in all these matters, yet I cannot help but feel this enchanter wronged you.”

“I do not mind being a blade. In that form, I can protect my master and those he loves.”

“Yes, but… you could have done that as a human, as well.”

“But had I remained human, I would have died three hundred years ago. I would never have lived to meet Princess Victoria or serve you. Now, I have the chance to do both.”

Trent considered telling her he wished she’d been able to live a full life with parents and a family instead of being enchanted, but he wasn’t sure how she would take that. What she was sharing with him might be secrets she’d never told anyone else. She was eager to reveal everything to him, because she trusted him, and he had to take her trust into account.

“Well… then, let me just say this. I do wish you’d had a life more like mine than the one you remember, but I feel fortunate that we met. You’re a strong, brave woman, and I am glad to call you my friend and partner. I… Well, I’m very happy to have you in my life.”

Ruby hopped forward to kiss him directly on the lips. He was so shocked by her affection he instinctively returned her kiss, and then she shoved him down and clambered on top of him as her lips devoured his. She was soft and lovely, but so strong!

Trent somehow managed to slip his arm out from under her, where she had trapped it against her soft breasts. He flailed at her with one hand. Her hand coursed down his midriff and then directly to his cock. Her hand wrapped around it, tugging and squeezing.

Trent groaned against her eager lips. It had been over a year since he’d enjoyed the company of a woman, and he knew, from the way Ruby ravished him, that she wanted him to enjoy her. She was offering her body without reservation, anxious to become his.

But Bethany was waiting for him a day away.

Trent managed to pull out his other arm and then gripped both her upper arms. He pushed with all his might, but Ruby remained stronger than he was. That was bizarre given his muscles, and the fact she was thinner than him. She was enchanted.

Finally, their kiss ended long enough for him to get out one word. “Stop!”

The warm palm eagerly rubbing his cock through his pants froze around it, still touching… but no longer pleasuring. Panting like she’d just finished a sprint, she stared down at him from a breath away. Her arms supported her as her breasts flattened against his chest.

As she blinked rapidly, she didn’t look to understand. “Am I hurting you?”

Grimacing, he gripped her hand and guided it away from his cock, then pushed at her upper arm. “I’m not… this isn’t what I wanted to do with you.”

She released him and scrambled back to tuck her legs against her chest. She wrapped her arms around them. Her blue eyes glistened in the firelight.

“Because I am profane?”

The way Ruby’s mood shifted was less whimsical than annoying. It was difficult not to become frustrated with her, but he had to remember how little experience she had with life. With people. She had grown up in a monastery with only her sisters for company.

Trent took a breath. “You are not profane. You are sweet and wonderful, and as I said, I’m honored to know you and care about you. But… but this…”

“You do not find me attractive?”

“You’re a vision. You’re gorgeous! But I am promised to another woman.”

She flinched as if he’d slapped her. “Oh. Oh no! Master, I’m so sorry!”

“Trent, remember? And you don’t need to be sorry. I should have told you, but I never thought it would… I wasn’t expecting us to have to have this conversation just yet.”

She hugged her legs tighter. “I should never have touched you like that. I just felt… you said such nice things, and you are such a wonderful person, and I wanted you to take me.”

He raised one palm. “It was simply a misunderstanding, and as I said, I didn’t tell you. So, let me tell you now. Her name is Bethany. She’s a hunter and tracker just like me who lives in Kallowhorn, and we… She was my first. So, I only do… that… with her.”

Ruby’s death grip on her legs relaxed. “You only have sex with Bethany.”

“That’s right.” Trent rubbed the back of his head as he stared at this beautiful, loyal, and willing woman who badly wanted him to ravish her. “So, it’s not that I don’t find you attractive or appealing. You are very much both. But I won’t cheat on Bethany, and before I left our home to journey to Whitebridge, we agreed to marry once I could pay for her to immigrate.”

He could not have sex with Ruby for many reasons. First, he was with Bethany. Second, he had no idea what sort of… experience… Ruby already had. Judging by what she’d told him, he wasn’t sure she’d even kissed a man before now, let alone lain with one.

Ruby firmed her expression. “I understand, Trent. I... I should get our supper ready.”

She lifted the now full-skinned deer and carried it closer to the fire pit. Trent again struggled not to gawk as a woman with a frame even thinner than his hauled about a skinned deer carcass like she might a pillow. She set it beside the fire pit then looked at him.

He took that as his cue to do his own job. “Thank you. Why don’t you prepare some cuts for tonight? I’ll find us some kindling and sticks and be back to start the fire.”

She nodded calmly.

“And Ruby… again, it’s fine. You’re lovely, you’re brave, and I hope we can continue to be great friends. So please know my refusal has nothing to do with you.”

She smiled bravely. “I know that. And even if I cannot warm your bed as I once hoped to do, I will still protect you. I will serve you in every way you will allow.”

After the revelations of her past and the unexpected encounter by the doe, the rest of their preparation passed in an awkward silence. Ruby sat silently as he cooked their flanks of deer, and when he finally sank his teeth into warm, wet meat, Trent groaned in delight. There was nothing better after three days of fasting then well-cooked meat.

It could be seasoned and salted, of course, and it certainly wasn’t as evenly cooked as it would have been in Kallowhorn. Still, meat was meat, and he’d had to cobble together light meals of berries and bread and a few stolen apples over three days. He needed calories.

Once they finished their meal and all but drained their water pouches, Trent was stuffed. Ruby lifted the carcass and strode off into the night. Trent knew she would toss it in the field far enough from their camp site that any scavengers it attracted would not bother them.

As his stomach settled, he sat back and stared up at the horde of stars above as he relaxed by the smoldering fire. When Ruby returned, she settled on her side of the fire and joined him in his observation of the stars. He could hear her quiet, steady breathing.

Her proximity was troublesome. He couldn’t stop thinking about her lips devouring his, or the longing he’d felt as she teased and played with his cock. He’d never had a woman want him this badly, other than Bethany, and he hadn’t seen Bethany in over a year. He hadn’t had anyone in that year, so being given a chance to have Ruby, well… that was torturous.

The best cure for his raging libido would be a good night’s sleep. In two more days, he’d be at Kallowhorn, and when he found Bethany, he would kiss, strip and fuck her until they were both exhausted. Two more days wandering with a woman as beautiful as Ruby would leave him longing for release, but he knew Bethany would be as eager for him as he was for her.

He glanced at Ruby again. “We should sleep in shifts again tonight. Would you mind taking the first watch?”

She nodded firmly. “I will protect you so long as I exist.”

“And I you, Ruby.” He rose and, after a moment, touched her shoulder. “Don’t take the whole night. Wake me when the moon is high. You need sleep, too.”

“I do not need sleep tonight. I sleep when I am a sword.”

Trent hadn’t considered that. “That’s enough for you?”

“Oh, yes. I slept all day while you hunted, so I can easily take the entire night’s watch. Tomorrow, I can become a blade and you can carry me. Please, Trent. Let me do this for you.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you. I’ll sleep better knowing you’re keeping watch.”

Her eyes glistened as she stared up at him. “I am glad of that. Now sleep well… Trent.”

Confident Ruby would alert him if anyone or anything threatened, he gratefully crawled into his tent. He stripped off his clothing and pulled out one of the items he was most glad to have stolen from the castle armory. A woolen tunic and a pair of long woolen underwear.

Once he slipped into his bedroll, he was pleased to discover he really was exhausted. So, at least he wouldn’t need to worry about falling asleep. He was free, and safe, and Ruby… a loyal and wonderful friend he felt blessed to have with him… was watching out for him.

As he slipped into a deep sleep, he once more dreamed of Bethany.


Chapter Ten


FOUR YEARS EARLIER


As freshly eighteen-year-old Trent Marston settled back in his favorite chair in his parents’ small and modest kitchen, in their small and modest home, he read the elegantly written letter again and again. It couldn’t be real, yet it was real. After so many years of dreaming, and training, and hoping, the world had finally chosen to grant his wish.

His father gripped him firmly on the shoulder. “How’s that for a birthday present?”

Trent grinned up at Pace Marston. “You’re going to have to come up with something rather impressive to top this one, Dad.”

Pace chuckled and released his shoulder. “You’re a man now, son. Not just by my standards, but by the standards of our tribe. You’re no longer my responsibility. Now, as a man, you have to buy me presents.”

“When I’m done saving the realm, I’ll consider it.”

“See that you do. Now, I need to make sure all’s set for tonight’s festivities. Don’t take too long with that letter. I won’t have it said my son can’t toss a torch.”

His father departed. In the quiet of his parents’ kitchen, Trent read the letter once again. This was the start of the rest of his life. A life beyond his small village and small dreams.

After he graduated from the Vespers, the academy to which this letter would admit him, he would become a kestrel: a legendary scout and protector of queens. He would rub elbows with nobility. He would dress in fancy garb and stalk wealthy socialite galas. He would dress in rags and prowl the poorest of the slums. No matter where he went, he could disappear.

As a kestrel, Trent would do great things. He could even become a legend… long after his death. The crown would hide any great accomplishments while he was alive.

Trent knew that some of the most pivotal events in history had been arranged by a kestrel or two working behind the scenes, with their involvement only revealed decades later. He didn’t want to attend and graduate from the Vespers purely to burnish his legend, though he would be lying to himself if he said that wasn’t a significant part of why he was so excited.

He also genuinely wanted to do some good in his life, not just for his people but for everyone. He wanted to save people. He wanted, one day, to possibly save the realm.

Trent was going to tarnish or rip this letter if he kept reading it. Better to preserve it so he could hand it down to his son or daughter one day as a family heirloom. He could almost imagine the conversation they’d have when his child turned eighteen.

“Here’s the letter I received on the day I learned I was to become a kestrel. I’ve kept it safe for decades, and I’d like you to have it. Treat it as motivation to chase your own dreams.”

Would his child consider that story sappy? Without a doubt. Would they secretly be honored to accept his letter? He hoped so. Pace had offered Trent his favorite skinning knife two days after Trent launched the rescue mission that saved Bethany’s tribe, and he treasured that knife.

And Bethany… what would he say to her tonight?

It had been five months since they met beside the stream. In that time, the survivors of her tribe had fully integrated with the Kallowhorn. Trent’s tribe had gained many skilled hunters and trackers, a skilled alchemist, and several skilled healers.

Also, young Kallowhorn men and women could now find spouses among the newcomers without marrying their second cousins. Meanwhile, the Windborne survivors gained a defendable and wealthy home. United, both tribes were stronger.

The chaos wolf attack on Bethany’s Windborne tribe had been a tragedy. But Trent was happy that in the aftermath, he, his father, and their whole tribe had been able to provide those who survived a home and a people. A life beyond their own.

His mother called from the bedroom. “Trent? We should leave soon!”

Marika Marston was, of course, entirely right. Tonight, as they had on every winter solstice for as long as Trent could remember, his neighbors and friends would chase away the longest night of the year with food, drinking, dance, and merriment.

They would burn the traitor king.

Trent Marston, as the most recent man in Kallowhorn to reach adulthood, would have the honor of lighting the wood and straw effigy of King Martinus. Martinus was the most reviled ruler in Dalry and, perhaps, the realm. A man who had lived more than two-hundred years ago.

Like many kings, the true deeds and legacy of King Martinus had fallen into legend. Perhaps he hadn’t sacrificed his own people to form a devil pact. Perhaps he hadn’t almost destroyed the world with his greed. Perhaps he had just been a small man with a small mind.

Yet with both his death and in history, Martinus had inspired others to rise up. Trent had heard through rumors from traders that Queen Agnes of Whitebridge had specifically cited Martinus’s reign of greed and terror as an example of why all monarchies must one day be abolished. It was a bold suggestion from a bold woman, and one Trent could respect.

Queen Agnes, from every traveler he had ever spoken to her about, was a good queen. A just queen. One who cared dearly for her subjects and who was beloved by them in return. Her daughter, Victoria, was also said to be among the fairest of maidens in the realm.

Even if he joined the Whitebridge garrison as a kestrel, Trent knew it would be years or even decades before he got close to Queen Agnes or Princess Victoria. He might never meet either of them, working instead through their hands, their subordinates, or possibly, King Tallun. Queen Agnes had chosen a former captain of the Blessed Knights to marry, and Tallun was said to be a great warrior and a great man.

Trent hoped to meet King Tallun someday. That brave man had served the neighboring nation-state of Hesia as a Blessed Knight for twenty years. Since then, he’d vanquished devils and monsters for his queen.

“Trent?” His mother sounded both amused and annoyed. “Unless you intend to light the effigy of Martinus in your sleepwear, you really should get changed!”

Trent hopped up from his favorite chair and clutched his letter. “Won’t be long!”

He hurried into his bedroom and cast about before opening the drawer in his modest nightstand. He rolled up the letter and tucked it, gingerly, in among his smallclothes, like he was tucking it into a nest. At least it would be safe there.

Once his letter was safe, he opened his dresser and sorted through his modest wardrobe. Three sturdy work shirts. Two pairs of fine, weatherproof pants. Only one colored shirt worthy of a night celebrating the end of an evil king. It wasn’t a hard choice.

Trent dressed in his best (and only) celebratory outfit. His shirt was a deep, red-stained linen with white trim. His pants were similar to riding pants, but less flexible and far more shiny. He wouldn’t wear these in the woods or on a horse, but for a party? They’d do just fine.

He completed his ensemble with worn but sturdy leather boots he’d polished to a fine sheen yesterday while waiting for his letter. The couriers to Kallowhorn came rarely, but always on the third day of the month. That had been today, when the word he’d hoped for had come.

Trent had no mirror in his room. His parents had a small one in theirs, a luxury they had purchased from a trader, but Trent had no need to borrow it. There was only one woman he hoped to impress at the Solstice Festival tonight, and he knew she’d like him in whatever he wore. Bethany liked him even when he came home covered in dirt and bugs from his hunts.

Never once, no matter how dirty or bedraggled he was when he returned from a daylong hunt, had Bethany Vellus not welcomed him home with a warm smile and a warm hug. That had led to more than a few rumors about the two of them, but Trent didn’t care who gossiped. Bethany cared for him and only him. That was all that mattered in a town this small.

Tonight, he would tell Bethany the good news. It felt strange to be so attached to her after only five months of warm interactions with her (and never without chaperones) but her lovely laugh and her genuine beauty continued to entrance him. What made it better is he knew Bethany felt the same… she had since the day they met… and he treasured her trust.

Trent emerged from his bedroom to find his mother dressed for the festival as well, and in far finer garb than his. Her tunic was lower cut than he felt comfortable examining, and he definitely didn’t look too closely at her backside in that tight leather skirt.

This was his first celebration as an adult. He had no plans to spend it with his mother.

Marika picked up a small satchel of snacks and headed for the door. “I’m sure, by now, your father is waiting impatiently at the center of town. He’s made certain the Martinus effigy is appropriately dry. Wouldn’t want his son’s torch going out before the king burns.”

Trent followed her out the door, then locked it with a ring of keys that only contained one. “The last man whom Martinus thwarted was the Tanner’s son, wasn’t it? Devin?”

“Yes, and he’s still teased about it ten years later. So, consider this your warning. Aim your toss well tonight, and make sure your torch is well aflame before you toss it.”

As the sound of people laughing and the sound of instruments being played (badly) drifted from the center of town, Trent walked at her side. “Consider me warned.”

As they walked the modest dirt streets of Kallowhorn, Trent was proud of how many modern and sturdy buildings his tribe had built in the last five years. Traders from across the realm brought modern techniques and modern materials. While his people still gathered most of their building materials from the ground and earth, they had stained-glass now.

The recent buildings in Kallowhorn would not have been out of place in the small walled towns closer to Whitebridge, the grand capital of the realm. With buildings like these, even the most dour traders could not call Kallowhorn a tent city, not any longer. Kallowhorn was now a proper town, and it would continue to grow stronger.

Neighbors Trent had known since he was old enough to recognize faces waved and smiled as they passed. As they approached the town square, the sounds of his gathered neighbors grew raucous. His whole tribe was here tonight, as were their newest members.

This would be the first Solstice Festival since the tribes of Kallowhorn and Windborne united as one. The tribe who’d adopted the Windborne survivors intended to make it memorable. As they arrived in the crowd, Trent’s mother slipped off without a word.

He appreciated her consideration. His parents had never treated him like a child, neither before nor after he murdered the thief that attempted to kill them in their bed. Yet by the standards of the realm, he hadn’t been a man yet.

He was now. His eighteenth birthday had come yesterday, just in time for the festival. And he knew exactly what woman he wanted to celebrate his belated birthday with.

A tall, skinny, towheaded blond man waved from the crowd. “Hey, Trent!”

Trent hurried over to join Jaron Barley, his best friend, and Jaron’s on-again/off-again, lover, Tania. Several of his other friends were there as well. They welcomed Trent with a mug of mead and a chorus of bawdy jokes about how soon he would lose his innocence.

Trent scoffed and boasted he already had, of course—all men his age blustered about their conquests when in the company of other young men—but their jokes couldn’t help but make him think of Bethany again. Where was she? Was she even here? He had hoped to see her tonight, to deliver his good news if nothing else. What would she be wearing?

His question was answered when Jaron choked on his next sip of mead. His eyes bugged out as he stared past Trent. As Tania stared with him, she gasped. Then, she punched Jaron in the arm. While Jaron begged for her forgiveness, he couldn’t hide his grin.

“Hey. Marston?”

Trent swallowed.

“You might want to turn around before she stabs you in the back.”

Trent turned, and then he saw her. Bethany stood ten paces behind him, and she looked incredible. He doubted there was any woman in this square who could stand beside her without feeling drab. And most importantly… she was here for him.

Bethany wore a clingy green dress that was made of material he’d only seen rarely—silk, perhaps?—and while it only had a small cut down its center, it hugged Bethany’s heavy breasts as tightly as a wet shirt might. The tight fabric traced inward along her waist only to flare outward again around her shapely hips. The hemline ended just above her knees.

Pale, bare calves demanded his attention, as did the fine heeled boots that rose to the top of her shins. Her dark hair was done in the same long braid she always kept, except now it sat atop her head wound over itself like a coiled snake. A single silver pin gleamed in her hair.

Jaron stepped forward and elbowed Trent. “Offer her a mug, man.”

Bethany walked forward, clasped her hands together, and gazed into his eyes as if Trent was the only man in the entirety of Kallowhorn. Her eager and hopeful gaze made him feel important. Desired. Treasured. Her next words melted his heart.

“You look quite handsome tonight. Now, when do you ask me to dance?”

The wry smirk he had grown to love over the past five months shocked him from his paralysis and his stare. This was Bethany. He would always be comfortable with her, even when she looked like a princess from a foreign realm.

He grinned and offered her his arm. “The dancing happens in an hour or so, when it’s truly dark and we’re rather drunk. So, drink with us. The mead’s sweet and strong.”

Bethany slid her arm through his and tightly gripped his bicep as she pressed close. “So now that you’re eighteen, you intend to get me drunk and take advantage?”

Jaron and others chuckled, and Trent reddened. “I’d never do that.”

She leaned close to speak in his ear. “I didn’t say I’d mind.”

He froze again. Was she really… no, she was teasing him! Bethany always teased him about such things, and while another man might have minded, he loved that she was comfortable enough with him to tease him. She trusted him with her life.

He chuckled as he led her back to his friends. “You drink whatever you like tonight. Indulge freely. And if you ever lose your footing, I’ll make sure you get home safe.”

She pressed close against him. “Of that, I have no doubt at all.”

With Bethany smiling and gorgeous on his arm, Trent felt like a king among peasants. He enjoyed the Solstice Festival as he always had—joking with his friends, drinking beside them, marveling at how everyone was dressed and speculating on who would be the first to sneak off and make love in the darkness—and all the while, Bethany never left his side.

As midnight approached, Trent’s responsibilities did with it. As the most recent man to come of age in Kallowhorn, it would fall upon him to toss the torch that would light the straw effigy of King Martinus which towered, mockingly, over the town square. When midnight arrived on the longest night of the year, Trent would burn the king and light the way to dawn.

As Martinus burned and heated the square there would be eating, drinking, and celebrations. Trent doubted he would get a moment alone until he passed out. So, before that happened, before he lost himself in the crowd, he needed to take Bethany aside.

They had so much to talk about.

Once Jaron and Tania wandered off arm-in-arm, with Tania giggling as Jaron openly cupped her ass, Trent knew his time had come. Jaron and Tania would be busy for some time, so now was his time to sneak away with Bethany. As their eyes met, she smiled warmly.

They slipped away from the crowd as easily as they slipped away from each other when playing hide and fade in the woods. Except this time, there were no adults to chaperone them. She was an adult. He was an adult. Tonight was theirs and theirs alone.

They wandered through the town a short distance to the wild stream that ran by the town’s mill and settled on the small docks there. Many a bored citizen of Kallowhorn had fished here, though they rarely caught anything. Perhaps, tonight, Trent would catch more than a fish.

As they sat side by side with their feet dangling off the dock above the gently flowing river, Trent was reminded of the first time he’d sat like this with Bethany. Five months ago, on the tail end of the worst day of her life, Trent had told her he dreamed the future.

Bethany had believed him at once, and more importantly, she promised never to tell. They’d watched the same river as they spoke, though they’d been much higher that day. He treasured the way she always gazed at him. Like he mattered.

With the warmth of the mead swirling in his belly and the spinning in his head, one look at the woman beside him set his heart pounding like he was in a sprint. The moonlight made the coils of braid atop her head look lustrous. Her chest rose and fell evenly despite the constriction of her tight silk dress, and that constriction made it clear she had a nice chest.

They spoke at the same time.

“Beth, I⁠—”

“Trent, I⁠—”

They both stopped, stared at each other, and then laughed. Trent had grown to love Bethany’s laugh over the last five months. He would do almost anything to hear her laugh.

He smiled and made a pompous, inviting motion with one hand. “You first, my lady.”

“No, you first. What have you to say to me, Trent Marston? What secret have you kept hidden as we drank, and danced, and kicked our feet beneath the stars?”

He could contain his excitement no longer. “Beth… I’ve been accepted into the Vespers. I leave tomorrow to begin my journey there. One day, I might even serve Queen Agnes.”

Bethany’s features froze. Her warm gray eyes widened, and for one awful moment, Trent was shocked by what he saw there. Disappointment. Anger. Grief.

Then Bethany’s features twisted into the most miraculous smile, and she laughed again as she clutched his hands in hers. “That’s wonderful!”

He breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment he had thought… for a moment, he had been afraid… but that was mead playing its tricks.

Of course Bethany would be happy for him. Of course she’d be as thrilled by this news as he was. He’d discussed his dreams with her so many times as they hunted together in the woods. She leaned closer than ever and smiled as she stared into his eyes.

“When did you learn this?”

“A private courier delivered my acceptance letter last night. It still seems like a dream.”

“Was it?”

He stared at her in surprise, then chuckled as he recognized the hidden meaning in Bethany’s words. She knew the secret he had shared with no one but his parents. Twice in his life he had dreamed the future… but not this future. This future had come as a surprise.

“Not this time, and I wasn’t guaranteed entry. You know how competitive it is to get into the Vespers. I still can’t understand why they accepted an outwaller like me.”

Bethany’s brow furrowed as she released his hands. “What’s not to understand? You’re a powerful hunter, skilled with a blade and a bow. You move through the trees like the wind and can disappear in an open forest. Why wouldn’t they accept you?”

“Because I’ve never been in the army, and I don’t have the experience so many other applicants have. You see, I’ve never…”

“What?”

“I’ve only ever killed one man.”

Bethany touched his arm. “You know I’d never judge you for that.”

“I know. But still…” He took a breath and stared into the flowing stream. “Killing isn’t easy. I know it’s not all I’ll learn to do at the Vespers, but once I’m there, I will learn to do it. All the ways. It will be my duty to kill, and not just to defend myself. I will kill for my queen.”

“But you have done it.”

“Once.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Would you like to tell me about that night?”

He frowned at her. “It’s the Solstice Festival, Beth. The longest and most joyous night of the year. Why do you want to hear about the night I killed a man?”

“I simply want you to know you can share anything with me. Even something as unpleasant as this. Do you remember what you said to me the day we met?”

“I said a lot of things to you the day we met.”

“You said ‘An ear is the least I can lend.’ So let me lend you mine. I know you’re excited about this news, and I know it’s always been your dream, but I can see you have worries. So, talk to me. If I can do anything to ease your concerns, even listen, I want to do that for you.”

He took a breath and focused. He had no doubt she was sincere, and perhaps it would help to talk about it. Talking with Bethany always helped him.

“It was another case like yours. A case… where I knew.”

Bethany nodded.

“He was an outwaller, we learned later, and had committed a crime so heinous his tribe exiled him. He likely lived as a bandit for a time, or so I judged from the state of his clothes. I knew he was coming… in the manner we discussed… and I knew he would kill my parents.”

Bethany scooted close so their hips touched. “You were how old?”

“Fifteen summers.”

“How did you prepare?”

Trent thought back to that long, awful, terrifying night. “The only weapon I had handy was my father’s hunting knives, but they were fine and sharp. I pondered many alternatives to the killing… leaping out of my room to scare him, threatening him with my blades until he ran off, waking my father and allowing him to deal with the threat… but none felt correct.”

“What do you mean, they didn’t feel correct?”

“While the dream was always the same dream, I also had inklings of other paths. Other possibilities. Courses of action like those I’ve mentioned.”

“And did those other paths lead to your parents surviving the night?”

“Not in any way I could guarantee. There was only one path that kept them safe.”

“To kill that man before he could kill you or your parents.”

“I ambushed him like a cloak beast, Beth. A cowardly attack from behind.”

Bethany pressed her shoulder against his. “He snuck into your home in the dead of night. He intended to steal all he could and leave you destitute. And in your dream, he also slipped into your parents’ room and murdered them in their sleep?”

“Every time I had that dream, I found them murdered the morning after. Yet you know my parents. You’ve seen them hunt and spar.”

Bethany nodded grimly. “Neither could be bested while awake and alert. That means he cut their throats in their sleep. Your ambush was merely turnabout.”

“That’s how I justified it. That night, after my parents were asleep, I settled into the shadows beside our door and waited. I waited long enough I was certain I would fall asleep and join my parents, and then our lock rattled. A man opened the door with barely a sound.”

Bethany once more gripped his hand, but Trent barely felt her. He was once more lost in the moment, his darkest moment. The moment his life forever changed. That night, he had learned he could kill a man and live with himself afterward.

“The man didn’t see me. He had no reason to look behind him. He crept through our small kitchen, silent as a mouse, and then, in the moonlight from the window, I saw the gleam from his long knife. I saw the chipping on the blade. That blade had chipped against bone.”

Bethany was now close enough to kiss. She was a truly lovely woman, and they’d had a truly lovely amount of mead, and they were alone, in the moonlight, on the longest night of the year. He could kiss her if he eased close. He continued his story instead.

“So, behind him, I rose. I approached him in silence, like I’d creep up on a deer. I pondered where to stab him… I remember thinking that I needed the first stab to put him down, that if we got in a fight in close quarters it could be the end of me… and then I chose my point to strike.” Trent tapped the back of his neck. “Here.”

Bethany’s gray eyes proudly held his. “You saved your parents.”

Trent wasn’t thinking about that now. “The sound he made, Beth, it was like… like a clogged drain, except this drain was filling with so much blood. I have no doubt I struck something vital. His blood spurted out hard enough to paint the walls… and me.”

Bethany’s arms wrapped around his waist, and her forehead touched his. Each of her breaths was a warm wind against his lips. She was a blessing in the dark night.

“And then? What happened then?”

“He dropped his knife and clutched his neck. He fell onto his back, rolling over to see who’d killed him. I expected hate in his eyes, but all I saw… all I saw…”

Bethany stroked her fingers through his hair.

“Fear, Beth. He was afraid. He was dying, and he was so afraid.”

Bethany didn’t judge him. She never would. She simply held him as he held her, and it was the most pleasant sensation Trent could imagine. She trusted and believed in him in a way no one outside his family ever had. One day, he wanted to make a family with this woman.

Bethany’s embrace made the memory little more than a bad dream. Her touch made the cold fade away. As he embraced this woman he’d known but half a year on the docks beneath the moonlight, he wondered just how much he would miss her when he was away.

They eased apart, and Bethany smiled at him. “You’re a good man, Trent Marston.”

She believed that about him. Who was he to call her a liar? She stared into his eyes.

“Good men protect others, and even good men don’t always have the luxury to do that without resorting to force. A good man doesn’t take a life unless it’s necessary, but he also won’t stand by and let a bad man take an innocent one.”

“But what if he wasn’t a bad man? What if he was merely desperate and hungry?”

“Then he’d steal the bread off your table. The cheese from your cupboard. He wouldn’t sneak into your parents’ bedroom and cut their throats in their sleep.”

Trent’s worries faded beneath her certainty. “You’re right.”

“There will always be a need for good, forceful men. Men like you. So when you train at the Vespers, when you learn to blend into the streets of any city and stalk dangerous men who threaten the queen, focus on the good you will do. The people you will save. Focus on that.”

He smiled as the fervor in her words inspired him. “I’ll try.”

“You’ll do more than try. You’ll do everything you set out to do. I believe that with all my heart, just as I believe in you.” Her warm fingers trailed down his cheek. “I want to be your⁠—”

“Trent!” Jaron shouted merrily from the other side of the tackle house, and wood creaked as torchlight danced. “We need you to burn the king! It’s almost midnight and everyone’s waiting! Where are you?”

Bethany glared at the oncoming crowd, and the word that had caught in Trent’s throat never arrived. That had been the moment—their moment—and now, with one set of careless words from a good friend, the river had swept their moment away.

Yet wasn’t this just as well? Trent would be leaving tomorrow to begin the long journey to the Vespers, and he would train there for three years with Bethany a month’s ride away. It was better this way, wasn’t it? Better not to tempt fate.

If he never asked Bethany to kiss him, he’d never know if she’d say yes. If he never kissed her, he wouldn’t miss her as much when he was away. He had been so close to fulfilling another of his dreams… but they couldn’t be close, not until he returned.

And if he returned and Bethany was still waiting, well… they’d see then, wouldn’t they?

They rose hand in hand. As the raucous party turned the corner and sighted the two of them by the stream, staring into each other’s eyes, they were greeted by cheers, leers, and hoots of delight. Bethany leaned close against him and once more spoke in his ear.

“I will wait for you. I will wait until you return, and when you return, find me. We will finish this conversation.” She hugged him close. “I’m so very proud of you.”

Trent gratefully hugged her back. The last of his fears about the road ahead vanished into her warm eyes and kind words. He would one day kill on the orders of his queen, but he would kill for the right reasons… and every life he took would see so many others saved. Like Bethany had said, there were times when good, forceful men were needed.

Then the others arrived, and then he and Bethany were dragged once more into the celebration. It was easy for Trent to lose himself in the crowd, to focus on mead and merriment and his last night in the small town where he’d been raised. He wouldn’t see this good town, and these good people, for years.

Bethany vanished soon after that. He wasn’t sure where she’d gone, and he wasn’t sure how to find her. It was on him to light the effigy, and after that came the feast and more mead. Trent wasn’t sure how much he drank, only that he drank it. Then, somehow, he was in his bed.

His mother kissed him on the forehead as she rose above his bed. Marika Marston chuckled as she slipped out of his room as the big shadow of Pace Marston watched him proudly from behind her. His father spoke.

“Sleep tight, hero. You’re going to have a hell of a ride in the morning.”

As his parents closed the door to let him sleep, he croaked her name. “Beth?”

No answer.

“Beth? I need you.”

He imagined her soft body against his, her soft hand against his cheek. He missed her, but his memories of her voice assured him in a way that left him smiling and content. Her words came to him as they had earlier this afternoon, clear as if she was speaking in his ear.

“I will wait for you. I will wait until you return, and when you return, come find me.”

He would return for her. He would come find her. And then… and then…

They would finish their conversation by the stream.


Chapter Eleven


NOW


The sound of Ruby groaning snapped Trent from his light slumber. As he sat straight up in his bedroll, he came instantly awake. Ruby sounded like a guardsman who’d had too much to drink, someone whose stomach and head were both making their displeasure known.

The groaning ended soon enough, but that only made Trent more anxious. He debated as to whether to call out to her—what if someone had already attacked her outside the tent, and was now closing on Trent?—but then, as Ruby coughed roughly, he decided she was uninjured. Even so, he didn’t like that she sounded like she was having so much difficulty.

He called out through his tent flap. “Ruby? Is everything all right out there?”

A single gasp was followed by, “Yes, Trent!”

“Are you certain about that? I heard you groaning.”

“I was just… I was clearing my throat! Please, continue to sleep!”

His loyal mageblade didn’t lie well, and as she coughed again, harder this time, Trent wriggled out of his bedroll and hurried to the tent flap. Had he been camping with anyone else, or alone, he’d never have left his tent without grabbing a weapon, but Ruby was a weapon… when she wished to be. She was now either falling ill or reacting to some bad meat.

As Trent emerged from the tent in only the woolen tunic and sleeping pants he’d stolen back in Whitebridge, Ruby spun to face him and winced. From inside the tent, he’d heard a woman who sounded either drunk or ill. Yet, now that he was looking at her again in the moonlight, he saw the gorgeous redhead who’d protected him since he escaped Whitebridge.

The woman who’d tackled and kissed him while eagerly stroking his cock.

She still wore the light leather cuirass and leather pants they’d stolen from the armory in Castle Guileford, and they continued to fit her far better than armor had any right to fit. She wasn’t sweating, but was her face paler than it had been before he slept? It was hard to tell with only moonlight to go by.

Ruby’s eyes were now shadowed as if she hadn’t gotten enough sleep, and was that a hint of red at the edge of her whites? Before he could look closer, she bowed low at the waist. Her long red hair hung down to hide her face from view, which might be her intent.

“I did not mean to wake you, Trent! Nothing is amiss. Please, return to your tent.”

“Don’t lie to me. I heard you groaning, and that cough sounds serious. Are you feeling ill?” Could a magical woman who turned into a sword even get sick?

Ruby continued facing the ground. “I am fine! Do not worry about me.”

Trent was done playing games with her. He stalked over to Ruby and pressed two fingers firmly to the bottom of her chin, then pushed upward. “Look at me. That’s an order.”

She meekly submitted and raised her head. It was another reminder that she would still do almost anything he asked, and he didn’t understand why. He didn’t know how to deal with that level of devotion from a woman he’d just met.

Her eyes remained closed. Trent sighed heavily. “Open your eyes, Ruby.”

Her lovely blue eyes eased open, darting about self-consciously without meeting his. As Trent peered at her closely in the moonlight, he confirmed the edges of her whites were reddened. He gently turned her lovely face left, then right, examining her pale skin and taking note of the sweat gathered near her hairline. She coughed so hard it shook her chest.

Ruby backed away as if he’d slapped her. She covered her mouth and struggled as she fell into a fit of coughing. “I’m sorry! I didn’t… mean to… cough on you.”

Trent moved after her and gripped her arms. “I don’t care if you cough on me, only that I know you’re well. Something is very much the matter. Tell me.”

While she did not attempt to break away from his strong grip on her arms, she once again looked to the ground. She coughed again, then focused. “I will address it.”

“Not without me, you won’t. We’re friends. Friends don’t let friends stand a watch while they’re sick with fever, or whatever you have. Was it the doe? Was it bad meat?”

“It was… No, it was not bad meat.”

“Do I need to order you to tell me?”

She shuddered against his hands, then finally met his gaze. “It was the soulless.”

A chill ran through Trent. “What about them?”

“You stabbed them, with me. Soulless are creatures of dark magic, and while the magic inside me is nothing like theirs, I still possess magic. Like attracts like. Intermixing is inevitable.”

“So, you’re saying… that when I stabbed those soulless with you, it made you sick?”

“Not sick.” She swallowed. “Corrupted.”

He squeezed her arms so hard she winced. “I corrupted you by killing those soulless?”

“No!” She batted his arms away and stepped back. “It’s only… It’s only a tiny bit of corruption! Little more than an inconvenience. It’s like a sniffle. A cold.”

“Even a cold can kill you on the road if it’s not treated properly. Will this corruption grow worse? Will it dissipate on its own? How long does that take to go away?”

“I don’t know.” She winced at disappointing him. “I have never been corrupted before.”

Trent didn’t try to grab her arms again, but he certainly wasn’t going to let her get away with suffering in silence. He believed everything she’d said. As someone who’d grown up in an enchanter’s monastery, she had precious little life experience.

“You say you’ve never been corrupted before, but you also told me you were designed to destroy monsters like soulless. Your… enchanter… couldn’t have failed to anticipate that killing soulless would corrupt you. Therefore, there must be a way to cleanse the corruption.”

“Really, Trent, I will be fine. It is simply something I must deal with alone!”

“Not good enough. A sword that grows corrupted when used for its intended purpose is not a magical sword that would be handed down over multiple generations of the Randolf family line. You’re stronger than that. What aren’t you telling me?”

“I…” She blushed brightly and crossed her arms defensively beneath her breasts. “There is a method to cleanse me, but you cannot use it.”

Trent breathed an audible sigh of relief. “I disagree. So how do we cleanse you?”

“It… Trent, it is not a cleansing you can complete.”

“Because I don’t have magic?” He frowned. “No, I must have some magical potential. It’s why I can wield you, and why I have my prophetic dreams. Does cleansing you of the corruption that infects you after stabbing soulless require a specific sort of magic?”

“No, nothing like that. But it requires touch.”

Now Trent was more than a bit baffled. “How do you mean?”

Tentatively she offered her hand, palm up. “Here. Just… watch.”

As Trent focused on her palm and fingers, he gasped. What looked like light purple raindrops bubbled into being in Ruby’s upturned palm. The fluid came out in droplets rather than lines, but soon her palm was spattered with purple. Like ink.

Her eyes met his as she held her palm up. “This is purified corruption.”

He moved closer and peered down. “I’ve never wielded a blade that didn’t need a cleaning after a good fight. No fighter with half a brain neglects to clean dirt, blood, and other matter off his blades after using them in battle. So how do I clean you?”

She shivered. “You must… With your hand.”

“I use a treated rag to clean my other swords.”

“A rag will not work to cleanse this corruption. Only your touch. You are my… You are the other part of my pact. Your hands wield me, so only your hands can cleanse me.”

This “mageblade pact” grew stranger with each fact he learned about it. Even so, he was starting to glean why Ruby had been so hesitant to reveal that she was corrupted and that she knew a way he might help with that.

“If I touch your corruption, will it infect me?”

“No!” She looked horrified he’d even think that. “Your magic… it is not like my magic, and when I absorbed the corruption into my body, I rendered it inert. As I told you, it is merely an inconvenience, like a bad cold. You do not have to cleanse me.”

“But I want to cleanse you. So, if I brush that purple ink off you, it will cleanse you?”

“Yes.”

Trent took her hand in his and forced her palm flat, then, after a moment of examination, traced his fingers across her palm. The purple, watery ink adhered to his fingers for a moment, like mud. When he brushed his fingers together, it drifted off as purple dust.

As Trent repeated the gesture several times, he marveled at the sight of tiny motes of glittering purple snowflakes that melted in the air. As he stroked her palm clean, Ruby shuddered visibly. As she unleashed a soft moan, his eyes snapped to hers.

This was far different from the drunken groan he’d heard earlier. This moan was better. He frowned in reproach as he once again met Ruby’s eyes.

“That’s it?”

She blushed brightly and looked away. “That is but a trace of the corruption.”

“So, there’s more?”

“Yes.”

“But you can push it out of your body? Is that what you just did? You excrete it?”

Her face turned almost as crimson as her hair. “Please don’t use that term!”

He held back a chuckle for her benefit. “Sorry. Let’s say… you can expel the corruption in your body through your skin. And then, all I have to do is wipe it off you?”

“Yes.” One boot tip turned nervously. “But you must understand, the corruption is not simply within my hand. It infects my whole being.”

“In other words, more parts of your body than your palm.”

“Yes.”

“So, what you’re saying is, I will have to brush this purple ink off your entire body?”

Her shoulders hunched. “Now you see why I must do this on my own.”

“No. I’m cleansing you tonight.”

As her eyes met his again, she bit her lip. “But won’t that…”

He knew she was likely nervous about being touched, and he was nervous about touching her, but still, they had a way to cure her. “Won’t it what?”

“Earlier, when I offered my body to you by our supper, you said… you are promised to Bethany. You said you would only do such things as I suggested with Bethany.”

Trent released her hand. “Now I see.”

She clutched her hands at her waist. “You need not compromise your loyalty to Bethany for my benefit. I will endure until the corruption passes.”

“Ruby, we’re friends.”

She peered up at him past her hair. “Do friends touch each other’s naked bodies?”

“That was different. That was…” He paused to decide how best to explain the distinction to her. “You touched me with the intent to pleasure me. That is not my intent with you.”

“It isn’t?”

“No. If I need to brush that purple corruption off of you, even… all of you… that doesn’t mean it has to be sexual. You are my mageblade, and I am your partner and friend. What kind of friend would let you suffer like this when I could help you so easily?”

“So, you will cleanse me? Even though it requires touch?”

He smiled the warmest, gentlest smile he could manage. “Of course I will. I owe you my life for getting me out of Whitebridge. Just because I denied you… that… earlier tonight doesn’t mean I can’t help you now. A good swordsman always cleans his blade.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “You’re certain touching me won’t break your oath to Bethany?”

“The only thing that would upset Beth is if she learned I could have cured your nasty cold with a brush of my fingers and said no. If I did that, she would hurt me.”

Ruby gasped and clutched his hands. “She would injure you?”

Trent chuckled. “I mean… not literally. But she would slap me more than once, and I suspect I’d get a cold shoulder for more than a week.”

“And that would not injure you?”

“No. Beth would just be expressing displeasure with me for being a boor, and I’d deserve it because I let a woman as loyal as you suffer for no good reason.” He took her other hand. “Now, expel the corruption in this hand. Just as you did with the first.”

Ruby raised her other palm up and focused. More purple raindrops emerged from her skin in droplets. Like water, they pooled in the tender wrinkles of her palm. Trent brushed it away with his fingertips. He flicked away motes of glittering light, and again, Ruby moaned.

He smiled at her. “Better?”

“Yes. But there’s quite a bit more to go.”

“We’d best get started, then.”

“And you will not be uncomfortable if I remove my armor in front of you? And… my clothing? I will have to disrobe if you are to cleanse me.”

Trent had to admit that having Ruby get naked would make things awkward between them, but he wasn’t about to admit that to her. She was obviously this close to refusing to let him cleanse her out of embarrassment or worry. He refused to let her suffer on his account.

“You being naked won’t make me uncomfortable. You’re my mageblade, and I’m your wielder. Cleaning you after a hard battle is my job.”

She sighed happily and pulled her hand away. “Thank you.”

“Of course. Would you like me to help you with your armor?”

“Please! The armor you chose for me is so limiting. If you truly are comfortable with seeing me in less clothing, you should allow me to wear my silken top rather than this more constricting cuirass. My bare skin is tougher than this armor.”

“We’ll discuss it. Now, let’s get this off you and get you cleansed.”

Ruby obediently spread her arms out to her sides as Trent worked the clasps on her armor. He loosened it with the same nimble fingers that had picked a dozen locks. Once her cuirass was loose enough, he lifted it off her. That left her clad only in the thin white tunic she’d pulled from the armory. With her armor now off her, he saw it was soaked in sweat.

Her inner tunic had all but adhered to her flesh. It clung so tightly to her that it might as well be a second skin. Past her narrow waist, he could see the curvature of her perky breasts beneath her raised arms. He did his best to keep his gaze elsewhere.

He eyed her back with disapproval. “You have a fever, don’t you?”

“Not as you do. But… I suppose the symptoms of processing corruption are similar.”

“No more fever and coughing for you. Now, tunic next.”

“Could you… Could you remove it for me? I am still not used to the clothing you chose for me, and it is so flimsy! It is all we have, and I do not want to rip it by mistake.”

Given how strong Ruby was… she could easily bend iron bars… Trent supposed it would be trivial for her to tear apart this tunic, especially if it was stuck as firmly to her skin as it appeared. They had already agreed this would be strange. No need to dwell on specifics.

“Very well. Keep your arms out like that.”

Trent carefully peeled Ruby’s linen tunic off her body, starting from above her waist. He tweaked and rolled the damp fabric to reveal inch after inch of sweaty, glistening skin. The line up the middle of Ruby’s back exposed her tense muscles. As Trent worked the fabric upward, he did all he could to keep his eyes focused on the curly red hair cascading down her back.

As he rolled the tunic high enough to slip it off her, Ruby lifted her arms above her head. Again, as her raised arms lifted her perky breasts enticingly, he struggled to keep his eyes where they should be. He mentally cursed as he felt himself growing stiff.

His body shouldn’t respond this way. Simply cleaning his sword… and Ruby was a sword, at least in her other form… shouldn’t excite him like this. Not unless he was some sort of freak who got hard while wiping an enemy’s blood off his sword.

Still, perhaps he could forgive his body just this once. Trent knew, factually, what he was doing… he was removing Ruby’s clothing to cleanse her of corruption… but all his body knew was that he was stripping a sweat-soaked tunic off a gorgeous woman desperate for his cock. He couldn’t expect his body to appreciate such a subtle distinction, could he?

Once he had her tunic off her, Ruby clutched her arms around her chest once more. Still, her sigh sounded like it was more of relief than worry.

Trent saw goosebumps rising on her back. “Are you cold?”

“A little. But I’ll be fine, Trent.

“Then let’s take care of you. The sooner we get you cleansed, the sooner you can get warm again. Now, expel everything you can.”

“It… could be a lot.”

“I told you, we’re going to cleanse all of it. Focus on pushing it out.”

Still with her back to him, she squeezed her arms around her torso tighter. Trent was relieved as droplets of purple bubbled from the pores of her back, everywhere from the top of her neck down to the small of her bare back. He trailed two fingers across her shoulder blades.

Purple wet slipped off her and erupted into purple flakes before vanishing, and Ruby clutched herself tightly and moaned. Trent proceeded to clean her relentlessly, and soon realized that he didn’t have to be so precise. He could use his full hand and the entirety of his palm… basically, his whole hand… to wipe her off. That made it much faster.

Cleaning her entire back, and then her arms in their entirety, was not at all difficult. He simply had to sweep his palms across her flesh and the purple ink would adhere to his fingers and palms, at which point he could brush them together and dispel it like loose flour. It was like rubbing soap on her skin that turned to powder as he wiped it off her.

The way Ruby moaned and trembled as he brushed his palms across her bare skin remained distracting. She kept rubbing her thighs together. All of this was also unpleasant for his aching cock, which remained trapped in his woolen pants. To help her, he would endure.

They were both breathing hard by the time he finished with her back and her arms, but afterward, her skin gleamed like she’d just come out of a stream. Any trace of pallor he’d seen before was gone now. Her clear and beautiful skin looked vibrant.

Trent forced a grin. “See? Not so bad!”

Ruby giggled nervously. “I feel so much better now. But… we still have to do the front.”

“I’ll close my eyes, and you can guide me.”

“No!” She spun about at once, and before Trent could consider any other options, he got a full view of her gorgeous front… and her supple breasts. Both beckoned to him in the moonlight and glistened with sweat. Her pink nipples were like two pointed acorns.

Ruby firmed her stance. “This is not sexual! You are simply cleaning me. So… clean?”

Trent fixed his eyes on her face. “Right. You’re absolutely right.”

Ruby tensed and focused. Purple droplets emerged from pores all over her stomach and up her abdomen, rolling around and pooling beneath her breasts. Trent brushed both palms across her midriff, grateful that wiping the corruption off her was no more difficult than wiping a thin layer of snow off a boot. At least this fluid was warm.

As he dutifully worked her way up her sides, she trembled but remained silent. When he finally grew brave enough to slide his palms beneath and around her breasts, however, she cried out loud enough to leave his ears ringing.

He stepped back and stared in alarm. “Are you all right?”

“Yes! It’s just so intense!”

“Like pain? Intense pain?”

“No, not pain.” She was breathing so hard that the rise and fall of her chest was impossibly distracting. “There is certainly no pain.”

“Then… can I finish cleansing you?”

Trent was now so hard he felt like he might burst out of his woolen sleep pants. He knew his bulge was noticeable, but so long as she kept her eyes closed as tightly as they were now, Ruby wouldn’t notice. He needed to get this over with.

She pressed her beautiful red lips together. “Yes. Please. Finish.”

Purple corruption remained on much of her breasts and was actually… dripping… off her nipples. He couldn’t get distracted. Trent expertly ran his palms up and around her sides, over and around her breasts, and finally, lightly traced his fingertips around her nipples.

All that escaped Ruby was the softest of moans. But from the way her thighs rubbed desperately together and the way she clutched her arms around her waist, with her lips tight and her eyes squeezed shut, he knew no pain was involved. This was pleasure.

That was it for her upper half. He had cleansed her of half of her corruption. Now all he had to do was her legs and then… everything else. Could he do that? He had promised to.

Still, what would Bethany think when he told her what it took to clean his sword?


Chapter Twelve




Trent stepped forward. “Your face next, Ruby. Let me clean your face.”

Her brow furrowed. Purple droplets rolled out of her forehead and cheeks, and Trent gently wiped them away. He stroked her forehead, and her cheeks, and her chin, and her lips. She moaned breathily as he cleansed her. Suddenly, she clutched his hand.

Wary of being tackled again, he still allowed her to hold his palm. “Still doing all right?”

“Yes.” As she opened her bright blue eyes, she stared at him with so much desperate need he couldn’t move. “But I cannot help but want you, Trent.”

“Want what? This isn’t sexual.”

“That is a lie. It was… I did not want it to be so, but it is. And now, I want you so badly my body burns. I want your kiss, your touch, and your cock inside me. I want you to do what you’ve done with your tongue and your hands, then rut inside me until your release.”

Trent’s mouth opened a bit more with each word from Ruby’s. She certainly had been… forward… earlier, around the campfire, but this was a whole new level of honesty. Only Bethany had ever made him feel this desired, and Ruby was close to surpassing her.

Ruby released his hand and stepped back. “But we can’t! Bethany is yours and you are hers, and I cannot be yours if you are hers. You have done enough for me. Really, I feel so much better. I do not think much corruption remains, and I can⁠—”

Trent snatched her hands again. “We started this. We’re going to finish it.”

“But what of how I feel? My carnal desire for you?”

“How you feel is fine. It’s normal and natural. It’s…” He set his jaw. “I feel the same.”

She gasped. “You desire sex with me? But you said we could not!”

“Ruby, I’d have to be soulless not to want you. You are an incredibly attractive woman, and the fact that you care so much for me also makes me care deeply for you. But we are not slaves of our bodies. Just because I want you doesn’t mean I can’t control myself.

“But how?”

“First, be honest with me. When I cleanse you, does it feel good?”

“Yes. It feels so good, Trent.”

“How good? As good as a warm shower? Or something more intimate?”

“The pleasure is more of a gradual rise, and it comes and goes as your hands cleanse my corruption. But… yes. I have climaxed five times since you began touching me.”

He gawked. “Really? That many times?”

“Yes.”

“I had no idea!”

She blushed brightly. “I didn’t want you to know. We agreed this would not be sexual.”

“It might be a bit late for that now.”

She looked so adorably conflicted. “What of your oath to Bethany?”

“It’s less of an oath than a mutual spoken agreement, and… what I said earlier tonight remains true. You were sick, and this was the only way to cure you. When we see Beth, I’ll just… I’ll explain about your cough, and your fever, and the pain. We’ll explain this to her together, and once she knows why we had to do it, I’m certain she’ll forgive me.”

Ruby smiled brilliantly. “I know no reason she wouldn’t! You are such a good man.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. But even if you want me now, we decide how to use our bodies. There’s nothing to be gained from leaving you sick, and I want you to feel better. So, strip off those pants. I’ll cleanse your feet, then your legs, then… anywhere else you need.”

Ruby gripped his forearm with her other hand and looked down at her feet. “If you do that to me, I may orgasm several times.”

“Then that’s just something we’ll have to accept as part of the cleansing.”

With a breathy sigh, Ruby dropped to her knees. “Thank you, Trent. You are a wonderful master.”

“Friend, not master. And I told you, you don’t need to thank me for taking care of you. I’ll always take care of you. Now… pants off. We’ll get you cleansed.”

She eagerly wriggled in a sitting position, breasts swaying, as she shimmied out of her tight leather pants. Trent gave up on looking anywhere but where his eyes desired. They were so far past the need for modesty at this point. If only his stiffened cock would accept that!

Once Ruby finished stripping off her pants, only her thin red panties remained. She stretched out both legs and rested her palms on the grass, then stared up at him with hopeful eyes. Her bare breasts gleamed in the moonlight, her skin healthy and perfect.

“I am very grateful, but… what of your needs? I can see you have needs.”

“I’ll worry about my needs. We’re focused on you now. So, can I finish cleansing you?”

She spread her legs into a Y, stretched both legs out and straight, and smiled shyly up at him. “Why don’t you start with my feet?”

Trent knelt at her feet and waited as the purple ink bubbled out, then slicked it away. When she thrashed and giggled helplessly, he couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re ticklish?”

“Everyone is ticklish down there!”

“I suppose that’s true. Now hold still, dammit.”

It took both of their efforts to keep her sensitive feet still as he cleansed them, but finally, as she dissolved into another fit of giggles, they were clean. Her smooth calves came next. Trent brushed the corruption off her flesh with ease.

Ruby trembled at his every touch. She bit her lip as her blue eyes remained locked with his. Even so, no moans escaped her lips. Even when he brushed the corruption off the outside of her thighs, and then the insides, she endured. She instinctively spread her legs for him.

He took one calming breath. “Now, panties off.”

She pressed her knees together, tucked her fingers into her panties, and slid them off so fast he barely saw the motion. She then settled her legs back as they had been, spread out in a Y. A tuft of red hair glistened where he expected.

Trent stared shamelessly, unable to help himself, but it wasn’t time for that yet. He had to clean everything else first. That seemed like the best way to approach this.

He pointed a finger and made a circle. “Roll over. I need to do your ass.”

She giggled as she languidly rolled over, resting on her elbows with her lovely breasts dangling in plain view. “No more concerns about modesty?”

“We are so far past modesty. Let’s cleanse that corruption.”

As droplets of purple ink glistened on her bare ass, Trent flicked them off with a few practiced brushes of his palms. Her skin was so slick, and it was so tempting to spank her… her full, round ass was begging for it… but he refused. Still, she swallowed her moans.

As she panted heavily with his touch, Trent looked her over from head to toes and nodded. She might be in the form of a human, but she now gleamed just like a freshly polished sword. He was proud of what they’d accomplished.

Even so, the sight of her naked body remained torturously arousing. The fact that she would eagerly let him use her however he liked made it worse. Trent sat back.

“Roll back over now. It’s time for the last of it.”

She rolled back over, and then, eyes locked with his, she shyly spread her legs once more. As she stared up at him, she took deep breaths and smiled so warmly it melted his heart. He’d never imagined any woman could look this innocent and alluring… save Bethany.

“Thank you for doing this.”

“As we’ve established, it’s my job.”

“It’s not only that. It proves once more I can trust you with everything I have.”

“I’d hope so, after all this.”

“Not just with my cleansing. With my blade, my body, and my soul. Given how badly I want you, you could have used me dozens of ways tonight. I would have begged you for more. Yet even now, you control yourself because you love her. You love Bethany.”

“I really do.” In that moment, Trent felt rather proud of himself.

“So, serving a man who shows such loyalty to his woman makes me feel even more fortunate to be your mageblade. Your unshakable loyalty to Bethany is just one more aspect of a man I greatly respect, like your concern for the lives of others in your city watch and your sacrifice to save Princess Victoria. I fear… I find you irresistible.”

“I’m sorry if I’m irresistible to you. That was never my intent.”

“You can no more change who you are than I can change my nature, and as you have said, we control our bodies. I may desire you, but I can control myself, and I will do so to honor Bethany. Now… I am ready for you to finish with me.”

Trent looked once more between her legs. “Is it inside?”

“No. Not there. Never there, only on my skin. You need only brush me lightly now.”

Trent rested his palm beside her leg and leaned close. He marveled at how her perfect, perky breasts rose and fell, but not for long. Her red hair drifted in the wind. He stared into her lovely blue eyes, entranced by how they glistened in the moonlight.

She was his to protect. “I’m ready.”

She stared at him with intoxicating intensity. “As am I.”

As he had before, Trent traced his fingertips along her inner thighs, then traced the flat of his palm between her legs. He felt a great deal of wetness there, most of which he suspected had nothing to do with the corruption. That, too, was natural.

Before he could pull his hand away, Ruby slammed onto her back. As her thighs clenched around his hand and her back arched, she moaned loudly enough it might travel to the stream. He couldn’t have pulled his hand away if he’d wanted to. She was so strong!

Trent let her grind away on his palm as she writhed and eagerly ravished her own breasts. Her chest heaved. After all this buildup, it would have been a crime not to let her finish. Finally, as her moans grew soft and her body went limp, her thighs released his hand.

He raised his hand and rubbed his fingers together. Purple snowflakes rose and drifted on the wind, then melted. The corruption inside her was gone. Every last mote.

Ruby remained flat on her back, with her arms out and her legs still slightly spread. Her chest rose and fell, but it was more the exhausted breathing that followed an incredibly intense experience than the throes of passion. She looked content.

Trent leaned close. “Is that better?”

Eyes closed, she smiled brilliantly. “I feel perfect. Thank you, Master.”

“Remember, I told you to call me Trent.”

“I know.” Each breath she took did wonders for her bare chest. “But we both know what I mean when I say your name.”


Chapter Thirteen




After Ruby recovered enough from her cleansing to dress and once more take the watch, Trent crawled back into his tent. He had just made Ruby orgasm at least eight times, whether he’d intended to or not, and after touching her, he now knew every bit of her lovely body as well as he knew Bethany’s. Ruby’s orgasmic moans remained lodged inside his brain.

There was no way he could get to sleep after doing that with her… not without taking care of his own needs… so as quietly as he could, in his bedroll, he saw to those. He started by picturing all the times he’d been with Bethany, but images of Ruby kept intruding. Her wet red lips. Her long legs. Her desperate, needy cries as she bucked against his hand.

Try as he might to focus only on Bethany, she and Ruby did battle in his mind… though it wasn’t really battle. There was wrestling. And some kissing involved as well, and a few other activities Trent would never reveal to anyone. Yet, thanks to all his pent up need from cleansing his mageblade of corruption, he finished quickly and soon fell into a deep sleep.

The next day he rose shortly after sunrise, feeling more refreshed than he expected. He poked his head out of the tent and found Ruby standing resolutely at attention. As her eyes alertly swept the field, she looked like she’d had a wonderful night’s sleep.

Her vibrant skin gleamed in the morning light, and her long red hair trailed away in the wind. She had donned the armor he’d stolen for her despite mentioning it was constricting, and it looked as good on her today as it had yesterday. She offered him a contented gaze.

“Good morning, Trent. How did you sleep?”

“Very well, thank you.”

She smiled knowingly. “Thank you for last night. I feel rejuvenated.”

“I was glad to do that for you. Still, it’s been a few days, and since we’ll be in Kallowhorn by tomorrow, I’d like to freshen up before I meet my parents and Bethany. So, I’m going to go down to the stream and wash up. Can you keep watch for me?”

Her smile turned coy. “You wish me to keep watch while you bathe?”

“Yes. And you can bathe as well, but only after I finish.”

“Do you intend to watch me while I bathe?”

“I intend to keep an eye out for threats. That’s my only goal.”

She turned solemn. “You will never come to harm while I am near.”

“I believe you. Now, let’s go get clean.”

Once they reached the shallow stream, it was colder than Trent liked. Even so, he was covered in three days of dirt and grime from the road, not to mention however much he’d sweated while confined in the dungeon of Castle Guileford. He stripped and scrubbed.

He couldn’t fail to notice that Ruby spent far more time watching him than watching their surroundings. He didn’t berate her. She had already admitted she found him irresistible, and she had also promised she would control herself. It was fine for her to look.

Once he was clean from his matted black hair to his calloused feet, Trent stepped ashore and shook himself off, then got dressed in his woolen sleep clothes. They would soak up water like towels, and he could dry them tonight by the fire. He looked at Ruby.

“You can bathe now, if you like.”

She stepped forward. “Could you help me undress?”

Last night’s cleansing had left them far past any concern for modesty. He helped her with her armor, then her tunic, which he was grateful to see slipped off easily. She was no longer sweating profusely, which meant she was not running a fever.

She eagerly slipped off her pants and her panties, and as she bent over, she gave him quite the show. Intentional? Probably. There was nothing wrong with simply looking at her.

Once naked she strode off, red hair bouncing just above her tight, round ass, and splashed into the stream. She dropped into it, splashing water on her naked body and rubbing herself down. As much as Trent wanted to watch for threats, he, too, looked.

Ruby never looked up. She never looked in his direction. But the way she cleaned herself—with her hands languidly coursing over her intimate parts far more than seemed strictly necessary—had to be for his benefit. He took in all she offered.

As he’d said, only a soulless could look at Ruby and not desire her.

Once she was clean, she rose from the stream and walked toward him. Trent watched her without shame. Her lovely breasts and hips swayed as she approached. Her warm blue eyes remained fixed on him, and, still dripping wet, she smiled as she arrived.

“Help me dress?”

Once again, it was a reasonable request.

After they were both clean, they returned to their camp site and packed up. Trent packed his tent, its stakes, his sleep clothes, and everything else he could fit into his pack. They then set off toward the Kelarin mountains, and as they walked, Trent found an unexpected spring in his step. A full meal had recharged him, and Ruby’s cleansing had restored her.

Even so, he asked her to turn into a sword just past mid-morning. She had stood watch an entire night last night, and he wanted her well-rested for tonight’s watch. He wouldn’t begrudge her the chance to take care of him, but he wanted her rested and refreshed.

With Ruby on his back in rapier form, he could move faster and more freely. He used his decades of experience in the wilds, and his stamina, to make up time. He gathered berries on the way, then stopped past midday to consume them. Mid-afternoon came and passed.

Unfortunately, Trent failed to find another watering hole or more deer. As darkness approached, he decided they would make camp in a small copse of dense trees in the shadow of the Kelarin Mountains and the Blackwood. As tempting as it was to press on… if he walked all night, he could reach Kallowhorn with first light… the Blackwood grew dangerous at night.

Natural predators such as wolves and bears were present in the woods that now separated him from Kallowhorn, but chaos beasts traveled further from the old battlefields each year. Kallowhorn’s people had settled just past this forest, with the Kelarin Mountains to guard their backs, because soulless refused to enter the Blackwood.

No one knew why, and no one could say the Blackwood was sinister, exactly. But there was certainly something unusual about this forest, something that caused soulless to wander elsewhere when they approached. Best not to brace whatever that was at night.

Trent paused at a suitable clearing and drew Ruby, then stretched and called for her. “Ruby, return!” After another bright flash of magic, his loyal mageblade was back.

She looked around at the clearing and smiled in approval. “Those mountains look so much bigger now! You made wonderful time. We will reach Kallowhorn tomorrow?”

“By midday if we set off at sunrise, and then we can get a real meal.”

“I look forward to seeing where you grew up. And…” She eyed him with such hopeful sincerity he couldn’t help but smile. “Will I meet your parents?”

He smiled at thoughts of Pace and Marika. “If they’re around. Everyone in Kallowhorn’s a bit of a free spirit… comes from being nomads for so many generations… so, for all I know, my parents might be off on their own adventure. I was the only thing tying them down.”

“You tied them down?”

“I mean… not literally. They chose to have a child, and they took care of me. But I’m a man now, so they’re free to explore as they please. If we see them, I’ll introduce you.”

“And your Bethany? You’re certain she will be there?”

“I am, but we should talk about her later. We need to set up camp before dark.”

“Of course.” Ruby glanced up at the darkening sky. “I will have one last look around.”

After she left, Trent dug out a fire pit from scratch. They might not have meat to cook, but he could tell it was going to be a cold night. He barely finished setting up his tent and arranging the pit before the sun set, then smiled as Ruby returned. She had tinder and sticks.

She’d anticipated what he needed without being asked. Trent suspected the only thing holding her back from doing more was her lack of life experience. She was a quick learner, and he hoped that the more life he shared with her, the more she would come into her own.

They got a fire going soon after dark, and the warmth and light was a relief. Trent’s stomach grumbled once more, and Ruby looked at him sympathetically. She sat all the way across the fire from him, even though he knew she longed to sit much closer.

“I am sorry we could not find more food for you.”

“It’s fine. I imagine you’re hungry as well.”

“Only a little. I do not require as much food as you do.”

“Really?” He was glad to have something to focus on other than the fact that she remained gorgeous and available. “Is that because of your enchantment?”

“I believe so. When in human form I have human needs, but those are suspended when I am a sword. So perhaps I am less hungry because I am human for fewer hours than you?”

“That almost makes sense. I suppose that’s also a strategy we can rely on if we grow truly desperate. If we only have enough food for one person, you can turn into a sword. I’ll carry you wherever we’re going and feed myself.”

Ruby smiled warmly. “I am glad you will get to see Bethany soon. I know you must greatly desire sex with her. Especially after…” She blushed and looked away.

“After I listened to you orgasm eight times last night?”

“I am sorry if that made you uncomfortable.”

“My choice, and it didn’t. I’m just glad you’re feeling better. No corruption?”

“None. I feel wonderful even now!”

“I’m glad. I am curious, though. I’d like to know more about Sapphire and Emerald. They’d be your age now? Three hundred and twenty?”

“Thereabouts. I believe Sapphire was two years older, and Emerald one.”

“So, you were the baby of the group.”

“I was… No, I was twenty when I was enchanted.”

“I mean in terms of relative age. You were the youngest of the three.”

“Oh! Yes. Though we were so close in age it didn’t really matter.”

“So how did you end up with the Randolf family? There has to be a story behind that.”

Ruby brightened. “I did ask Princess Victoria about my origins, as I was very curious when I awoke! Would you like to know what she told me?”

Trent eagerly leaned forward. “Absolutely! What did she say?”

“After research, she learned from royal histories and ledgers that I was… commissioned… by one of her ancestors many generations back. While it was not easy, Princess Victoria pieced together the origin of my enchantment from various journals and sources.”

“So, what did she learn?”

“I was commissioned by a Lord Randolf over three-hundred years ago. He was not the ruler of Whitebridge, but he was among the king’s most trusted advisors. Princess Victoria believes it was common for men of his station to commission magic blades in that time.”

“Because mages hadn’t ruined the world yet. Were mageblades common back then?”

“Princess Victoria does not believe so. In fact, it is her belief that the enchanter who enchanted me and my sisters was the only mage who ever learned to enchant mageblades. He guarded his secrets zealously. Lord Randolf paid a king’s ransom to commission me.”

“I suppose once you have more wealth than you can spend in one lifetime, cost becomes relative. All that matters is that you have more interesting toys than your wealthy peers. But you say you don’t remember much from that time?”

“No. I vaguely remember being enchanted, but when I next opened my eyes, I was staring into the eyes of Princess Victoria. I have no memory of the centuries between. I was rather surprised when she told me what year it was.”

“So, Lord Randolf commissioned you, and then you slept for three-hundred years? Did he not know what you could do? Did he find another magic sword?”

“Princess Victoria said accounts differ. However, after reviewing them, it is her belief that Lord Randolf commissioned me not for himself, but for his firstborn son. His heir.”

“He commissioned a beautiful redheaded mageblade for his son?”

She blushed bright red. “It pleases me to know you see me as beautiful, but… yes.”

As he considered this, Trent frowned at all the reasons a father might choose a woman like Ruby to be enchanted to serve his son. He didn’t like any of them, especially now that he knew more about her. Yet she had slept for three-hundred years. How?

“So, his son couldn’t awaken you? He lacked potential?”

“That is Princess Victoria’s belief. At the time, one could only serve the royal family if one had magical potential. Lord Randolf did, and he swore his son had potential as well.”

Trent could guess what happened next. “He was lying about that?”

“That is Princess Victoria’s belief, though as I said, accounts and journals differ. Official accounts say the son did have magical potential, but even so, he could not awaken me.”

“So, Lord Randolf spent the price of a small town on commissioning you, a unique mageblade for his son, and then that son couldn’t even wield you properly. What an idiot.”

“It grows worse.”

“How could it be worse?”

“Lord Randolf… according to the records Victoria found… claimed fraud. He insisted that his son had magical potential, and even had his son activate a magical relic to prove it.”

“Under controlled circumstances, I’d bet. I’m starting to see where this all went wrong. So, Lord Randolf claimed the enchanter swindled him when he provided you?”

“Lord Randolf’s heir could not continue to serve the king of Whitebridge as an advisor unless he had magical potential. Had Randolf’s heir been proven to lack such potential, Lord Randolf’s influence and wealth would wane soon after his death.”

“Lord Randolf claimed you were the problem, not his son. Typical noble.”

Ruby tilted her head. “Do you not like nobles?”

“I find them unpleasant.”

“But Princess Victoria is of a noble house.”

“She’s different. She’s one of the good ones.”

Ruby smiled before her features turned serious again. “To punish the enchanter for accepting a payment equal to a small town to create a false mageblade, Lord Randolf ordered him executed. As he had the ear of the king, the full weight of Dalry came down upon the man.”

Trent winced. “While I still believe the mage who enchanted you was a monster, I have to sympathize there. He did good work for Lord Randolf, and then Randolf betrayed him.”

“That is what some controversial accounts of the time claim. The enchanter was powerful, of course, and also rich, so he was no easy mark. He escaped Lord Randolf’s soldiers, but he could not bring his monastery with him when he fled.”

“And Randolf’s hunters burned it to the ground. I’m sorry, Ruby.”

“I was not there.”

“No, but it was still your home for better or worse. I’m sorry you can’t see it again.”

“Three hundred years have passed. It would not be the same.”

“So did Lord Randolf ever catch the enchanter?”

“I only know what Princess Victoria uncovered. The king named the enchanter a fraud and swindler, and so he never worked again… according to accounts. I also know that other than me, Sapphire, and Emerald, no other mageblades surface in the histories.”

“So, since the enchanter was never heard from again, he either hid until he died or Randolf’s soldiers killed him. As for you, Lord Randolf hid you away in his private vault and ensured no one could ever touch you. If anyone with potential got ahold of you and awakened you, you’d prove he lied about his son’s potential. His lies would come crashing down.”

Ruby nodded sagely. “That is also what Princess Victoria concluded. We met when she uncovered me in her mother’s ancestral vault. There… I opened my eyes.”

“When she wielded you as a sword. She had the magical potential to awaken you.”

“She was rather surprised when I appeared, but very kind. She was also sympathetic once she learned how long ago I went to sleep. Even so, even having just met me, she promised to keep me safe. She promised I would never sleep so long again.”

“That’s the princess I met. Too bad she gave you to me.”

“Not bad! I thank her for bequeathing me to you every day. You earned me when you offered to die for her, and I could not imagine serving any other… Trent.”

“I didn’t plan to die. I mean, I hadn’t resigned myself to that. I just knew I couldn’t let anyone follow her through that portal. Her Queen’s Guard would have done the same.”

“At least one of her Queen’s Guard betrayed her. You did not. You earned my loyalty through your deeds and nobility, Sir Marston. For this, I will forever respect you.”

Trent rolled that concept over and over in his mind. “I still need to get used to my new title. So, when do I get my own estate?”

“I’m certain Princess Victoria will bequeath you one as soon as she is crowned.”

Trent scratched his now stubbled chin as the truth of her words settled in. “I suppose that’s something to look forward to. My own estate in Whitebridge… if Princess Victoria claims her crown. Until then, I suppose you and I will just have to survive out here on our own.”

“You do not plan to find her and protect her?”

“I don’t know if that’s the best idea.”

She now eyed him with trepidation. “I find it odd that you would hesitate. It is not⁠—”

“Knightly?”

She sat back and watched placidly. “You must have a good reason. What is it?”

Trent smiled warmly at her again. “I appreciate you not assuming the worst about me. And yes, I do have a good reason not to rush back to Princess Victoria.”

Ruby listened raptly.

“By this time, King Tallun has put bounty posters with my face up all over Whitebridge. In the past four days, he’s spread the news to other towns. The more the news spreads, the more I will become known across Dalry as the man who murdered the crown princess.”

“But that is all the more reason to go to her! She can prove your innocence!”

“Can she? She secretly fled the city, and King Tallun then made a royal statement assuring everyone I murdered her. My impression was that her only allies were outside Whitebridge. If she had allies inside the city she could trust, she would never have fled.”

“But if she returns to the city⁠—”

“King Tallun could claim she was an imposter, or a woman who used magic to change her appearance, or any number of absurd claims. If it became known Tallun lied about the princess being dead six months before she was to take his crown, no amount of politicking could allow him to hold onto power. He’d be hung or beheaded before the day was out.”

“But if you return to Princess Victoria, we could protect her!”

“Or endanger her. I’m no expert on politics, but right now, King Tallun wants us both dead. So long as both of us are alive, he has to split his resources. Rather than having every bounty hunter in Dalry hunting her, or me, they have to split across the realm.”

Ruby’s eyes widened. “You wish to act as a decoy?”

“I think that would be wise. If I return to Victoria now, I could lead any bounty hunters who’ve already got my scent straight to her. She fled to the Cridor Republic, which is all the way across the sea, but she and I are the only people who know where she went that night. If I sail across the sea to find her, King Tallun could track me and figure out where Victoria has gone.”

Ruby nodded sagely. “Also, Aramore’s port is heavily patrolled.”

Trent was surprised Ruby knew the name of the largest port in Hesia, but Aramore had been around for over three hundred years, so her knowledge made sense. While Dalry and Hesia had allied after Queen Agnes married King Tallun, Hesia was still more loyal to Tallun than Agnes or her daughter. Trent had no doubt where Hesia’s loyalty would fall.

“That’s right, Ruby. Tallun’s spread my name and face far and wide. Even if I did make it across the sea, Tallun could then bring all his forces to bear on us. A single target.”

Ruby wrung her hands as she stared longingly at him. “You truly are her loyal knight.”

“I’m just a man, but I’ve seen enough politicking to glean the basics of how it works. While running straight back to the princess might be the safest thing for me, it might not be the safest thing for her. The farther afield I draw Tallun’s hunters, the more time I can buy Victoria to solidify her power and reclaim her throne. Once she calls for me, I’ll come.”

Ruby beamed at him. “You are also very wise.”

“I guess… thanks?”

From the side of the campfire directly behind Ruby, a twig cracked.

Trent was on his feet at once. “Ruby, sword!”

As he reached out, crimson light enveloped Ruby. One magical burst later his mageblade was in his hand. He already felt used to her.

Before Trent could ascertain what had made the sound, the slim edge of a warm hand brushed his neck. He froze with his arm still extended and Ruby facing the wrong way. Hot breath touched his ear, and then a lovely voice weakened his knees.

Bethany kissed his earlobe. “Really, love? You fell for that old trick?”


Chapter Fourteen




Trent froze in Bethany’s grip. He could feel everything now… her round breasts flattened against his back, her arm around his waist with his fingers barely touching his hip, and the edge of her palm as his neck. She was pretending that edge was a knife.

This was a game they had always played before he left for the Vespers—hide and hunt—and Bethany had always been the better hunter. While Trent had gotten the best of her more than once, he’d long suspected that, every so often, she allowed him to win. That way, he could pounce on her from behind. He’d pin her down the same way she loved to pin him.

Bethany’s lips tickled his ear. “You have acquired a new sword.”

Trent didn’t dare turn around. “I did.”

Her warm hand gripped his hip and then traced slowly across his belly, leaving all sorts of tingles above and below. “A magic sword.”

“I suppose that is obvious.”

“So, what finally brings you home, love?” She lightly nibbled on his neck. “Was it me?”

The moment her embrace shifted to fondle him, he felt the opening he needed. He dived out of her grip and spun around while tossing Ruby to the ground at the same time. He didn’t want to accidentally prick Bethany… at least, not with his magic sword.

Bethany wore a brown forest tunic that rose to her neck and leather pants, as well as sturdy boots. Two long knives were sheathed on the belt hugging her shapely hips, but Trent knew those would not come out unless she wished them to. This contest would involve hands.

His first love was shorter than Ruby but not as thin, with an athletic body and shapely hips. Her breasts were just a bit larger than Ruby’s, and she often bound them when out hunting… but they were not bound tonight. She kept her waist-length dark hair wound into a tight braid, one he simply loved to grab and pull. Her gray eyes glittered in the dark.

Trent’s beautiful huntress growled as she stalked close. She had always been the better hunter when it came to stealth, but he still dominated her hand-to-hand. They sparred playfully until Trent grew tired of waiting, and then he took the first opening he saw.

His foot effortlessly swept Bethany’s ankle. While she barely kept her balance, she was then unable to stop him from diving into her. They slammed to the grassy ground with her below and him on top. In the space of a breath, he had her pinned to the earth.

Now helpless in his grip, Bethany’s ample chest heaved beneath her thin linen tunic. Her bangs drifted across her face in the gentle wind. The woman he loved grinned up at him.

“I should have finished you when I had the⁠—”

Trent kissed her roughly. She giggled against his lips and gamely attempted to free herself. Trent kept her pinned, forcing his tongue past her lips. She eagerly responded. She wriggled just enough to get her hand free, and then her hand found his cock.

That destroyed any self-control he had left. He hadn’t seen her for a year, and he hadn’t been with his woman for a year. As she stroked him, Trent growled and pinned her against the ground. As she heard his growl, Bethany abruptly went limp in his arms.

His love surrendered. She spread her legs and tucked her hands behind her head, helpless by her choice. As she stared up at him, she made it clear she was his. All his. Her body was his to do with as he liked, and he also knew she would do anything he liked.

He started with her breasts, groping as roughly as he knew she enjoyed. As his hands coursed over her, Ruby’s orgasmic moans echoed in his head. While he had relieved himself in his tent last night, resisting the urge to do anything else with Ruby had been an effort for the ages. Bethany was here for him now, and she was going to make it all better.

Her clothing came off as quickly as his, and he continued to paw at her breasts. He sucked hungrily on her nipples before he slid one hand inside her pants, sliding his fingers into the wetness there. She pushed herself against his hand. Two breathy words escaped her lips.

“Yes. Yours.”

He growled again as he fingered her, then spoke in her ear. “Touch me.”

At his command, she once more resumed stroking his rock-hard length. Somehow he found the presence of mind to get her pants down, and the moment he had them rolled down past her thighs, he shoved himself inside her. She sucked in her breath in delight.

He took her roughly and confidently, the way he knew she loved so much. Only after he’d rutted with her for a time did she struggle, but only long enough to flip him on his back. She stared lovingly down at him as she wriggled entirely out of her pants.

She eagerly gripped his cock and once more slid it inside her. This time, she moaned as he penetrated her. She slammed her hands down on either side of his head and dropped her breasts into his face. Her devoted smile turned naughty.

“I love how you feel. I love you inside me. I’m yours.”

As she eagerly rolled her hips and relentlessly brought him toward release, he kissed and sucked on her lovely breasts. Balancing on one hand, Bethany used the other to stroke and fondle his hair. He could feel how much she cared for him in each touch.

Her eager moans grew along with his. Yet as she clutched his head and he clutched her, she told him what he needed to know. “Enjoy this, love, but warn me.”

Bethany could not be sure now, given her cycle, that he would not get her pregnant. Neither of them was ready for that. Despite the danger of the unexpected, Bethany trusted him implicitly. She offered her body without concern.

Not long after, Trent gripped her hips. “Now, Beth!” He lifted her off him just in time.

She hopped higher to smother his face with her breasts. Her thighs wrapped around his cock, and then she pumped him furiously until he released on the back of her thighs. Trent groaned as Bethany lovingly gave him the release he’d craved last night after he cleansed Ruby.

She held his length between her thighs, gently clenching and relaxing them, until the last of his aftershocks faded. Only then did she slide off his naked body to rest alongside him.

She touched his chin and guided his gaze to hers. “One day, you’ll put a baby in me.”

“One day, I’ll put more than one.”

She giggled. “Every day without you was torture. Are you better now, my love?”

He pushed up and reached for her. “Gods, yes. Let me finish you.”

“You may do anything you wish with me. I’m yours, always. Kiss me hard until I peak.”

As her fingers once more descended, Trent kissed her as eagerly as he had before. She moaned against his lips as one hand worked expertly between her legs. When he grabbed her long braid and pulled it, her back arched as she cried out in audible delight. And when his other hand joined hers between her legs, she willingly gave herself over to his affections.

Trent knew exactly how hard to pull, exactly how hard to kiss, and exactly how much to tease. Under his expert care, Bethany soon went stiff beneath him. She slapped one hand on her own breast as, while his fingers claimed her, she orgasmed loudly in his ear.

“Fuck… yes.”

Bethany collapsed flat on her back, chest heaving as she came down. She laughed in relief and satisfaction. After Trent beckoned, she rolled close and curled up in the crook of his arm. Her braid slapped his arm before it settled across his bicep of its own accord.

Bethany sighed happily. “Gods, I’ve missed you.”

“I can tell.”

“You didn’t miss a step. Did you have many women in Whitebridge?”

He stared at her in surprise. “You know I didn’t.”

“Really? No one?”

“Beth, we promised we’d start a family together.”

She dropped her head to rest against his chest. “Then it’s been a full year for you.”

“Yes! Which was why I was so⁠—”

“Forceful?”

“Yes.”

“I like forceful.” She traced a fingertip along his chest. “Even so, I didn’t expect you to shove it straight between my legs. I expected some mouth action first.”

“I know, but… I needed you, and that. It’s been an interesting few days.”

“Does your child-inducing ardor have anything to do with the beautiful redhead that vanished in a puff of magic after I tossed that rock over your heads?”

Trent winced. “That’s how you made the twig crack.”

“Classic misdirection, love. You know better.” She tossed her braid back and then cuddled close. “And if you are to survive the next few days, you need to be better.”

“What?”

She eased up on one elbow. “You murdered the crown princess. A bold lie.”

He sat up as well. “What have you heard?”

“The first bounty hunter arrived in Kallowhorn at dawn yesterday. When he told us who he’d come for, your father almost killed him on the spot. Your mother reminded him killing one bounty hunter would only draw more, and while the hunter was a boor and insisted on searching your father’s home, he soon accepted that you had not returned. Not yet.”

Trent ground his teeth. “I didn’t think they’d get here so fast.”

“He was the first. I suspect more will be here in the next few days.”

“How did you find me? What are you doing out here this late?”

“I saw your fire. I’ve been camping along the edge of the Blackwood ever since that man arrived. That bounty hunter left, but more will come and many will stay. I couldn’t know if you would return to Kallowhorn, but I had to be ready to intercept you and warn you if you did.”

He hugged her close. “Gods, I love you.”

“And I you.” She eyed him contentedly. “So, what really happened in Whitebridge? You’ve returned with a bounty that could buy our village and a magic sword. How?”

Belatedly, Trent realized he’d tossed away his amazing sword. “I… Wow, this is going to be hard to explain. Would you mind if I woke up my companion?”

“The woman with the crimson hair? You put her to sleep? Is she invisible?”

“She is… look, it’ll be easier if I just show you.”

Bethany nodded. “We should dress first. Wouldn’t want to make her uncomfortable.”

Trent grinned as he remembered. “That’s wise.”

Once they had made themselves presentable, Trent picked up Ruby and walked back to where Bethany had settled by the fire. He knew there were no threats anywhere nearby. She wouldn’t have let him pin her down and fuck her like that if danger remained nearby.

He met Bethany’s gaze once more, then beckoned. She walked over and smiled as she wrapped her arms around his bicep. He needed to make sure Ruby understood.

As Bethany clutched his arm, Trent extended his other arm and looked down the length of the beautiful silver rapier with the ruby in its hilt. “Ruby, return!”

A few paces away, a small tornado of red magic and rose petals erupted and swirled. A moment after that, Ruby once more solidified. She stumbled forward and spun on them both. Her green eyes widened in shock at seeing Bethany, but then a smile split her features.

“You’re Bethany!”

Bethany eyed her curiously but didn’t release Trent’s arm. “Have we met?”

“No, but Trent made clear he was yours. Given how you clutch his arm, I know you must be Bethany. He would allow no other woman to do that.”

Bethany glanced at him and smiled. “He told you I was his?”

“Yes, and he is yours. Only yours.”

Bethany raised one lovely eyebrow. “That’s an interesting way to put it.”

Trent grinned to hide his unease as he considered how best to explain how Ruby had jumped on him by their campfire… and how he’d cleansed her corruption. He focused on what he could explain more easily. Her enchantment.

“How about we all sit around the campfire and talk? First we’ll explain how Ruby is… here… and then I’ll tell you about Whitebridge.”

Bethany patted Trent’s arm and allowed him to lead her back to the fire. “Whitebridge first. While I am curious about this lovely woman, I’m more curious about keeping you safe.”

Trent waited until everyone had settled. “All right. We’ll start there.”

Ruby sat on the other side of the fire, giving them space, and Trent felt vaguely guilty about making her sit so far away. Yet why would he feel guilty? They weren’t together.

As efficiently as he could, Trent went through the events of the night that ended with him trapped in Castle Guileford’s deepest cell. He also explained about the prophetic and recurring dream that led him to Princess Victoria. While Bethany frowned, gasped, and winced as he recounted his adventures, she never interrupted. He appreciated her consideration.

He finished before last night. He wasn’t sure how to broach the subject of Ruby’s cleansing. Also, Ruby was present and awake, and he didn’t want to embarrass her.

Bethany released Trent’s arm and walked around the fire. As Ruby stared up at her, looking increasingly confused, Bethany settled beside Ruby and wrapped her arms around the other woman. As Trent watched Bethany embrace Ruby, he grew alarmed.

He hadn’t dreamed about these two embracing last night, but he had imagined it. Had he gone beyond prophetic dreams? Did he now have a prophetic imagination?”

Bethany rested her forehead against Ruby’s. “Thank you. You not only saved Trent from horrific torture, you saved his life. You brought the man I love back to me.”

Ruby relaxed as she realized Bethany’s intent. “He is my wielder. I am his blade.”

“I don’t quite understand that yet, but I can’t question your commitment to Trent… or your bravery. And now, I am forever in your debt.” Bethany released the other woman and settled close beside her. “I also want to know more about you.”

Ruby blinked. “Me?”

Ruby glanced at Trent for permission, and he nodded. Of course it would be more efficient if he allowed Ruby to explain her powers to Bethany. That would allow Ruby to choose what she wanted to reveal, rather than having Trent reveal everything all at once.

At Bethany’s gentle questioning, Ruby opened up. She offered many of the same details she had offered Trent, though he noted she said nothing about her need to be cleansed of corruption after stabbing soulless. They would need to approach that fact carefully.

Even so, Bethany soon knew all about Ruby’s powers, abilities, and tragic history. When Ruby finished explaining how she’d been enchanted, Bethany hugged her again.

Ruby awkwardly hugged her back. “Do people hug more? In this time?”

“I’m simply offering a bit of comfort. You deserved so much more in life.”

“Trent said much the same.”

Bethany patted Ruby’s back. “I imagine he did. So… three hundred years?”

“It was the blink of an eye for me.”

“I must admit, I’m truly curious about Sapphire and Emerald. Do you think they’re still out there? Could either be in the vaults of another royal house?”

Trent frowned. “It’s been three hundred years.”

“Yes, and Ruby was only just discovered.” Bethany glanced Trent’s way. “If we’re going to oppose King Tallun and the queen’s army, along with his Blessed Knights, we will need every advantage we can get. Ruby is powerful, but her sisters sound powerful as well.”

Ruby nodded eagerly. “My sisters would help us. If we found them, and I explained what is happening, I know they would help Princess Victoria. And Trent!”

Trent frowned at Bethany. “What do you mean, oppose King Tallun?”

“He wants to kill you, love. I’m not about to let him do that.”

“We can’t drag you into all this!”

Bethany glanced at Ruby. “Did he hit his head during the escape?”

Ruby stared. “No…?”

Bethany’s hard gaze returned to Trent. “That’s the only reason why I can imagine you’d think you could leave me behind when the queen’s army wants to kill you.”

“Beth, being with me right now is going to be absurdly dangerous. You have a life here, and your parents. And so much⁠—”

“I have a brave man to protect until you clear your name.” Bethany stared him down. “Tallun will not take you. I’ll burn this kingdom to the ground to keep you safe.”

Ruby smiled brilliantly. “He is yours. You are his.”

“That’s one way to think about it.”

As Trent stared at a woman who had fast become his best friend and then grown into his great love, he knew he could sooner stop a river with his bare hands. Bethany was with him now… and while he hated to endanger her, he couldn’t bring himself to complain.

“I suppose I can’t stop you, can I?”

“It’s fine, love. I know you were only joking about leaving me behind. You’d never consider doing that.” She eyed him in a way that he doubted was as playful as it seemed. “Because if you did, you would need to sleep with one eye open.

Trent swallowed. “I was just fooling around.”

Bethany looked at Ruby. “So, where do we meet up with your allies?”

“Who do you mean?”

“Where’s Princess Victoria? Do you know how to find her?”

Trent leaned forward. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Bethany arched her dubious eyebrow at him. “And why not?”

Ruby chimed up happily. “Trent wishes to act as a decoy! He believes that if he returns to Princess Victoria, it will be easier for King Tallun to hunt her down! So, he wishes to keep King Tallun’s forces split by luring them away from her!”

Bethany frowned at Trent. “That’s, well… it’s certainly heroic.”

“It makes sense, Beth! It also helps us, too. Don’t forget, half of the bounty hunters who’d otherwise be after me are after the princess. The longer we can survive on our own, without running to her, the better chance both of us have to turn the tables.”

“Hmph.” Bethany didn’t look convinced, but he could tell from her expression that she had no better ideas. “So, where did you plan to go while you hid from the queen’s army?”

“Well… that’s why I came here to Kallowhorn.”

“Brilliant.”

He winced. “I didn’t think they’d send anyone all the way out here! You know how wallers are. They get a day from their huge stone walls and get eaten by a chaos wolf or devoured by wandering soulless. They only leave the city in packs, and packs move slow.”

“The hunter who came to Kallowhorn yesterday was no waller. I could tell from the way he moved. I don’t know what tribe he’s from, but I suspect he can track as well as me.”

“Then… it’s a good thing there was no me here to track, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. That all changes if you hide here in Kallowhorn. More and more hunters will come looking for you, and what if the queen’s army shows up?”

Trent sighed as the reality weighed him down. “I’d put everyone I love in danger.”

“No one in Kallowhorn would give you up. But if the queen’s army attacked us, it could go poorly for people we both love. I don’t think we can defeat an army of professional soldiers.”

“So do you have any brilliant ideas as to where we can hide from an entire army?”

Bethany smiled in amusement. “Well, now that you ask…”

“Yes? Don’t leave me in suspense.”

“We could head into the Breckenrock.”

Trent glared at her poor joke. “That’s a terrible idea!”

“Perhaps. But it would also be a terrible idea to follow us.”

Trent wanted to disagree, but as he considered, it began to make a scary amount of sense. If they could survive in the Breckenrock, they would be almost completely safe… at least from bounty hunters and the queen’s army. They’d still be in danger from everything else.

The Breckenrock had once been a verdant mountain kingdom hundreds of years ago, but one mage war or another had reduced much of it to a cratered wasteland filled with feral beasts. While the water was safe to drink (when it wasn’t brackish) everything else was suspect. Old ruins dotted the landscape, all filled with dangerous mundane and magical traps.

Ruby looked between them in confusion. “Is that idea good or bad?”

Trent eyed her. “It’s a complicated idea. The Breckenrock is vast and sparsely populated, so if we could find a safe area and hunker down, we would be very difficult to find.”

Ruby clapped her hands in excitement. “We should go! Why not go?”

“Because there are also packs of chaos monsters out there, ancient magical traps, poisoned fruit, soulless and worse. More than a few experienced outwallers have gone into the Breckenrock for one reason or another. Not all of them come out.”

“But Trent, I will protect you from the monsters.”

Trent smiled as he relaxed. “You could, couldn’t you?”

Bethany nodded eagerly. “You said one prick from her turned the soulless to ash.”

“And I can do the same with any chaos beast that threatens you!” Ruby was preening now. “A mageblade is imbued with powerful magic. Ancient beasts, even magical beasts, are just as susceptible to my powers as a soulless. Wield me, Trent, and you need not fear harm.”

“Until you get corrupted.”

Ruby’s shoulders hunched. “I can handle that.”

Bethany looked between them. “She can get corrupted?”

Trent had known they would have to talk about this sooner or later. He would have to reveal what they’d done together last night. He glanced at Ruby.

“May I explain about how you deal with corruption?”

She fixed him with worried blue eyes. Then, lips pressed together, she nodded.

As Bethany eyed him curiously, Trent mentally struggled to decide how he was going to explain everything they’d learned last night. What Ruby had needed. How he had seen to her needs. He knew Bethany would be angry at him, but he doubted she’d leave him over this.

Bethany loved him, so he would simply apologize for touching Ruby in her… well, everywhere. While he might be sleeping alone in his bedroll for a few weeks, he doubted Bethany would leave him over this. They had shared too much.

“When Ruby destroys a soulless, magic is involved. Her magic intermixes with it.”

“And this intermixing corrupts her?”

“Over time. Ruby, would it be correct to say it takes a few days after you destroy a soulless to process and purify the magical essence you absorb?”

She nodded.

“But even after she purifies herself, too much corruption at a time can make her sick. She runs a fever, and she has bad coughs.”

Bethany glanced at Ruby in obvious sympathy. “That must be so horrible for you.”

“It is no trouble. I am glad to do it. I protect my Mas…” She trailed off, then focused. “I protect Trent.”

As Bethany eyed Ruby with one eyebrow arched, Trent swallowed. He was going to have to explain that, too. At some point.

Bethany looked back at him. “So, she gets sick after killing too many soulless. Is there any way to make her better?”

“Yes. After she purifies the soulless essence, she can expel it through her skin. Then, as her… partner… in the mageblade pact, I can wipe it away. I clean her. Like a sword.”

“And this essence? How is it expelled?”

“Through her skin.”

Bethany watched him for a long moment. “What parts of her skin?”

“Well…”

“Her feet?”

“Yes.”

“Her hands? Her sides?” Bethany eyed him knowingly. “Her breasts?”

“Those as well.”

“She doesn’t look very sick to me. So, you’ve already helped her?”

“Last night. I cleansed her. She was coughing and ill, and I⁠—”

“Couldn’t let her suffer.” Bethany glanced at Ruby and smiled with sympathy. “I’m so sorry you have to deal with all that. It’s a relief to know we can help you.”

Ruby blinked in surprise. “We?”

“Well, Trent. So, while you can become corrupted if he kills too many soulless or other monsters in the Breckenrock, you can purify and expel the corruption? And he can cleanse it?”

“Yes, but he must do so by touching me. All of me.”

“And he is the only one who can do this for you?”

“Yes. He is my…” She bit her lip.

“Master?”

Ruby breathed out in relief. “Yes.”

As Bethany nodded, her face went so calm it was eerie. Trent mentally braced himself. Bethany could react any number of ways to learning he had been this intimate with another woman. What he didn’t expect was for her to grip Ruby’s shoulder and lean close.

“Thank you for sharing this secret with me. And thank you, again, for protecting Trent. I’m sorry to hear that killing soulless does that to you, but I’m also glad to hear that it’s not permanent. You’re loyal and brave, and you have nothing to feel ashamed about.”

Ruby’s blue eyes widened with each word. “But he is yours!”

“I’ve heard that many times today. I would also like to know something, and please trust I will never judge you for telling the truth. How badly did you want to be with Trent last night?”

Ruby clasped her hands together. “Desperately! I would have done anything if he would take me!” She winced again. “But I didn’t. I controlled my body, and so did he. For you.”

Bethany squeezed Ruby’s hand and released it. “Thank you. I need to speak to Trent in private now. But rest assured, I am not angry that he was able to help you or angry that you, too, desire him. No matter what, I believe you and I will become great friends.”

Ruby eyed her with an adorable amount of hope. “Friends?”

“Good friends. But, as I said, Trent and I must talk alone now. I promise you, we’ll summon you back once we’ve clarified a few matters.”

Ruby looked at him for confirmation. “Master?”

He didn’t even bother to correct her manner of address. He vaguely nodded to Ruby. “Yes, of course. Please, return to your sword form.”

Ruby stood and once more pressed her arms to her sides. “Wake me when you wish.”

Crimson flower petals swirled. Red magic rose. A moment later, Ruby (a beautiful rapier with a hilt of interwrapping silver and a bright red ruby) thumped to the ground.

Bethany picked up Ruby. Trent watched patiently as Bethany rose, then thrust experimentally. She poked away, slashed the air, then lowered Ruby. She frowned at him.

“I feel nothing.”

“I’m sorry, Beth.”

“It’s all right. I’ve long suspected I have no magical potential. I can’t say I’m all that happy to have it confirmed, but we needed to know.” Bethany set Ruby down again, then walked back over to his side of the fire. She settled before him, knees to knees.

“So, when you cleaned Ruby last night, you touched her like you’d touch me?”

“I touched her to cleanse her. That also involved touching her in sensitive spots.”

“And you only did this because it was necessary to heal her sickness?”

“Yes, but… to be clear, cleansing her also makes her orgasm.”

Her gray eyes widened. “Truly?”

“Eight times. Apparently, it just happens when I cleanse her.”

She pursed her lips. “Now I wish I could be corrupted.”

Trent scowled. “What kind of joke is that?”

Bethany smiled faintly before her features turned serious again. “So, you feel guilty about cleansing her last night?”

“I do, but she made clear I was the only one who could do it, and she sounded so miserable as she tried to purify and expel all that corruption on her own. I did that to her, Beth, when I used her to kill those soulless. I worried about how to tell you, but⁠—”

“Enough.” Bethany leaned close. “Trent, you do recall what we discussed before you left for Whitebridge? Our agreement?”

“Of course I do! We agreed that, once I earned enough money to bring you to Whitebridge, we’d start a family there. You and me, together. I still want to do that.”

“Now think back. When we spoke by the lake before you left, did I say family? Or tribe?”

He frowned as he thought back. “I’ve always considered those the same thing.”

“I see. Now, I understand why you misunderstood me so completely.”


Chapter Fifteen




Trent’s heart thumped to a stop. Had this business with cleansing Ruby changed Bethany’s mind about their future together? Did they even have a future together any longer?

When Bethany’s fingertips traced a loving line along his chin, he relaxed. She only did that when she wanted to remind him how much she cared about him. So, what was this?

“I am Windborne, Trent. Do you know what that means?”

He focused on the fact that they were still together. “That was your tribe. Your first tribe!”

“Yes. I never told you about my father’s first wife, did I?”

“No, I suppose you didn’t. Helia wasn’t his first wife?”

“Helia is his third wife. His hearth wife. His birth wife was Antonia, my mother.”

“So, Alyn was married to Antonia before Helia? Before we met?”

“Not after. First he married Antonia, then Donna, then Helia. Antonia and Donna were killed in the chaos wolf attack that preceded my father and Helia joining the Kallowhorn. My father’s wives saved many children, but so many Windborne died in that attack. Too many.”

Trent touched her hand again. “You never told me the specifics.”

“I would have if you’d only asked.”

“I didn’t want you to have to relive it. But… how can a man have three wives?

“The Windborne nomads organize their families into smaller tribes within the tribe. Tribes are our families, but not all tribes are equal.”

“How so?”

“My father is a strong and powerful man desired by many women. To serve our tribe, he took multiple wives for both protection and procreation. He was the strongest man with the strongest seed, and we needed strong babies. As fast as we could have them.”

Trent wasn’t sure how best to react to this, so he simply nodded. “I see.”

“Do you? Because it seems to me you aren’t ready to keep your promise to me, even though Ruby has made her needs abundantly clear.”

“What needs?”

“Ruby is bound to you now, my love. When you accepted her from Princess Victoria, you became responsible for her. Not just for wielding her in battle, but for her feelings and her future. You are now the only man she can ever have, sexually or otherwise.”

“I’m now a bit lost, Beth. Are you saying I should marry her instead?”

“What I am saying is, and what I need to make abundantly clear to you, is where our misunderstanding arose. What I thought we agreed to before you left… that you and I would form a tribe and start our family… was not a Kallowhorn tribe. It was a Windborne tribe.”

Trent stared wide-eyed.

“In a Windborne tribe, our chief would not need to choose between Ruby and me. I love you because you are a strong man to whom I owe my life, not because you reserve yourself for me. I have wanted to become your wife ever since you saved my life and tribe.”

“You know I was only able to save you because of my recurring dreams.”

“Yet you did save me, and your strength drew my attention. As I grew to know the man who saved my life, I recognized in you the same traits my father possesses. Strength tempered by kindness. Confidence tempered by an open mind. The ability to kill while still respecting life.”

“I’m not anyone special.”

“Stop saying that!” Bethany pushed him to the ground and straddled him. She dropped onto him and put her face close to his. Her braid whipped around her back to slap into her side.

“At seventeen, you singlehandedly saved my tribe! Then, you went to the Vespers and graduated among the top scouts and assassins in the realm! Then you won the Tournament of Leaves and earned your home in Whitebridge, all by age twenty-one!”

Trent watched her wide-eyed.

“And in the past week, you have used your prophetic dreams to save the crown princess, defeated a necromancer and his minions, and unlocked the power of a three-hundred-year old magical blade. You are a strong man, growing ever stronger, and now you face a corrupt king and every bounty hunter in the realm.”

“Victoria recovered Ruby from her family’s vault. She handed her to me.”

“Yet you would not have Ruby if you had not selflessly saved Victoria’s life. Which is why every time I mentally recount your tale, I understand exactly why Ruby desires you so desperately. She wants you for the same reasons I want you. You saved her.”

Bethany kissed him hungrily, and Trent belatedly relaxed as he enjoyed the feeling of her lips. Before they could do more, however, she eased away. She stared into his eyes.

“Now, do you understand me?”

“I’m… starting to.”

After a moment of watching him for something only she could see, Bethany eyed him with amused tolerance. “Why does Ruby call you master?”

“I’m working with her on that. She’s not my slave.”

“Nor am I. But you are my master in one respect.”

“What? How?”

“You are the master of my heart. I believe it’s now the same with her. So, when she craves your touch, like I crave your touch, and you deny her… that is cruel, Trent. She is your blade, but more importantly, she wishes to become your woman.”

“And just to be completely clear here, me being with her wouldn’t bother you?”

“If she were weak or useless, it might. Adding a weak woman to our tribe would not make it stronger. But a Windborne tribe grows strong by adding strong people, and if you wish Ruby to join us, I would welcome her to our tribe… and our bed.”

“And you consider Ruby a strong woman?”

“She singlehandedly saved you from torture and death at the hands of King Tallun. Wielding her, you can kill soulless and chaos wolves in a single blow. If you are to help Victoria and defeat her father and his army, you must grow even more powerful. Ruby’s power is immense, and that power can be yours if you claim it… and her… for our tribe.”

“I understand that, Beth. I do. But… I’ve had a traumatic few days, so while I’m absorbing all this new information, I’d appreciate if you could give me a bit of time.”

She dropped back onto his chest and breathed. “I know. I’m sorry if I sound impatient. I want this, want you, but you were raised Kallowhorn. You don’t know our ways.”

“I certainly don’t. We only marry one woman. That’s how it works in Whitebridge, too.”

“You’ve seen very little of the world, but that’s true of both of us. For now, just understand that I want us to form a Windborne tribe together, and I want you to lead it.”

He frowned and held her close as he understood, for the first time, just how horrible the worst day of her life had been. “You didn’t just lose your mother.”

She hugged him tightly.

“You lost two mothers.”

“Yes, but that leaves me only more determined to honor them. To carry on their way, our way, my tribe’s way. I want to carry on my tribe’s traditions with you, Trent. There’s no man in the realm who I believe would make a better chief.”

Trent traced his hand down her long braid. “Then, tell me how.”

“You lead us. You choose who joins us. If you wish to know my opinion on someone you believe will make our tribe stronger, I will offer it, but ultimately, who joins our tribe must be our chief’s decision… as is who you choose to bring to our bed.”

Trent stared calmly into the kind gray eyes of his first love. “I understand. But just in case I haven’t made this clear through my misunderstandings, I can’t ever lose you. No matter how many beautiful women threw themselves at me, I would set them all aside for you.”

“That is flattering and kind. But you will never lose me, nor would I tolerate the touch of another man. I would be glad to become your birth wife, if you would have me. But I will never begrudge you other wives, especially those who bring strength to our tribe.”

Bethany really did mean this. He could have her and Ruby, and as he accepted that fact, Trent’s world snapped into focus. If Bethany wanted this, and Ruby wanted this, and he wanted this… why would he refuse? He could make himself, Bethany, and Ruby all very happy.

Bethany had been part of a Windborne tribe, so why couldn’t she be again? Their tribe, as Bethany said, would grow very strong… and he now knew that growing that tribe was what the woman he loved desperately desired. He loved that he could help her build her dream.

“I understand, Beth.”

She smiled up at him. “So, you will found a Windborne tribe with me? And lead it?”

“Yes. I will lead our tribe.”

“And in our tribe, would you want Ruby? As you have me?”

“I do. I want her with us, in our tribe and in my bed.”

“Our bed.” Bethany kissed him again. “So, what kind of wife do you wish her to be?”

Trent considered this question carefully. “You said Antonia was your father’s birth wife, and that you wished to become my birth wife. So, the Windborne have different types of wives?”

“Yes. Wives have three roles among the Windborne. Birth wives are those chosen to give our tribe babies, and it is important that they make many strong babies. Hearth wives tend to our tribe’s homes and help watch our many children. And blade wives protect the tribe.”

“Hearth and blade wives don’t have babies?”

“Hearth wives can get pregnant, and sometimes do, but because they are busy tending the hearth and our children, pregnancy complicates that. Blade wives generally do not. It was never forbidden, but it’s difficult to hunt, track, and fight when eight months pregnant.”

“I see. And you want to become my birth wife?”

“Since the day you saved me. We have much to do before we can settle down and grow our tribe with strong children, but yes, love. I want to have your babies, as many babies as we can make together… when we are ready.” She blushed. “Obviously, we aren’t ready now.”

“I imagine not. A king and his whole army still wants to kill me.”

“But one day, after this is over, I want to give you many babies.”

Trent kissed her lovingly. “I’d be proud to raise them with you.”

“We’ll do some of that, but I hope you’ll choose a good hearth wife or two to help us. Depending on how many kids you have, we’ll need help to raise them all.”

He smiled thoughtfully. “I suppose I will, then.”

“So, as our new tribe’s chief, you accept me as your birth wife?”

“Of course. Nothing would make me happier.”

She sighed happily. “Then I am yours. Yours for as long as we both live. We are bound now, as chief and wife.”

“That’s it? No ceremony?”

“We can have a Kallowhorn ceremony when we are safe. But for the Windborne, what we’ve sworn tonight is all we need. A sacred oath now binds us to honor it and each other.”

“So we’re married? Or engaged?”

“We are engaged by Kallowhorn custom. By that of the Windborne, I am now bound to you for life. Now, what of Ruby? What type of wife would she be?”

“Hmm. Perhaps we should ask her?”

Bethany laughed warmly. “You are a wise chief.”

“And you’re already an amazing wife.”

She snuggled close. “So, tell me about her. Tell me why you want her with us.”

“I’ve only known her a few days, and I know some of what I feel is simply lust, but… I want her to have more than she’s had until now. I hate that Ruby had such an empty life before she was enchanted, and I want to give her a better one. With me, if possible.”

Bethany kissed him again. “With us, and others we may meet in the future.”

“We do want to make our tribe as strong as possible.”

She traced her fingers up and down his thigh, eliciting tingles. “I had hoped you would see the many benefits of my way of life. And if you wish, we can even be with you together.”

“As in… together, together?”

“I love you, husband. I intend to do whatever makes you most happy, and I suspect your other wives will agree. Now, should we summon Ruby and invite her to our tribe?”

“I mean… am I going to have sex with her right now?”

Bethany slid her fingers along his side. “That will be up to you, Master.”

He groaned and slapped at her hand. “Now don’t you start!”

She laughed and possessively clutched his arm. “Call her back. I hate that this happened to you, but I can’t deny I’m thrilled that you’ve returned. Even a year without you was too long. I dreamed of founding a new tribe with you, but I didn’t expect us to do it so soon.”

“Silver lining, love.”

“I suppose it is at that.”

Trent looked to the sword gleaming in the faint light of the campfire. “Ruby, return!”

A burst of light and flowers was followed by Ruby. She visibly oriented herself before turning to face Trent and the lovely woman clutching his arm. She smiled brilliantly.

“You are cuddling! Does that mean you had a good talk?”

“We did. Real good talk.”

“I’m so glad! Please, retire to your tent and enjoy your sex. I will keep watch throughout the night. Nothing will harm you or your Bethany while I am here.”

“We’re not going to retire yet.” Trent beckoned. “We need to talk to you, first.”

As Ruby tilted her head, her red hair trailed across her shoulder. “What about?”

He patted the ground beside him. “This conversation will be easier if you aren’t all the way across the fire. Come sit beside us, on my side here. I want you close to me.”

Ruby’s breathing quickened as a blush colored her cheeks, but she didn’t ask any more questions. She hurried over and sat down beside him, but a pace away.

Trent patted the ground directly at his side. “Here, Ruby. Sit beside me.”

Hesitantly, looking between him and Bethany, Ruby did as she was told. Once she arrived, Bethany released his arm, and then walked around him only to settle in front of Ruby. That left Ruby sitting between them. She looked between them in consternation.

“Was the cleansing a problem?”

Bethany looked meaningfully at Trent. She was deferring to him as the chief of their tribe. It was his responsibility to explain all this to Ruby.

Trent gently took Ruby’s hand in his. She tensed up and glanced at Bethany in obvious worry, but Bethany smiled to assure her all was well. Ruby relaxed as Trent stared into her eyes.

“Bethany and I want you to join our tribe.”

Ruby blinked. “You have a tribe?”

“A Windborne tribe,” Bethany added. “Do you know of the Windborne?”

“I do not.”

“We may not have been around in your time, but we make strong tribes. Trent and I have agreed to found a new Windborne tribe, together, and we want you in our tribe.”

Ruby’s eyes went dangerously wide. “You mean that?”

“Yes. And Trent will be our tribe’s chief.”

Ruby clasped her hands together in delight. “I would be honored to join your tribe! Trent, I will always protect you and Bethany. And anyone else who joins us!”

“I’m glad, but Ruby…” He considered her. “When you kissed me at the campfire two nights ago and revealed how you desired me, and I told you⁠—”

“You are Bethany’s, and she is yours. I understand and accept this. I will never allow my desire for you to control my body.”

“Ruby, let me finish. I told you I was hers alone, but I misunderstood her intent. Beth doesn’t require me to choose a single wife. In a Windborne tribe like the one I lead, the tribe leader can have multiple wives. This means, if you like, you could also become my wife.”

Ruby smiled so deliriously he worried she might faint. “How?”

Bethany rested one hand on Ruby’s thigh. “Windborne tribes are strong because we welcome the strongest to join us, and our tribe’s chief is the strongest of us all. I know you grew up in a monastery, but do you know how babies are made?”

“The man has sex with the woman, he puts his seed inside her, and then nine months later, she gives him a new child.”

“It’s not always so straightforward, but I’m glad I don’t have to explain the basic principles. Now, do you know where strong babies come from?”

“Strong parents.”

“And if a man can make strong babies, how do you believe a tribe could best increase its strength? Given even the most willing wife can only make one baby every nine months?”

Ruby gasped in understanding. “The strongest leader should give many wives babies!”

Bethany squeezed her thigh in approval. “That is how we build a Windborne tribe.”

All at once, Ruby’s face fell. Her hair obscured her features as she looked down, and she wrung her hands as her shoulders hunched. Trent instinctively pulled her into his arms.

“What’s wrong?”

She sniffled. “Trent, I want this… I want it so badly, but… I cannot give you babies.”

So that was why she looked so forlorn. He wasn’t surprised given her unique enchantment. What would even happen to a baby if she turned into a sword while pregnant?

“You don’t need to give me babies to become my wife.”

“But Bethany said our tribe will need strong babies!”

Bethany rubbed Ruby’s back. “I can give him babies, as can any other birth or hearth wives who join our tribe. You don’t have to serve that role.”

“But how can I serve you if I can’t make him babies?”

Trent squeezed her. “You can protect them, and us, as my blade wife.”

She peered hopefully up at him. “You can have a blade wife?”

“Yes, and perhaps more than one… someday. For the moment, for this moment and for the founding of our tribe, the only blade wife I want is you.”

Ruby clutched him so hard his ribs ached. He endured and didn’t release her. Finally, she eased away to look up at him. She bit her lower lip in the most adorable way possible.

“Does this mean I no longer have to control my body with you?”

Bethany touched Ruby’s chin and drew Ruby’s gaze to hers. “First, you must understand the commitment you’re making. Once you agree to become Trent’s blade wife, you can never be with another man. You must also accept that he may take other wives in the future. Our chief will guide us and protect us. That is how our tribe grows strong.”

Ruby nodded. “I understand.”

“So, you’re comfortable with this? Being with him and no other?”

Ruby blinked in obvious confusion. “Why would I wish to be with anyone else?”

“I just want to ensure you know what he’s asking of you, as well as what he and I will expect. Now, do you agree to be Trent’s blade wife? To give yourself to him and no one else?”

“Yes.” Ruby looked between them excitedly. “Yes, yes yes!”

Bethany glanced knowingly at Trent. “And do you accept Ruby as your blade wife?”

“I do. Of course I do.”

Bethany leaned close, rested one hand high on his thigh, and pressed her warm lips to his ear. “Then you should kiss your new wife.”

Trent looked again at Ruby. “You can stop controlling your body now.”

Once again Ruby tackled him to the ground as she had by their campfire two nights ago, but this time, Trent welcomed her lusty affections. Ruby kissed him so hungrily he was worried she might crush his lips, but she soon mastered herself and kissed him more gently.

He was still fumbling with her armor when Bethany swung a leg over them both and thumped down on top of Ruby. She pinned Ruby between them. Trent gasped at the weight of two women and found himself immobilized. He stared up at Bethany in surprise.

She grinned her naughty grin. “You always pin me during sex.” Bethany snapped the clasps on the back of Ruby’s armor. Ruby wriggled desperately as Bethany pulled off her armor, then took a firm grip on Ruby’s thin white tunic. She tore it open with a loud rip.

Trent gasped. “We stole that all the way back in Whitebridge!”

Bethany rolled her eyes. “We’ll get her another tunic, Trent.”

After Bethany had torn Ruby’s tunic off her, exposing her pert and lovely breasts to their new husband, Bethany dropped down to grab the back of Ruby’s pants. Ruby gratefully raised her bottom in the air as Bethany pulled her pants down, then wriggled again to help Bethany get them off her. Having two wives certainly was convenient!

Soon Ruby’s hands were at Trent’s belt, undoing it, and then Bethany grabbed his pants and pulled them off as well. He managed to get his own shirt off while they were busy with that. Ruby then gripped his smallclothes and tore them off him.

Trent gasped. “Hey, I need those!”

Ruby gave him a hungry look. “We’ll get you another, Trent.”

Her hand found his already rising cock and toyed with it, clumsily. She obviously had no idea what to do with it… she had likely never seen one before… but then Bethany’s hand found Ruby’s, and Bethany began physically instructing Ruby on how to please her new husband.

“Touch him like this, Ruby. Keep your grip gentle but firm, and then move it up and down. Like that. Just like that.”

Trent smiled and relaxed as they pleasured him together. While he would have been happy with some more foreplay, Ruby was too eager for that. She needed sex.

Bethany leaned close. “Now, once he’s stiff like this and you’re wet like you are now, the next step is to put him inside you. Put this between your folds, as deep as you can take him.”

Ruby didn’t bother pulling off her panties. She simply yanked them aside to expose herself, then shoved his length inside her. She cried out as she made him penetrate her, bit by bit, and Trent only then realized that she was a virgin… or had been.

Not anymore. Not now that she’d given herself to him.

Ruby stared down at him in delight. “This feels so good. What is next?”

Trent gripped her shapely hips. “I’ll guide you with my hands, and then you just need to do what I show you. Is this all right? Are you all right?”

With her curly red hair hanging down around her face, Ruby stared down at him with desperate longing. “Yes, Master. Please. Teach me how to be a good wife.”

With Trent guiding her, he showed Ruby what felt best. Soon, she was rolling her hips so eagerly all he could do was hold on. Her moans soon grew desperate, and then, as she bucked, she clutched her breasts so tightly she left handprints. She moaned like she had at the stream.

A moment later Ruby collapsed on top of him, breathing like she’d just finished a race. Trent belatedly wrapped his hands around her warm and sweaty back, though he was shocked that she had orgasmed so quickly. Had she really been that desperate for his touch?

Bethany thumped onto her elbows beside them, smiling proudly. As Trent glanced at her and saw her full, bare breasts resting against the grass, he realized she was naked as well. When had that happened? Probably while Ruby was riding him like a racehorse.

Ruby sighed as if halfway delirious. “That felt so good, Master.”

Trent glanced at Bethany for help. She grinned at him, obviously amused by his predicament. He remained rock hard and inside Ruby, but she seemed… spent.

After a moment, Ruby rested her chin on his chest and stared up. “Master?”

He admonished her with narrowed eyes. “Trent.”

“I know. I know that! But…” She bit her lip as she gazed longingly up at him. “I am your blade wife now, and I have agreed to obey you and be only yours. I will call you Trent at other times, but while we do this… while you give me sex… can I call you master? Please, Master?”

Bethany leaned close. “She’s not asking much.”

He heard the admonishment in Bethany’s voice. He also thought he understood its meaning. As he remembered Bethany’s words to him… You are the master of my heart… he finally relented, for Ruby. For her happiness. She deserved so much more happiness.

“Yes, Ruby.” He gazed down at her and stroked her hair back from her forehead. “When we do this, and only when we do this, you can call me master.”

She gasped in delight. “Thank you, Master!”

“No need to thank me. I had a great time. So… are you content?”

Her brow furrowed in obvious confusion. “How do you mean?”

He was still hard, but with her simply wrapped around him like this, he was gradually relaxing inside her. “We’ve had sex, and I enjoyed our sex, but… we don’t just have to stop.”

“You mean… we can do that again?”

“Yes.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes, and maybe even another time after this.”

Ruby pushed back up, eying him in determination. “I do as I did before?”

Bethany raised one hand. “Wait.”

She rolled close and kissed Trent passionately on the lips. As Bethany kissed him, and as she slapped one of his hands against her full, bare breast, he once more grew rock hard inside Ruby’s folds. Ruby was so tight it was almost painful… but in a good way.

Bethany eased back and smiled at Ruby. “Now kiss him like that and ride him as you did before. Do that until he makes a hot mess inside you.”

Ruby’s lips mashed against his, and this time, Trent allowed that for only a short time before he showed her how their tongues could play. She enjoyed that a great deal, rubbing against him with increasing desire. Then, she hopped up to straddle him again.

Once more Ruby rolled her hips, and once more her moans filled the clearing. Trent gripped her sides and stared up at her as his pleasure grew, and then, once more, Ruby moaned in delirious delight and collapsed atop him. Had she… had she just orgasmed again?

Bethany giggled at his side. “I truly am jealous.”

As Ruby drooled contentedly on his chest, Trent stared at Bethany. “Of what?”

“There is a condition that occurs rarely among women. I have only heard of it, never seen it, but the idea lodged in my brain. I believe Ruby is pleasure-touched.”

“Pleasure… What?”

“She orgasms much faster than the average woman. It can be good or bad.”

“Good or bad how?”

“If she has someone who understands her, and who doesn’t mind if she climaxes repeatedly while he’s fucking her, it can be very good, especially if he’s a lover like you.”

“I’m not⁠—”

She shushed him with two fingers as Ruby dozed on his chest. “I am so close to slapping you. You always knew exactly how to touch me, and your stamina amazes me.”

He kissed her fingers until she pulled them away. “I was going to say I’m not opposed to making any of my wives climax repeatedly.”

Bethany scooted to rest next to him, naked in the moonlight. “On the other hand, being pleasure-touched can be frustrating if your lover isn’t understanding and patient. Fortunately, you are tender, thoughtful, and forceful when I want you to be.”

“You like forceful.”

“So, I think it’s just something we’ll need to figure out. Our first challenge as a tribe.”

As Trent nodded, Ruby stirred and once more rested her chin on his chest. She looked up at him with lidded eyes. “Master? Have I pleased you?”

He stroked a hand through her lovely red hair. “You have.”

“But did I make the mess?”

“Well, not exactly…”

She gasped and pushed up again. “I need to make your hot mess!”

As she started riding him again Trent groaned at the repeated pleasure followed by the lack of it. Bethany gripped Ruby’s shoulder. “Stop, now. I have a better idea.”

Ruby slowed in halfway delirious confusion. “Bethany?”

“You may have to ride him much longer than that to earn his release, but you’ve now stopped twice. Riding him like that and then stopping before he can climax can be frustrating. Are you certain you can give him release before collapsing after your next orgasm?”

She huffed indignantly. “I can do it! I just… I need practice!”

“I know, but you don’t have to please him alone. Would you like me to help?”

Trent remained deep inside Ruby, but he felt like he was deep inside the dirtiest of his dreams. Was this conversation really happening?

Ruby stared in confusion. “Help?”

“Yes. You’re his blade wife and I’m his birth wife, which makes us a team. So, you don’t have to see to his needs alone. If you need help pleasing him, I’m happy to help you.”

“Like sisters help each other!”

“In a non-familial sense, certainly. So, here’s my idea. I’d like you to sit beside us for a time and allow me to ride Trent as you have been. Watch me closely and learn to do as I do. Then, when he’s close, he’ll tell us… and we can switch off.”

“So, you’ll ride him until he’s ready to make the mess, but he’ll make it inside me?”

“As many times as you like.”

Ruby eyed her doubtfully. “You are his birth wife. Don’t you need his seed?”

“Not yet, and for the next day or so, I actually can’t allow him to release inside me.”

“But… why not?”

“Because I might give him a baby, and I can’t do that yet. We need a place to live and raise our children in safety. And to be safe, we need to ensure all our enemies are dead.”

Ruby narrowed her blue eyes. “Like King Tallun. And we must save Princess Victoria.”

“Yes to both of those. So, he’ll put his seed inside you tonight, but I’ll help him get there so you don’t have to exhaust yourself.”

“It is intense. So intense. I love it, but… maybe only four or five?”

Bethany ruefully shook her head. “Whatever works for you.”

Ruby eased him out of her with effort and then dropped by his other leg, but then she gasped. “Master! You’re not hard like you were before!”

Trent groaned in annoyance. “You two were talking for an awful long time.”

Bethany smiled at Ruby again. “Do you ever have orgasms in your mouth?”

“Oh. Um… no?”

“Then you can use your mouth on Trent as long as he likes, can’t you? If you want to please your new husband when I’m not around, you should learn to use your mouth on him the way he enjoys. Sometimes, he’ll want to make a mess in your mouth as well… or on your face.”

Ruby’s eyes widened in understanding. She dropped and hungrily wrapped her ruby red lips around his cock. Trent groaned and tossed his head back as she took him into her warm, wet mouth and vigorously began sucking. She had strong lungs.

Trent gripped her hair as she easily returned him to full mast. As her tongue and lips lavished him, he wondered if they would even need Bethany’s help. Ruby was good at this.

“Wait! Time to switch!”

Ruby’s lips came off him with a loud pop. Not a moment later Bethany’s strong walls enveloped him. She growled low in her throat as she rode him similar to how Ruby had.

“Use me, husband. Use me until you’re ready for her.”

As Bethany rode him with her breasts bouncing in his face, Trent’s pleasure grew. All the while, Ruby watched in wide-eyed delight. Her eyes darted between him and Bethany.

Sooner than he expected, it was time. “Now, Beth!”

She hopped off his erect and aching cock and stared at Ruby. “Yours.”

Ruby threw a leg over him again and wrapped both hands around his rigid length, then slipped him inside her with effort. Trent groaned as loudly as she had earlier as Ruby crammed him inside her. She was so tight! Panting with effort, she once more fucked him desperately.

Bethany dropped beside him and once more found his lips. She kissed him hungrily as Ruby rode him, then dropped her hand to tease beneath and behind his balls. It was too much.

After so many rises and falls, Ruby’s soft lips and warm mouth, and Bethany’s expert pressure behind his balls, Trent knew he would finish inside his blade wife. Her moans had risen to a fever pitch by the time he erupted inside Ruby. As he flooded her, she howled.

Crimson light burst from her eyes and rocketed into the sky.


Chapter Sixteen




Ruby’s blast of skyward energy lit the night like a small sun before it vanished. Thunder echoed across the plains. Then his blade wife collapsed atop him once more.

Trent somehow managed to slip out of her and rolled her onto her back. Her limbs thumped to the ground lifelessly. As Bethany stared at her in shock, Trent’s fingers snapped to Ruby’s neck and searched. He had to find it. He had to know he hadn’t…

Her pulse beat steadily. Still naked as the day he was born, Trent thumped back on his calves. He stared in disbelief at the drooling, naked, now visibly unconscious woman he’d just finished fucking until she literally passed out.

Had he hurt her somehow? Gods! Why had he been so eager to take her like that?

She’d also been eager. So incredibly eager. But it should have occurred to him that, given her enchantment had done so many odd things to her, there could be other effects they couldn’t anticipate. Like the fact that releasing inside her somehow knocked her unconscious.

Bethany, who was also still naked, scooted close to Ruby. She touched Ruby’s chin to turn her face upward, then carefully pried open Ruby’s eye. They could both see that it stared at nothing. When Bethany released her eyelids, they closed slowly.

Bethany glanced at him in alarm. “Has this ever happened before?”

Trent glared in annoyance. “Beth, I’ve never fucked her before!”

“I mean when you cleansed her. All those times she orgasmed at your touch?”

“No! If she’d done that, I’d never… I’d never have done this.”

As Trent stared at a now unconscious Ruby, a woman who had selflessly saved his life and sworn to serve him, a lump formed in his throat. Ruby was his blade wife now. It was his responsibility to love her, to protect her, to give her a home, and now?

Ruby was still breathing. She was still doing that. But otherwise? She slept like the dead.

Bethany rolled to her feet and walked over to her clothing. “We need to dress and move her quickly. If there are bounty hunters anywhere in the surrounding few leagues, they couldn’t have missed that blast of brilliant light. They’ll come investigate, and then⁠—”

“They’ll find me.” Trent rose as well. “Fuck! This is what I get for thinking with my cock.”

Bethany winced at the frustration in his voice. “To be fair, I did some of that thinking.”

“This is not your fault, Beth.” He forced himself to take several deep breaths. “It’s also not mine, and it’s certainly not hers. Mages ruin everything they touch, so we should have known there would be more to Ruby’s enchantment than seemed obvious.”

As Trent spoke he gathered his clothing (other than his smallclothes, which Ruby had ripped apart) and dressed. Going without anything to wrap himself would make him sweaty and smelly. He’d flop about, but he could fix that once they were safe and found a stream.

Working together as they had many nights for years, Bethany and Trent broke down his camp with efficiency that would have impressed Sergeant Crane of Eight Company. All the while, as he packed, Trent kept glancing at Ruby. She breathed but never stirred.

As soon as they no longer needed the light they stomped out the smoldering fire, and then Trent realized he had another problem. Ruby was still a woman. She wasn’t a sword, and she also wasn’t conscious. He couldn’t just slip her into the sheath across his back.

Trent crouched at her side and gripped her wrist. “Ruby, wake up.”

She breathed evenly and did nothing else.

“Ruby, turn into a sword.”

Brilliant red light burst into being around her as Trent jumped back. In the dark night, it absolutely destroyed his night vision. Yet as the spots faded, Ruby—the woman—was no longer lying unconscious on the grass. In her place was a gleaming rapier with a wrought-silver hilt.

Bethany nodded. “Those words must be part of the enchantment. She doesn’t have to be conscious for you to make her change, since you’re her master.”

Trent picked up Ruby by her warm leather grip and effortlessly slipped her into the sheath on his back. “I’ll get our⁠—”

“No.” Bethany shouldered their pack. “I’ll carry our pack, because you need to be able to draw Ruby again if we encounter someone or something our knives can’t handle.”

She was right. Trent hurried from the now abandoned campsite in a silent crouch with Bethany almost directly on his heels. He could hear items shifting in the pack she wore, but he couldn’t hear her. He could never hear her.

Trent’s eyes adjusted to the moonlight soon after they left their former camp. He and Bethany walked the perimeter of the Blackwood for what felt like half a night before he finally raised a fist to bring them to a stop. They had put at least a league between themselves and their former campsite, so anyone who came to investigate the blast would find nothing.

Thought… it was possible a skilled handler with a skilled hound could track his scent from his camp. He beckoned Bethany close as they crouched in tall grass that hid them from any observers.

She pressed close. “Why have we stopped?”

“We have a problem. We packed up the camp, but we did nothing to cover my scent.”

“Hounds.” Bethany grimaced. “Does the queen’s army have them?”

“Not normally, but you said bounty hunters are looking for me. Most outwaller trackers have at least one hound. That means we can’t stop moving tonight. We can’t sleep.”

“We did spread your scent around. So… perhaps the river where we met?”

That was a good idea. They could lose hounds in the river. Yet then, as if to punish them for daring to think they could escape, a hound howled in what must be triumph. It came from the direction of the camp he’d just abandoned… after Ruby sent a signal fire to the sky.

Knowing a bounty hunter with hounds would find their camp hadn’t been foreknowledge. It had been common sense and bad luck. Those were always a frustrating combination, especially when they spun out of his control.

Trent glanced at the dark woods he’d been desperate to avoid. “We’ll never escape the hunters now. We may need to go into the Blackwood.”

Bethany grabbed his arm. “Don’t joke!”

“I’m not.”

“Trent, there’s…”

“I know.”

“But we don’t know! We don’t know why the soulless and even the chaos beasts refuse to travel through those woods. While no one has ever disappeared if they pass through it during the day, night is different. Night is when people don’t come out.”

He gripped her hand and pulled her along. “I know you’re frightened, and before you deny that, I’m frightened, too. But I didn’t say it was our only option, just one to which we may have to resort. For now, let’s keep moving along the perimeter. Perhaps we can find another stream and lose the hounds there. All we need is a little breathing room.”

They resumed their stealthy trek through the fields after that, though once again, the faint sound of the items in their travel pack shifting on Bethany’s back made him wish he’d thought to strap it on Ruby before he changed her. She’d been naked at the time, but still.

The hounds continued to bay regularly, and the baying was growing closer. Trent had no doubt the hounds had his scent, which meant stealth was no longer necessary. He rose and took off across the fields, and Bethany ran beside him. Only distance mattered now.

They paced themselves and sprinted like deer across the fields as they circled the perimeter of the Blackwood that separated them from the safety of Kallowhorn, never going in. If they kept going in this direction until morning, they’d reach the Breckenrock.

Was that better? Trent knew about most of the threats they would face in the Breckenrock, while he had no idea what he would face in the Blackwood. What if all the talk of never entering the woods at night was just superstition?

When the hounds bayed again, they were close enough Trent reflexively crouched once more. As he scanned the horizon, he saw light bouncing upon it. Torches, and many of them.

It wasn’t just a single hunter with a few hounds. There must be a large group of men out there, possibly a whole company, tracking them by their scent. This would be like a fox hunt, except this time, Trent was the fox. Fox hunts never went well for the fox.

He pointed. “We need to head into the Blackwood. They don’t know it like we do, and once we reach Kallowhorn, my father can hide us.”

Bethany winced and clenched her fists. “We can’t go in there!”

He’d never seen her this frightened before. He’d never seen anything frighten her like this. As the baying grew closer and tiny torchlights became visible, he clenched her wrists.

“What did you see in there?”

She flinched and looked away.

“Tell me, Beth. Did you go into those woods at night? Did you see something?”

“I…” She trembled like a leaf in his grip. “I can’t really describe it, but… yes, and it’s more accurate to say I felt something. Something awful, not just death. Worse than death.”

“But you’re still alive.”

“I almost wasn’t that night. I almost felt⁠—”

The triumphant howl of a hound was joined by the distant shouting of men excited by the thought of a quick kill and a coin pouch. Trent took off and pulled Bethany after him. As he dragged her off toward the Blackwood, he fixed his eyes on the forest.

“Back then, we didn’t have Ruby to protect us. She can kill anything, remember?”

“This isn’t wise. This isn’t right!”

“Neither is running from those hounds until we die tired. You said you wanted me to lead our tribe. Our Windborne tribe. So, do I lead it? Or do I not?”

Bethany tore her hand from his. But instead of flagging, she quickened her pace to once more march at his side. She drew one long knife.

“You are my chief. I would follow you into hell.”

He managed a smile as they approached the increasingly creepy forest. “It’s just some woods. Let’s start with the woods. We’ll save hell for next time.”

As the baying grew steady and the shouts grew excited, they reached the first of the tall black trees. The trees of the Blackwood didn’t look unhealthy in the daylight, but their bark had always been a bit darker than most trees he’d seen. The effect was more noticeable at night.

As Trent led them out of the grassy fields and into the woods, a dark mist manifested around them. He knew how mist rose—the air was wet and the ambient temperature changed rapidly—but there had been no change in temperature, and it wasn’t wet.

This mist was also different from mist he’d seen before. It wasn’t white. At best it could be considered a dark gray, and it felt… dirty. Like the water in Whitebridge’s sewageways.

As Trent moved silently into the Blackwood by moonlight, the mist grew so thick he couldn’t see his fingers in front of his face. Each breath burned like he was breathing in heavy smoke or worse, some sort of lingering poison. At least he didn’t cough.

Also, there was the silence. Trent had walked enough forests to know that even at night, forests were loud, and often louder than one would be in the daytime. The silence was another reason people avoided the Blackwood at night.

During the day the Blackwood sounded like any other wood. Birds chirped, leaves rustled, and insects buzzed. It was so much quieter at night. At night, the only sound in the Blackwood was the wind, wind that somehow didn’t have any effect on the mist.

Bethany gripped his armor tight. That was clever of her. As he looked back he could barely see her, and he suspected a few steps could separate them forever. Beyond the edge of the woods, men shouted in triumph. The baying was almost on top of them.

Then, abruptly, the baying was replaced with worried yapping. Trent stopped in the mist-cloaked woods, and Bethany pushed into him from behind. How far was he into the Blackwood? As he glanced over his shoulder, he couldn’t see anything but the dark gray mist.

So far enough.

Bethany clutched his sides and pressed against his back. He could feel her trembling, and he could feel what she’d talked about. This… oppression. This dark mist was too heavy, and even the idea of taking one more step forward felt like stepping off a sheer cliff.

Yet halting here offered one advantage. Given how silent the Blackwood was, voices carried a long way. That meant Trent could eavesdrop on their pursuers. He doubted more than thirty paces separated them from their hunters, but this mist made it a league.

A dog yelped in pain, and then a man spoke. “Stupid dogs! Get in there!”

Another man shouted across the woods with fury Trent didn’t expect. “Don’t you kick my girls again, waller, or you’ll be breathing through your neck!”

“Then tell your stupid dogs to get into the stupid woods! We’re on them!”

“That’s the Blackwood, you lunatic! No one goes in there at night!”

“Well, they did!”

These were two men with very different accents who’d also grown up in different homes. Not two soldiers in the same unit. They must have teamed up temporarily or been forced to team up by another party. Trent had seen at least twenty torches.

A third man bellowed from behind them. “What’s wrong? Did we lose the trail?”

The first man spoke again. “This outwaller’s stupid dogs won’t go in the stupid woods!”

The third man said nothing for a moment. “What’s wrong with your dogs?”

Trent could now place all three voices. The first man had the accent of a waller from the Fishing District. A docker. He must have come all the way from Whitebridge to hunt Trent, which was further confirmation King Tallun had told everyone he was from Kallowhorn.

The second man’s accent was closer to those Trent heard at home. An outwaller from one of several nearby tribes. Tunstead? Lakemire? Their accents were too similar to place.

And the third man? His words were crisp and his accent achingly proper. He sounded similar to the inquisitor that Trent had verbally fenced with in his cell. This man had grown up in the king’s district, or close enough. District One and District Two were both wealthy.

The outwaller—the houndsman—finally answered. “That’s the Blackwood, Captain!”

“I’m aware of its name. What’s wrong with your dogs?”

“The Blackwood’s cursed! No one goes into those woods at night!”

The docker chortled derisively. “You bloody outwallers think every wood is cursed.”

“And you stupid wallers couldn’t spot a cloak beast if it stabbed you up the ass! Even the soulless won’t set foot in those woods, day or night, and I sure won’t. I’ve done what you hired me to do, Captain. My girls found Marston, and he’s obviously headed home.”

The docker scoffed again. “Those woods are enormous, and he’s a kestrel! We’ll never find him without your mutts!”

“Then surround the woods, you idiot. You have the men for it.”

That made Trent wince. His hunters were unwittingly providing him with valuable information, but none of that information was good. He saw no reason the houndsman would exaggerate. Outwallers rarely did. It was important to be precise if one wanted to survive.

There were far more than twenty men with torches out there. It was possible that, with a forced march and little sleep, multiple companies of the queen’s army had arrived. He’d told himself they were wallers, slow and clumsy, and he had underestimated their training.

Or their desire to avenge their beloved crown princess.

He’d been stupid to head straight home. Granted, all of his lessons at the Vespers had focused on how to avoid and elude enemies in a foreign town rather than hiding out in his own, but he should have known King Tallun wouldn’t just let him waltz out of Whitebridge. The bastard knew where he lived, and now, he’d called these men down on his tribe.

The houndsman spoke confidently. “If Marston survives a night in those woods, which I doubt he will, he’ll have to come out some time. Wait for daylight. It’s safe in daylight.”

“No,” the captain said mildly. “We paid you for a job, and you accepted our coin and signed a contract to serve King Tallun. Decline that contract, and you’re a traitor to the king.”

The houndsman chuckled. “We don’t care for Tallun’s whims out here, waller.”

The docker snarled. “Well, you will!” Steel rang, and then a hound yelped in agony.

The houndsman roared like a wild bear. “You bastard!”

Trent winced as steel clashed loudly enough he could almost feel the annoyance in the woods. The mist around them was like… a slumbering beast of great size, and now, tiny things were making annoying noise that threatened to wake it up. Mosquitos about to be slapped.

He was now certain he and Bethany weren’t alone in here. The swirling mist and this overwhelming feeling of malevolence made his teeth ache. Yet he couldn’t leave the woods with an army out there! And when the sun rose, an army would come for him.

Another hound’s yelp sounded, and then the clashing of steel ended abruptly. More men arrived, all shouting questions or calling out in alarm. Trent listened in silence as the clanking of armor told him these men, at least, were definitely part of the queen’s army.

This captain in the queen’s army had hired the houndsman to follow Trent’s trail, and the docker had been serving as a forward scout. The captain had been back leading his company, or multiple companies, and now they were all out there.

A fourth man spoke in a docker accent, definitely queen’s army. He would likely be a sergeant. “Captain Cole! Are you all right?”

Trent ground his teeth. He knew that name. Captain Cole was the newly appointed leader of the Blessed Knights, a man with magical potential and a magic sword to match it… along with other powers. Cole was also the handpicked successor of King Tallun, who’d led the Blessed Knights before he married Queen Agnes of Dalry.

King Tallun had sent Captain Cole to murder him. Trent had no doubt Cole was here at Tallun’s behest. That made any negotiation impossible… and left him facing a Blessed Knight.

The sergeant spoke again. “Did Marston get them from the woods?”

Cole responded calmly. “These two had a disagreement.”

“But those were gorgeous animals!”

“And if Theo didn’t already have a dagger in his neck, I’d kill him for that myself. Regardless, our guide is dead and his hounds are as well. We know where our quarry hides.”

Armor clanked as a sergeant saluted. “What are your orders?”

“Send a runner to Four, Five, and Six Companies. Tell them to spread out around the woods to the Breckenrock. It’s all open fields out here, so we can hem them in the woods.”

“And us? Are we going in after Marston?”

“No. There’s something…” Captain Cole trailed off. “Something off about these woods.”

The sergeant scoffed. “You can’t be taking that old outwaller seriously.”

“Tell me, sergeant. You never fought in the Ghost Campaign, did you?”

The sergeant said nothing.

“I thought not. We also don’t need to go in after Marston, because we already have a group of men far more suited to do that. Find Sergeant Crane. Tell him he can redeem himself.”

The sergeant chuckled darkly. “You think old Craney will brave those woods?”

“He’s the fool who kept a traitor in his company for the past year, and I know he still takes that personally. He also never fought in the Ghost Campaign, and he’s a brave man with something to prove. I doubt even Marston can kill all of Eight Company by morning.”

“And us?”

“We’ll spread out and guard the perimeter of the woods. At first light, after that mist burns off, we’ll go in after him… if he’s still alive.”

As Trent remembered all the praise Bethany and Ruby had heaped on him, all the times they or even Princess Victoria had complimented his prowess in battle or his brave heart, he felt as if he had disappointed all of them at the same time. The queen’s army had found him while he dallied with his first love and his mageblade, and now, that army had surrounded his home.

If the queen’s army moved into Kallowhorn, it would be his fault. If this army looted his town and threatened his people, it would be his fault. If more outwallers died, it would be his fault… or would it?

Trent clenched his fist. No. This was not his fault. This was King Tallun’s doing. He would not blame himself for the traitorous actions of a traitorous man. He knew better.

Trent had taken a bad step due to inexperience while being hunted as a traitor to the crown… but he could soon correct that step by killing anyone who came after his home. Even Eight Company. And then, he would lead this army away from those he loved.

Tomorrow, he would lead the queen’s army away with Kallowhorn. He would lose them in the Breckenrock. With Bethany and Ruby beside him, they could survive inside the Breckenrock for months until he slipped away again. That was how he would save his home.

Bethany squeezed him tight, perhaps a comforting squeeze. It only helped a little. Trent could swear the darkness in these woods was whispering to him now, though the words remained unintelligible. He simply knew these words were not pleasant ones.

The Ghost Campaign. What was the Ghost Campaign? He knew many soldiers in the city watch and those they mingled with from the queen’s army had all sorts of horrifying war stories, but since he’d never gone to drink with them at their taverns or swapped stories in their whorehouses while waiting for his turn, he’d never heard those stories.

Still… Captain Cole, a ruthless man who’d sworn to King Tallun he would kill the only man who knew the truth about Princess Victoria being alive, had just balked in his duty. Cole refused to enter the Blackwood because “something was off.” Between the Kallowhorn rumors, the houndsman’s warning, and the caution of a Blessed Knight, Trent was starting to believe he’d made a dangerous mistake by entering these woods.

Yet the alternative was worse… or was it? What could be worse than capture, torture, and then death? It no longer mattered. Men would be entering these woods soon, and those men… many of whom Trent knew and had served beside for a year… would soon encounter the same oppressive darkness he felt now. The same malevolence. Perhaps they would turn back.

But it was now clear to him he and Bethany couldn’t.


Chapter Seventeen




Trent reached behind himself, clenched Bethany’s hand, and then silently moved forward. Bethany clutched the side of his armor possessively, and he winced every time the belongings in her pack shifted. He knew, rationally, that the noise was too soft to carry beyond ten paces or so, but they shouldn’t be making any sound at all.

It was time to abandon their pack. There was nothing in it he couldn’t replace in Kallowhorn, and he had Ruby. He stopped, turned to grip Bethany’s shoulders, and pressed his lips directly to her ear. In a voice so quiet he knew it wouldn’t carry, he said, “Leave the pack.”

She shrugged it off in the darkness with a minimum of noise. When they set off again, with her clutching his armor and him leading the way through the thick mist with outstretched palms, they made no noise at all. His birth wife was an amazing hunter.

And he would kill anyone who threatened her without hesitation.

Behind them, the sound of men cursing, complaining, and hollering to each other told Trent that the brave men of Eight Company had entered the Blackwood. Other than Spence, who was a piss bucket, there hadn’t been anyone in his old company he truly disliked. Pip was a good friend, and Sergeant Crane was a man Trent very much admired.

Given Sergeant Crane’s boisterous and legendary reputation, Trent wasn’t surprised when Crane’s booming voice echoed through the woods at a volume that would make the queen’s crier proud. Crane would not sneak through these woods. He would roar like a lion.

“Marston! If you can hear me, you traitorous little shit sack, we’re coming for you! The king wants you alive so he can attend to you personally, but alive doesn’t mean intact! When I find you, you and Eight Company will play a game! It’s called ‘who took Marston’s balls?’”

As terrified as Trent was right now, due to the increasingly oppressive darkness and the knowledge that most of his former allies were now hunting him through the Blackwood, he couldn’t help but crack a smile. Sergeant Crane always made him smile. Even when the man was threatening to cut his balls off, he couldn’t help but appreciate Crane’s brazen nature.

A dark, thick tree burst from the mist so quickly it almost felt like it attacked him. As he had many times before now, he felt his way around it. He was certain he was proceeding largely in the direction of Kallowhorn, and he appreciated the sounds the men of Eight Company made as they shouted to each other in worry and tromped loudly through the woods.

Without all their racket, he would have lost his way. But with them behind him, he knew what direction to move… away from them. Soon, a voice he knew well slowed him again.

Pip’s excited yet tremulous voice carried through the woods. “I found a pack, Sarge! I think it’s Trent’s pack!”

“Stay there!” Crane bellowed. “Eight Company, form on Pip’s voice!”

Trent ground his teeth and resumed making his way around tree after tree. Eight Company clanked through the woods behind him, and as worrisome as this unnatural mist was, it was likely the only reason they hadn’t spotted him yet. The Blackwood was a forest of significant size, but its large trees were widely spaced and the ground was mostly level.

Trent’s palms slapped into another tree before he could see it through the mist. When he pulled his palms away, his skin came away slick with… blood?

Trent froze so abruptly Bethany bumped into his back from behind. Trent had never been a squeamish man. When on week long endurance hunts while training at the Vespers, he’d spent entire days buried in mud and muck. He’d stayed motionless as bugs crawled on his head.

What he felt now on his hand was different. It was warm in the way of blood, but also sticky in the way of phlegm. It burned against his skin like some sort of mild acid.

Trent turned his palm and stared at it. It glistened as if covered in some sort of grayish slime, like the trail of a snail or something worse. Two more steps forward revealed another dark tree, and there was just enough moonlight that he could see that gunk coated it… or rather, the gunk was flowing out of it. The tree was leaking sap.

Trent wiped his burning hand on the muddy ground, but that didn’t much improve the situation. His skin burned, and worse, he couldn’t understand why. He’d never seen anything like this sap before, and he’d spent years exploring the Blackwood in his youth.

During the day.

Perhaps he’d simply encountered an infected tree. He led Bethany around the tree and kept one hand extended bravely to catch the next one. If it burned, he would endure.

Crane bellowed again. “He’s close! Hold to your ropes and advance! Call out if you see a shadow move, and don’t engage him alone! Marston may be a shit sack, but he’s still a kestrel!”

Once again, the eagerness of his hunters betrayed their plans. Trent now knew that at least some members of Eight Company must have roped themselves together so they could search these woods without losing at least one fellow watchman.

The moment he passed another sap-oozing tree, Ruby spoke… but she didn’t speak to his ears. She spoke to his mind. It felt like she was talking from inside his ears.

“Master?”

Once again Trent stumbled to a stop, and once again Bethany bumped into him from behind. Bethany clutched him in what must be utter terror, and once again, she made absolutely no sound. He hated that she had to endure this, but he loved his birth wife.

Trent almost spoke aloud, but that could betray him to his hunters. He reached back to grip Bethany’s hand, to reassure her he was simply considering their next move rather than freezing in terror, and focused on Ruby’s voice. Inside his mind.

“Ruby?”

“Master!” Ruby didn’t just sound overjoyed. He could feel her joy and happiness in her words, happiness that resulted because he could hear her. “Master, I am so sorry I worried you! I can speak now! I can speak to you while I am a sword!”

“How?”

“When you gave me your seed, you joined us forever! We are bonded now!”

He remembered her collapsing, unconscious, on top of him. “I can do that?”

“Yes! I only remembered the moment I woke up! Now that you have bonded me, I am yours for eternity! No other man may be my master so long as I exist!”

Trent wasn’t sure he was worthy of that sort of commitment. Even so, if she was right, he would make himself worthy. He would treasure Ruby until he died.

He clenched Bethany’s hand, pulled her to his side, and pressed his lips to her ear. “I can hear Ruby now. She’s speaking in my head.”

Only the tiniest of gasps betrayed Bethany’s shock. That, and the fact that her hand clenched around his hard enough it felt like Ruby’s strength. She held tight.

He kept his lips pressed to her ear. “We’ll talk and move. Keep hold of me.” After Bethany squeezed his hand once more, Trent again moved away from Eight Company and through the incredibly thick mist. It was difficult to even see his boots!

As he continued creeping through the woods with Bethany holding on to his side, Ruby’s next thoughts were increasingly stressed. “Master, where are you?”

“I’m sneaking through the Blackwood. Bethany’s with me. Eight Company’s behind.”

Ruby’s next thought was very scared. “You must leave that place.”

“I’d like to, Ruby, but the queen’s army has the Blackwood surrounded.”

“That does not matter. You must leave. I can feel darkness all around you, Master, and it is… an old darkness. Something from my time. Something dangerous.”

Trent grimaced. If Ruby was right about whatever she felt being from “her time” she meant from the time of the mage wars. She meant some sort of ancient magical trap or horror infested this forest. That explained why the soulless never entered it.

Behind Trent and Bethany, a man of Eight Company shrieked in such horror—a shriek that was abruptly cut off—that Trent had no doubt the man had just been murdered. But murdered by what? He and Eight Company were the only men in these woods!

Crane’s voice roared through the woods. “Sound off! Eight Company! Sound off!”

Trent forced himself to creep forward as men he’d served with barked their names through the woods. He recognized all the names but one. Keller didn’t speak up. That meant the Blackwood… or whatever infested the Blackwood… had just murdered him.

Aiden Keller had been a quiet man, professional, never a friend but never an ass. He had a wife and two children back in Whitebridge, or… had. His wife and children would never see him again, and as Trent’s hand once more slapped a tree slick with sap, his hand burned.

He ground his teeth and wiped his hands on the muddy ground. The burn was getting worse, and soon he might not even be able to hold Ruby. What in Dalry was happening with this mist? His eyes were wide open, but he might as well be blindfolded!

Ruby’s desperate cry echoed in his head. “Stop, Master!”

Trent froze once more in the dark.

“Something is ahead! It is coming for you! It is coming for everyone!”

Trent ground his teeth as his skin crawled, his hands burned, and Bethany clutched him from behind like she was worried she’d be torn away from him at any moment. So he couldn’t move forward, and he couldn’t turn back. He slipped sideways, once again using the increasingly worried racket of Eight Company as a reference to guide his steps.

“I found Keller!” a man shouted, followed by that man’s horrified scream.

Crane bellowed across the woods. “Thatcher! Report!”

Thatcher’s retching was loud enough Trent heard it. “He’s dead! Gods, his skin is⁠—”

Crane cut him off. “Everyone form up on me! Don’t let Marston get another⁠—”

Another horrified shriek split the woods, cut off just like the first. Then another, and another. Trent ground his teeth as men he’d served with for a year died in this mist-cloaked forest in ways he couldn’t begin to imagine. He felt for them, but they weren’t his tribe.

His tribe was Bethany and Ruby. He had to get his wives to safety, and then he had to find somewhere to hide. Eight Company, one way or the other, was now on their own.

Trent carefully threaded the narrow line between Eight Company and whatever evil Ruby sensed ahead. Something that made trees slick. With the shouting of Eight Company growing closer and more desperate, he felt like they were closing with each step.

“Master, I think this mist is leading those men to you!”

Trent clenched his burning fists tight. Was Ruby right? Was this cursed mist guiding Eight Company to his location? That suggested it was intelligent, and if it was… he could only think of one reason it would lead Eight Company to his position.

He doubted the Blackwood cared about him or his bounty. It didn’t hate him, personally. It simply wanted to gather the buzzing mosquitoes in one place… so it could squash them.

When a man once more sounded off close enough Trent was certain he was less than twenty paces away, he decided to go to ground. The moment he found a thick black tree that was not covered in acidic sap, he pulled Bethany close and pointed up.

She nodded her understanding. She was still trembling and obviously terrified, but she remained focused on following his orders and protecting him from harm. She was so brave.

The trees of the Blackwood offered one boon. They had a number of long and sturdy branches, and those branches were low to the ground. With prowess gained from years of living and hunting in the woods, Trent leapt and grabbed an overhanging branch, then pulled himself up while scrambling along the trunk. Soon, he was climbing.

The scrambling of boots on bark told him Bethany was scrambling up as well. They climbed together. Armor clanked in the woods all around them as the remaining men of Eight Company somehow tracked their prey without sight or dogs. This damned mist!

They were only able to climb the height of a second-story building in Whitebridge before he and Bethany were forced to freeze high in its branches. They were both excellent hunters who could move silently in the woods, but branches creaked. Orange light so bright it made Trent squint bobbed into view below, and then an armored man with a torch arrived.

The mist was thinner in the trees. Or had it cleared out around this tree? It had. Trent cursed silently as he realized the mist was pulling back. It was thinning out on purpose!

Ruby spoke once more in his head “Master? What is happening? You feel worried!”

So, Ruby could sense his feelings and the presence of unnatural things around him, but couldn’t actually see. She was tucked away in a sheath on his back. It was no wonder. He focused on their bond and thought to her.

“We’re going to hide in place for a bit. Tell me if you feel anything… unnatural.”

This mist was absolutely unnatural. As the big soldier below clanked forward, even torchlight only seemed to carry a few paces from his torch. Trent recognized him and glared. It was Spence Gladry, and his wide eyes swept the mist and woods in abject terror.

Spence had a rope wrapped around his waist, and soon, another man emerged from the mist as well. Pip. It was Pip! He looked like he had either pissed himself or was on the verge.

Spence glanced into the woods. “Sarge! I think the mist is clearing out! I think⁠—”

He gasped as the mist visibly pulled away on all sides. That allowed the torchlight that the mist had previously dampened to spread for ten paces, then twenty. Trent clutched the long branch on which he hid in silence. This tree had few leaves, and if Spence looked up…

Four men tied by ropes emerged from the mist. Trent’s only advantage so far was that fool, Theo, who’d stabbed those dogs. If those hounds had been here… if someone had managed to force them into the woods… they’d be baying at this tree right now.

Sergeant Crane stomped out of the mist in a clanking of armor. “You find him?”

“No sign of him, Sarge.” Spence waved his torch excitedly. “But look! The mist is pulling back! If we turn back now, we might be able to find the edge of⁠—”

Another man shrieked bloody murder beyond the mist. In unison, Crane and the soldiers with him spun about and drew steel. Another man shrieked beyond the wall of mist, and another, and every scream started without ending. Every scream was cut off.

Crane bellowed orders. “Form ranks! Circle C! Put your backs to that big bloody tree!”

As Trent stared down in silent horror, the last six survivors of Eight Company (including Sergeant Crane, Spence, and Pip) all unwittingly surrounded him. They put their backs to the tree to which he and Bethany clung and faced the edge of the now swirling mist.

All of them were breathing hard, and Thatcher was whispering some sort of prayer. Most of their arms trembled, but not a one lowered their weapon. These were brave men.

Spence growled low. “He’s killing us. He’s killing us out there, Sarge!”

Crane slapped the tree. “This isn’t Marston. Even he couldn’t kill so many so fast.”

Pip wailed. “This isn’t a person. It’s a chaos creature, a monster!”

Armor clanked, and then another member of Eight Company stepped out of the misty wall. Yet from the way he swayed on his feet, Trent knew he was no man. It was Keller, and while his armor was mostly intact, his skin had turned as black as moldy bread.

Crane spit on the ground. “Another bloody necromancer. Looks like Marston laid a trap for us with the same allies he used to kill the princess.”

Thatcher spoke up in alarm. “He’s not soulless. Sarge, look! His eyes are the wrong color! They’re not glowing blue!”

As Trent stared at the once living man who now walked, dead, out of the mist, he realized Thatcher was right. The eyes of a soulless corpse glowed bright blue, and that combined with the bubble of freezing cold they created as they walked about meant an alert man could both feel and see them coming. This corpse was different.

Keller… or what was left of him… had no glowing eyes, nor did he seem to be freezing the ground around him in any way. Keller’s eyes were inky pools, and as his mouth slowly opened like a snake unhinging its jaw, Trent saw some oily black substance filling his mouth.

Ruby whimpered worriedly in Trent’s mind. “Something unnatural is near you.”

“I can see that, Ruby. Let’s see what it does next.”

Crane slammed his glowing sword into his shield with a clang that echoed through the woods. “Hold ranks! Let them come! Hit them until they’re down!”

The corpse that had once been Keller didn’t advance. Another armored corpse stumbled from the wall of fog, then another, then another. Even with their skin bubbled and blackened like moldy bread, Trent recognized them, by face if not name. When he counted five, he knew Eight Company was back together.

He suspected they would die that way.

Given they were surrounded by five shambling corpses and a swirl of noxious black mist, the chances of any men of Eight Company glancing up were small. That was why it angered him all the more when Spence looked up, then found him. Then gasped.

“It’s Marston! He’s in the bloody tree!”

As Crane glanced up, his eyes narrowed. “There you are, you little shit sack.”

Trent finally had a chance to explain. “I didn’t kill the princess! I saved Victoria!”

“I don’t believe you. You personally fucked me, Marston, which means you’re coming back with us.”

Pip shrieked in abject terror. “Sarge, the soulless!”

The murdered members of Eight Company shakily drew steel, then shambled forward like puppets. Spence and Pip both almost broke ranks before Crane’s angry bellow called them back. Crane understood the desire to spread out, but they couldn’t.

Trent felt genuinely bad for his fellows in Eight Company. They were surrounded by dead men with a kestrel ready to drop on them from above, and they couldn’t climb this tree to reach him while wearing armor. Meanwhile, Ruby spoke hungrily in his mind.

“We must kill them, Master.”

As the shambling former members of Eight Company crossed swords, blades, and clubs with the six that still lived below, Trent ground his teeth. “These men have done nothing but come after a man they think murdered their princess.”

“Not the men, Master! The sap eaters! I can kill them for you!”

He gasped. “You’re certain?”

“Yes, Master! I wasn’t certain until now, but I can burn the sap inside them!”

Trent bellowed down from the tree. “Listen to me, Sarge! I didn’t kill the princess! But if you promise not to stab me in the back, I can kill those corpses for you!”

Crane’s glowing blade slashed across the exposed neck of Keller’s shambling corpse. Trent knew from experience that a strike like that, against a soulless, would cause it to catch fire and shamble away. Keller’s corpse simply gurgled as his head tilted back, then attacked.

Eight Company were skilled fighters, but so were the dead. And these dead showed no concern as their fingers, arms, and even heads left their bodies. Every time a man of Eight Company delivered a cut, oily black spurted from the hole. Like inky mud.

Crane kept his eyes on his former men. “Not a chance in hell, shit sack!”

Thatcher ducked a swing from Keller’s corpse and drove his sword through the center of the man’s chest, to the hilt. That was his mistake. The one arm Keller still had clamped down on Thatcher from behind, pulling him close. Keller then vomited black ooze.

Everywhere the ooze touched Thatcher, it smoked, and as that smoke roiled off Thatcher, he unleashed a burbling shriek… which cut off. Trent winced as Thatcher’s skin bubbled right on his bones. Acid, much more powerful than the traces he’d found on the trees.

Trent couldn’t bear to watch these men, good men, murdered one by one by oily corpses. He lifted Ruby from her sheath on his back, and as her slim blade slid out of the leather, a bright red light spread around the tree. He could feel her gem glow.

The sap eaters shrieked and recoiled from the red light. As they did so, Spence swung his club as hard as he could into Thatcher’s back. That knocked him and Keller, who still had him wrapped up tight, away from the tree in a stumbling dance.

Eight Company rallied and drove the dead back, but the sap eaters now backed off willingly. Crane saw the trap the same time as Trent. “Halt! Back! Back to the tree!”

As the five remaining men of Eight Company were once again clustered around the tree to which Trent clung, Trent bellowed down again. “Listen or die, Sarge! I wield the Randolf Ancestral Mageblade! Princess Victoria gave it to me after I saved her life! King Tallun sent soulless to kill her, but I saved her! She fled through a portal that night, but she’s alive!”

Eyes wide in terror, Pip stared up at Trent for another second before turning to Crane and clutching at his arm. “Trent’s not a traitor! I believe him!”

Crane shoved Pip away. “We have our orders. Kill these things, and then arrest him.”

“But you heard Trent! We can’t kill them, and he has a magic sword! He could have dropped behind us at any time and killed us during all that, but he didn’t!”

“And then who would stand between his comely woman and our soulless friends?” Crane chuckled darkly, then glanced up at Trent. “Know this, Marston. If one of these shit sacks turns me today, I will take particular pleasure in vomiting on your face.”

Spence sucked in his breath. “Marston’s telling the truth!”


Chapter Eighteen




As the dead men shambling around at the edge of the mist continued to menace them, but not advance, Crane’s glowing blade swung to cover Spence. “What did you just say, boy?”

The dead shambled forward once more, and Trent belatedly realized he had reflexively slipped Ruby back into her sheath. He pulled her halfway out again, and the red light from her ruby flared. Once again the moldy-faced men shrieked and stumbled back.

They feared Ruby. They feared his sword. They didn’t have to die here!

Below, the way the whites of Spence’s eyes were visible told Trent the man was far past terror and into something beyond. Was Spence really a traitor? Was he really going to admit his traitorous act in front of everyone?

Spence shook so hard his armor clattered audibly, and his club trembled in his grip. “That night, we got new orders directly from the king. Orders to ignore all calls from District One. And if we saw the princess, if we somehow came across her, we should… we should…”

Crane’s fist slammed into the front of Spence’s armor and slammed him against the tree so hard Trent felt it shake. “Should what, Gladry?”

Spence dropped his club and shield when Crane slammed him into the tree, and he couldn’t retrieve them with Crane pinning him against it. He batted at Crane’s armored arm like a baby… or a man who’d gone out of his mind after seeing ally after ally fall and rise again.

“It was the king! His orders! I couldn’t disobey the king!”

“King Tallun ordered you to kill Victoria?”

“Yes! And while I don’t know if Marston killed her, those things will kill us! I can’t die here and become that! You have to let him save us!”

Trent glared down at Spence from the tree. “You puke sack!”

Spence stared up through tears. “It was my family! He said he’d arrest my family!”

As much as Trent despised Spence, he believed that. King Tallun had used the same leverage to turn Princess Victoria’s Queen’s Guard, Callus. The carrot and the stick.

King Tallun was evidently a master of both, but now, finally, Trent had proof of his innocence. All he had to do was get Spence out of here, alive, and he could… what?

Spence was one man, and Tallun would simply claim he was lying and kill him. This did nothing to prove Trent’s innocence to anyone… other than to the five men below.

As Crane stared up at Trent, he looked chagrined. “You truly saved her? She’s alive?”

“Yes, Sarge!” Trent stared down at Crane. “Victoria’s alive! I don’t know where she is now, but Tallun tried to have her killed. He’s lying to you. Now, let me deal with this!”

Crane turned to Eight Company and barked orders. “Make a ring, you half-shorn dogs, and protect Marston’s back! If any of you try to take him down, I will kill you myself!”

Sergeant Crane welcoming his kestrel back to Eight Company was all the reassurance Trent needed he could fight. He swung down and dropped from the tree, falling and rolling with the impact only to leap to his feet with Ruby extended in full. The oily dead soldiers of Eight Company shrieked again and retreated into the mist.

Trent realized then he didn’t have to kill them, and even with Ruby, he wasn’t about to chase five puppeted, projectile-vomiting corpses into that black mist. He backed up to Crane and the others. “They don’t like my mageblade. So… let’s get out of here.”

Crane growled low. “The army’s got this forest surrounded.”

“Not on the Kallowhorn side. You can’t get to the Kallowhorn side unless you go through the Blackwood. That’s why we made our homes here.”

Crane thumped Trent’s shoulder before stepping up beside him. “Then take the lead, son. We’ve got your back.” He pivoted to bellow once more at his surviving men. “Eight Company! New mission! Guard the queen’s kestrel with your lives!”

The queen’s kestrel? As Trent considered the title, he decided he liked it. He certainly no longer served King Tallun, and he did serve Princess Victoria. As her knight.

A quiet thump announced Bethany dropping from the tree. As Trent glanced back at her, she nodded past hard eyes and tight lips. If she had been, she wasn’t afraid any longer.

“But…” Pip’s voice trembled. “We can’t leave Thatcher!”

Trent glanced at Thatcher and grimaced. The brave man lay where he had fallen, but he hadn’t gotten up. Did that mean the sap hadn’t infected him?

Trent pointed Ruby at Thatcher and marched over. “Any sap inside him?”

“No, Master.” Ruby sounded certain of that. “Sap still surrounds us, but not close.”

Trent looked at Sergeant Crane. “Thatcher’s clean. Just… not alive.”

Crane pointed at two identical-looking members of Eight Company. “Tim, Tom, you carry him. We don’t leave dead behind unless they’re still walking around.”

As the twin soldiers Crane designated hurried over to lift up Thatcher’s corpse, Trent walked past them toward his birth wife. “Beth, with me.” Trent marched in what he hoped was Kallowhorn’s direction. “Everyone, stick close. I don’t know how far Ruby’s reach extends.”

As Trent led the five surviving members of Eight Company deeper into the Blackwood with Ruby extended before him, ready to destroy anything that threatened, Bethany snatched Pip’s torch from him and held it high. The others clustered close around him, but Trent didn’t miss that Crane forced Spence to walk on his other side. The side away from Trent.

He had no question, now, that Sergeant Crane had his back. Knowing a man he respected as much as Crane believed him was invigorating. He had done all he could to keep the idea that all of Whitebridge now despised him from bothering him, but it did.

But these men no longer despised him. Other than Spence. Who remained a puke sack.

Trent soon grew certain that the mist was retreating from Ruby’s glow as well. If only he’d thought to pull her free of her sheath sooner, he might have been able to sprint through these woods and leave Eight Company behind!

Though… if he had, they’d all be dead now. Or walking around while dead. He was glad he’d saved as many of them as he could. He had new allies now.

As Trent led his recently expanded party through the Blackwood, he searched for Ruby’s mind while holding her in his hand. “Can you still feel them in the forest? The sap eaters?”

Ruby sounded more confident now. “The sap remains around us, but it is giving way.”

He smiled. “It’s afraid of you.”

The possessive delight in her next thought made him wish he could turn her back into a woman and rip her clothes off. “Anything that seeks to hurt my master should fear me.”

Trent kept expecting a horde of dead men or something worse to rush them from the mist, but it continued to swirl around them as the torch Bethany held lit the way. As they passed many more black trees, Trent saw sap glistening on them. Oozing down them.

The sap wasn’t there in the daylight, so it must come out only at night. Trent decided then this sap was the true essence of the Blackwood. The men… or the corpses… were simply one way this sap could attack its enemies.

No wonder even soulless avoided these woods. The sap could likely invade them just as easily and make them its puppets. If a mage truly had designed the sap, as Ruby suggested, it might have been created as a ward against the soulless. A mage had created those as well.

As they walked, Pip spoke up hesitantly from him. “Hey, Trent⁠—”

“Not now, Pip. Dead men about.”

“I just want you to know, I never believed them. The rumors. I never believed.”

Crane chortled loudly. “Then why in the hell are you here, son?”

“I’m Eight Company.” Pip’s voice turned stronger when he said that. “I go where we go.”

Trent was surprised by the lump that grew in his throat at Pip’s brave words. Eight Company… his friends and allies… were down to less than half their number because first King Tallun, and then Captain Cole, had lied to them.

Keller would never hug his kids again, and while Trent didn’t know if Thatcher had any children, Trent suspected his parents were still alive. And what of the others? He’d recall their names later, when he wasn’t walking along like a sap eater. He was all but exhausted.

The fallen men of Eight Company were just more people to avenge when the time was right. One day, Trent would put a blade through Tallun himself. He didn’t know when, and he didn’t know how, but while he had trained for scouting rather than assassination at the Vespers, he’d always been a quick study. And now… he had a mentally-bonded magic sword.

“Ruby? Any signs of more sap or sap eaters?”

“It’s pulling away, Trent. It’s all behind us. Nothing ahead.”

“Thank you. You’re amazing. None of us would be alive without you.”

The gleeful pleasure that flooded his brain made him smile. “Thank you, Master!”

The mist grew thinner and thinner, and soon vanished entirely. Trent gasped and broke into a jog. “With me, right now! We’re almost out of it!”

With their armor clanking and many nervous looks cast over their shoulders at the Blackwood, they jogged through woods that grew increasingly sparse. Soon, they were clear of the woods entirely. Almost too late, Trent recognized the loose piles of grass and leaves ahead.

He raised a fist and pumped it. “Halt!”

Eight Company halted at the same time the leaves burst apart in all directions. An eyeblink later ten Kallowhorn hunters, a mixture of muscular men and muscular women, knelt with short bows pointed at his party and poison-tipped arrows nocked. Trent raised both hands without releasing Ruby. He did, however, point her at the sky.

“I’m Kallowhorn! Trent Marston! And that’s⁠—”

“Bethany!” His birth wife’s voice was strong. “These soldiers are with us! Friendly!”

One by one, the previously hidden archers carefully released the tension on their bowstrings. A man with a muscular build who Trent recognized by his silhouette marched to the forefront, and then marched toward Trent. As Trent saw him, he blinked back tears.

He was home. His family was home. It had been over a year.

Trent sheathed Ruby just before Pace Marston yanked him into a massive bear hug. Trent grinned in relief as he hugged his father. Pace might be only a bit bigger than Trent now, but his father always made him feel safe.

Pace thumped Trent’s back repeatedly before he stepped away. As Trent’s father looked around at the tattered and exhausted group of survivors that had somehow made it through the Blackwood, at night, his expression darkened.

“You here to take my son?”

The other Kallowhorn with Pace surrounded the party. Their eyes were hard and unforgiving, but none of their glares were directed at Trent. These were his people.

Sergeant Crane cleared his throat. “No, sir. We had a misunderstanding.”

Trent took a breath. “I didn’t kill the princess, Dad.”

Pace snorted. “I knew that. Why does everyone think you did?”

Trent opened his mouth to answer, then paused. He swept his eyes across the five survivors of Eight Company until he spotted Spence. The big man remained weaponless, having dropped his shield and club in the woods. He stared stubbornly at the ground.

He looked at the survivors. Sergeant Crane. Pip. Tim and Tom, the twins who were both inseparable and annoying. Spence. Everyone else he’d served with was dead… and all of it was due to King Tallun and the traitors he’d bought or threatened.

As Trent marched toward Spence, the other men of Eight Company all parted to let him pass. As Spence looked up, one of Trent’s long knives darted to Spence’s neck with the speed of a striking snake. As it waited there, Spence’s eyes bulged in terror.

“It was for my family!”

Trent glared as the tip of his knife brushed Spence’s neck. “What was for your family? Be specific. Tell everyone what King Tallun ordered you to do. Tell my people!”

Spence trembled but kept his feet. “He… gave us orders.”

“Who?”

“The king!”

“Orders to do what?”

“To ignore all calls for aid from District One! And… to kill Princess Victoria! If we saw her! If we saw her, we were to kill her, and then the king promised he would pardon and elevate us! We were to become knights!”

Crane growled low in his throat. “Should have left you for those dead men to eat.”

As Trent slipped the tip of his knife away from Spence’s neck, he turned to face the gathered members of Eight Company, his father, and the other Kallowhorn hunters. “So, that’s what happened. I saved Princess Victoria that night… she’s alive… but she fled the city, and now King Tallun is claiming I killed her so he can hold onto his throne.”

Pace nodded proudly. “My son saved the crown princess of Whitebridge.”

“Did everyone hear what Spence did? Did everyone understand it?”

All those assembled nodded. As they all stared at Spence, the big man hugged himself again and stared at the ground. He didn’t have the courage to look at anyone.

Trent turned his gaze back to Spence. “Good. You’re all witnesses.” He slashed his knife across Spence’s neck.

The big man gurgled as Trent stepped aside just in time to avoid the spurting of arterial spray. Spence burbled and clutched at his neck as he thumped onto his knees. Choking to death on his own blood, he fell onto his back and twitched.

Trent had killed his third man. At least… a living man. He had no regrets about this one.

Pip’s trembling voice spoke up. “But… why?”

Trent looked to Sergeant Crane. “First, Spence Gladry betrayed his crown princess by agreeing to kill her or let her die. Then, he betrayed King Tallun and revealed Tallun’s plot to everyone so I’d save you from the dead. His only loyalty was to himself. He couldn’t live.”

Crane chuckled darkly. “I don’t disagree, Marston, but I intended to do that.”

“You shouldn’t have to. Traitorous puke sack or no, he was still your soldier, and besides, as the queen’s kestrel, I should execute her enemies.” Trent walked back to his father. “Dad, there’s a whole army beyond the Blackwood. They’ll enter it at first light.”

“Six companies,” Crane added. “I estimate around one-hundred and fifty men in the advance force, with four hundred more on their way. It’s going to get real crowded.”

Pace nodded as if this didn’t bother him at all and met Crane’s gaze, one man to another. “Are they coming to burn us out?”

“They’re coming for your son. If he’s not here, they all go away.”

Trent drew his father’s attention. “We’re not staying, Dad. I just need a few things and…” He glanced at Bethany, and they were of one mind. “We’re heading to the Breckenrock.”

Pace crossed his arms and scowled. “It’s far too dangerous to camp out there. Let them try and take you. We’ll kill every last one of them.”

“But I don’t want you to kill them, Dad. The only difference between most of the men beyond these woods and the five⁠—”

“Four,” Crane interrupted smugly.

Trent chuckled at Crane’s grim humor. “Four men here is they still believe Tallun’s lie.”

“Misguided or not, no one comes after my son and lives.”

Trent had always loved how protective his father was, but at the moment, it was inconvenient. “These are good men, Dad, and they understand that. We’re all friends now.”

“More than that.” Crane stepped forward. “Mister Marston, as the leader of Eight Company, I offer my formal apology for ever doubting your son’s bravery or integrity. I give you my oath I’ll do all I can to ensure the truth comes out. He will be exonerated.”

Trent sighed heavily. “We’re not doing that either.”

Both men turned to him, Pace in frustration and Crane in surprise. “What?”

“Think about this rationally.” Trent pointed at his father and his Kallowhorn hunters. “You’re outwallers.” He pointed at Crane and his remaining soldiers. “And you’re four men.”

Pip stepped forward. “Your men.”

“No, you’re Princess Victoria’s men. Before tonight, I thought it best if I stayed apart from her and acted as a decoy, but now I realize that will only draw more people into a fight to keep me safe. People I’m not willing to lose.”

Trent turned to his father once more. “Dad, I appreciate you volunteering the whole tribe to defend me, but that’s just pointless death. And Sarge?” He looked at Crane. “At first light, you need to take Eight Company back into the woods. Tell Captain Cole you killed me.”

Crane scratched his chin as he considered. “They won’t believe us without a body.”

“Then, take Spence.”

Crane eyed him as if not certain if he’d be offended or not. “Spence is too big, son.”

Pip tentatively raised his hand. “But Thatcher’s not.”

Crane glanced at the acid-burned, motionless body Tim and Tom had settled respectfully on the grass. “He was about Trent’s size, but he’s not Trent.”

“Then, we burn him.” Pip turned pale as he spoke and looked like he might vomit for a moment, but he mastered himself. “Burn Thatcher’s body, and say that it’s Trent.”

Crane nodded. “And say it happened in the fight with corpses. That just might work.”

Tim nodded solemnly. “I think Thatcher would want that.”

Tom snorted. “I don’t. But he’s dead, so I vote we burn him and help Marston.”

As Trent focused on both Pace Marston and Sergeant Crane, he focused on what would motivate them. “You are helping Princess Victoria. She will reclaim her crown, but when she comes to do that, she’ll need loyal soldiers to welcome her home. Soldiers who are alive.”

Crane crossed his arms over his armor. “So, what else do you need, son?”

“Remember what you saw today. Remember what Spence revealed to everyone. Keep it in your minds, keep it safe, but don’t tell anyone else. I don’t know if my death will make King Tallun feel more or less safe, but he has to believe it, which means he has to believe you.”

Pip grimaced in obvious consternation. “But what about you?”

“I’ll come back around when the princess claims her throne. You’ll all see me again.”

Pip stomped forward, and then, before Trent could stop him, threw his arms around Trent in a hug. Trent smiled and thumped Pip’s back. It was good to know he still had friends, even if he might not see them for some time. Pip stepped back.

As Trent looked around at the survivors of Eight Company, his father, the Kallowhorn hunters, and Bethany, he knew matters were now settled. He also knew that they were settled because of him. He was the queen’s kestrel now, and also, the chief of his own tribe.

Leading people was something he would need to practice.

He also knew Ruby would remain a sword. At some point between scaring off those sap eaters and not dying, he had decided it best that the fewer people saw Ruby, the better. The men of Eight Company would never betray him, but they could be caught and tortured.

At the moment, these brave men could reveal nothing but that Trent was alive (which Tallun would certainly suspect) and that Princess Victoria was alive (which Tallun already knew). While Trent couldn’t come up with a specific reason why it would be better if Tallun didn’t know he had Ruby, denying your enemy knowledge was always best.

He looked at his father. “For tonight, we rest. I could use a bite and a stiff drink.”

Pace nodded, and then he thumped Sergeant Crane on the back. “You men are welcome to stay with us tonight. We’ll burn this brave man’s body and be ready for tomorrow.”

Crane thumped a fist to his chest, then turned to Eight Company. “Let’s move.”

Not long after that, they reached the outer defenses of Kallowhorn. While Kallowhorn didn’t have stone walls like Whitebridge, over time its people had created a tall berm in which they’d placed outward facing wooden spears. No cavalry charge would get over that.

Wooden watchtowers stood tall beyond the berm, and alert hunters used those to keep watch over the open and fertile fields between the town and the Blackwood day and night. Nothing had ever come out of the Blackwood other than friendly tribesfolk… not yet… but one could never be too careful when living in wilds corrupted by mage magic.

After what he’d seen last night… the sap that oozed out of the trees at night and could, it seemed, both kill men and manipulate their corpses… Trent was hesitant to ever set foot in those woods again, day or not. Still, he had to look at the risk rationally. There were no stories about people vanishing in the Blackwood in the daytime, so the sap must be nocturnal.

Also, the sap and the creatures that lived inside the Blackwood had never left the wood to attack Kallowhorn. That suggested the sap… or whatever it was… remained content in its home. It was not their ally, but also not their enemy. And thanks to the fact that it lived in the woods nearby, the soulless would never threaten them.

Trent was finally safe. He could finally rest. And as he looked around at the strong men (and strong woman) around him, he couldn’t help but smile in relief.

After a year away from it, it was so good to be home.


Chapter Nineteen




There were only four hours of night left by the time Trent was finally able to retire to a small, second story tavern room along with Bethany. Kallowhorn now boasted many permanent buildings like this small tavern, which was owned by the father of Jaron Barley, Trent’s best friend. They’d named the tavern the Wolf’s Den, though no one really liked that name.

Name aside, the Barleys had built this tavern to serve travelers in a busy town. It was a good, sturdy building, though it was rare for travelers other than passing hunters to stay for long. This tavern wasn’t near so pretty as those in Whitebridge, but it felt like home.

While Trent’s father had offered his old room in their small house for the night, Trent had declined and taken a lodger’s room for obvious reasons. He hadn’t wanted anyone walking in during an awkward moment. He had left the now loyal men of Eight Company in the charge of his father and his fellow Kallowhorn. As for his mother, he’d see her tomorrow.

Marika Marston had taken a three day hunting trip to the wilds on the other side of the Kallowhorn settlement. She would be back before first light, which meant Trent would both get to speak to her and hug her goodbye. Then, he would leave before anyone else arrived.

He knew the queen’s army wouldn’t dare enter the Blackwood until dawn, and then it would take them a good hour to pass through those woods, especially if they had to search those woods for him. So he would leave at first light as well, and Sergeant Crane, Pip, Tim, and Tom would carry “Trent’s” body back to Captain Cole.

Trent suspected that, if he wanted to one day kill King Tallun (which seemed inevitable now) he would have to through Captain Cole first. The man might be a Blessed Knight, but he was still a man. Cole would destroy Trent on a battlefield, but Trent didn’t fight that way.

After hearing Cole casually send Eight Company into the Blackwood despite knowing the danger that lurked there, Trent had no reservations about ending the man’s life as efficiently as he could. He had learned so many ways at the Vespers. He had learned so many poisons.

Captain Kyle, by comparison, was loyal to Princess Victoria. Of that, Crane had no doubt, and Crane knew Kyle as well as two men who weren’t family could. They had agreed that Captain Kyle was the one person Crane would tell the truth about Trent when he returned, and Kyle would keep that truth buried… until Princess Victoria needed it.

As horrifying as tonight had been, and as much as Trent wished so many people hadn’t died, he felt a dull sense of satisfaction at what he’d accomplished. The first knot in a long series of knots that made up King Tallun’s plot had unraveled. More people than him knew.

Their room for the night had a lamp with oil, but they had no need to light it. The moonlight pouring in through the single glass window off the street provided just enough light to see Bethany… and once again appreciate her beauty. Even with bits of leaves and mud still lodged in her hair, and her face scuffed by what she couldn’t wash off, she was a vision.

As Bethany helped him slip off his gear, then his armor, then his clothes, he caught her wrists. She watched him curiously. He pulled her against his chest and, now that they were entirely alone, he allowed the stern and stoic face he’d maintained to melt.

Good men he’d known for a year had died tonight, and in one of the most horrific ways possible. He had also come very close to losing Bethany, and while he now knew that Ruby was well, the trauma of having her collapse after they had sex remained a shock. As he allowed these fears to rise and pass through him, one shuddering sob escaped his body.

That was all that he allowed.

At that sound, Bethany clutched him tight. She kissed his forehead, then his cheek. As they embraced, she gently kneaded his back with her strong hands as he rested his forehead against hers. She always knew exactly what he needed. He loved that about her.

Eventually, his birth wife eased him back to check on him. Trent smiled to assure her he was better, then helped her get undressed. As much as the sight of her full, heavy breasts and the thatch of dark hair between her legs excited him, he had spent the night running for his life and fighting dead men. He wanted to hold her, and cuddle, and sleep. They needed sleep.

After they fell into the room’s bed together, Trent luxuriated in the feel of a real mattress and real sheets. As Bethany cuddled against him, warming him with her soft and lovely body, he relaxed. Yet as they rested together in their bedroll—their bed—he couldn’t drift off to sleep. He soon recognized the ache in his heart.

Someone was missing.

He glanced at Bethany and found her watching him intently. No words were exchanged, but she arched one lovely eyebrow. They still had questions they needed answers, and more importantly, they remained a tribe. They couldn’t sleep without their third member.

Trent looked to his mageblade, which he had hung, sheath and all, on a hook by the bed in easy reach. “Ruby, return.”

Red light burst into a tiny tornado in the center of the room, and then Ruby stumbled out of it stark naked… and leapt onto their bed. He wasn’t prepared for how eagerly or how forcefully she kissed him, and he had forgotten she’d been naked when she last changed into a sword. Bethany laughed softly as they all struggled to fit without falling off.

As tired as Trent was, having Ruby maul him with her body made him stir… down there. Even so, Trent knew they had to talk before anything else happened. He somehow pushed Ruby up long enough to tell her to relax. They could all fit, barely, if his wives cuddled close.

Ruby cuddled in the crook of his other arm. As she did so, Bethany rested her head on his chest. “She’s certainly got more energy than me.”

“She got carried most of tonight.” Trent glanced at Ruby. “Then, you saved our lives.”

Ruby smiled contentedly and gazed at him from a breath away. Then, she spoke inside his head. “Master.”

Trent found he could smile now, and he liked that Ruby could always make him smile… even after a night like this. “I like that we can talk in our heads now, but can you explain that?”

“Of course. I⁠—”

“Aloud, please. Beth can’t hear you in my head.”

Ruby blushed almost as red as her hair. “I’m so sorry! Bethany, I’m sorry.”

Bethany rested her chin on Trent’s chest. “It’s fine. So, do you always shoot fire out of your eyes after a man climaxes inside you?”

Ruby gasped. “No man has ever climaxed inside me!” She winced and looked pleadingly at Trent. “Except you, Master. You can always⁠—”

“I know. You’re my blade wife, and I’ll always take care of you. But what we need to know is… will that happen again? Next time?”

Ruby smiled in delighted satisfaction. “No. I am yours forever.”

“So until I die, no one else can summon you as a mageblade?”

“No, Master. Once you die, no one can ever summon me again. All of the necessary memories came back to me in my sleep, all I had forgotten about my purpose. I was made to serve one master, and you claimed me. I am yours and yours alone.”

Trent realized now why Ruby had never been claimed like this before. The man for whom she was commissioned had never been able to summon her, and then she’d been hidden away for three-hundred years so that man could keep his estate.

As for Princess Victoria, Victoria could summon Ruby. But she couldn’t bond her like this for obvious reasons, nor would Victoria ever do that. As Bethany said, Ruby was his now.

Trent gazed tenderly into Ruby’s soft blue eyes. “So, how long do you live?”

“As long as you need me.”

Trent glanced at Bethany, whose brow was now furrowed in obvious concern. He rolled onto his side to wrap both arms around Ruby. She sighed in obvious contentment. Meanwhile, Bethany pressed herself against his back.

As Trent held Ruby close, he nuzzled her red hair. “There’s no way to undo this?”

Ruby stared up in him in shock. “You wish to break our bond?”

“Never. But I’m a mortal, Ruby, and eventually⁠—”

She buried her face in his chest. “You won’t die!”

“I mean, likely not for many years yet. Decades. But eventually, everyone dies from old age if nothing else. I’m still mortal.”

“Then, I will die with you.”

“But what if we found some way to undo your enchantment first?”

She peered up at him. “To make me mortal?”

Trent nodded.

“Then, I could live and die with you.” She smiled in relief. “I would love that, Master. But I can only become mortal after you no longer need me to protect you. After our enemies are all dead and I am mortal… if I can become mortal… I would also like to give you babies.”

Bethany laughed lightly from Trent’s other side. “You’re a good wife, Ruby.”

Trent hugged Ruby tight. “Understand, I couldn’t be happier to know I can hear you now. In my head. But I also care about you very much, and if I’m understanding you right, you’re saying now that I’ve claimed you, once I die… you’ll become a sword forever?”

“Yes. That is what I want. I do not want to remain conscious after you are dead.”

“And what if I asked you to live on? For me?”

“Then, that is the only way I will ever deny you, Master. I am yours. I refuse to belong to anyone else, ever.”

Trent lovingly kissed her forehead. He felt the tension fade from her as she contentedly snuggled in his strong arms. They weren’t done with this conversation, but they were done for tonight. And until he figured out what he could do about this.

Trent would find a way to undo Ruby’s enchantment. If she could be made into a sword, there had to be a way to make her a normal woman again. He also had years to worry about that, and a traitorous king to depose before he considered his other responsibilities.

Yet Ruby was his responsibility now. As she had devoted herself to helping him, he would devote himself to helping her. He hadn’t asked for the trust she placed in him… but he was going to reward it. He would protect her as long as he lived.

Bethany rested her chin on Trent’s shoulder. “So, what happens if he climaxes inside you again? Do you know?”

“I know that would make me very happy. Nothing else will occur. I can only be claimed once, and my master claimed me as he should last night. Our bond is now unbreakable.”

“Good.” Bethany kissed Trent’s shoulder and dropped onto her back, then cuddled close. “Then, I guess… we should all get some sleep?”

There was no mistaking the question in Bethany’s tone. If he wanted her, his birth wife was ready and willing. As much as he did want her, it was more rational to sleep. He needed his energy for tomorrow, and he knew his wives would still be here when he woke.

Trent gave Ruby another squeeze and wiggled into the middle of the bed. He generally slept on his back, and that was also the best way to cuddle. “We have perhaps four hours before we’ll need to be up again, and we have a long trek ahead. So yes. Sleep.”

Ruby nuzzled him gently. “Of course, Master.”

She snuggled contently in the crook of one arm as Bethany settled in the other. He kissed first Bethany, than Ruby, then relaxed in the bed. Leading a Windborne tribe was going to require much of him, but his wonderful wives made this all worthwhile.

As he drifted off, Trent was finally able to accept the horrors he’d witnessed tonight and move past them. Had he been sleeping alone, that would have been more difficult, but knowing how much these two wonderful, loyal, generous women cared for him helped so much.

No matter how dangerous or terrifying their lives became, they would protect him… and he would protect them. They were a Windborne tribe now. And with those comforting thoughts wrapped around him like a warm blanket, Trent finally let exhaustion claim him.


Chapter Twenty




Only a few hours later, Trent woke in a soft bed but didn’t move. He eased his head left to find Bethany still sleeping contently in the crook of one arm, and when he looked right, Ruby snuggled up in the other. They had both pulled the sheet up high enough he could only see their hair and shoulders, but they still made a breathtaking pair.

His wives. These were his wives. He’d always intended to marry Bethany, when he returned or she came to him, but he’d never known his life would be like this. And Ruby…

They’d only met a few days ago. He couldn’t fall in love with someone he’d just met. What he did know was that their love was on the horizon. Ruby’s loyalty and devotion to him remained astonishing, and every day they spent together made him want to do more for her.

He wouldn’t just give her a lover or a husband. He would give Ruby a pleasant life that was unlike what she had experienced (or not experienced) while some cold enchanter raised her in a monastery. He… and Bethany… would give Ruby the family she never had.

The sun had not yet risen, but Trent could sense it would be up in an hour. He had to leave at first light, and given they were going to head into the Breckenrock today, his stay in Kallowhorn might be the last time for a good while that he was around basic civilization. He needed a bath, a shave, and a good breakfast before braving the wilderness once more.

As he gently rubbed Bethany’s back, she snapped awake. As she glanced sleepily up at him, she smiled. “Ruby’s still out. Should I take care of you this morning?”

Trent squeezed her. “We don’t have time. Last time I thought with my cock instead of my brain, Ruby blasted fire from her eyes and the queen’s army almost caught us.”

Bethany eased up on one elbow. “That happened once.” She reached across him and squeezed Ruby’s shoulder. “Wake up.”

Trent’s lovely redheaded mageblade stirred sleepily, then opened her eyes. The way she smiled at him made Trent’s heart melt. Ruby had such a tender, loving smile. She looked so content it felt like a crime to wake her and get her out of bed.

“Master?” Ruby said his name so breathily he almost reconsidered his admonition to Bethany about not getting distracted this morning.

Instead, he eased Ruby off his chest so he could sit up. “We’ll be leaving Kallowhorn at first light. I think we should all take this opportunity to bathe and eat before we leave. I don’t know when we’ll have another opportunity to enjoy those amenities in the wilds.”

Ruby nodded eagerly and sat up. As she did so, the sheet fell off. Her curly red hair fell across her shoulders and coursed down her round and perky breasts. As she stared warmly at him, he couldn’t help but appreciate the view. His eyes rose once more to hers.

Ruby held his gaze. “If you want me, yes.”

Again Trent struggled to keep his mind on task, but the fact that he was still in bed with two gorgeous, naked women wasn’t helping. “I told you, we need to get ready to leave.”

Ruby brushed her hair back from her eyes. “Then, where do we go to bathe, Master?”

“Let’s rise and dress, and then Beth and I will show you. There’s a separate bathing area for men and women, so Beth can⁠—”

Ruby clutched his arm. “I must bathe with you. I cannot protect you if I am in another bath, and your birth wife should also be present to tend to your needs.”

Bethany squeezed his shoulder. “She’s not wrong.”

“But… we don’t have mixed sex baths in Kallowhorn.”

Bethany smiled slyly. “That’s not completely true. There is one private bath reserved for married couples. And newlyweds.”

Trent stared at Bethany. “But we’re not…”

He trailed off before the very dangerous look Bethany was now giving him killed those words in his throat. He mentally corrected himself like his life depended on it.

“We are, aren’t we? By Windborne custom, we’re already married.”

His lovely birth wife watched him with a level gaze. “We had better be.”

Trent looked at Ruby. “And you and me as well, I suppose.”

“That’s right! I am yours now. Your blade wife. I must always be at your side.”

“Then… I suppose we’ll simply have to see if the couple’s bath is available. Either way, we should dress and maintain a modicum of modesty. My mother will be here soon.”

Ruby sighed happily. “I cannot wait to meet her, and your father.”

Trent’s heart soared as he remembered that he would get to tell his parents about his new wives today. “And I can’t wait to introduce you to them both.”

“As your mageblade? Your protector?”

“As my wife.”

Ruby’s smile lit up the room.

They dressed enough to meet modesty requirements, yet before they left, a problem occurred to Trent. He took Beth’s hand and turned her to face him. “Even if Lamina accepts that you and I are betrothed, how are we going to explain Ruby? She needs to bathe as well.”

Ruby pressed close against him from behind. “What about me would we explain?”

Being sandwiched between their two soft forms once again proved horribly distracting, but Trent made due. “It’s a Kallowhorn bath house. Lamina might not allow all three of us.”

Trent spoke of the woman who guarded the women’s side of the Kallowhorn bath house like a hawk. No man or boy would gain entry to the women’s side with Lamina on guard. She was not just a stickler for the rules, but a rather traditional woman by Kallowhorn standards.

Bethany frowned thoughtfully. “I assumed you’d just turn Ruby into a sword.”

“I can’t take a sword into the bath house, Beth.”

“Of course you can. Any man in your position would. No one would question you walking armed around the town after all that’s happened, especially given all the dangers you now face. By now, everyone in Kallowhorn knows what happened from Pace.”

“They wouldn’t…” As Trent paused and considered just how proud his father had been of him for saving Princess Victoria last night, and how much Pace loved to boast about his son, Trent sighed heavily. “You’re probably right.”

“I am often right.”

He glanced sidelong at Ruby. “Would you be all right with that?”

She gripped his arm. “I would not be all right with not being with you.”

“I suppose that settles it, then.” He reached to the hook on the wall, strapped his empty sheath onto his back, and held out his hand. “Ruby, turn into a sword.”

She dropped her hands to her sides, closed her eyes, and vanished in a burst of reddish energy. Crimson petals fluttered in all directions before landing on the floor and vanishing in motes of light. Trent once more held a sturdy rapier with a wrought-silver hilt.

He considered Ruby in light of last night’s events, then thought. “Can you still hear me?”

“Yes, Master!”

“And can you feel me holding you?”

Her next thought was a good bit more lusty. “Yes, Master.”

Trent would dive into this in more detail later. He sheathed Ruby on his back, then looked at Bethany. “We should go get clean.”

Bethany smiled her naughty smile. “Then lead the way, Master.”

He yawned and scratched the back of his head. “I deserved that.”

They descended to the common room of the tavern and then stepped out into the cold morning. It was still dark, but lamp lights the Kallowhorn kept burning throughout the night provided enough light to see. Many who’d never been here thought it to be a tent city, but the town his people had erected over decades was far more. The sight of it filled him with pride.

Kallowhorn had grown up over the years. Trent’s people, like most tribes who wandered outside the walls of the few megacities that housed most of the realm’s population, had been nomads for many centuries. Unlike many of the other tribes, who continued to wander, Trent’s had settled in this fertile valley sheltered by tall mountains over four generations ago.

No one quite remembered how or when a Kallowhorn hunter had discovered that the soulless simply would not enter the Blackwood, day or night, but a clever tribe leader had realized what an opportunity that fact offered. With a half ring of mountains on one side and a permeable but defendable forest on the other, the Kallowhorn could have their own walls.

While there were still sturdy tarps erected to shelter merchant stalls and other modern amenities, the Kallowhorn had built many permanent homes and other buildings. As it became increasingly clear, over several generations, that no one was coming to take this land and the soulless couldn’t attack it, they had left their nomadic lifestyle behind.

What had started as a tent city four generations ago was now an established township the equal of walled settlements closer to Whitebridge. The buildings were built in the modern manner using local materials, with wood from the Blackwood and bricks made from local clay. Kallowhorn traders had negotiated for glass and other materials they couldn’t find.

Kallowhorn was no Whitebridge. It was a fraction of the size of District Two. But the buildings were sturdy, the streets were clean, and the people were among the kindest Trent had ever known. Many here called each other outwallers, but it was a term of respect.

Trent and Bethany walked out onto the street and north toward the sheltered hot springs. Here, the Kallowhorn had taken advantage of natural features to construct a bath house with heated water. That bathhouse was the main reason Trent was willing to rise before dawn. It was luxurious even by the standards of Whitebridge.

When they arrived, they found a single-story “gate house” that was staffed from just before sunup to after sundown by volunteers. Torches burned on each side, providing enough light to see. A tall wall of planks enclosed the natural, heated bathing pools on all sides.

The bathing pools actually passed beneath this gate house, but people wiser than him had installed a wooden grate below. That ensured people on the men’s side couldn’t swim under the gate house to the women’s. Trent had certainly considered it in his younger years.

While the necessity of living in a fixed place had force many Kallowhorn to learn farming and cultivation, and the open grounds north of the town were now verdant fields and gardens, Kallowhorn still had many hunters. Those were the people Trent found already lined up to enter the baths before sunrise. Hunters always made an early start.

He found a short line waiting to enter the men’s bath and a longer line waiting to enter the women’s. Yet, before he could choose what to do next, Bethany hurried forward. She knocked loudly on the closed window in the center of the gatehouse.

The window slid open, and then a sharp-eyed, gray-haired woman Trent recognized peered out: Lamina Calun. He was glad to see very little had changed since he left his home over a year ago. The people he knew were still safe.

While Trent couldn’t see Bethany’s smile with her back to him, he could feel it from the way Lamina smiled back. Bethany was one of Lamina’s favorites. They had become fast friends shortly after Bethany and her tribe joined with Trent’s.

Bethany offered a little curtsey as she addressed Lamina by the respectful title she preferred. “Good morning, Mistress Calun! Is the couples’ bathing stall available this morning?”

As Trent walked up behind Bethany with Ruby secure in her sheath, other men and women, most of whom Trent knew, eyed them curiously. Trent worked to keep his gaze fixed, very firmly, on Lamina. He was perfectly content to let Bethany handle this.

Lamina raised one eyebrow. “It is, but we reserve that for newlyweds.”

“That’s perfect. I wish to bathe with my betrothed, Trent Marston.”

A woman in the line to Trent’s left gasped, then started urgently gossiping with two others lower than he could hear. Meanwhile, when Trent dared glance at the short line of male hunters, he recognized all three of them. Two stared, while one gave him a huge thumb’s up.

Trent smiled proudly and moved up to stand beside Bethany. He took her hand and held it, and she lovingly smiled at him. Bethany Vellus was now his… and he was hers. Everyone in Kallowhorn would know they would be married before they left this morning.

Lamina, meanwhile, just nodded. “It’s about time you two figured that out.”

Trent smiled. “We’ve known for some time, Mistress. The timing simply wasn’t right.”

“So, you are now her betrothed, Trent Marston?”

“I am. I asked Beth to marry me last night, and she accepted.”

“Then, I suppose there’s nothing untoward about you sharing the bath. Stay there.” She closed the shutter, then spoke to another woman inside to take over as sentinel. Lamina emerged from a side door and led them in through the women’s entrance.

Several female hunters beamed at Bethany as she walked past, and Bethany blushed brightly and smiled back. Everyone knew each other in Kallowhorn, and Trent was glad to see none of the women gathered in that line looked jealous. Or if they were… they hid it well.

Lamina led them into the center of the structure, to a portion Trent had never seen, and then pulled a set of keys from her pocket. She turned one in a lock and hurried inside, then bustled around a bit. Lamplight ignited, and then she emerged.

“This room is smaller than the public pools, but the tub is sized for two. Towels and soap are in the small closet at the back. I don’t expect any other couples this morning, but don’t be longer than an hour.” She frowned. “And if you have to, keep it down. The noise carries.”

Bethany clutched Trent’s hand and hauled him through the door. “We’ll be discreet.”

Trent expected Lamina to comment on the very noticeable sword hilt protruding from the sheath on his back. Instead, she simply closed the door behind them. It locked from the inside, so Trent locked it. When he turned back around, Bethany was already topless.

With her pale and heavy breasts lit only by lamplight, they were both highlighted and shadowed in a way that stole his gaze. His eyes remained glued to her chest as she fixed him with a sultry smile. She slowly, very slowly, eased her sleep pants down her thighs.

Bethany had put on nothing beneath them, and the tuft of black hair there glistened faintly in the lamp light. How was she already ready for him? He hadn’t touched her… but she had been thinking about him touching her since they woke up. As much as he wanted to maintain his discipline and not be distracted, he was now too hard for that.

Bethany pointed at his blade. “Summon Ruby.”

“She’s going to join us?”

“She’s going to watch. As you saw last night, she still has much to learn.”

Trent smiled. “Ruby, return.”

Bright light rose in the bathing chamber, but he hoped no one would notice. When Ruby returned and spotted them together, she gasped happily. As she rapidly stripped her clothes off, however, Bethany raised a palm.

“Ruby, settle on your knees. Pay close attention to everything I do with our husband. Whenever I’m not available, I’ll expect you to tend to his needs in my place.”

Ruby glanced at him eagerly. “Master?”

“Do as she says.” He considered. “And when all three of us are intimate, I’ll expect you to obey Beth’s orders just as you’d obey mine.” He glanced at his birth wife. “Agreed?”

She smiled. “At least while she’s still learning. Now, husband. Kiss me.”

He loved that she could call him that now. He pulled Bethany’s naked body into his arms. She kissed him once, quietly and tenderly, and then removed his shirt, then his pants. The moment he burst free, she dropped to her knees, and his eyes widened as he realized her goal.

He clutched her head before she could do anything else. “I haven’t bathed.”

Bethany shoved his hand away and smiled up at him. “I don’t care.”

She took him in her mouth and pleasured him so vigorously he had to fight to contain his groans and keep his feet. When she did this for him, she made it clear there was nothing more important to her than his pleasure. He took a firm grip on the back of her head.

As Trent glanced at Ruby, he found her awestruck. She was watching everything Bethany did to him like a fencer would watch an expert swordsman, learning all she could and memorizing every possible technique. The thought of her practicing drove him to distraction.

Just when Trent felt like he might lose control, Bethany popped her lips off and winked up at him, then looked at Ruby. She continued to stroke him with a gentle, teasing touch.

“Our husband must never start his mornings unsatisfied. His mind needs to be clear for his day. If I’m not available to do this for him, I’ll expect you to do so in my place. Understood?”

Ruby gasped happily. “Understood, Mistress!”

Bethany smiled slyly. “Ooh, I like that. You can call me that any time you like.”

“I will, Mistress.”

As Trent looked at Ruby again, he found her hand already pressed between her legs. She bit her lip and stared at him needfully. Was she… was she asking for permission?

“Yes, Ruby. If you’re going to watch us do this, you can touch yourself down there.”

Ruby gasped in relief and eagerly started playing between her legs. But before Trent could grow too entranced, Bethany turned and gripped the side of the washtub. She languidly extended herself into a sideways L and spread her feet to spread her thighs.

Bethany glanced over her shoulder at him and flipped her braid to slap down against her bare back. “Just so you know, he always climaxes faster if we do it this way.”

Trent growled softly as he gripped Bethany’s hip. “So do you.” As he reached between her legs to play with her already slick folds, she offered a breathy moan that likely wouldn’t carry.

As he pleasured Bethany with his fingers, alternating between grabbing her breasts and her ass, he glanced at Ruby again. She was bucking and playing with herself as she watched them. He suspected she could orgasm two or three times before they finished.

Bethany fumbled between her legs for his cock. “Please, now.”

“Not yet.” He remembered her teasing from earlier tonight. “You have to say it first. Remember, we want to set a good example for Ruby.”

Near them, Ruby collapsed as she brought herself to her latest orgasm. Even as her back arched, she kept her glassy gaze focused on them. She was paying close attention.

Silence fell as Bethany’s sex-addled brain struggled to guess what he might mean, and then she laughed warmly. “Please, Master. Take me. Right now.”

“Good girl.” Trent took a firm grip on her braid, tugged it back hard enough to make Bethany gasp in delight, and then slipped into her from behind. Bethany reached between her legs with one hand, both to play with herself and help him stay inside her.

Without another word, Trent began pounding her against the tub. The noise of flesh slapping against flesh might carry, but at least it wasn’t moans. Bethany was right. Taking her from behind like this always ensured he finished faster.

He clenched Bethany’s braid and tugged it even more, forcing her head up. She huffed and endured as she, as always, took pleasure in his moderately rough treatment. She liked it when he pinned and controlled her because it reminded them both she was his.

As Trent pounded her, he marveled at how her ass rippled with each thrust. Her large breasts bounced as well. Soon he felt his climax approaching, then slowed to be safe.

Before he could pull out, Bethany’s hand fumbled and grabbed his hip. “Inside me.”

“But what about⁠—”

“It’s a good time. A safe time.” She growled low. “Now, give it to me, husband.”

Trent gripped both her hips and claimed her as she asked. He could tell she was biting her lip to muffle her groans, and she felt so good he couldn’t believe he had ever left her behind. He hadn’t climaxed inside Bethany for over a year, so it was well past time.

Finally, with one last grunt, he flooded his birth wife with his seed. Bethany gripped the tub with white knuckles and panted desperately. She once more proved she was his and always his. One hand fumbled back to clutch his fingers, and she held tight as they came down.

Trent eventually eased out of her. On shaky legs, Bethany rose and turned to face him. She was panting and out of breath, and a faint hint of pale white glistened between her legs. She looked incredibly satisfied with herself. Only then did he remember to check on Ruby.

His blade wife was spread eagle on her back, her limp fingers resting on one thigh. She was so wet and disheveled he knew she must have brought herself to orgasm multiple times. Yet, despite her heaving chest and glassy eyes, she raised her head to look at him.

Trent smiled at Ruby. “Did you learn anything from watching us?”

His blade wife grinned up in exhaustion. “I learned… I want you… to do that to me.”

Bethany took Trent’s hand. “Next time, we’ll have him take turns with us.” She looked at him. “Now, we really should get clean. We’ll have to rush to get breakfast.”

Trent snorted. “That’s what I said when we got up.”

“Do you have a complaint, husband?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. “I’ll get the soap.”

Bethany and Ruby crawled into the tub, which was filled with steamy water, as Trent rummaged through the closet and gathered soap and towels. With two women already in a tub made for two, he had to be careful how he entered it. Still, in this case, being a man who was slightly shorter than average came in handy. Pressed close, they just fit.

Somehow, despite all the proximity and soapy bodies involved, the three of them managed to get clean. Ruby helped Bethany wash her hair to remove the last of the mud and grime, and then both women soaped and washed Trent thoroughly. He even allowed Bethany to shave his face and neck as Ruby watched nervously, biting her lip.

Finally, they were clean and content. As Trent stood awkwardly in the bath, Ruby leaned over and gripped his ass. When she tried to wrap her lips around his now stirring cock, Trent grabbed her hair and stopped her. “What are you doing?”

She giggled and looked up. “My duty as your blade wife.”

“I… No, Ruby, we need to get dressed and get breakfast.”

“But, Master, you are so clean now!”

As Bethany laughed warmly and carefully got out of the bath, Trent took Ruby’s hand and helped her up until they stood close. “I appreciate your enthusiasm. I do. But we can only do that so often, and… I’m quite spent. I promise, we’ll have another opportunity soon.”

Ruby stared up at him. “We will do it again tonight.”

He gave her another gentle squeeze. “As you wish.”

They carefully clambered out of the tub and toweled off. At that moment, a loud knock echoed on the door. Lamina was letting them know time was almost up.

The bath matron yelled through the door. “Brought you something! I’m leaving now!”

Trent glanced at his wives, who both shrugged, then walked to the door. He unbolted it and eased it open, then smiled down. Lamina had left two sets of soft and well-made linen clothing on the doorstep. As Trent knelt to take them, they smelled like flowers.

He closed the door and walked inside, then stopped. “We only have two sets.”

Bethany shrugged. “Ruby can be naked as a sword.” She smiled at Ruby. “Can’t you?”

Ruby nodded eagerly. “And I’ll be ready for Trent when he summons me again!”

Trent frowned at them both. “You are going to meet my parents while dressed.”

Ruby gasped. “Oh, of course!”

“We’ll pick something up for you on the way out. Now, let’s hurry.”

After that lovely bath, fresh clothes were heavenly. Trent wasn’t surprised to find the set Lamina had left for him fit him perfectly. He had known her since he was very little.

Ruby, still naked, once more became a sword, and Trent sheathed her and exited the couple’s bathing room. Faint orange now tinted the dark sky, which told him sunrise was on its way. Would he even have time to eat before he left?

Traveling with his wives required better planning. He had to stop thinking with his cock! Though as he glanced at Bethany and her contented glow, he forgave himself this once. She rarely looked happier than after he finished inside her.

They stopped at the gatehouse and asked Lamina for one more set of clothes “for Bethany.” Given they would both be traveling into the wilds for some time, Lamina considered only a moment before coming back with several sets of fresh clothes for them both.

Bethany was slightly shorter than Ruby and bigger in both chest and hips, but they could still wear the same clothing. Trent and Bethany walked away from the bathhouse until they found a narrow, unoccupied alley. Ruby returned, dressed, and then turned back into a sword.

They had to eat, and Ruby also needed to eat. This morning, however, they were not eating at a tavern. They were eating at Trent’s home, where he knew Pace would already have a meal prepared. Given how long they’d delayed in the bath, their breakfast might be cold.

This early they only passed a few people, all of whom Trent recognized. Everyone offered smiles, waves, or nods. Trent had to work hard to keep his expression calm as each friendly face reminded him, once more, of what he was leaving behind.

Why had he become so focused on moving to Whitebridge? On living among people who didn’t understand him or know him at all? The idea of living in a huge and sprawling metropolis had seemed so appealing a year ago… but now, too late, he realized he would have been happy staying home, hunting game, and marrying Bethany.

At least now he could still do one of the two.

The sky was just turning orange when they reached his parent’s home at the end of Kallowhorn. It was a modest one-story home that was closer to a cottage than anything else, with sturdy walls, two glassed-in windows, and a squat chimney. Trent felt content.

It was small. It was cramped. It was home.

He gently brushed Ruby’s hilt. He trusted his parents, and moreover, Ruby was now his blade wife. He wasn’t going to hide a woman he would spend the rest of his life with from his parents. That wouldn’t be fair to her or him, and Pace and Marika could keep a secret.

It felt odd to knock on his own door (or his parent’s door) but he knocked anyway. A moment later the door opened, and then Trent’s mother, Marika, was out of doors and hugging him tight. She had shoulder-length brown hair, brown eyes, and a warm smile.

Trent warmly hugged her back. Marika was actually a bit taller than him and Pace, but that had never bothered Trent’s father or Trent. While he wouldn’t have complained about inheriting a bit more height, being a bit shorter than the average man had allowed him to squeeze through narrow openings and strike from the shadows many times.

Then, his mother was past him and hugging Bethany. “Finally, he asked you!”

Bethany laughed as she embraced Marika. “It was a mutual decision, and you know he couldn’t ask me before now. Not until either I moved to Whitebridge, or he returned here.”

Marika released Bethany and stepped back. “Well, come inside before the food gets even more cold. We expected you some time ago, but I imagine you two were busy.”

Trent nodded calmly. “We were very tired from last night.”

Marika rolled her eyes. “Please, Trent. When my father and I were your age, I don’t think we could get through more than a few hours without⁠—”

“Mom!” Trent’s hand shot up in surrender. “Please, let’s… let’s just have breakfast.”

Marika smirked knowingly as she beckoned them inside.

Trent entered his home—his parent’s home—to find his father already setting out plates piled high with cooked sausage, eggs, and fresh fruit. None of that was easy to come by for the average family all the way out here, so he knew Pace had worked hard this morning.

Again he felt guilty about keeping his parents waiting so long, but Pace’s warm smile washed that away. His father was beaming so proudly Trent felt self-conscious, and not just at him. At Bethany as well. News certainly traveled fast in Kallowhorn.

They had a single table just big enough for four people with a bench on each side. Pace pointed at the table. “Best sit and eat up. We still have time to get you fed.” His grin widened. “Oh, and congratulations, you two. I know this foul business with the king has you busy at the moment, but remember, we want grandkids. Sooner rather than later.”

Trent didn’t even sigh. He simply looked between his parents and reached for the weapon on his back. Both of them watched him curiously, but without worry.

“Mom, Dad, it’s…” Trent took a breath. “It’s been a rough few days, so thank you for sheltering and feeding us. I don’t know when I’ll be back, so I’m glad we get to visit now.”

Pace turned solemn. “We’ll always be here for you, son. And if you change your mind about staying, then stay. We’ll keep you hidden and kill anyone who threatens you.”

“That’s appreciated, but unnecessary. However, before we eat, there’s someone else I need you to meet.”

Marika raised one eyebrow. “You didn’t invite them to breakfast?”

“No, she’s here. This is going to look very strange, so… don’t freak out. It’s magic.” He pulled Ruby from her sheath, reached out, and said the magic words. “Ruby, return.”

The weight of her vanished from his hand, and then the familiar tornado of red energy crackled to life inside his parent’s small front room. Marika jumped, and Pace grabbed the table, but neither went for the weapons on the mantle. They trusted Trent enough not to do that.

Crimson rose petals fell and faded, and then Ruby returned to the world as a woman. She oriented herself quickly, looked at an amazed Marika and a gawking Pace, and then smiled.

“Hello! It is such a pleasure to meet you! My name is Ruby, and I am Trent’s blade wife.”

Trent cringed. He had planned to first explain Ruby, then ease his parents into a “Mom, Dad, I’m going to have multiple wives now” announcement. Yet Ruby, likely because she was so happy about their new tribe, had dived right in. He searched his parents’ faces for reactions.

As Marika visibly recovered from the sight of a woman materializing out of red light and rose petals in her common room, she smiled warmly. As for Pace, his grin was so wide and proud now it threatened to split his face open.

Neither looked alarmed that a second woman they’d just met now claimed to be his wife. Marika even smiled approvingly at Bethany. What was going on here?

Marika offered her hands. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Ruby.”

Ruby gratefully clasped his mother’s hands and beamed at them. “Your son is very brave and very powerful. I am glad to serve him as his wife and his blade.”

Instead of questioning what that meant, Pace offered Trent a knowing nod and… was that a wink? Had his father just winked at him? He increasingly felt like he was going mad.

“So…” Trent swallowed. “Since we’ve moved right to what I hoped to explain this morning, I… that is, me and Beth… we’ve decided to… You see, among her people⁠—”

Pace took pity on him. “We know.”

Trent stared at his father, and then his mother. Both looked rather amused. If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear his father had just said he already knew Trent had two wives.

“What?”

Pace smiled proudly. “Alyn and Helia came and explained everything once it became clear that your relationship with Bethany was more than a fling. They told us how their tribe once organized itself, and what you two might decide to do if you and Bethany ever married.”

Trent stared. “So, you… you knew?”

“Yes, but we didn’t want to push either of you into a lifestyle you weren’t comfortable with. Alyn and Helia agreed it would be best to allow you and Bethany to decide whether you wanted to organize your tribe in the Kallowhorn or Windborne way. We also didn’t want anyone among the Windborne survivors to feel like we looked down upon their way of life.”

Bethany clutched Trent’s hand. “No one’s ever felt that way. Everyone you took in has always felt accepted and safe. My parents aren’t the only ones who are grateful Trent found me that day. Everyone who survived that awful day thinks so fondly of both of you.”

Pace smiled proudly. “I’m so glad. So, son… while we weren’t sure when this would happen, exactly, we knew one day you’d come back with Bethany… and possibly a few more.”

Marika wrapped an arm around Pace. “And if you decide you’re going to grow your tribe any further, you need to bring your wives back here so we can meet each one of them.”

Once again, Trent felt a bit overwhelmed… and very grateful. “I’ll make sure to do that.”

“Wonderful! Now, sit! Eat! We’re obviously thrilled about both your engagements, but all three of you need to get a good meal in you before you head out on the road.”

That food did smell awfully good. “Yes. Let’s eat.”

His parents sat on one side of the table. Each bench was made for two people. Trent settled directly in the middle and then Bethany and Ruby both scooted in and pressed against him. He didn’t have any elbow room, but he could still use utensils.

The moment he had his first bite of fresh but now cooling sausage, Trent forgot that his parents had just accepted his “I have two wives” news without batting an eye and ate. He hadn’t eaten food cooked this well in a week, and he hadn’t eaten his father’s food in a year.

The moment Ruby got her first bite of sausage, she moaned so loudly Trent blushed. Ruby stared at Marika in wonder. “This is so good! How did you make this?”

Marika patted her husband’s thigh. “This man cooks in our house.”

Ruby gasped and looked to Pace. “Oh! I’m sorry.”

Pace’s proud grin didn’t fade. “Nothing to be sorry about. And as to how, it’s practice and patience. And a bit of salt and spice.”

After stuffing his face with enough food that his stomach now felt a bit distended, Trent finally felt full. Almost too full. He knew he would burn most of this off on the road.

Once they finished eating, Marika rose. “We should get moving soon.”

Pace hopped up as well. “I’ll get their packs.”

Trent looked between them. “Wait, you packed?”

As Pace hurried into their bedroom, Marika explained. “We’ve packed plenty of salted pork rinds, cheese, nuts, bread, and some dates for your sweet tooth. We’ve also packed some cooking utensils and a few pots, and a big bag of rice that should make a few good meals.”

Trent realized then how much more pleasant their next few weeks on the road were going to be. Even if they were marching through the Breckenrock, a land filled with chaos creatures and ancient mage traps, at least they would eat well. Thanks to his parents.

After being caught in that mist and escaping a horde of sap corpses, the dangers in the Breckenrock no longer seemed as intimidating as they once had. Trent was a kestrel and a graduate of the Vespers, and Bethany was a skilled hunter even he couldn’t track. Ruby was strong and tough and, in her sword form, could kill even chaos wolves with a few stabs.

Trent had no illusions they would ever be completely safe in the Breckenrock. Yet they would be safer in a place where few bounty hunters or members of the queen’s army would dare travel. Most importantly, hiding out in the Breckenrock wouldn’t put Kallowhorn or its people in any more danger. King Tallun would leave his people alone.

Pace emerged from the back of the house carrying two big packs. He offered the first to Trent, but Ruby snatched it and shouldered it easily. Pace chuckled and offered the second pack, which Bethany then took. As she strapped it on, Bethany looked at his parents.

“When Ruby’s a sword, her pack vanishes entirely, and when Trent carries her, he needs to be able to easily draw her. So I’ll shoulder this pack. I’ve carried far more than this.”

Pace nodded proudly. “I know you have. And Beth…” He dropped a hand on her shoulder. “We’re just so proud to welcome you to the family.” Pace then smiled at Ruby. “And while we may only have met you, Ruby, we can’t wait to get to know you better after this bad business is all over. You and Trent can come back and tell us how it turned out.”

Ruby beamed at them both in delight. “Thank you, sir.”

Marika and Pace exchanged looks, then both gazed at Trent. “Ready?

Trent took a deep breath, then smiled at his loving parents. “Yes.”

After a brief back and forth with Bethany and Ruby, she returned to her sword form. That way, anyone they encountered wouldn’t see her. Trent and Bethany then left his parents’ house with his parents, who split up once they exited the home.

Pace left to go into town to be “captured” by Sergeant Crane, Pip, and Tim and Tom. Last night both Sergeant Crane and Pace had decided Crane should “forcefully” bring Pace to meet Captain Cole and identify the body of his “son.” Thatcher’s burned body.

Trent wasn’t eager to let his father take such a huge risk, but Pace was a skilled and deadly hunter. Moreover, Sergeant Crane and Eight Company would have his father’s back. Trent could think of no reason Captain Cole would want Pace dead. It was an acceptable risk.

Trent’s “death” would be more convincing if his father showed up to identify his body, and he knew his father would make a good show of both his temper and his grief. He had to trust Pace Marston as his father trusted him. Meanwhile, Marika led them north.

The sun had almost cleared the horizon when they reached the outskirts of Kallowhorn, and in the fresh daylight, Trent took one last look at his town. His home. He would see it again someday, and some day… he, Bethany, and Ruby would bring their children to visit.

Despite the danger, Trent was so glad he’d come home. In the days after his betrayal by King Tallun and his journey here, he’d been focused only on surviving from day to day. The next fight. The next escape. He was still focused on that now, but his focus had improved.

Now, he wasn’t just fighting to protect his wives, though he would protect them with everything he had. He also wasn’t simply fighting to help restore Princess Victoria to the throne, though he still intended to serve as her kestrel. He was fighting for this. For his home.

So that when the fighting was over, he could finally come back home.


Chapter Twenty-One


SIX HOURS EARLIER


Revca

As the night’s wind tossed her wild red hair over her pale, bare shoulders, the sound of baying hounds set her teeth on edge. Revca’s hearing, greatly enhanced by one of several blood hexes carved into her back, made the baying of the hounds much louder than it should be. She bore no animosity toward hounds. It was the other sounds that frustrated her.

The sounds of dozens of armored men on the move.

The queen’s army had found Marston’s trail, likely following that arcane burst of red energy directly to his camp. These soldiers were seeking Princess Victoria’s assassin, to arrest him and hang him, which meant Revca might not be able to reach him first.

If the army captured Marston before she found him, she wouldn’t be able to rip his heart out through his chest and consume his soul.

Revca abandoned all pretense of stealth and broke into a sprint toward her quarry. Marston had murdered the crown princess of Whitebridge and, in doing so, doomed any chance Revca’s people had of escaping persecution. With Princess Victoria no longer present to stay his hand, King Tallun’s Blessed Knights had put Revca’s peaceful village to the torch.

She couldn’t slaughter King Tallun. He cowered inside his walls. She also couldn’t slaughter Tallun’s Blessed Knights, not alone. As a group, they were too powerful even for her.

The scrying spell Calla had carved into her back before her sister’s wounds claimed her led Revca toward her quarry as accurately as those hounds. She had followed Marston for over a week now, growing closer every day… but never close enough to avenge her people.

He was right there. She could all but taste his blood! If she could reach him before⁠—

Flashes of movement on the horizon forced her to dive to the muddy earth. She crawled forward, on her knees and elbows, into a ditch. Revca hissed through her teeth as her sensitive ears told her soldiers were close enough they would spot her if she didn’t stay low. Her fire-red hair, a mark of Belgor’s favor, would stand out even on a moonlit night.

Her back pulsed a warning as two distant forms caught her gaze, perhaps a hundred paces ahead. A man and a woman, about the same size. The man held the woman’s hand and dragged her toward the Blackwood, which made no sense until she realized who they were.

It was Marston and a woman. She had found them at last. They were so close!

Revca snarled. She wanted to tear off after the man who had murdered Princess Victoria and freed King Tallun to burn her village, but the queen’s army was almost on top of her. Given what King Tallun’s butchers had done to her mother and sister, Revca had no doubt what they would do to her. Reluctantly, she dug her hands into the earth and spoke to it.

Belor had granted her many favors as his instrument, and one was her ability to beg favors from the land. As Revca flattened herself, earth and grass rose up to conceal her body. She was all but invisible as two soldiers stomped by paces away.

Ahead, Marston and the woman with him hurried into the Blackwood. As they did so, Revca felt a shifting in the earth. Something not alive was in that forest, an ancient hunger drawn out of its slumber by fresh prey. She clenched her fists as she realized who it sought.

The evil wanted Marston. Yet another enemy hoped to steal a man that was hers and hers alone to kill. It felt unfair to lose him to the evil in those woods when she was so close to avenging her family, but life had never been fair to Revca. Not even once.

Her only comfort was that she could feel the soldiers now. With her connection to the earth, she counted all ninety-six of them and knew exactly where they stood. They were clustering uncertainly around the edge of the Blackwood, afraid to enter it.

They should be.

Focused on Marston, none were now in a position to come after her or even come in this direction. All those who had threatened her with discovery had already passed. Revca cursed their poor timing and considered robbing them of their lives to pay for it, but as much as she craved blood for her people, these particular soldiers had not butchered them.

Revca would kill when the situation demanded it, but she would not kill without cause. As much as she raged at the unfairness of having her quarry stolen from her, she would reserve her rage for Marston. She released her connection to the earth.

The vines and mud pulled away, leaving her as clean as if she had just bathed in a mountain stream. Staying low and keeping the tall grass between her and the queen’s army, Revca cut her own path toward the Blackwood. Some fools in the queen’s army would enter the forest and be devoured by the sap, but if she stuck to the edges, she could pass it by.

The evil in the Blackwood was powerful, but Revca doubted it would threaten her. If it did, she would teach it to seek easier prey. Marston’s decision to charge into a forest filled with cannibalistic sap could be his undoing, but if he survived… Revca would be ready for him.

As their village had burned in the distance, as Revca’s sister Calla coughed up blood and finished carving the last of the family hexes into Revca’s back, Belgor had given her an arcane vision to keep her strong. The visions Belgor passed her always came true, and focusing on this vision was how Revca had driven herself on relentlessly, with little food or rest, for six days.

It was a vision of Trent Marston dying bloody and gasping in her arms.


The End



I hope you’ve enjoyed the first volume of Queen’s Kestrel! Trent has eluded King Tallun and the queen’s army for now, but the dangers of the Breckenrock lie ahead. Worse, the vengeful hex mage Revca seeks his death. A woman like Revca is a dangerous foe… but if Trent can convince her Princess Victoria is alive, she could also become a powerful ally.

If you can, please leave a rating or review for this book. Both will help encourage others to seek out my stories. Also, I have another (sci-fi!) harem adventure series coming out soon. Psionic Elite is about a powerful ex-soldier who returns to a city filled with enemies to rescue the woman he left behind. I hope you’ll give that book a read!

Finally, my first harem fantasy adventure series, Primal Conjurer, is now complete, as is my very spicy mono-romance series, How I Met My Hot Alien Girlfriend. Both are available in e-book and audio. If you’ve enjoyed this book, you may enjoy those as well.

If you’d like to read more of my books, you can find them at my author site: https://www.dannyrogan.com/. And if you’d like to support my work and read bonus content, you can find me at https://www.patreon.com/dannyrogan.

You can also find and chat with me on the Romance for Men, Pulp Fantasy, and Haremlit Discords, links to which follow this note.

Until next time!
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